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one
AVOID

In	 the	 beginning,	 there	 was	 the	 Ear:	 a	 perfect
creation	of	flesh	and	cartilage	floating	alone	in	a	dark	and
infinite	void.	

The	 Ear	 was	 beautiful:	 the	 most	 aesthetically
appealing	 thing	 in	 this	 reality	 and	 the	 only	 thing	 in	 this
reality.	

The	Ear	made	perfect	 sense:	 no	 less	 useful	 despite
the	 fact	 that	 in	 all	 of	 this	 time	 and	 space,	 there	was	 not,
and	had	never	been,	anything	to	hear.

The	Ear	was	alive	and	had	an	awareness	(of	sorts),
although	there	was	nothing	(yet)	to	be	aware	of.	

The	 Ear	 had	 a	 story.	 It	 was	 not	 yet	 told—a	 tale	 of
possibility—but	 its	 moment	 was	 coming.	 It	 had	 been
foretold,	although	not	by	the	Ear	itself,	who	knew	nothing
of	its	destiny.	

Most	 importantly,	 the	 Ear	 was,	 because	 in	 the
history	of	this	tiny	universe	sitting	in	the	roots	of	the	great
All	Tree,	there	had	always	been,	and	always	would	be,	the
Ear.



Like	most	things,	it	made	sense	mostly	because	that
was	the	way	it	was,	and	that’s	the	way	it	had	happened.	

The	 Ear	 dangled	 in	 nothingness,	 hanging	 at	 the
bottom	 of	 the	 chain	 of	 events	 that	 had	 brought	 it	 into
existence,	over	the	chasm	of	untold	possibilities,	waiting	to
hear	something.

And	 then	 a	 word	 rang	 out	 through	 the	 infinite
emptiness,	and	that	changed	everything.	

“Hello?	Are	you	here?”	she	asked.
“You	made	it,”	he	replied	from	the	darkness.	“I	was

beginning	to	worry.”
“There’s	nothing	to	worry	about.	Your	plan	worked.

I’m	fine.”
“I	missed	you.”
“I	missed	you,	too.	Are	you	ready?”
“Mostly.	 Things	 always	 take	 forever	 in	 a	 place	 like

this.”
The	 Ear	 trembled	 as	 it	 functioned.	 It	 heard	 the

voices,	 but	 it	 understood	nothing.	 To	 it,	 every	 sound	was
the	same	glorious	sensual	chorus.	It	had	spent	eons	waiting
to	hear,	and	now	it	heard.	It	vibrated	with	something	 like
joy.

“Mostly?	How	long	was	I	gone?”
“Centuries,	 I	 think.	 Maybe	 a	 millennia	 or	 two	 at

most.”



This	 reality	 was	 new,	 soft	 like	 clay,	 smooth	 like
plastic.	 Potentials	 shifted	 with	 every	 word,	 this	 nascent
reality	attempting	to	curl	itself	around	the	possibilities	that
were	presented	to	it.	The	ear	grew	a	long	fleshy	noodle	that
uncoiled	beneath	it.	At	the	bottom	appeared	a	mouth:	two
lips,	 teeth,	 and	 a	 tongue.	 It	 spoke	 to	 them.	 “Hello?”	 it
asked.	 “Are	 you	here?”	 Thus	 it	was,	 and	 so	 had	 it	 always
been.

If	this	universe	had	been	allowed	to	unspool	without
interference	 from	 that	moment,	 there	would	have	 come	a
day,	born	from	that	single	question,	when	species	yet	to	be
born	would	have	 fought,	died,	built	 great	 empires,	 fought
some	more,	and	then	ultimately	come	together	 in	galactic
harmony	to	conquer	the	galaxy	and	perfect	the	universe	in
the	name	of	the	intelligent,	enlightened	life	forms.	

But	in	the	end,	as	the	last	hyperintelligent	megastar
faded	 away,	 they	would	 never	 find	 the	 answer	 to	 the	 one
great	question	whose	never-faded	words	had	haunted	this
reality	 from	 one	 end	 of	 its	 history	 to	 the	 other:	 Are	 you
here?	Also,	the	concept	of	irony	would	have	never	existed.

But	it	was	not	to	be.	
“Did	you	get	it?”	the	nothingness	asked.
“Of	 course,	 I	 did.”	The	words	 vibrated	 through	 the

ether.	“Dog	helped.”
“She’s	good	that	way.	Did	he	notice	you?”



There	was	a	pause	before	she	spoke	again.	“Is	there
any	way	we	can	look	at	each	other?”

“Let	there	be	light,”	he	said,	and	a	sun	blinked	into
existence,	illuminating	the	darkness.

She	manifested	 in	 front	of	him.	Having	never	done
anything	by	halves,	the	World	wove	her	corporeal	form	out
of	the	very	fabric	of	the	universe.	As	the	fundamental	laws
of	 nature	 bent	 to	 her	 gorgeous	 whims,	 the	 Fool	 found
himself	instantly	lost	in	the	perfect,	divine	blue	whirling	of
her	skin.	

The	 Ear	 basked	 in	 her	 glow	 as	 well,	 for	 it	 could
sense	 her	 in	 ways	 that	 would	 be	 impossible	 for	 anything
but	 a	 sentient	Ear	 to	 understand,	 and	 the	mouth	made	 a
low	whistling	noise	 that	sounded	suspiciously	 like	 it	 liked
what	it	saw.

Another	flesh	tube	grew	out	from	the	ear,	sideways
this	 time,	 and	 it	 flowered	 into	 a	 single	 blinking	 eye.	 The
blind	universe	had	gained	sight.	

“You’re	 gorgeous.”	 Before	 coming	 to	 this	 universe,
the	 Fool	 had	 spent	 countless	 eons	 traveling	 between	 the
shifting	 matrices	 of	 the	 All	 Tree	 that	 spanned	 realities
beyond	time	and	space,	and	yet	he	had	never	managed	to
perfect	 the	ability	to	 form	a	perfectly	divine	shade	of	blue
the	way	that	she	had.	

There	was	a	beauty	in	her	that	spoke	to	the	Fool	of	a



truth	beyond	anything	he	had	witnessed	in	any	incarnation
of	anyone	else.	 It	was	 the	reason	he	 loved	her,	and	 it	was
love	itself,	and	it	did	not	dim	the	slightest	even	though	her
gorgeous	face	was	now	that	of	an	angry	god	with	two	large
ivory	 tusks	 thrusting	up	 like	 jagged	peaks	 from	her	 lower
jaw.

“Did	he	notice	you?”	the	Fool	asked	again.
“I	don’t	think	so,”	she	said.
“You	don’t	think	so?”
She	 laughed	 a	 little.	 “I	 was	 always	 just	 one	 step

ahead.	 If	 I’d	 come	 back	 earlier,	 he	 would	 have	 found	 us
both.	 And	 I	 wanted	 to	 make	 sure	 you	 were	 ready.	 And
we’re…?”

“We’re	close.”
“How	close?”
“Very	close.	I	love	you,”	the	Fool	said	and	leaned	in

toward	her.	Then	he	found	himself	moving	past	her	face.	
The	 World	 shook	 her	 head.	 “You	 can’t	 kiss	 me

without	 a	 body.”	 She	 laughed	 in	 the	 particular	 way	 she
always	did	when	he	lived	up	to	his	name.	

The	Fool	was	still	just	insight	and	intention.	To	kiss
her,	 he	 would	 need	 to	 incorporate.	 To	 escape,	 he	 would
need	to	have	a	self	 to	escape	with.	Defining	his	 intention,
the	 universe	 opened	 to	 him,	 making	 way	 for	 his
incarnation.



He	looked	at	her	closely,	and	something	softened	in
her	features—the	halo	of	red	flames	about	her	head	shifting
to	blue.	“I	missed	you.”	The	necklace	of	writhing	skulls	she
wore	around	her	neck	clattered	and	chattered	in	response
to	her	words,	whispering	secrets	of	 futures	yet	 to	be	born
and	 many	 that	 would	 never	 be.	 Underneath	 her	 8	 legs,
cosmic	snakes	writhed	as	her	feet	danced	across	their	scaly
backs,	 crushing	 them	 beneath	 her	 curled	 toes.	 As	 she
swayed	back	and	 forth,	 their	mouths	opened	and	spit	out
black	holes,	whirling	nebulae,	and	spinning	pulsars.	

Tears	formed	in	the	corners	of	her	eyes.	“I	took	too
long.”	The	tiny	galaxies	of	water	began	to	burn	as	they	fell,
transforming	 into	 shining	 stars	 that	 drifted	 away,	 adding
lights	to	the	sky	of	this	no-longer-dark	universe.	“I	had	to
find	 a	 seed	 in	 contact	 with	 the	 roots.	 Things	 are	 very
strange	down	here.”

“It	 feels	 strange	 to	 have	 a	 mouth	 again.”	 Had	 he
been	here	 that	 long?	Waiting,	working,	planning—at	 least
he	 could	 kiss	 her	 now.	 Unfortunately,	 he	 had	 made	 a
massive	miscalculation	 in	 scale.	He	was	only	 inches	 tall—
she	was	light-years	across.	

The	 Fool	 made	 alterations	 to	 his	 incarnation,
bending	 the	 fabric	 of	 reality	 to	 force	 his	 body	 to	 grow
larger.	This	was	his	universe,	and	he	could	be	whatever	he
wanted	to	be	here.	



Having	 grown	 to	 galactic	 proportions,	 the	 Fool	 let
his	gaze	linger,	slowing	perception	until	he	could	feel	each
individual	photon	as	 it	passed	 through	his	eye.	He	 let	 the
signal	crawl	through	his	neurons	until	it	unfolded	into	the
full	vision	of	all	the	glory	that	was	her.	She	was	the	World,
and	 she	was	 big	 enough	 to	 fill	 a	 universe—especially	 this
relatively	small	one.

“Are	you	deliberately	wasting	time?”	she	asked	him.	
“Wasted	 time	 is	 the	 only	 time	 that	 matters,”	 he

replied,	smiling.	“It’s	the	only	kind	where	you’re	making	a
choice.”

“You’re	an	idiot.”	Even	in	her	divinity,	he	saw	what
he	thought	was	a	trace	of	the	original	mortal	she	had	been
long	 before	 he’d	met	 her.	 It	was	 something	 vulnerable	 in
her	voice,	even	when	she	was	trying	to	be	angry	at	him.	The
universe	 rumbled.	 Somewhere	 nearby,	 the	 Ear’s	 eye
squeezed	shut.	“It’s	him,”	she	said.	“He’s	coming.”	

Ringed	 around	 his	 head	 like	 a	 crown	 were	 six
smaller	 heads,	 each	 face	 peering	 out	 in	 a	 different
direction.	 Their	 eyes	 blinked	 and	 scanned	 the	 darkness,
able	 to	see	so	 far	across	 this	 tiny	universe	 that	 they	could
view	the	other	face	behind	them.	When	the	Emperor	came,
the	Fool	would	see	him.	“Not	yet.”

“He	wants	to	destroy	us.”
He	 smiled	 at	 that.	 “To	 destroy	me,	 you	mean.”	He



had	known	what	falling	in	love	with	her	would	mean,	and
he	had	done	it	anyway.	Even	Dog	had	tried	to	stop	him	in
her	own	strange	way,	although	the	loyal	creature	probably
loved	her	more	than	he	did	now.	“We	both	know	that	he’d
never	hurt	you.”	

“The	Emperor’s	feelings	protect	me	far	less	than	you
think.”	Her	 frown	was	 visible	 even	 through	her	 terrifying
tusks.	“He	wants	power	more	than	anything.”

The	 Fool	 let	 his	 thoughts	 spin	 from	 the	 cosmic	 to
the	 conscious.	 Letting	 go	 of	 divinity	 was	 never	 an	 easy
thing	 to	 do—duality	 always	 comes	 with	 infinite
compromises.	He’d	tried	to	match	her	divine	blue,	but	had
failed:	his	shade	was	a	touch	too	dark.	“We	still	have	time
for	 this,”	 the	 Fool	 said,	 and	 then	 stepped	 forward	 and
wrapped	 his	 arms	 around	 her.	 There	 were	 almost	 a
thousand	of	them,	and	it	took	a	moment	for	him	to	finish
before	he	leaned	his	face	toward	her.	

The	 World	 leaned	 back	 from	 his	 searching	 lips.
“Getting	you	is	all	that	matters	to	him.”

“He	wants	your	love.”
“If	he	becomes	the	Om,	he’ll	have	everything.”
“He	wants	everything,”	the	Fool	said,	and	stretched

out	 his	 largest	 hand.	 “That’s	 his	 weakness.”	 Taking	 her
fingers	into	his,	he	reveled	in	the	thrilling	sense	of	emotion
that	 came	 with	 inhabiting	 a	 body.	 “I’m	 the	 last	 thing



standing	between	him	and	everything	else.”	
As	 their	 hands	 moved	 together,	 he	 leaned	 in	 and

kissed	her.	The	Fool	felt	her	tusks	pressing	against	his	face.
Her	demon	tongue	wriggled	in	his	mouth,	and	their	souls
once	 again	 connected	 in	 a	 way	 that	 spoke	 of	 a	 rightness
between	 them	 that	 even	 in	 his	 most	 divine	 moments	 he
had	never	been	able	to	fully	comprehend.	

How	many	millennia	had	passed	since	they	had	last
kissed?	How	many	eons	had	it	been	since	the	Emperor	had
first	tried	to	steal	her	away	and	use	her	for	bait?

She	had	 escaped	on	her	 own.	The	World	had	been
far	more	capable	than	the	Emperor	had	imagined.	

For	an	instant,	it	all	seemed	so	impossible.	The	Fool
had	been	 just	 a	mortal	 once.	Could	 all	 of	 this	 have	 really
happened,	or	was	it	simply	the	fever	dream	of	a	madman?
“Because	 the	 Fool	 so	 loved	 The	 World,	 he	 gave	 up
everything	to	be	with	her.”	

She	 laughed	again.	 “You’re	more	of	 an	 idiot	 than	 I
believed	possible,”	she	said.	But	he	knew	she	didn’t	mean
it.

“I’m	still	a	 fool	 for	you,”	he	replied.	That	made	her
smile.	

“I	missed	you.”	
“I	love	you…”	He	had	tried	to	say	her	true	name,	but

he	realized	that	he	couldn’t	remember	it	anymore.	It	was	a



secret	 that	 he’d	 buried	 so	 deep	 that	 even	 if	 the	 Emperor
tore	him	into	atoms,	he	would	never	find	it.

The	universe	 rumbled	again,	 and	 the	mouth	of	 the
Ear	 let	 out	 a	 shriek.	 It	 had	 never	 known	 fear	 before—it
never	should	have	had	to—but	it	knew	it	now.	

The	Fool	shook	his	head.	The	rattling	skulls	on	her
necklace	quieted,	and	her	smile	faded,	replaced	by	a	look	of
ominous	 determination.	 “It’s	 time	 to	 go.	 We’ve	 been
running	from	him	for	half	of	our	existences.”

“If	we	could	have	reached	the	Deck…”
“I	tried,”	he	said,	snapping	at	her.	He	felt	angry	with

her	for	bringing	it	up.	Even	more	angry	than	he	had	been
at	himself…	

“If	we	do	this—if	we	run	away—who	will	stop	him?”
There	was	a	sadness	in	her	eyes.	

“We’ll	get	 to	 live	out	our	 lives	 together.”	He	hadn’t
realized	 just	 how	 tired	 he	 really	 was	 until	 this	 moment.
“However	long	it	takes	him,	we’ll	have	that.”	

“And	 then	 this	 will	 all	 be	 his,”	 she	 told	 him.	 “He
could	 wipe	 away	 our	 entire	 existence:	 past,	 present,	 and
future.	None	of	it	will	have	ever	happened.”	

The	Fool	crushed	the	World	into	him	so	tightly	that
he	could	feel	the	heat	and	thump	of	the	great	burning	heart
that	beat	beneath	her	chest.	He	knew	that	she	incarnated	it
just	 for	 him.	 It	 ignited	 long-forgotten	memories	 that	 had



never	 existed	 in	 this	 reality,	 and	he	 felt	 another	 yearning
for	a	lost	mortality	he	could	barely	remember.	

It	had	been	easier	when	he	had	simply	been	another
soul	suffering	in	ignorance.	But	the	Fool	had	wanted	more,
and	he’d	gotten	it.	The	first	lesson	of	becoming	divine	was
the	 knowledge	 that	 wisdom	 is	 never	 worth	 the	 price	 you
paid	for	 it.	“We	started	it,”	he	told	her.	“We	brought	 it	on
ourselves.”

The	Fool’s	 thousand	arms	squeezed	her	closer.	The
cosmic	snakes	beneath	her	feet	hissed	and	spat,	coiled	and
turned—but	they	didn’t	bite.	

If	they	could	have	stayed	here,	their	desire	would	be
the	 foundational	 truth	 of	 this	 universe,	 a	 light	 of	 love
behind	every	act	of	darkness,	giving	hope	 to	 the	madness
and	death	that	was	the	inevitable	cost	of	life	in	any	reality.
But	in	this	world,	forms	beyond	counting	could	echo	their
love	until	 the	 last	 star	burned	 itself	 out	 from	 the	 sky	and
the	final	darkness	came.

The	Ear	quivered,	then	stretched.	
“It’s	ready,”	he	said.	“Give	me	the	seed.”
The	World	nodded.	“C’mere,	girl!”
One	of	the	nearby	galaxies	let	out	a	bark.	
“Is	 that	 Dog?”	 Matt	 said.	 The	 glowing	 cluster	 of

stars	swooped	and	spun	before	stopping	 in	 front	of	 them.
Its	tail	of	swirling	nebulae	wagged	furiously.	



“Good	 girl,”	 he	 said,	 and	 took	 the	 seed	 from	 her
mouth,	 petting	 the	 cluster	 of	 super-hot	 gasses	 that	made
up	 her	 core.	 The	 seed	 felt	 strange	 in	 his	 hand—it	 was
something	meant	to	exist	outside	the	All	Tree,	and	the	shell
of	it	seemed	wrong	somehow:	like	the	answer	to	a	question
that	never	should	have	been	asked	to	begin	with.

Then	the	universe	rumbled	again.	It	was	louder	this
time,	 and	 the	 fabric	 of	 space	 twisted	 ominously.	 Dog
whimpered	slightly.	

The	 World	 squeezed	 her	 eyes	 closed	 and	 tried	 to
push	 him	 away.	 “Take	 it	 before	 I	 change	 my	 mind.”
Gripping	her	chest,	she	peeled	it	apart,	revealing	the	fiery
heart	inside	of	her.	It	shone	with	a	different	kind	of	light—a
swirling	vortex	that	looked	like	the	Maelstrom	itself,	except
bright	and	pure.	“Take	it.”

Pushing	 out	 his	 arms,	 he	 reached	 into	 her	 and
grabbed	the	heart.	

She	gasped	as	he	pulled	it	free	from	her.	“We	should
have	done	better,”	he	heard	her	whisper	as	he	placed	her
heart	into	the	center	of	the	universe.	

Then	 he	 reached	 into	 himself,	 pulled	 out	 his	 own
beating	heart,	and	placed	it	next	to	hers.

The	eye	winked,	and	the	mouth	smiled.
“Not	 long	 now,”	 he	 told	 her,	 placing	 the	 seed

between	the	two	pulsing	organs.	After	a	few	moments,	they



all	beat	in	unison.	
There	were	 tears	 in	 the	World’s	eyes,	and	he	could

see	 that	 her	 perfectly	 blue	 skin	 had	 begun	 to	 crack.
“Hurry,”	she	told	him.

“Are	you	all	right?”
	 Then	 the	 rumbling	 grew,	 something	 shifted,	 and

the	universe	cracked	with	a	sound	so	impossibly	loud,	the
Ear	screamed	and	screamed.



two
BELIEVE

Three	 of	 the	 Fool’s	 tiny	 heads	 saw	 the	 fissures
forming	 the	 instant	 before	 the	 Rompos	 pushed	 their
wriggling	snouts	through	the	walls	of	this	universe.	Unlike
the	gentle	manipulations	that	had	allowed	the	Fool	and	the
World	 to	 enter	 this	 young	 reality	 safely,	 the	 snuffling,
biting	 creatures	 were	 devoid	 of	 any	 thoughts	 that	 didn’t
feed	 their	 hunger.	 They	 simply	 tore	 the	 veil	 apart,	 letting
the	pure	chaos	and	paradox	of	the	Maelstrom	pour	straight
into	this	defenseless	reality,	with	no	respect	for	causality	or
creation.

The	mouth	 of	 the	Ear	 began	 to	 let	 out	 a	 long,	 low
moan,	 giving	 voice	 to	 the	 pain	 of	 the	 universe	 as	 the
invaders	 used	 their	 circular	mouths	 to	 chew	 furiously	 on
the	 fabric	 of	 reality.	 They	 worked	 to	 gnaw	 open	 ragged
portals	 big	 enough	 for	 them	 to	 pull	 themselves	 through.
Thick	 fractal	 sap	pooled	around	 the	edges	of	 the	holes—a
last-ditch	attempt	by	this	universe	to	save	itself.

As	they	gnawed,	the	Rompos	grunted	with	pleasure.
Eating	 was	 their	 ultimate	 reason	 for	 existence,	 and	 the



hungry	beasts	were	capable	of	consuming	almost	anything
—matter	 or	 energy—that	 got	 in	 their	 way.	 Given	 the
chance,	 they	would	 feast	on	not	only	 the	Fool’s	body,	but
all	his	history	and	knowledge	from	a	thousand	incarnations
as	well.	

Normally,	 they	 were	 easy	 to	 avoid:	 in	 the	 wilds	 of
the	Maelstrom,	they	were	blind,	senseless,	and	greedy.	But
these	Rompos	were	not	wild	creatures—they	had	a	master
that	 commanded	 them,	 and	 the	 Fool	 knew	 that	 the
Emperor	would	be	arriving	soon.

Dog	 barked	 with	 anger	 and	 excitement	 and	 ran
toward	the	creatures,	hopping	and	yipping	at	the	monsters,
warning	 them	 to	 stay	 out	 of	 this	 universe.	 They	 mostly
ignored	 her,	 although	 one	 of	 them	 bothered	 to	 let	 out	 a
dark-sounding	growl.

“Dog!”	 the	 Fool	 shouted	 after	 his	 companion.
“Come!”	 The	 swirling	 constellation	 halted	 for	 a	 moment,
then	ran	back	to	its	master.

“What	 are	 you	waiting	 for?”	 the	World	 asked	 him.
There	 was	more	 than	 a	 hint	 of	 desperation	 in	 her	 voice.
The	panicked	tone	was	one	that	the	Fool	had	rarely	heard
before,	and	 it	made	him	realize	 just	how	scared	she	must
be.	

Turning	his	attention	to	the	Seed,	the	Fool	saw	that
the	Rompos’	attack	on	this	universe	was	already	having	an



effect.	The	eye	of	the	Ear	was	closed,	its	mouth	shut	tight	in
a	grimace	of	pain.	

For	 an	 instant,	 the	 Fool	 considered	 trying	 to	 fight
the	invading	vermin.	What	he	was	about	to	do	had	always
been	a	desperate	plan.	 It	had	originally	been	buried	deep
beneath	a	thousand	better	options.	But	one	by	one,	all	the
better	 choices	 had	 either	 failed	 or	 become	 impossible.	 A
desperate	escape	was	now	their	only	hope.	

He	thrust	his	hand	straight	into	the	Seed,	forcing	it
to	germinate	through	the	sheer	force	of	his	spirit.	The	Fool
had	 spent	 millennia	 preparing	 for	 this	 moment,	 and	 the
space-time	 around	 him	 undulated	 as	 he	 channeled	 his
power	 directly	 into	 the	 seed.	 All	 around	 him,	 the	 infinite
void	vanished,	 replaced	by	a	 riot	of	pulsating	color	as	 the
potential	 that	he	had	woven	 through	 this	 fledgling	 reality
woke	up,	and	possibility	transformed	into	reality.	

As	he	withdrew	his	hand,	the	shell	of	the	seed	split
open,	revealing	the	stirring	metareality	that	was	contained
within	it.	This	was	not	just	a	whole	new	universe,	it	was	an
alternate	 infinity.	 Germinating	 it	 inside	 the	 tree	 was	 a
dangerous	 experiment.	 There	 was	 no	 telling	 what
repercussions	it	might	have,	but	they	had	been	left	with	no
other	choice.

“One	last	kiss.”	The	Fool	turned	to	respond.	Instead,
his	 lips	met	 the	World’s.	 They	 held	 onto	 the	moment	 as



long	as	they	could	before	they	were	pulled	away	from	each
other	 by	 the	 shifting	 gravitational	 force	 that	 the	 rapidly
growing	seed	exerted	on	their	corporeal	forms.	

The	 World	 shed	 her	 body,	 the	 shell	 of	 her	 self
bursting	 apart	 into	 a	 thousand	 spinning	 galaxies.	 In	 the
center	of	it	all	was	a	blue	sphere—still	a	perfect	shade.	The
blue	energy	grew	until	 she	 surrounded	both	 the	Fool	 and
the	Ear,	pushing	out	to	provide	support	for	the	crumbling
walls	of	 reality.	Even	 the	Rompos	paused	momentarily	as
the	edges	of	their	holes	shuddered	from	the	waves	of	 love
that	poured	out	from	her.

Around	the	seed,	things	began	to	grow:	a	second	eye
appeared,	 then	 a	 second	 ear.	 The	 Fool	 worked	 to
orchestrate	 the	 growth,	 using	 the	 threads	 he	 had	 woven
into	 the	 universe	 to	 guide	 its	 formation.	 Flesh	 began	 to
knit,	connecting	the	organs	together	and	revealing	that	the
seed	was	a	swirling	heart	in	the	figure’s	chest.	The	Ear	was
now	complete.	

There	 was	 a	 tinge	 of	 sadness	 as	 the	 Fool
contemplated	his	creation.	He	had	stolen	the	purpose	from
this	seed—it	would	never	grow	into	an	All	Tree,	a	home	to
infinite	universes,	rising	tall	in	whatever	impossible	forest
it	was	 that	 existed	 outside	 of	 the	Maelstrom.	 The	Arcana
could	 move	 like	 gods	 between	 realities,	 but	 so	 far	 no
conscious	 being	 had	 ever	 escaped	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 All



Tree.	Just	snatching	a	young	seed	by	its	stem	and	bringing
it	back	 inside	was	a	task	of	metaphysical	engineering	that
teetered	on	the	edge	of	the	impossible.	

This	 “seed-child”	 he	 had	 created	 couldn’t	 survive
their	journey.	Its	sacrifice	was	necessary	not	only	for	their
own	protection,	but	 for	the	safety	of	every	universe	 in	the
Maelstrom.	 But	 the	 Fool	 couldn’t	 help	 but	 wonder	 what
might	 have	 happened	 if	 he’d	 let	 it	 grow	 instead	 of
becoming	food	for	the	Rompos.	

Shaking	 away	 his	 regrets,	 the	 Fool	 turned	 to
discover	 fresh	 concerns.	 Standing	 inside	 the	 World’s
energy	 form,	he	 could	 feel	her	 fear	of	 the	Rompos.	 If	 she
had	 still	 had	 eyes,	 he	 knew	he	would	 have	 seen	 terror	 in
them.	“We’ll	do	this	together.”

The	 World’s	 attention	 turned	 to	 the	 seed-child.
“Why	 do	 you	 always	 have	 to	 make	 everything	 so	 damn
beautiful?”

“Perception	is	reality,”	the	Fool	said.
“Some	questions	aren’t	 asked	 to	be	answered,”	 she

reminded	him.
The	 seed-child	 continued	 to	 unfold,	 transforming

the	space	that	had	been	occupied	by	the	human-like	figure
until	 it	 became	 an	 infinitely	 unfolding	 flower	 of	 roiling
potential.	 The	 portal	 twisted	 and	bulged,	 clearly	 reaching
the	 precipice	 of	 opening	 before	 it	 folded	 back	 on	 itself,



beginning	the	process	over	again,	a	little	faster	each	time.	
That	 was	 how	 the	 Fool	 had	 designed	 it:	 the	 seed-

child	 was	 the	 engine	 for	 a	 doorway	 that	 could	 only	 open
once	 and	 would	 take	 its	 passengers	 on	 a	 journey	 to	 a
destination	 deep	 in	 the	 roots	 of	 the	 tree,	 wiping	 out	 any
existence	on	the	path	they	took	to	get	there.	It	would	keep
them	 safe	 from	 the	Rompos,	 the	 Jack	Hunters,	 and	most
importantly,	the	Emperor.	

The	 Fool	 shed	 his	 corporeal	 form,	 pouring	 the
power	of	his	love	and	desire	into	the	pulsating	door	at	the
center	 of	 the	 universe.	 He	 pretended	 to	 ignore	 the
realization	that	his	latest	attempt	at	finding	his	own	perfect
shade	of	blue	had	left	him	magenta	instead.	

The	Rompos	ripped	open	the	veil	with	a	triumphant
cacophony	of	grunts	and	squeals,	the	universe	shuddering
as	 they	 pulled	 their	massive	 bulk	 through	 the	 holes	 they
had	gnawed	into	the	walls	of	this	reality.	

The	 creatures	 were	 eyeless,	 their	 faces	 covered	 by
thousands	 of	 waving	 cilia	 that	 could	 sense	 the	 subtlest
variations	 in	 space	 and	 time.	 Their	 bodies	 were	 massive
folds	 of	 shivering,	 fur-covered	 flesh.	 Left	 to	 their	 own
devices,	Rompos	would	happily	chew	away	the	matter	and
energy	 from	a	decaying	reality	until	all	 its	 last	dying	suns
had	 gone	 dark	 and	 the	 remains	 were	 absorbed	 back	 into
the	Maelstrom.	



But	 these	 creatures	 were	 no	 longer	 feral	 carrion
eaters—they	 had	 been	 given	 a	 taste	 for	 the	 bitter	 flesh	 of
vibrant	 existences,	 and	 they	 expected	 a	 reward	 for	 their
work.	 As	 the	 Emperor	 manifested	 himself	 through	 the
holes	 they	 had	 rent	 in	 the	 fabric	 of	 space-time,	 the	 star-
shaped	holes	of	 the	Rompos’	 toothy	mouths	dripped	with
gravitic	 saliva	 in	 expectation	 of	 the	 treats	 their	 master
would	bring	for	them.

The	 Emperor	 incorporated	 as	 a	 being	 so	 large	 the
tiny	 universe	 could	 barely	 contain	 him.	 Space	 warped
around	him,	 the	weakened	 fabric	 of	 reality	draping	down
around	the	massive	Arcana’s	shoulders	like	a	shroud.	

His	 aspect	 was	 one	 that	 would	 be	 recognizable
across	 thousands	 of	 realities:	 human	 shaped,	 wearing	 a
crown,	 holding	 a	 scepter,	 with	 a	 long	 white	 beard	 that
tumbled	 down	 across	 his	 chest.	 His	 eyes	 were	 swirling
pools	 of	 infinite	 depth.	 Reflected	 in	 them	 was	 the	 only
remaining	memory	of	the	many	realities	the	Emperor	had
destroyed	in	pursuit	of	his	dark	desire:	to	become	the	OM
of	 the	All	 Tree	 and	 to	 remake	 every	 existence	 in	 his	 own
image.

As	he	stepped	forward	to	face	his	nemesis,	the	Fool
reincarnated	into	a	form	that	might	protect	the	World:	an
elephant-headed	god,	holding	objects	of	power	in	his	four
arms.	The	Fool	had	been	with	 the	Emperor	when	he	 first



took	his	position	as	one	of	the	Arcana,	had	known	this	man
when	he	was	mortal	 and,	 even	 then,	had	 an	 ambition	 for
power	that	had	seemed	limitless.	“And	you	still	can’t	do	it
without	me,	can	you?”	

The	 Emperor	 seemed	 unimpressed.	 “I	 don’t	 need
you,”	 the	 Emperor	 said	 with	 a	 smile.	 “I	 need	 to	 become
you.”	As	the	words	washed	over	the	Fool,	he	felt	the	futility
of	 trying	 to	 fight	 the	 mad-god	 on	 his	 own	 terms.	 The
Emperor	spoke	in	something	far	beyond	sound.	It	was	the
language	 of	 godhood:	 a	 combination	 of	 matter	 and
metaphor.	Every	word	left	worlds	in	its	wake.

“You’re	 no	 Fool,	 and	 you	 never	 will	 be.”	 The
Emperor	held	out	his	arm	and	pointed	toward	his	enemies.
“Attack!”	he	shouted,	and	the	hungry	Rompos	bolted	at	his
command.

The	 Fool	 was	 willing	 to	 fight,	 but	 not	 for	 a	 lost
cause.	Even	if	he	defeated	the	Rompos,	and	it	was	unlikely
that	 he	 could,	 he	 would	 be	 left	 facing	 the	 Emperor.	 The
power	of	 the	Fool	wasn’t	 in	 facing	his	enemies	directly.	It
comes	from	sacrifice.	He	would	make	that	sacrifice	count
for	something:	He	could	save	the	World.	

“I’m	sorry,	my	love.	It	was	always	the	only	option.”
The	 words	 were	 the	 ones	 he	 intended	 to	 say,	 but	 they
weren’t	 coming	 from	 him;	 they	 were	 coming	 from	 her.
“Dog,	open	the	void.”	



Before	the	Fool	could	shout	for	Dog	to	stop,	the	little
galaxy	barked.

The	seed-child	opened:	a	doorway	in	the	heart	of	the
universe.	This	exit	was	utterly	unlike	the	ones	the	Rompos
had	 torn	 open:	 It	 was	 neither	 broken	 nor	 ragged,	 but	 a
circle	 of	 perfection.	 Inside	 of	 it,	 the	 Fool	 could	 see	 a
churning	sea	of	geometric	shapes	shifting	from	one	form	to
another:	 pyramid,	 cube,	 tetrahedron…	 It	 was	 a	 path
designed	to	make	sure	that	whoever	passed	through	it	was
truly	lost.

The	Fool	felt	himself	being	drawn	toward	the	portal,
unable	to	fight	the	gravity	of	it.	Dog	stood	obediently	at	the
edge	of	the	event	horizon,	immune	to	the	pull	of	an	object
so	 similar	 to	 herself,	 waiting	 to	 join	 her	 master	 on	 the
journey.	“No!”

The	World	was	charging	toward	the	Rompos,	and	as
he	 slipped	 out	 from	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 World’s	 protective
sphere,	the	Fool	could	feel	her	sad	smile.	“If	he	destroyed
you,	if	he	became	you,	it	could	all	be	lost.”	

“It’s	my	choice,”	he	shouted.	
“No,”	she	said,	her	voice	echoing	through	his	entire

being,	“it’s	not.”
He	 pleaded	 with	 her,	 desperation	 burning	 in	 his

eyes.	 “I	 love	 you,”	 he	 said,	 and	 gave	 her	 a	 look	 that	 he
hoped	 would	 burn	 into	 her	 heart	 and	 make	 her	 see	 the



mistake	she	was	making.	
“I	love	you,	Matt.”	
Once	 the	Fool	was	 free,	 the	World	 lunged	 forward.

The	blue	sphere	of	her	body	crashed	into	the	Rompos	and
held	 them	back.	The	creatures,	knowing	only	 instinct	and
hunger,	 latched	 onto	 the	World	 and	 began	 to	 feed	 off	 of
her.	 The	Fool	 could	 only	 imagine	 the	 pain	 she	 felt	 as	 the
Rompos	ate	into	her	being.

“I’ll	come	back	to	you,	whatever	it	takes.”	As	he	was
drawn	toward	the	portal,	the	Fool	shoved	the	curved	knife
he	 held	 in	 his	 hands	 into	 the	 edge	 of	 reality,	 tearing	 the
fabric	of	existence	to	slow	his	fall.	But	he	was	caught	now,
and	there	was	no	way	to	stop	it.	

Above	him,	the	Rompos	pushed	deeper	into	the	blue
sphere	 of	 the	World.	He	 heard	 her	 scream	 as	 their	 teeth
gnawed	at	her,	pulling	her	energy	 into	 them	directly.	The
Fool	 knew	 they	 couldn’t	 destroy	 her—the	 Emperor
wouldn’t	allow	 it.	But	 the	power-hungry	Arcana	would	 let
her	suffer	greatly	to	get	to	his	prize.

There	 is,	 he	 thought,	absolutely	 no	 point	 to	 all	 of
this.	“We	were	all	gods!”	he	shouted	back	at	the	Emperor.
“We	had	 it	all.	Now	we’ll	 lose	everything	because	of	your
greed.”

“I’ll	 find	 you!”	 the	 Emperor	 thundered.	 “There’s
nowhere	in	the	All	Tree	that	you	can	hide	from	me!”



“I’ll	come	back	to	you,	my	love,”	the	Fool	said	with	a
sigh.	“This	is	just	the	next	step.”	He	released	the	knife,	and
the	 portal	 took	 him.	 “I’ll	 save	 you.”	He	 tumbled	 over	 the
edge,	falling	out	of	reality	and	into	nothing	at	all.	

In	his	last	glimpse	before	the	portal	swallowed	him
completely,	 he	 saw	 the	 World	 turn	 and	 run	 toward	 the
portal.	Maybe	she	can	make	it.	Maybe	she	can	follow	me.

A	 golden	 light	 eclipsed	 his	 view,	 cutting	 him	 off
entirely	from	the	universe.

As	 he	 fell	 through	 the	 void,	 the	 Fool	 felt	 warmth,
then	fire.	It	burned	away	his	 incarnation	and	then	ignited
his	consciousness.	He	was	 losing	the	 last	remains	of	what
he	was.	

It	was	what	he	had	intended;	only	he	had	intended
it	to	be	with	her.	Only	a	single	memory	would	survive	the
transformation.	It	would	have	to	be	enough—something	to
live	for.	A	memory	of	her.	Emily.	

Desperation	 had	 been	 replaced	 with	 calmness.	 It
would	be	worth	the	risk.	There	was	still	hope.



three
SEE

The	Fool	was	lost.	Only	Matt	Zero	remained.	
The	process	had	been	painless	except	 for	a	trace	of

sorrow	and	 regret	 that	 remained	 for	whatever	 it	was	 that
he	had	been.	

Then	there	was	a	bump,	like	a	pair	of	hands	pushing
into	his	 side,	and	Matt	could	 feel	his	 journey	 through	 the
portal	 coming	 to	 an	 end.	The	 creature	by	his	 side	barked
with	surprise.	

He	knew	this	creature.	It’s	a	dog.	She	was	clearly	his
friend.	She	was	with	him.	

The	 other	 end	 of	 the	 portal	 opened,	 and	Matt	 fell
into	 the	 Maelstrom.	 He	 was	 hurtling	 toward	 a	 whirling
universe	 when	 he	 was	 pulled	 off	 course	 by	 a	 dark,	 tiny
reality	 that	hung	nearby.	 It	was	 far	 too	 small	 to	 be	 really
real,	and	its	possibilities	burned	far	too	brightly	to	last	for
long.	

Matt	 was	 not	 the	 only	 thing	 in	 the	 void	 that	 had
noticed	 the	 tiny	 reality.	 In	 front	 of	 him,	 something	 was
working	its	way	in,	piercing	the	skin	of	the	small	universe



like	a	 ripe	 fruit.	 It	 slipped	 through	 into	 existence,	 leaving
only	a	tiny	glowing	hole	behind	it	that	was	already	starting
to	close.	

But	 the	 stuttering	 gravity	 of	 the	 broken	 universe
streaming	 from	 the	 creature’s	 wound	 was	 drawing	 Matt
toward	 it.	 He	 was	 caught	 like	 an	 insect	 trapped	 in	 a
swirling	drain.

As	 he	 entered	 into	 this	 world,	 he	 incarnated.	 But
unlike	the	elegant	rebirth	that	usually	came	when	entering
into	 a	 new	world,	 this	 incorporation	was	 fast	 and	 rough,
and	there	was	barely	enough	of	him	left	to	have	a	himself
to	 be	 in	 this	 world.	 Instead,	 he	 was	 being	 remade	 in
someone	 else’s	 image,	 crafted	 from	 someone	 else’s
memories.	

The	only	thing	Matt	could	hold	onto	was	his	sense	of
purpose.	

I	will	find	her.	
The	 truth	 of	 that	 spread	 through	 him	 like	 the

growing	 vines	 of	 a	 plant	 sprouting	 up	 from	 fertile	 soil.
Everything	depends	on	it.

In	front	of	his	newly	formed	face,	a	bolt	of	lightning
cracked	 the	 tiny	 sky,	 opening	 a	 doorway	 into	 the	 air	 in
front	 of	 him.	 He	 walked	 through	 into	 this	 new	 reality,
surrounded	by	glowing	fractals	that	shimmered	across	the
black	tarmac.
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