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How to Get the Girl (And Not Destroy the World)




Last time 

“Was there ever a time when seeing the Endless didn’t turn our brains to putty?” Sian asked absently, her hands far more focused than her words. Trillin wriggled, delighting in sensation.

“I don’t remember,” Trillin replied, almost as absently until her own words echoed inside her.

“Guess it isn’t another spell, then.”

“No – Sian, I don’t remember. I should remember the first time the Endless saw a human screaming, but I don’t. The memory isn’t there. And if I don’t have the memory…”

“Then the Endless doesn’t, either. Huh.” Sian rolled on top of her, arms braced either side of Trillin’s form, eyes closed, with only a thin layer of skin between her and the terror they were discussing. 

Trillin’s body made a heart for itself without her even thinking about it; it made a heartbeat that hammered through everything she was. 

“Hmm,” Sian said. “What do you think? Should we give it a go? Saving the world?”

Saving the world. Saving any world. Something no part of the Endless had ever done before.

With the woman she loved.

The sun was sinking behind the mountains, taking the heat in the air with it. Trillin stared up at the woman lying over her, on her; the woman who’d risked her own soul to give Trillin a chance to be free.

Sian’s heart was beating quickly, but it wasn’t the frantic clutching at life that had frightened her so much back on that other Earth. Her skin was warm. The fine hairs on her arms and head moved like delicate fronds in the cooling breeze.

“We should attempt to save the world,” Trillin said. “…Later.”

This time, the kiss, and everything associated with it, went right.


      [image: image-placeholder]Kissing Trillin was … confusing.

And wonderful. Should that be the other way around? Wonderful and confusing. Not confusing and wonderful. The wonder was in every sensation, every heartbeat, every sound and shudder; the confusion was – well – “I need to breathe,” Sian gasped reluctantly as she tried, again, to break away from Trillin’s lips only to find another mouth pressing hungrily against hers.

“You can breathe through your nose.” It sounded like a suggestion and a revelation at the same time, as though Trillin was that very minute delightedly realising noses were for breathing through. And it came from yet another mouth somewhere near the one on Sian’s neck. Further down.

“Not when you’re – nggh,” Sian grunted. “What is that? A tentacle?”

“Here?”

“It tickles.”

A brief pause, while the maybe-a-tentacle performed another shivering dance. “Does it tickle in a good way?” Trillin asked.

Sian had no fucking idea. It was taking all the mental capacity she had left even to remember to keep her eyes shut. One mistake, one glimpse of the wonderful woman wrapped and twisted around her, the monster who’d stolen her away and stolen the breath from her lungs, and she would lose more of her sanity than was already gone. 

They were lying on tussock grass and hard dirt, dusk sprawling across the sky above. Trillin was a fragment of the Endless, eldritch and uncanny, but this was Sian’s world. Her human mind would fracture and melt if she saw her here.

Would it be worth the terror of beholding her if it meant she could see her, like this? All mouths, all kissing, wanting and hungering and taking – her lungs burnt. She flung herself back, gasping, and for one exhilarating moment Trillin did not let her go. They’d started this with Sian straddling Trillin’s then-humanoid form, but no human legs and arms could cage a shapeshifter who had to concentrate to keep her edges solid; Trillin had clung and melted around and over her, hot and inquisitive, exploring and enveloping.

Trillin released her. Sian’s chest heaved. Oxygen woke her brain up, a bit, and the shot of mental clarity hit like a boot to the chest.

“I wish I could see you,” she groaned.

“Careful.” A tendril twisted in her palm, stretching her fingers out and winding around them. “Remember what a wish did in that other world.”

Sian blew out her cheeks. “Fucked it up for everyone, you mean?”

The memory sobered her better than oxygen. They’d only just returned from that other Earth, where all the world’s magic was devoured by a single death-empowered enchantment that twisted people to enact its vision of a happy ending.

She shook her head. “It wouldn’t happen here. That wish had so much power because the enchanter died making it.”

“Is a dying wish more powerful than a living one?”

“Is – what?” Sian’s lips twitched up. Now she really wished she could see her – Trillin’s voice was all innocent curiosity, but Trillin was so much more than her voice. Her emotions played over her entire body, remade her body, and half of understanding her was seeing joy or excitement or discovery burst over her skin. 

Or fear.

She frowned, and Trillin was there, smoothing her brow with a slinking softness. “In times of great distress, the magician’s natural powers are honed to a sharpness and intensity that should strike fear into any right-thinking man’s heart,” she recited. “Part of what I am remembers that, now. I should have remembered earlier.”

“Where did you hear that?”

A hesitation – then a surging shrug beneath her hands. A prickle of changing texture. Not fear, not exactly, but something close.

“Can’t have done them much good, whoever said it,” Sian blustered, trying to push the subject aside. “If the Endless got them anyway.”

Trillin stilled and curled in on herself. “It didn’t do him any good at all. He was remembering it when the Endless took him. Trusting in it to be true.”

Bloody hell. If catching her breath hadn’t already cooled down other parts of her body, that would have done it. Why were they talking about this? “That’s depressing.”

“He was thinking about sex, too.”

Sian almost choked. “What?”

“He was trying to think only of his death, and the power that came with it, but he kept thinking, What if the sexual release was a distress as great as death? And Why hadn’t he tried it instead? And Why am I thinking this now, oh god oh god oh god.”

“Tried it right when—” Sian swore. “And that’s the sort of thing that goes through the Endless’s mind now, instead?”

Trillin’s laughter was a physical force, trembling across Sian’s skin where they touched. “No. It doesn’t hunger in that way. All those thoughts and memories and longings … they belong to it, now, but it doesn’t understand them.”

She splayed too-long fingers over Sian’s stomach, and Sian thought she began to understand.

“But you do?”

“I kissed you until you could not breathe,” Trillin reminded her with a hint of sternness. “I wanted to keep kissing you until you swooned, but I did not. You are still recovering from the other world.”

“Not that slowly,” Sian argued. “Anyway, if you’re worried about me wishing up something by accident as I pass out, don’t. There’s not enough magic in me yet to hone into anything.” 

“This world is healing you,” Trillin breathed, her voice a chorus sending shivers across Sian’s skin. 

“Rolling around in the dirt helps,” Sian admitted, and grimaced. Trillin traced the expression.

“That makes you unhappy?”

“It’s a bit embarrassing?” Which shouldn’t have been a question, but came out like one. 

“Why?”

Sian had no answer for her. 

“Perhaps—” The word flew into the air between them, and then in a surge Trillin gathered it up and kept speaking. “Perhaps it is like – me.”

“Like you?”

“Not here, not anymore – not me, really, but – the Endless takes the world into itself, and makes it something new. Makes itself something new, made of what it takes.” She squirmed, as though something not herself had gotten under her skin. Or something uncomfortable that was herself. “I try not to now, but – no, I was saying that you are like that, so it is not a bad thing, but it is…”

“You made yourself something new, too,” Sian reminded her. “More new than the Endless, no matter how much it eats. That thing hasn’t changed the whole time my lot have known about it. Centuries.”

“I made myself out of it.” Trillin’s voice was a fading whisper. “Whatever it was, it was something I could make myself from.”

“And I’m making myself of the grass and dirt?” Sian joked. Trillin’s quietness worried her, and she held her closer. “Maybe that isn’t such a bad thought. I mean, not dirt exactly, but … did I explain digestion to you, in the end? Not that I really know how that works, either…”

Her mind was leaping away. Dirt and grass and magic. A world that nourished her in a way she didn’t even notice until she was starved of it. She’d been soaking in magic since she could remember: her aunt’s garden, the bush around the hills, the beach. Mushroomy student accommodation. When had it become embarrassing?

Anyway, she did fucking love this place. The bleached hillsides, the white burn of the sun. The same as she loved the green and damp of other parts of it, the cloaks of snow and clouds at the peaks and the ocean a devouring mouth all around. 

Hmm.

Maybe she shouldn’t interrogate that too much.

Trillin was still following her own winding thoughts. Or maybe Sian was the one who’d wandered off, while Trillin managed to stay still. 

“Is it strange that we are so different, still, after so long?” Trillin said thoughtfully. “So much of what I am is … what your people were.”

Sian rolled onto her stomach, propping her chin on her hands. “Not my people,” she said, back on solid genealogical ground. “None of my dead ever made it to your world. I mean, personally.”

“But what I was made it to yours.”

“Through holes witches here dug in the fabric of realities we didn’t understand. I tried mapping earlier expeditions, before I found you. No trace of them by the time we were looking.” She paused. “Except … except another way of looking at it, it was all trace. Everything they were, was still in there somewhere.”

Something tugged at her conscience and, hell, she wasn’t sure how she felt about having one of those. All these adventures with Trillin – she was learning too much about herself. 

She had to ask. If she didn’t it would roll around in her head, snowballing until it was all she could think about. “What do you think happened back there after we left?”

Trillin didn’t need to ask what back there meant. She followed Sian over the conversational train tracks as easily as Sian’s own mind jumped them. “To the magic in the other Earth, after you broke the spell?”

“To all of it. Everyone. Would it be worse to leave them alone, or worse to go and check? We left Bunny there. That’s barely a bloody metaphor. Invasive species aren’t all happy fun times for the places they invade…”

She trailed off.

“What should we do now?”

She reached for Trillin and found a form that, beneath her hand, became firm and solid enough to pull on top of her.

“What was it we said earlier? Something about saving the world?” She let her head drop back. “I’m still tired. So maybe that can wait a bit, until…”

“Later?” The hint of teasing in Trillin’s voice was a tangible thing, whispering across Sian’s skin.

Later

Later came way too fucking fast. Which was something Sian could sympathise with, apparently. News to her. She was full of self-discoveries today. Hopefully, the next one would be suaver. Less embarrassing.

They were resting, because she suddenly wasn’t in the mood to jump up and do the next thing, even if the next thing was saving the world. No. Because she needed to rest. Another revelation she wasn’t sure she was in the mood for, thank you, universe.

“We should—” she began, and groaned, because no good thing ever came of saying we should. But there was a new energy beneath her skin, a familiar urgency. Not an urgency for anything in particular, just a push-push-push of come on, let’s go, let’s find something to do…

It always pushed her towards the Endless, before. But – seriously? Now? When she had the best part of it already in her arms?

“You have your fill of magic again, and you’re too restless to stay in one place?” Laughter lilted along Trillin’s form. 

“You can tell?” Sian hesitated. “Is that what it is?”

“I can’t see it. Not the way I see your skin, or hair. It’s like your bones,” Trillin thrummed, delighted with the parallel. “You must have bones, because I can see the effects of them, in holding your body to their shape. But I cannot see them. Um. Unless I make eyes that can. And your magic – I cannot see it. But when you sicken without it – I can see that. And now…”

Tendrils quested out across Sian’s face, soft and seeking. 

“I look better?” Sian suggested.

“You always look wonderful. But now you look well again, too. Like when we first met.”

Heat shot to her cheeks and Trillin’s touch became more inquisitive, tracing how far the blush went. Ears, jaw, throat. “When we first met?” Sian managed, her voice strangled.

The first time she’d seen Trillin and known it was Trillin she was seeing, she’d jumped through a portal into an alien dimension, with nothing but a spelled harness and a ten-dollar bet that she’d make it back alive between her and certain death. 

A death that would have made her a part of the monster Trillin had built herself out of.

She shook away the thought. “You looked pretty good, too.”

“I didn’t even have legs,” Trillin protested.

“Not sure you have legs now, either, let’s be fair.”

A rush of air, and she was on her back, Trillin above her. Sun-crisped grass rustled; a tentacle grasped her by the wrist, pulling her hand to a smooth expanse of skin stretched over carefully crafted bone and muscle.

“This is a leg,” Trillin declared triumphantly.

“Can’t argue with that.” Sian pulled her down.

Forget about should. Forget about the urgency humming in her blood. She was home. They had all the time in the world.

And the world was the right one. The sky above was the sky she’d grown up beneath. The air was the air she’d taken her first breath in. The tussocks bent beneath her and waving golden all around were – well, she’d probably never rolled around in these particular tussocks before, but they were lush and prickly with the magic she needed as much as the blood rushing through her veins, so they fitted, too.

She fitted.

Her world.

And yet…

Her eyelids twitched, a blink without her eyes ever being open. Something wasn’t right. 

She pushed herself up on her elbows. The sun had crept away while they were busy, like it didn’t want to make a fuss, and the last of the day’s warmth had crept with it. She wasn’t cold yet. Warm from relief, warm from being with Trillin, warm from discovery and joy and the sort of sex she wouldn’t have thought possible, if she’d given much thought to it beforehand. Strong evidence in favour of not thinking things through in advance, really.

This world was her world, so while they’d been rolling around in the grass her body had done its thing and sucked in enough magic to keep her from coming apart at the seams. 

But something wasn’t right. More curious than wary, she turned to where she thought Trillin wasn’t and opened her eyes.

The world swam around her. Not all of it was the world, of course. She’d misjudged her direction. Some of it was her girlfriend. A thousand thousand glinting lights like something from the bottom of the ocean; countless tiny threads and fronds, tentacles so fine a breath sent them boiling away like ink in clear water. 

Her throat tightened. Terror bloomed like plasma behind her ribs, burning her breath away so that by the time she opened her mouth to scream she would have no air left to scream with. 

“Trillin,” she croaked, sliding in a moment before the screaming began.

Matter coalesced. The shimmer-mist of tendrils flicked away out of sight, and then behind her, Trillin’s drifting contentment pulsed itself into something that could form a mouth. “Is that better?”

She could breathe again. But she could see what Trillin’s body had been hiding. All those wheeling stars.

“Trillin, look up there.” She got to her feet, blinking as black pulled in at the edges of her vision. “The sky. Something’s—”

Strange, she was about to say.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sian blinked. 

“I don’t remember,” Trillin said, then – “Sian, be careful!”

For one moment that cracked her mind in two, she’d stared directly into Trillin’s eyes. Twin galaxies stared back: whorls of starlight and dust and life staring shocked into her face with more concern than actual worlds ever showed anyone. 

Terror coursed through her. The concern frightened her more than not being noticed at all – it meant it saw her, it knew where she was, there was no escape – Trillin slapped an appendage over her face.

“What happened?” Sian asked, closing her eyes behind the fleshy blindfold. “Why’m I on the ground again?”

“We’re back in your world.” A cautious tendril found the pulse in her neck, tested it against the hammering in her chest and her wrists. “You – there is so much magic in you, already. I thought it would take longer.”

“Take longer? We’ve been here for hours. All afternoon, all night.”

There was a pause. “Not that many hours.” Trillin’s voice had the hesitation of someone remembering someone else’s memories of how timekeeping worked. “It hasn’t been night yet.”

“What?” She struggled upright and that felt – familiar, in a way that lurched. Pushing up to her elbows. Standing up. What had – hadn’t she—? “What were you saying just now? You didn’t remember?”

“You asked me if the Endless remembered the first time it encountered someone from your world, and I … don’t remember.” Her grip on Sian trembled, and something inside Sian trembled, too. “Sian, I don’t remember.”

Sian recited the words silently along with her as she said them again with the same cresting amazement she had the first time, hours ago, when the sun was still up.

The sun that was still warm on her skin now.

“I should remember the first time the Endless saw a human screaming, but I don’t. The memory isn’t there. And if I don’t have the memory…”

“Then the Endless doesn’t, either,” Sian repeated, feeling like she was reading from a script. That was what she’d said the last time, wasn’t it? The last time she’d … been in this time…

Her lips froze on the next words.

What do you think? Should we give it a go? Saving the world?

“Something went wrong,” she said instead. “We’ve done this before. We’ve been here before. You don’t remember?” She reached out until she found something that resolved into the face Trillin chose most often for her to touch – long elegant lines, the hint of a jawbone, a mouth to meet the pad of her thumb and coiling lashes to brush against her fingertips. Too many eyes by human standards, but who cared about that?

The last time around—“You don’t remember any of it?” she asked, stung by the plaintive note in her own voice.

“What is there to remember?” Trillin blinked against her little finger. “What do you mean, we’ve been here before?”

“We’ve had this conversation already. We’ve – I’ve – been here already. In this time. You saved me. I carked it on the ground for a bit, absorbing magic … We talked about the Endless not remembering the first time it encountered a human, and about saving the world, and then we – uh—”

“Then we what?”

How was she meant to answer that? 

“Uh,” she began, leaving her mouth open for any number of suave utterances to utter themselves. None did, the bastards.

Trillin was all muscular strength and experimental joints, the monster who’d ripped through worlds to steal her away. No hint of the unravelled bliss that had started with their kiss.

The kiss they hadn’t even had, if she really had jumped back in time. The kiss there was no trace of ever existing, except in her memory.

Let alone everything else.

She could remember, and Trillin couldn’t.

That was fucked up, right? Super fucked.

“Something felt different, wrong, and then—” She twisted to look up at the sky. 

Trillin’s tentacle tightened over her eyelids. “Wait!”

Sian waited. Trillin was mostly silent as she moved – a bit squelchy – but she reconstituted herself, pressed to Sian’s back, a solid torso and limbs that held her but would be out of sight when she opened her eyes. Sian let her head fall back.

Trillin carefully retracted her blindfold tendril. “Ready.”

Sian lay in her arms and stared at the sky.

“It was hours later than this,” she said quietly, gazing up at the first stars to break through the fading blue. “Full dark. No clouds. And the stars were broken. Every single one, cracked in pieces, and then I opened my eyes and was back here again.”

“Are you sure?” Trillin touched her forehead, the pulse in her throat. “That other world weakened you very badly. You need time to recover and we only just arrived here. You’ve been lying here with me the whole time.”

Sian let her words fall like raindrops on her thoughts, resisting the instant urge to dash them away. What was Trillin suggesting? That she’d made it up? It had happened. She remembered it all. But…

Sometimes, with magic, certainty was all that kept you going. And sometimes it was what got you totally fucked, as you marched confidently into a hole filled with spikes.

Had she imagined it? Dreamed it?

She’d had worse dreams.

Though she was sure even her sleeping mind couldn’t have come up with some of the things that had happened in this one.

Sian shook her head. “I’m sure. You said it yourself, just now. I’ve absorbed more magic than I should have if we just got here.”

“That is true.” Trillin’s explorations paused. “But how is that possible?”

She winced, because she really didn’t want to be the one to suggest this. “Time magic?” 

Time magic. Of all the subjects she never bothered with because why would you? It wasn’t as though anyone knew if it ever worked. Various academics had come out with books on the subjects over the years, but they all basically came down to saying, Look, the world as you know it isn’t the world as it was BEFORE my amazing breakthrough in chronomancy, and I can prove it because see how we’re not all being overrun by whatever monster is most exciting to people of the specific era I’m writing in, ooh, aren’t you all glad I saved you, tenure please. 

Most of those books had been assigned texts for one course or another in undergrad, and she’d pretty much written them off as made up. It wasn’t as though anyone could peer review them. She’d been more interested in the Endless by then, anyway. The same way everyone in the department ended up pulled to it.

The Endless. Even the thought of it plucked at her, at the restless energy of her magic. Was this related to it somehow? Or was she just coming up with more excuses to poke holes in the world?

Honestly. The magic in that other Earth had been weird as fuck, but now she was back home, home wasn’t exactly covering itself in normality either.

She scrubbed her hands over her face. “Time magic. Has to be, right? Some sort of a loop, and we popped back here. Um, a localised dislocation? I have all the magic that my body already absorbed from my previous location in the timeline then, so this must still be my same body. I haven’t shunted backwards in time into a previous version of myself—”

“You are the same.” Trillin was indignant and – argh, if only she could look at her and see the shade of upset she was. “Every part of you.”

“Except the parts that were previously dying of magical starvation.” She drew a shaky breath. “Trillin, you don’t have to believe me, but I need to know for sure, okay?”


      [image: image-placeholder]The evening slipped away less pleasantly than the last time. Sian put her newly rehydrated magic to use, trying to find some physical trace of whatever had happened.

“I just want to say I never claimed to be great at this,” she said as the latest attempt collapsed into itself, revealing absolutely nothing about the continuous or non-continuous nature of time but leaving a taste of rancid butter in the air.

“Or perhaps you are not finding anything because there is nothing to find.” Trillin wrapped a warning tendril around her wrist, and Sian closed her eyes and waited for her to come closer. 

Grass shivered behind her as Trillin moved. Still the Trillin of firm edges and determination, not the one she’d left behind, all gossamer and wispy. Her heart twisted. Still the same Trillin, still the monstrous woman she’d stolen away from her own dimension and who had stolen her in turn … but a Trillin a handful of hours earlier. A handful of hours that passed in different ways. Did that change things?

Trillin approached slowly, hesitantly. No touch, other than that ribbon around her wrist, only the hint of warmth against her skin that meant Trillin was close to her and raising her body’s temperature enough for Sian to feel it.

“You still don’t believe me.” Sian grimaced. “Look, I know all these experiments haven’t proved anything, but—”

“There could be another explanation for what you are experiencing.” Trillin’s voice was halting, pulled along by something that felt like another echo of someone else’s thoughts. “No part of the Endless has spent as much time with a human as I have with you. No human has ever spent days with the Endless without being … altered.”

“You think being together has made me lose my mind? But I haven’t been looking at you. Much. Not since we figured out that if I just kept my eyes shut, things stayed fine.”

“We do not know if that is true.” Heat sizzled in Trillin’s voice, her larynx transforming into something sharp-edged with guilt. “We do not know that you are fine. I took you to a world that almost killed you, I let us both be taken over by an entity that wanted us to kill one another—”

“That wasn’t your fault,” Sian hurried to reassure her. “You couldn’t have known that world would be like that. Neither of us had ever seen an enchantment that fed on itself like that.”

“I was part of the Endless! I am the one that is meant to take over, not be taken!” Trillin surged, a tide of helpless rage. “The Endless fed on countless minds, minds that knew magic of the type we encountered, and—”

“Sex.”

The word broke through Trillin’s boiling anger. “Y-yes?” a thousand lips mouthed.

“You told me. Last time around, before I looped back in time. Someone the Endless ate – the last thing he thought was whether his dying wish could do some sort of big magic, but he got distracted and started thinking about whether sex could do it, too. I mean, probably not, right? If sex could supercharge spells like that we’d all be at it like—”

The kiss was like being bowled by surf. Trillin lifted her up and tossed her around, spray and mist and all the relentless power of the ocean. When she fell back, Sian was gasping.

“But what if it is true? What if you don’t need to look at me to be terrorised – if just being around each other…” Tendrils like seaweed rolling underwater clung to her, then peeled away. “If all this is only hurting you…”

“That isn’t it. It can’t be it. I’m not imagining what happened – time repeated itself.” A sliver of doubt wormed its way through Sian’s mind, but she ignored it. “There’s nothing wrong with me. It’s the world that’s – look, time magic is complicated.”

“Then why don’t I know about it? Why has no human the Endless ever eaten thought to turn back time?”

“Because—” Her rebuttal fell away. “Look, there’s one more thing I want to try. Let’s—”

She glanced up by chance. Or maybe some part of her had clocked the time.

Above them, the stars splintered into a thousand broken shards.
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      [image: image-placeholder]“Please tell me you got it did time. We keep coming back,” Sian blurted the moment the world came back into focus.

“Back where?”

“Back here.”

Trillin’s voice had at least one smile in it. “Back to your world, yes. Are you feeling better?”

“I feel like I’m on a fucking merry-go-round.” Sian rubbed her eyes. “You really don’t feel—”

She broke off. Was she going mad? It was a probability. It was always a probability, alongside just straight up dying. 

Okay. First things first. Trillin had just said she didn’t remember the Endless first encountering humans, blah blah blah. Then she would say something about saving the world.

“What do you want to do next?” she asked instead.

“Do we have to do anything?”

Sian stared at where Trillin’s voice was, eyes closed against the glorious horror.

Did they have to do anything? Did she have to keep trying, over and over?

“Okay. It’s worth a try.”

They stayed right where they were, exhausting one another and all the possibilities of shape-changing limbs and sensual sensory overload, and then—


      [image: image-placeholder]Sian lifted her head to find the tussock swaying unflattened around them, no prickles in her knees, that one big flat convenient-height rock still all the way over there.

“FUCK!”

It hadn’t even been a theory until it was almost too late, but here was another option to cross out: no orgasm-wishing their way out of the time loop. 

Next plan.

She reached for Trillin. “Let’s go somewhere else. Can we still do that?”

Confusion buffeted around Trillin as soft wings. “We just arrived—”

“I’m all better. Fuelled up and ready to go. There’s a whole universe out there, isn’t there? Let’s go find it.”

They found it. Trillin unpicked the seams of the universe for her and they visited a thousand distant stars, worlds like and unlike her own Earth, atmospheres breathable and some so toxic Trillin had to wrap herself around Sian in a protective envelope until she could get them both somewhere else.

Over and over.

One trip at a time, and each trip was the first time. Sian raised her head from tussock grasses waving gently in the breeze like nobody ever fucked in them or braided them into stupid little crowns or accidentally tracked acidic purple mud onto them.

“What were we saying?” she asked tentatively.

And the same conversation flowed over her, the same way it had so many times before.


      [image: image-placeholder]There had to be somewhere the loop wouldn’t get them. Whatever was causing it.


      [image: image-placeholder]That was a thought. Was it a thing after them? Was time itself in a loop, for the entire universe, or were they trapped in some sort of catch-and-release enchantment that kept releasing her in the wrong moment? Was there more going on than she remembered? Was she missing pieces of what was happening to them, the same way Trillin was missing her memories each time they came back to the same place?

They tried so many places. The copy-cat world, alien planets, the heart of a magical explosion so intense Trillin used the explosion’s own power to build another bubble-sanctuary around them, the same as the one the dragon had crushed on that other Earth. 

They avoided other Earths. Sian gave up explaining why.

Nothing worked.

Was it happening to both of them, and only Sian could remember each repeat, or was it only happening to her?

One way to test that.


      [image: image-placeholder]Trillin thought she’d lost her bloody mind and, honestly, Sian couldn’t be sure she was wrong.

“I don’t know whether something is targeting us or it’s a natural phenomenon we’re both stuck in. But if it’s only me – if you could get out of it if only you weren’t right there with me – we have to know.”

“Sian, wait. You aren’t—”

Trillin tried to argue, but Sian had been paying attention when she built all those portals all those last times. She twisted magic around herself, etching out the break points like the dotted rip lines on an old sheet of stamps, and cut herself out of the world before Trillin could hold onto her.

And when the sky broke above her that time, she had no one to hold onto.


      [image: image-placeholder]The bed of tussock grass, again. The last warmth of the sun before it crept behind the mountains on the horizon, again. The rocky tors like broken teeth pushing though golden hills. Again.

And Trillin.

She tumbled into her, grasping and possessive, eyes open because at least the terror meant they were both still here.

Trillin slapped a tentacle over her eyes. “What are you doing?”

“I—”

Her throat dried up. She’d given up explaining, how many attempts ago?

Why was she even bothering? She wasn’t good at this sort of thing. The throwing herself into danger, yes; the planning and theorising and coming up with a plan that made sense, that worked? No. She needed other people for that. Always had.

“Something is wrong.” Trillin held her gently, became a gentle thing for her to hold, checking Sian’s body for injury and exhaustion the way she had a dozen times already, but as tentatively as though it was the first. Because for her it was. The first time, again. Always again. “What happened?”

“It’s not what happened. It’s what’s going to happen.” She drew a ragged breath. How had she argued this with Trillin all the times before she gave up? “Look, this isn’t going to make any sense, and I don’t have any proof of it, but we’re caught in some sort of time loop. We keep coming back here. Or I do. You’re always here, but you don’t remember.”

“I don’t remember—”

“And you just said you don’t remember, but you were talking about – oh, shit – you were talking about the Endless not having its first memory of encountering humans – but this is different, you don’t remember—”

“Breathe.”

The word hummed in her bones. She inhaled, slow and uneven against the hammering of blood in her ears.

“You’ve travelled through time. Lived these moments over and over? How many times?” Trillin asked.

“I – what – you believe me?”

“Yes.”

The next breath was easier to take. She wanted to look at Trillin – she always wanted to look at her. Why did they always have to come back here, where she couldn’t? – but instead she squeezed her eyes shut behind her tentacle blindfold.

“Why?” she asked bluntly.

Because Trillin had never believed her before. And they were back to the beginning. She hadn’t tried any new way to convince her. Why would she believe her now?

“Because of you. You are … different.” A tendril curled on her cheek. “You have never changed like I do, and I love you for that. But you do change, slowly, cell by cell. And I have missed some of it.” Worry painted the undercurrents of her voice. “You are not the same as you were when we started talking. Only moments ago.”

She believes me. How many resets? She’d lost count. And now Trillin believed her without question.

Because all those resets were starting to show on a cellular level.

“Okay,” she gulped. “Well, that’s good and bad, I guess.”

“We must stop it from happening again.” Trillin hesitated. “How many times have you been through this?”

“I lost count.”

“And each repeat is…?”

“A few hours. The same few hours.” Panic bubbled up inside her again, but she swallowed it back. It was easier to hide it, now Trillin knew. No point keeping up appearances when the woman you loved already thought you’d lost your mind, but when she knew you were telling the truth and was as worried as you were? 

It was as though a weight lifted from her shoulders.

And landed directly on Trillin’s.

“But it’s fine,” she said, fooling herself that Trillin wouldn’t sense the tremor in her voice. “Kind of exciting, right? The same few hours happening over and over again. What could we do with an opportunity like that? You could do anything, knowing the reset will put things back the way they were. It’s – I mean, time magic’s illegal, but the sort of illegal where if you do it right, who’s going to know?”

Trillin waited a beat after she finished talking. “Did that sound more convincing in your head before you said it out loud?”

“…No.”

“Whatever is happening does not reset everything. I have not experienced the extra time you have. But you have. Whatever happens to you in these hours before you come back, you bring back with you.”

“I mean, yeah, but…” She leant against where she figured Trillin was, and found her there, a steady trunk and arms boneless but strong around her. “It’s more fun to think, ooh, illegal magic hijinks than that at some point I’ll zap back here and I’ll be hurt. Or old. Or more insane than I feel already, or dead, and you’ll think you did something wrong bringing me back here. You’ll think you saved me from that happy-ever-after curse and it made me lose my mind.”

“You say that as though you’ve heard it before.”

She laughed hollowly. “You thought me just being with you had made me mad,” she told her. “I don’t want that to happen again. Not if I won’t be here to tell you you’re wrong.”


      [image: image-placeholder]If Sian was telling the truth, then this was not the first time Trillin had turned all her eyes on her and found her changed.

She held her edges with care; beneath, everything else that she was boiled and hissed with fear.

If they did not fix this, the next version of herself would not remember that thought. Would not remember this Sian, changed but still herself, older and with her magic replenished but her mind strung tight ready to snap.

She twisted the memory into a knot, buried it deep within herself, as though that would help when this version of herself had never existed. When some future past version of herself turned to Sian and found her wasted away in her arms.

Sian would be dead, and she would not know why.

“You’ll think it’s your fault.” Sian’s voice was weary-angry. “And I wish I could tell you now that it won’t be and have you remember then, but I can’t. I’ve already – it doesn’t work that way. Trust me on this.” Her head drooped. “But if we can fix it…”

Sian was a crackling flame of determination, and Trillin couldn’t help but wind herself around her as she planned out-loud how they could evade or take advantage of the time resets. Her beloved burnt, and she warmed herself on that proof of her life – recovered from the magic starvation that had parched her in the other Earth, but already with too many charred pieces.

A fire and what the fire had already burnt, at the same time. Sian’s voice was ragged as she listed all the things she had already tried. All the trimmed-away hours that Trillin had lost of her.

Sian talked, and Trillin investigated, cataloguing the changes she had already noticed. Hair infinitesimally longer. Skin drier, a thin, red rash along the back of one arm. Acid? The muscles of her face pinched in new ways around the eyes and mouth, etching unfamiliar lines. 

Her muscles held her bones too tightly.

Trillin could fix that. It was a problem easily dealt with from the inside. Less so, from without. And not easy in either direction for Sian, perhaps. But she could help. She loved Sian’s slow changes the way she thrilled at the slow changes that stirred her world – but not like this. These changes – she wanted to stop them. Reverse them.

With slow, gentle strength she kneaded the deep knots in Sian’s shoulders.

“Trillin? Babe? It’s a bit hard to think when you’re doing that.” 

Sian’s eyes were carefully closed, but even without their wondrous sheen Trillin could trace the pleasure in her face. 

“There’ll be time for that later.” Her mouth twitched – a smile, caught before it could escape. “Or before this is over, again, maybe.”

“Again?” A frisson of outrage sizzled through her, and Sian laughed and leant into her in exactly the spot to make her melt and close herself around her. Her Sian, her wondrous human who could not even look at her without screaming, but who knew her shapes and chosen contours so well. 

She discovered something new and all to herself: that Sian knew parts of Trillin better than she knew them herself, and that knowing it was a comfort. 

And if time reset again, she would lose it. Forget Sian being this way, forget herself being this way. 

Trillin was familiar with panic. The human minds that had fed the Endless throughout the ages knew it intimately, and she plucked through their memories, finding reverberations of the fear that took over Sian’s mind when she looked at Trillin.

Those memories were nothing like experiencing it herself, an emotion, a physical presence like a parasite birthing itself, clawing and scrape-edged beneath her skin.

“What can we do?” she asked out loud.

“Same thing I’ve been doing for – however long it’s been? I mean it’s working so well already.” Sian groaned and scruffed at her hair. “No. There has to be something else. We can’t escape it – but there must be something I’m missing.”

“It does not leave any trace on the fabric of your world?”

Sian’s mouth twisted oddly. “Nope. Everything goes back the way it was. I mean, everything stays the way it was.”

“Everything that you can sense,” Trillin suggested hesitantly.

Sian’s spine straightened. The breath that left her lungs turned her mouth into a smile. “Yes! I’m limited by what I can sense. Can you—?”

“I shall try.”

Trillin took Sian’s hand. She made a hand for herself to do it; carefully jointed, tendons and ligaments beneath skin that sighed against Sian’s warmth. An anchor as she undid the rest of herself.

Every atom of her being was a victory of her individual self against the Endless. She had stolen them one by one while the leviathan mind fixed its primary attentions elsewhere. As she became enough of herself to be daring, she’d taken a scatter or a handful at a time, building herself from everything she had been a part of before.

She had let none of it go. The Endless was profligate with its fragments; she could not risk a single one. Whatever she let go could not be replaced without returning to the Endless itself to steal more.

Or devouring the world she found herself in now.

She whisked her mind away from the thought, leaving it to hang dark and cold and then disintegrate as she unfolded most of herself into a searching expanse of sensory organs. 

Other thoughts whispered up as she focused her senses outwards. Sian did not share her wariness of losing parts of her body. Small parts, at least. Hair. Skin. Sweat and spit, the moisture that travelled into her body and out again. Sian replenished her body from the world around her, and parts of her became parts of it in turn.

“What are you looking for?” Sian asked.

Trillin explained, her mouth soft against Sian’s wrist.

“You’re looking for my dandruff? Actually that’s a brilliant idea. I’m coming back each time, but what counts as me? If my DNA or whatever I’ve shed—”

“There’s nothing.” No trace of Sian in the world around them, except what was still a part of her whole and living body.

“Oh.”

Trillin searched farther. She knew what this world should feel like, from the memories she’d taken with her from the Endless. Its taste, its textures, its chill and stillness and startling changes. The roar of the distant sun beneath the horizon.

Was it different? Had it changed? Was there some trace to be found of what had happened to Sian, over and over? The Endless took such traces into itself, stretched and changed and shuffled them, but Sian’s world was different. Evidence remained.

Except any evidence of Sian.

Panic scratched at her again and she remade herself to avoid its claws.

“Nothing at all?” Sian was saying, her voice a symphony of heat-wet-soundwaves until Trillin remembered how to hear properly. “I mean … it was hours each time. I wasn’t exactly not doing stuff that wouldn’t, um. I mean, sweat, right?”

Trillin had the horrible feeling she understood where Sian was going.

“If it was all of me coming back each time things reset, where are all the extra skin flakes and stuff going, if they’re not popping back here with me? They’re not back on me. I think. I don’t feel any grubbier than I ought to be.” She sniffed herself. “Possibly. I mean, it’s not been the least stressful day.”

Trillin was putting off making a mouth to speak with. She furled up her body: legs, torso, shoulders, mostly humanoid except for the emotions pulsing too visibly across her skin.

“Which do you think would happen first, do you think?” Sian asked, her voice hollow in the quiet Trillin’s silence left all around them. “I drop dead of old age, or—”

“Stop,” Trillin gasped desperately. The image was too clear in her mind: the two of them lying together the way they had been before Sian gasped and turned to her, desperation wild in her eyes. But she wouldn’t turn to her. There would be no desperation in her eyes. There would be nothing.

And she wouldn’t remember any of this. She wouldn’t know why.

“There must be something we can do.” She searched everything she was and had been. “The Endless does not understand time magic, but your world—”

“I’ve tried everything I can think of.” 

But she hadn’t given up hope. Trillin searched Sian’s face and body for the signs she was learning to read, and added: yet.

Fear flurried across her body, leaving chasms in its wake. She was glad Sian couldn’t see her like this. “Does that mean there are spells to stop it, and you have tried them in – in another version of these hours?”

“More than once.” 

“What spells did you try?”

“It’s hard to explain, but—” Sian drew a sharp breath. “Do I need to explain? You can look in my mind and see it, can’t you? God, that’s so much easier than trying to convince you using words. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

“Because it is a terrible idea!” Trillin protested.

“No, look – you can do it, right? There are records. Well, there’s one record. A survivor from the wreck of, um, a ship? I should remember the name. I might in a minute. Important thing is, she said the Endless read her mind. Turned her thoughts over in her head. And, honestly, you taking a look at my thoughts might be a good thing – a fresh pair of eyes. Or more.”

“She didn’t survive.”

“What?”

Sian’s eyebrows shot up; a sliver of eyeball appeared between her lids. Trillin surged behind her and waited, all parts of herself held carefully out of sight, as Sian swore and covered her eyes again.

“Shit. Shit. I forgot.”

“She didn’t survive,” Trillin repeated, gently this time.

“No. No, you’re right. I remember now. She survived the first encounter and then killed her way through to the Endless herself.” She ducked her head, and Trillin caught the edge of what must be a grin of some sort, her lips peeling back from her teeth. “Hah. You don’t even need to look into my head to see what I’m missing.”

She took a deep breath, and Trillin knew what she was going to say even before her tongue twisted around them. “But the Endless wanted to destroy her. You don’t want to destroy me.”

“I do not know what damage I might do, even not wishing it.” It wasn’t enough. She needed to say more, find better arguments – surely someone, somewhere, had had this same conversation?

If they had, she didn’t remember. Because if they had, they would then not have been devoured by the Endless, along with their memories of the conversation.

But there were oh, so many people who had tried to defeat the Endless by becoming it.

Sian licked her lips. “Destroying me would be one solution, wouldn’t it? Absorb me the way the Endless absorbed all those other poor fucks. Then we could see whether only the bit of you that was me repeated back, or both of us.”

“Never,” Trillin swore.

And this time, she saw the stars fracture before Sian did.
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Trillin believed her. Trillin was horrified by the evidence of the time loop, Sian changing between what seemed to her to be one moment and the next. Trillin demanded they find a way to stop it.

Like checking off boxes on a list. Tick, tick, tick.

She didn’t bother bringing up the idea of having Trillin rummage around inside her to pull her thoughts straight. Her reaction the last time round made it clear that wasn’t a goer. And interesting as it would be to know if the reset still affected her and only her if she was no longer the same self she’d been when this started – if she wasn’t herself alone—

“Sian?”

Trillin looped tentacles around her arms, nudging her away from a train of thought that was in danger of becoming seriously derailed. Sian shook herself. “Yeah?”

“There is something.”

Sian’s chest tightened. “Something what?”

“All around you, like…” 

There was still enough light that Trillin cast a shadow. She couldn’t look at her directly, but how had it taken her this many repeats to realise she could see this: an echo of Trillin’s changing body, rippling over the ragged ground. Shadow tentacles that moved like water. A floating mass that on anyone else would have been a head haloed with mermaid hair, but on Trillin, who knew?

“Like this,” Trillin said, carefully triumphant with her pantomime shadow-play.

Sian stared. “Like … water flowing around a stone in the river?”

“This world is splitting around you, and around echoes of where you have been. But you have not been in all the places since we began talking! Not this time.” Trillin turned, a forest bending in gale-force winds. “There – you went that way? Before?”

Sian stared where she pointed. The other direction to the spine of mountains. “Not that I remember,” she said slowly. They had gone to all sorts of places, together and alone, but never back towards her home. “What is it you sense that way?”

“The same thing as here,” Trillin told her, carefully, wonderingly. “This world, moving around something that is no longer there.”
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Sian had not told her how many times they had failed, but the trembling in her muscles and the strange blankness that overtook her gaze between bursts of action spoke louder than her words. They had failed, and failed, but now, Trillin had found something new.

She skeined magic through herself, ready to tear a hole in the world and pinch it together to turn the journey of a day or more into a single step. 

Magic screamed all around her. She half-turned to Sian, the words already hovering in her gullet – I did not know you could create portals, too! – when the expression on Sian’s face froze her. 

Sian’s panic did not appear as spikes and scales. It burnt in action. Before Trillin could speak, the transportation spell was complete. Sian ran through, pulling Trillin with her. 

They arrived in a world of swirling vapour, grey in all the shades that shadows knew. Sian hissed something, her breath becoming part of the whirling, and yanked them both backwards into a place of still hard edges.  

“Missed,” she gasped. “Fuck. Fuck.” 

The vapour was still there, contained behind mottled glass. Or – no. The glass – window, Trillin categorised it absently – contained Sian and herself and everything else within these hard edges – walls. 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“Uni,” Sian replied shortly, and then seemed to realise more words might be needed. “Uh, the university. My department. Where I study, uh, where everyone…” Her voice trailed off. “Where is everyone?” 
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