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Caiden faced the salthuin crowd with a final offer. “We can save you.”


No response, no waver in the rhythm of the salthuin’s supplication.


The wall of chaotic space filled the sky like wildfire. A crackling howl split Caiden’s eardrums, and light cast over the salthuin masses. An old dread and a deepening sense of failure infested him with shivers. His eyes unfocused and turned the salthuin’s movements into a blur of color. C pressed against the hollow of Caiden’s back, stress growls rumbling up his spine.


Beyond the deck lay plains, bluffs, and ocean, all of which began to disappear in swallows of black void and golden aurora. The massive wall of rind flux plowed straight through the planet, guzzling atmosphere and earth. Shadow peeled off surfaces, then sizzled midair. Minerals bled from bedrock cracks. Waterfalls dried in wheezes of cloud.


Caiden raised his arms to either side, holding his invitation to the salthuin while his gravitas formed a grid of intent for Azura. She gathered, armoring him and C in a fresh universe from nothing: folds of writhing space inverted Caiden’s perception, turning light to shadow and back again, color finding never-seen in-between hues. A couple meters all around him became a pocket of safety.


Please join me. The view watered through Azura’s curtain and Caiden’s tears. A roar stuffed his skull as the world split apart, racing toward them.
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To everyone still waiting on “soon.”










CHAPTER 1



ENDANGERED


Nothing can save you from this,” Caiden signed to the gathered salthuin leaders. His hands quivered from pleading, his mind dried of words.


The Dynast Prime, Abriss Cetre, had collapsed this bubble universe into her own, like a membrane burst and new waters flooding through. Her central and immense spherical universe, Unity, was sweeping across this universe’s space and converting everything within—including this planet, Basren—to new physical laws. Anything that didn’t match Unity would be altered or destroyed when the rind flux passed through.


The Cartographers had confirmed that salthuin biology would not survive.


Graven Azura’s spiritual presence rippled the air around Caiden, warm as sunlit water. The safe, unique universe she could create wouldn’t be broad enough to protect one million salthuin from physics itself turning inside out.


The species’ main population had gathered aboveground to commune with the sky. Figures spilled off the starship dock like a field of flowers kilometers wide. So fragile: gownlike folds of gossamer tissue with spidery filament seams. Their ruffled bodies were almost lighter than air. The folds condensed to an opaque trunk wrapping a blue heart, topped with a clear, featureless head that contained an equally blue nebulous mass. Frondlike arms and billows swayed as the population synchronized in ritual motion. Individual patterning in pinks and oranges matched the deepening sunset behind them, which counted down the moments until Basren would be washed with change.


This sky wasn’t going to listen to their ritual. The first pulses of disruption had carried through, expanding space across the universe. Light broke its barriers of speed. Far-off but visible, Unity’s rind encroached as a wall of distorting spacetime, bending twilight’s stars into forbidding shapes.


Abriss had broken the rind’s stability at a single point. From there, the whole membrane was razing outward to subsume the volume of this universe and others. The collapsed universe that Basren rested in was large enough that it had taken some hours for the rind flux to reach this farthest side. Long enough for Cartographers to evacuate inhabited places like this. A rare chance to save something.


Not everyone listened.


Caiden tried again. “Please believe me. This isn’t the purification event from your lore.”


A crescent of salthuin leaders stood before him. “No,” one gestured with frilled fingers. “You will believe us. The land and its ocean blood will protect us.” Her motion indicated Basren’s sea as running through her as well. Glassy filaments down the back of her head and spine were crimped like stacked blooms that now flared in irritation. “We do not abandon the land; the land does not abandon us.”


Less than twenty arcminutes remained until their “land” was engulfed.


Adrenaline spiced Caiden’s throat and prickled his skin with sweat. Commanding worlds was Threi’s talent, not his, and this situation was undoing him: the huge parking deck reminded him of the Flat Docks of his homeworld. His heart took up an old rhythm from that day when his people had gathered like this, a mass of bodies, everyone believing they were awaiting salvation. The Casthen transports had stood ready to load them for slaughter.


Now he was the villain prepared to pile these salthuin into Cartographer and passager ships like livestock, and his panicked heart didn’t care that he meant to save them.


One salthuin signed grandly, “We will receive the fire-laden sky and carry it into the earth to our partners in the waters. We are connected, attuned.”


Caiden cut a frustrated motion. “This change will travel through every atom of the planet.”


The rest of the population in their underground city of rivers and lagoons would be destroyed by geology shifts and sea level changes. Caiden had started negotiations down there, indulging in their customs and bridging an understanding so they might accept the harder truths he had to share. It had only wasted time.


Overhead, the rind flux grew incandescent and blotted out the stars. Salthuin didn’t have a word for “physics.” They had belief, and their faith had an answer for every explanation he tried.


He signed more simply, “Spirit of all things will change shape everywhere.”


Erillin, the Cartographer Domineer aide that Threi had assigned to Caiden, stepped up to his elbow. “We are out of time, Ghost.”


Precisely to annoy Caiden, Threi had been encouraging the use of Caiden’s old monikers.


He glanced at the countdowns ringing Erillin’s wrist. In his peripheral vision, a handful of ships began atmospheric departure. Cartographer teams—susceptible to the conversion as well—had collected at-risk fauna and flora across the planet.


Erillin’s liquid eyes glittered as she hesitated. She was a falvees: her soft mouthless voice, resonating through the cartilage and tissues of her skull, came out all the more hollow and ominous when she said, “You can compel them.”


Threi would have. The Casthen Prime and darling of the Cartographers—he would have shouted Graven orders and made the salthuin load up in moments, saved against their will. He wouldn’t have cared about their connection to this planet or their beliefs or how leaving was a form of death to them. Salthuin were the only sporeweavers the Cartographers knew of. Threi would have saved them because they performed a function.


Caiden had been making Threi teach him how to manipulate his own genetically produced Graven influence, his “gravitas,” which attuned others to his will on both practical and fundamental levels of being that he disliked thinking about. Always a constant degree, it could not be turned on or off, but like a muscular force, he could flex or relax it. He hated that it was harder to dampen the effect than to focus and bludgeon with it, and even now he was rigid with the effort of restraining his gravitas, as if it were a beast he’d wrestled down. Since he could never completely rein it in, he knew the salthuin were serious about their devotion: it was steadfast despite the acquiescence his presence impressed.


Caiden replied, “I won’t force them . . .” Not to the same situation his population had been herded into, torn from everything that had informed their identity. He had survived, at fourteen years old, and it had been a death.


Azura responded to his rising heart rate. Her force slithered from under the skin of space and unfolded around him, wicking drops of sweat off his neck. The air plumped with bands of pressure that vibrated a feather-faint song, soothing his anxiety. The ends of his short hair and his long Cartographer coat lifted. Light bent around his edges as if he were armored in heat waves, and whispers of blue crossed his skin as Azura unbraided space with her motion.


Did it make him look as if he could be related to one of the salthuin’s celestial spirits? Would that sway them? He steadied his quivering hands and signed with all his heart, “You have a choice—please choose to live. You’re choosing for your future generations as well. We will take care of you and find you a home.”


Azura followed his fingers, carving shadows midair.


“Our life is the planet,” a salthuin replied, unfazed by the fearsome sight of Caiden.


Another added, “To leave is to cease to live. The ocean blood fills us, the waves pulse with ours.”


Caiden signed, “The Cartographers can simulate your waters.”


“It would not carry the energy of our earth.”


Caiden dropped his arms and drew a shaky breath. Azura’s force brushed sweetly across his cheek. She could generate a new universe with safe physical laws around Caiden and roughly a few surrounding meters, but the robustness of her universe’s border waned the farther it extended. The more salthuin Caiden tried to save, the less chance it would protect them.


The approaching rind hemmed the horizon like a wall of ragged flame. The salthuin continued their silent swaying—a million lives, none grasping that this wasn’t a time for celebration.


Caiden’s mind replayed the cheers of his people when the overseers had arrived. No one had told them they would die or had pleaded at them to live. He would have said yes.


And if someone had intervened that day and forced them away against their wishes . . . he would have been grateful.


Why couldn’t he do the same now?


“Ghost?” Erillin’s voice was tight with urgency. Her wristlet counted the time to atmospheric impact when the evacuation fleet would be out of time to escape.


Caiden kneaded his knuckles. The surefire way, hands-on action, rescuing species in the fray: that was familiar territory. But with these new massive stakes, Abriss collapsing worlds at an increasing rate, bigger actions were necessary.


He needed to stop her directly, but her gravitas was so powerful, she could halt any attack with a word. Caiden had the genetic potential to become more Graven to match her, if Feran’s teams could figure out how to make the process safe. Then it required his choice: embrace everything he hated about himself and perhaps destroy the core of him entirely . . . to stop Abriss Cetre. To end all this suffering.


“Get our contingent out of here,” he said to Erillin.


“Without the salthuin? They’re the only—”


“I’ve made the risk as clear as I can. We don’t have their consent. We can’t violate their choice.” Caiden’s body seized up, denying his words despite his conviction. The rind flux chewed the outer atmosphere. Gasps of aurorae flittered across the twilight while countdowns ticked around Erillin’s wrist. “I won’t compel them. Go.”


She nodded and whipped into action, calling for the nearest ships to relay the order.


Caiden looked over the salthuin leaders and the crowd beyond, searing the image atop rusty memories he would never be rid of. This was their informed choice. He would stay to witness what honoring their choice created.


“The land will protect us,” the leaders indicated together while hundreds of ships across the dock popped engines and warmed up, about to remove salvation forever.


Acrid pains twisted in Caiden’s middle. He turned his back on the scene so he could breathe.


His cloudcutter ship was parked nearby like a knife on its side or a void-black shard knapped off the world. Caiden whistled for his nophek companion, who surged out of the open hatch. C had hit an adolescent growth spurt, filling out a frame built for power: the monster’s shoulders were level with Caiden’s now, sloping down a muscular neck to a boxy head and down a ridged back to a long, finned tail.


Caiden planted his feet to catch C barreling into his arms. “All right, little boy. Stay close.”


C curled around his back, purring. Caiden lifted his arm so the nophek could shove his huge head under it—C’s babyhood habit that soothed them both.


Azura condensed to tease pressures across Caiden’s body and through his hair. She pressed spiral patterns in C’s fur.


Overhead, the Cartographer and passager fleet streaked the sky. On the opposite horizon, the encroaching rind flux hit the exosphere. Arcs of simmering luminosity coiled across the view. The salthuin entreated their heavens, billowing diaphanous bodies in synchrony, oceanic and serene.


A shudder tickled Caiden’s bones. More bad memories of other worlds like this, other devastation, other things too late to save. He squeezed his fist around C’s riding harness.


What is justice when choosing between many wrongs?


C pushed his muzzle against Caiden’s ribs and huffed. “We’re standing back,” Caiden whispered. And letting them make a bad decision.


He’d once imagined the Dynast Prime could be his model for how to use gravitas for good. Abriss had spent her whole life as the most powerful creature in the multiverse, compelling hearts around her even though she wished not to. Abriss had made an art of her care with her people, using gravitas to compel goodness. But she also collapsed universes without a thought beyond what it gained. She claimed that whatever things did not fit Unity’s physical alignment would be returned to the luminiferity, a primary dimension of boundless energy and information. As she’d said it once, Not lost but preserved and dismantled, to re-manifest in new ways.


It did not soothe Caiden to think of the salthuin dismantled.


Bands of darkness blasted across the view as the rind flux plowed through the outer atmosphere. Space peeled back to flickers of molten iridescence. Was that the luminiferity showing through? Like a wound into the very substrate of being. The sight blended terror and awe in Caiden. Sorrowfully, he’d grown used to this sight.


He stepped forward, still a hundred meters from the edge of the salthuin crowd. Azura stormed around him, resembling the rind flux but in miniature. When she had inhabited his original starship, her universe seemed technological, an energy field bubbling out in a perfect sphere. Now she was a loosed force of nature: slowed-down wind and transparent cloud and a gown of quantum alignments. Watery bands of motion and light curled off Caiden as Azura fluctuated physical parameters.


Caiden faced the salthuin crowd with a final offer. “We can save you.”


No response, no waver in the rhythm of the salthuin’s supplication.


The wall of chaotic space filled the sky like wildfire. A crackling howl split Caiden’s eardrums, and light cast over the salthuin masses. An old dread and a deepening sense of failure infested him with shivers. His eyes unfocused and turned the salthuin’s movements into a blur of color. C pressed against the hollow of Caiden’s back, stress growls rumbling up his spine.


Beyond the deck lay plains, bluffs, and ocean, all of which began to disappear in swallows of black void and golden aurora. The massive wall of rind flux plowed straight through the planet, guzzling atmosphere and earth. Shadow peeled off surfaces, then sizzled midair. Minerals bled from bedrock cracks. Waterfalls dried in wheezes of cloud.


Caiden raised his arms to either side, holding his invitation to the salthuin while his gravitas formed a grid of intent for Azura. She gathered, armoring him and C in a fresh universe from nothing: folds of writhing space inverted Caiden’s perception, turning light to shadow and back again, color finding never-seen in-between hues. A couple meters all around him became a pocket of safety.


Please join me. The view watered through Azura’s curtain and Caiden’s tears. A roar stuffed his skull as the world split apart, racing toward them.


The wall of Unity’s rind pressed through the back ranks of the salthuin. Sheer pink layers of body twisted into awful shapes. Rays of afterimage stamped the salthuin figures on Caiden’s mind against the memory of his people rushing into the light and to slaughter.


A wave of sudden recognition preceded the rind as some salthuin realized this was not purification. Too slow, they moved or closed tight, devotion abandoned. The flux chewed through half the population fast, threshing filaments and folds. Some salthuin broke away but tangled in the crowd. Many continued their supplication until the end.


Caiden gagged on a sob but kept his arms open, protection wreathing him in arcs of luminescence.


A handful of salthuin rushed from the edge of the crowd toward Caiden, limbs curling in frantic signs.


His heart leaped. They wished to be saved. “C!” he screamed, and grabbed the nophek’s harness, hauling himself astride. They galloped to close the distance as the salthuin darted for the safety of Azura’s blue sunstorm enveloping him.


These salthuin’s bodies shriveled with terror. They stumbled, stretching for the safety Caiden promised. His mind’s eye superimposed the sight of his own people careening across the desert for shelter that didn’t exist.


“Faster!” Adrenaline boiled through him, and he squinted against the brilliant rind wall obliterating thousands more salthuin. The flux nipped at the heels of the last runners. It gnawed one into wisps of cinder.


Ten meters. Caiden launched off C’s back, reaching. Azura expanded with him, flowing toward the five remaining salthuin like tongues of flame, but the rind wall devoured more. Crying out, Caiden swiped for the last two, his finger grazed—


The flux collided against the edge of Azura’s universe. Warring pressures exploded, storming up dark whorls that devoured the rind’s destructive light.


The final salthuin dissolved into shreds of matter. Flecks whisked through Caiden’s grasping hand as he fell to his knees.


C snuggled tight and whined as the rind flux passed safely over Azura’s bubble.


The storm hissed into quiet.


Caiden’s ears unstuffed, head ringing above the thunder of Azura’s universe dissolving around them. They needed it only for the crossover. Caiden and C could exist in the new universe—Unity—just fine.


The wall of rind continued pushing out to sea behind him, hurling screams of vapor alongside colossal waves. It would eventually pass out the planet’s far side, onward through space until it stopped where the border used to be. Mathematic changes continued to settle in its wake. The deep, primal judder of tectonic shifts were too subliminal for Caiden’s ears, but C whimpered and shoved a cold nose against his neck.


The vast parking deck had cracked open, gushing water from the flooding city below, and the tattered remains of one million salthuin were caught up like petals.


Caiden stared, eyes wet, as a blanket of water curled around his knees. Breaths sawed his throat and adrenaline twinkled away. A few Andalvian swears poured off his tongue.


Unity.


Within its boundaries, Caiden’s soreness dissolved, old bruises ebbed. His thoughts fell in harmony, and his irritability unwove like warm hands finding and unlacing all his knots. His spirit interconnected with a brilliant whole that promised everything he encountered would welcome him.


Nowhere else felt like Unity.


This was the enemy: his finely tuned cells, his worries soothed. Unity’s perfect physical nature unwound his anxiety, but he desperately wanted it back. Something deep in his being was begging him to stay here where he belonged. It would convince him that the salthuin had become part of their earth again, their spirits soaked back into the luminiferity, where they would find new forms, as if any of what had just happened was part of a natural order of things.


Caiden scraped at wet cheeks with the heel of his hand and peered over the new landscape.


Plants sprouted on nearby outcrops, so new and hungry he could hear the frizzle of their growth. Flying creatures tumbled from the sky. Fits of weather puffed by, clouds rooting in atmosphere, sheets of rain tossed on parched earth. The old universe was similar enough to Unity’s physics that most things remained unchanged. Caiden had seen better and worse cases, and conceived of it like a conversation between worlds: Unity and Basren coming at each other with needs and wants, figuring out a final compromise.


Springs burst and streams broke borders to spill across the land. Sprigs of strange fungus swirled from the ground. Birds, insects, and far-off megafauna filled the landscape with clicks and calls, feeling happier here, perhaps transformed for the better. Unity’s version of Basren was vibrant, but it was empty compared to the sight of one million salthuin dying for their planet.


“They changed their minds,” he whispered. Too late.


Bloody water buffeted his legs. Fragments of salthuin flesh pattered through his fingers, having converted to something inert, ossified. His focus unhooked again as numbness set in. There were going to be more of these choices ahead.


Azura pillowed around him, casting standing ripples on the water. A thick, slow wind pulled up his hair while smaller ribbons grazed questioningly across his forehead.


“No, I’m not all right.”


Abriss Cetre—immensely Graven and spiritually guided—was collapsing these universes at unpredictable locations. The Cartographers could never mobilize evacuations at speed, and Caiden was one hero, mostly human.


“A Graven being could stop Abriss.”


C whined and nuzzled the back of Caiden’s neck, where, on his crystalline upper vertebrae augmentation, was inscribed an upside-down tattoo of the brand he’d once worn there. A symbol of what he’d overcome.


“To void with me,” he whispered. “I can put an end to all this.”


Safe yet or not, he needed to go through with as much Graven enhancement as the team was ready for. The researchers were racing to figure out how to merge the Graven trinity into Caiden’s physiology. They had all three pieces but not the knowledge to puzzle it out. If they managed somehow, Caiden could become a Graven being like those that had existed before the universe was broken into a multiverse. Such an entity would surely understand everything, have even finer command of reality than Azura, and be superior to the Dynast Prime. With that power, he could stop her.


But the minimal Graven enhancement he’d already undergone had peeled layers of humanity away. The more he trained to control his gravitas, the more he felt something else overcoming him, fighting back. Caiden felt less himself and wondered if his consciousness was merely emergent from the genetic mosaicism designed to support this other Graven being, which was something decidedly not-him.


He feared becoming a worse threat than what he wished to stop. A monster of willpower warping space and time, commanding hearts and minds.


And if he died outright at the end . . . he would be leaving the multiverse to Threi Cetre. Caiden had seen all the worst of Threi and hadn’t yet gotten to know the man he’d become after ten years of isolation, whether his supposed goodness was a veneer or the real thing.


He needed their alliance but didn’t trust it yet.


Azura’s breeze kissed Caiden’s temples.


“The only Graven thing I trust is you.”










CHAPTER 2



UNSUNG


Sweat sheened across Threi’s bare chest, chilled by Vigil’s air. The sparring bored him now, the novelty of this scenario worn away. Shadowy projections of simulated mass attacked at dialed-up speed. He’d worked off some frustration.


Caiden failed. Hadn’t even returned yet.


The where and when of Abriss’s next shattering: unpredictable.


One final round of Graven enhancer tweaks to test. These had to work, because Feran didn’t have enough material to keep trying.


Threi landed an uppercut on a chketin-shaped sim-mass and ducked a blow from behind. None of his nice things—like the full-contact solo sparring unit—had been moved over from the Casthen Harvest to Vigil. Comforts weren’t a priority here.


The Graven planet-city—formerly RM28—had been named Vigil because its bizarre structure seemed designed around the Graven Dominant within it. Threi couldn’t spare teams to investigate this place’s secrets. The dreamy caverns, rivers, streets, hives: the colonized skull of a massive creature or a cosmic megastructure? His boredom-killing strolls were the most explored this place would get.


Threi whipped around an elbow strike and stepped in to throw his taller opponent: an unsatisfying buffet of pressure without real weight.


The program finished. Threi stood breathless, shards of worry in his mind. He raked messy black hair from his temples. It was just long enough that the curl got annoying. Grooming wasn’t a priority either.


Sweat itched under the too-tight bands of the Aurasever tech that encircled his torso and arms. The dark, translucent lattice followed meridian lines, punctuated with the bluish nodes of Azura’s old chrysalis matter. It ringed his fingers with the power to disrupt universe rinds. He’d ripped it off Abriss, before she’d made another. It didn’t fit him and he had no use for it, but it made him feel more like his sister’s equal. It was proof that he could steal from her, that she could bleed.


Vigil had no doors, so he didn’t see Feran stroll in, but buzzy servos protested in the old assistive frames that clasped Fer’s legs. Threi’s scientist swept toward him with a bouquet of pen syringes. More were clustered in the pockets of their thigh-length Cartographer coat.


Panting, Threi said, “Did you fin—”


Feran didn’t stop, just jammed one of the pens into his shoulder. Attack instinct detonated—he barely cinched it up in time to only bat Feran’s wrist away rather than punch them.


The syringe dissolved into his skin with pressure. The contents frizzled up his veins, needled his brain, spun around the shards of worry still there. Itchiness flamed every freckle in his flesh. Then a pitch dropped to his heart and made it flurry.


“Latest Graven enhancer formulas.” Feran prepped a second syringe. Gold spots bubbled on their neck. Threi’s special lenses showed the hidden ultraviolet patterns in their endaal skin’s chromatophores, strobing bright with excitement. “I used everything we have learned so far.”


Threi blinked hard. Age-accelerated knowledge avalanched from deep in his brain where it had been folded, offering him unnecessary medical facts and analyses of his internal state. “A little high on your new throne, Fer? Using the Casthen Prime as your test subject without so much as a hello.”


“Hush.”


Feran readied three pens in one fist. They took Threi’s jaw in their fingers to tilt him and stab at his neck. Just before, Threi leaned down and kissed them, soft enough to tease. Feran made a frustrated sound, but lingered . . . then pushed in for a heartbeat. Threi curled his arms around Feran’s shoulders.


“If you wish me to work faster or better, you must be tame.” Feran executed a precise escape and blocked him with a hand as he stepped forward. They raised the syringes to stab his jugular vein, but the height difference tipped Feran back and their prosthetics failed to assist balance. As they fell, Threi lunged into a kneeling position and caught their waist, laughing.


Feran glowered but their skin betrayed them with a glitter. “Do you feel powerful picking a fight with someone impaired?” Fer planted their forehead against his, pressure soft and electric. Breath against his lips. Threi’s brain blanked, and Feran seized the distraction. They torqued to take his leg out, landing him on his back. Feran sat astride him and pinned his arms above his head while brandishing the pens in their other hand.


Threi lay obediently and smiled up at Feran. Purple spots were raining down their temples, the sides of their neck, and over their shoulders, which their coat left bare. Their tied-up tail of hair filaments—rare for endaal—spilled forward and tickled Threi’s forehead. Little details only he knew about: the pruning blade scar on their right shoulder that time he’d made them laugh and they’d dropped it—he heard only the shriek after—and the knotty sap burn down their left knuckles, which he’d only heard described but now knew the taste of.


He’d imagined the novelty of Feran would have worn off after they were united in person and not just a communication line between prisoners. Feran had been the victim of his violent boredom, preoccupying all his moments. Perhaps the endaal’s heightened resistance to his gravitas was what still felt enticing.


“Ready?” Feran stabbed Threi’s neck with the syringe trio.


Pain sizzled over his skull and down to his guts. Then, in a flash, his gravitas over-empowered. Every rhythm of his being knitted into deeper dimensions, demanding the luminiferity to align to his will, affecting everything in proximity. This luscious feeling. Warm and expansive. Sparking synapses and towing heartbeats in sync.


Feran’s dilating pupils filled with reflected shine. They let go of his wrists and sat upright, straddling his middle. Patterns fluttered across their skin, the irritation in their face smoothed out to awe, and Threi despised it. This level of gravitas rendered Feran into something he didn’t desire.


But it had worked. This was as much gravitas as Abriss wielded, meaning he could confront her and not be controlled.


He wouldn’t need Caiden.


As fast as triumph surged up, the enhancement dissolved. His gravitas coherence faded back to its normal degree. Threi bit back a nasty curse before he could shout it.


“D-did it end,” Feran inquired, recovering, “just like that?”


“Please,” Threi teased. “I’ve never insulted you by being that fast.”


Feran’s skin prickled with a blush. Without extra gravitas compelling loving feelings, they returned to the complicated creature he enjoyed.


They brandished a scan glove to look over the injections’ results. Disappointment seeped across their skin as they stared and muttered about rates of dispersal and dissolution.


Hope evaporated in Threi, too, and a frigid emotion welled in the hollows. He gripped Feran’s knees, grounding himself with touch. Not enough to hurt. Years ago, he would have hurt or smashed something after a failure like this. Feran remained composed, trusting him to control himself.


Feran was the Casthen’s foremost cultivator and genetic metamorphicist, having spent a decade imprisoned with and studying one thing: the now-destroyed remnants of a completely Graven being. Every Graven enhancer Feran had developed with their expertise shortened in duration the higher the potency—and this new batch was no better—meaning Threi would never become more perfectly, permanently Graven.


But Caiden could. There was one batch of enhancers that were permanent on Caiden, amplifying his Graven traits and the intensity of his gravitas. Caiden’s genetic pattern had been partially cloned from the cells of the remnant—the full trinity in one—with the genetic holes filled with whatever other stuff could stabilize it, like scaffolding to keep the Graven part standing. The part the young man still refused to wield.


Threi would be forced to put his trust in Caiden. Trusting others, Feran often reminded him, wasn’t his strong suit.


Scarlet spears darted across Feran’s face, then vanished. Threi wasn’t actually sure what these chromatophoric emotions meant. He was familiar with ten years of Feran’s voice.


“Fer?”


He didn’t mean it to, but his idle gravitas forced Feran to answer. “A permanent enhancer is impossible for you with the materials, time, and knowledge I have. I can continue trying to develop it, but only by exhausting the material I need to create multiples of the longest-lasting enhancers I can produce right now.”


“And I may need those to confront Abriss if we run out of options.”


Flitters of worry glitched over Feran’s fingers. “I possess a holistic sense of what we want to achieve in trinity, but my knowledge of the constituent parts is not enough. You require someone better.” Their volume dwindled toward the end of that admission.


“You’re the best.”


“I know you charm with lies. I am not the best.”


“Ksiñe was. Or so Caiden keeps telling me.”


“Well, I apologize for not being this Graven specialist that everyone goes on about. As far as we know, he is dead.” Feran sighed and tore off the scan glove.


Threi reached up to cup their cheek. A sparkling imprint flowered around his fingertips and dashed away the blue. “You are the best at—”


“A great many things you enjoy, I know. Clearly you didn’t expel enough frustration sparring.” Feran blushed and scowled at the same time.


“Forget the enhancement. Let’s try a full trinity merger on me once Azura returns. Caiden insists on delaying anyway.”


“You wish it to be like a recipe: one part this and two of that. Stir until combined.” Feran sighed affectedly. “We cannot just shove the three Graven strains together. The enhancement is crucial for safety, like raising the temperature gradually instead of tossing either of you into boiling liquid.” Their skin strobed apologetic patterns. “Moving too fast might kill you or Caiden, and rob the multiverse of anyone capable of stopping Abriss Cetre at all.”


“Moving too slow gives my sister time to subsume more worlds into Unity. She has astrological insights and a Graven entity guiding her. We’re in a race of science . . . my darling scientist. Clearly something important has to be risked.”


Feran wilted, and whispered, “Not you.”


Threi stayed supine and gazed at them while a strange feeling rolled around in his core. It was one of the new emotions he didn’t have a name for. The feeling usurped his dismay, and he allowed himself to pivot from the bad news.


He climbed his fingers up from Feran’s bare knees to find the warmed top rim of their assistive frames. “My—”


“Darling scientist.”


“—I have a consolation gift for your disappointment.”


“Oh, not now. As much as I cannot resist you when you’re vulnerable, I have time-sensitive adjustments to make to other formulas after these results.”


“Not that. Sincere regrets.” Threi sat upright in one big heave—with Feran in his lap—and carried his momentum into a kiss. Feran made a soft noise. As they leaned into him, forgetting time’s sensitivity, Threi pulled away and laughed at the unconscious flush of sunset hues over their hovering hands. He dumped Feran off his lap and strode to a satchel of equipment and spare clothes by one wall.


In it were the new frames he’d commissioned. Thin ribbons formed a bondagelike lattice that would fit against Feran’s skin without digging in, to support, harvest kinetic energy, and expel it in assistance.


Threi returned to Feran and sat in front. He pulled their legs straight on either side of him before he remembered the need to ask or explain. Catching himself, he slowed and said, “Difficult to put on, but these can be scoured, so you won’t have to remove them.”


Feran picked up and examined the new tech while Threi attempted to dismantle the old assemblage of rods and sliding ring adjusters around their legs. Scarred divots and puckered flesh showed beneath. Fer’s chromatophores were damaged, causing eddies of broken pattern as self-conscious teal hues rippled across their legs.


Anger blazed in Threi, undirected. He didn’t know what words would be comforting. Instead, he fixed his snarl and continued more tenderly, stroking a thumb over those spots to show he recognized their hurt.


Feran was quiet as Threi handled them to figure out all the pins and magnetic closures. For an instant he fretted: this gift or the removal might have meaning for Feran that he couldn’t decipher. He’d never asked if they were born with the impairment or if it had come from an accident with memories attached. He knew about their pain, their neuropathy, the pressure injuries, and more that they hid. He’d been unable to help, and this upgrade he was giving Feran wouldn’t free them from their inner experiences.


Crimes’ sake, I didn’t ask if they even wanted a replacement.


His hands froze around Feran’s knees, and they prodded, “Threi?” His name in their voice sent a thrill across his brain.


Perhaps Caiden’s infuriating hesitations and failures weren’t so hard to comprehend. Threi had always taken experiences as they came, adapting at magnificent speed, never growing attached. Emotionally impervious. He’d never missed anything by moving on to the next task or place—unlike Caiden, who was built of attachments.


“My vainglorious Casthen Prime.” They tried again to snap him out of it.


Instead he looked at Feran intensely. Their eyeshine flickered as they tried to read his face.


Ten years of imprisonment with Feran’s constant voice had put roots into Threi’s heart so deep he hadn’t noticed. Feran felt different from dalliances before.


He would miss them.


That made him vulnerable.


Nervous green flecks coursed across Feran’s knuckles as they read something frightening in his expression.


Threi donned a fresh smile and kissed the scars on Feran’s knee. He wrapped the new design around and pressed it to their skin to seal it. As he fitted it up their thighs, their fingers gathered bunches of coat to incrementally lift the hem. Faint golden stripes quivered up and down their legs. Threi did know what that one meant.


He chuckled and rose to his feet. “You have formulas to tweak.”


“Y-yes,” Fer answered. “However. If the formulas spoil, is it the end of the world?”


“Almost literally.” Threi offered a hand down.


“A shame.” With help, Feran levered to a standing position, overshot with the new assists, and dumped into Threi’s arms before finding their balance. Feran’s glower dissolved as they shifted weight, swayed back and forth, tested on tiptoes. Ultraviolet starbursts of glee danced across their skin.


“Thank you for the gift,” Feran said quietly.


Threi didn’t know how to respond. Gifts were an exchange, they had a want attached, but this time Threi didn’t want anything in return. Hadn’t thought it through. Fer’s happiness was enough.


He got to business: “I have a meeting. The boy’s on his way back.”


“He’s not a child anymore.”


“I know, that’s why I call him one.”


Feran laughed as they fetched Threi’s shirt and overcoat. “There aren’t many people who can rile you. You must like him.”


“I respect him but am currently annoyed.”


Feran swished Threi’s undershirt fabric over his torso. It adhered to his body heat and instantly wicked away the sweat. He shoved his arms into the sleeves of his black-and-red Casthen coat and let Feran adjust the seams and catches. Split panels fell over his hips. The ensemble was heavy with armor hidden inside the folds. Threi tucked his layered collars down and absently stroked the ring of razor-thin scars around his neck.


Feran said, “You and Caiden are equals now, you cannot control him like you did before. If he’s our hope for someone who can be as Graven as Abriss . . . and if you will lose command thereby . . . perhaps you should try to see eye to eye, try to ensure he is as strong as you would be in his place.”


“I can still control Caiden. Have to think softer, not sharper.”


“You’re getting better at softer.” Feran laughed again. “But later let us test these frames more vigorously.”


Threi gave Feran his best smile.


They laughed. “Yes, but also, can I go on those long walks with you now, I wonder?”


He hadn’t thought of that. Of course they’d noticed whenever he woke restless and left. “Every route I try has bizarre flora.”


Reddish spots peppered Feran’s cheeks. “I won’t have time to study them.”


“You’d still find collecting them enjoyable.”


Feran’s nose wrinkled when they smiled. “Yes. For the future, perhaps.”


Leisure time had evaporated the moment the two of them had gained their freedom.


Threi flashed Fer one of his smiles they called “feline” before he strode out into the cavernous chambers beyond.


He passed strata of weird wall materials: gel and soft folded matter and manifolds of lightseep obsidian, resembling a cross section of a living body. Jeweled saps dribbled from some porous structures, while vapor tendrils smoked from others.


The jagged crystalline ceiling broke up echoes of sound into a hushed mood. He batted aside Feran’s cultivars that crowded like a jungle among preexisting oxygen buds and strange vines. Threi had given Feran an entire village-sized area of Vigil, but they’d contained themself to a mere collection of rooms, as if—after ten years imprisoned in a little facility in the Casthen Harvest—it felt uncomfortable to sprawl.


In a matter of months, Feran had turned these spaces into a garden. Plants invaded or grew out of machinery that had been carted in. Each organic system in Feran’s labs modeled some high-risk structure of Threi’s, Caiden’s, or Leta’s physiology, trying to crack a combination for a perfect Graven being.


A stress headache started looping around Threi’s skull. He paused in the big chamber that housed the Graven Dominant. This space was all lightseep obsidian, transparent but so dense it warped vistas of light and shadow within it. A pool of bizarre silvery water encircled a dais in the middle.


There above it, the Dominant stole Threi’s breath. Every time.


The thing had an aura of fire-fine violet light that grew more fractal-looking toward its center. Not solid, but dense and somehow crystalline. The Dominant’s energies were pooled inside a gnarl of spacetime that the Graven had ostensibly engineered to hold it here, like a well dug into a fundamental substrate. Leta said its binding properties made it feel like a trap, like it was meant to restrain something.


A prison? Threi was tired of those.


The Dominant as a stabilizing force was the only thing that could merge Dynast and Azura Graven opposites. Abriss—of the Dynast line, like Threi—had simulated a copy of Azura’s energies. It worked in the Aurasever and various biological treatments she’d devised, but without this Dominant strain to seal Azura’s energy in, Abriss’s empowerment was temporary and self-destructive.


The Dominant, Azura, and Caiden were what Threi possessed that Abriss didn’t. Since Threi’s own permanent enhancement was no longer an option, he needed Feran to figure out how to make the trinity merger viable for Caiden.


“Prime,” called Cartographer Domineer Erillin as she marched in, all business. A cloud of dimpled air holosplays surrounded her torso and head, peppered with data and readouts. Her bright round eyes were filled with crystal particles reflecting glyphs and numbers.


Threi had already reviewed what she’d sent earlier. “All of 267IV needs to be mined. Have the Cartographers issue passager contracts. I don’t care where the spoils go, we need resources extracted and poured into the multiversal economy before a translation to Unity renders them unstable.”


“Affirmed.”


His headache became a war drum, his whole body switching to leadership mode. The faster he created a way to kill or stop Abriss, the sooner he could be done trying to organize the entire multiverse. Then back home to his cozy Casthen domain. “High priority, we need intel on any Andalvian scientist in the Dynast working closely with Abriss. Kasiñae of Embrith Andalvia. Recused from the first shatter near Melynhon.”


“Yes, Prime.” Erillin flicked a slim claw-tipped finger through the holosplays, passing orders along. Good girl.


Threi turned his back on the Dominant and started out. Erillin followed, sniping at him with petty problems that required his input.


Many individuals and societies were choosing to immigrate to Unity before the choice was forced on them by their universe being paved over. The Cartographers tried to stem that flow, but there was a rift in their organization. A good percentage of Cartographers stranded in Unity were defecting to assist the Dynast. A mess.


Threi’s Casthen Harvest was the main public hub for rehabilitation efforts and research into preemptive physics accommodations for many species.


Out in the far fringes of the multiverse, as far from Unity as possible, was Foregoner, a new center for refuge, salvage, and storage. It was uniquely quick to reach from many ends of the multiverse.


Vigil, meanwhile, was a close-kept secret, but all the best minds of all the factions convened here, trying to keep more things from falling apart.


The Casthen who had known of Threi’s objective—when Vigil had been RM28 and mostly a hunk of rock and sand—had been moved here to work on-site. The Cartographers guarded the location from discovery, but it was only a matter of time before Abriss’s Dynast charmed secrets out of someone.


A path led up from the labs to a gigantic cavern filled with rolling hills of cilialike grasses. Threi emerged on a fungal-looking platform where the Casthen had installed a rudimentary lift. It went straight up to the crust of the planet through a hole they’d bored for this purpose, like spearing a skull to get right at the brain. On Vigil’s surface, the Cartographers had a whole Den with council rooms and other nonsense.


Several clusters of meetings were already underway around the lift. Casthen staff conferred with representatives from large passager coalitions and Cartographers from all the branches: the research guild, database management, transportation, the arms trade, the culture council, and “BEE” medical—bio, etheric, energetic. Threi had put the Casthen at the disposal of the Cartographers, with the Casthen Harvest’s plethora of tiny universes able to do things that Unity could not, like transformations through rinds making impossible materials real.


The discussions stalled at his arrival as the various xenids were tugged into alignment with his gravitas.


Erillin activated wraparound holosplays. Light-wrought figures sprang to life on grids of dimpled air. They surrounded Threi with the wretchedly detailed map of what the factions were up against. Population densities, species breakout, unique physics spectra, anomalies of note. The sight exhausted him instantly. Politics superimposed across world relations, across economic cross-pollination, along breeding agreements, through delicate belief systems. His sister’s actions were stamped across in purple-hued changes. Her new world carved over his domain.


The faction heads took up orbit around Threi.


Hanair was agitated already. Her almost fungal, coral-textured body morphed, with dendritic climbers creeping into the air, then shriveling back against her exoskeleton. A translator drone read her chemical language. Lots of swears.


The mauya heading the more genteel passager coalitions was a paragon of calm in comparison. A contingent of tal stood near her, behind them some vaporous species in glossy shells, and vhisilin workers in the back.


Threi’s Casthen second-in-command, Oamid, was a mess of stifled full-body sneezes. The chalarii was sensitive to the group’s scent information. He towered over the gathering but was viciously thin, body gelatinous and water-drop smooth over transparent, spongy bones. An oily sheen that migrated across him betrayed his irritations.


Hanair turned to Threi to whine, through the drone’s translation, “The vhisilin labor contingent still doesn’t understand the situation. Wh—”


Threi raised a hand to cut her off. He didn’t have time to educate every clueless outskirt faction. He rounded on the contingent’s leader. “The Dynast Prime, Abriss Cetre, has an”—he caught himself in time to remember to use simple terms rather than ones like “Aurasever”—“a device to pop a bubble universe entirely, making that space join Unity, her central universe. There won’t be a multiverse left if she has her way. She’ll return the entirety of space to Unity and its one set of physical laws. Including your world. Laws which will debilitate your species in particular and destroy the economies you rely on. Her goal is being driven by a Graven being that she’s slowly manifesting back into existence from the luminiferity—the dead, basically. Are you with us now?”


The vhisilin group was visibly taken aback. They pivoted among themselves, discussing the pieces he’d clicked into place.


Threi turned his back. Bigger problems. The holosplays held billions of worlds’ worth of information arranged in myriad different ways: numeral, saisn variscript, and dynamic parleyllen visual language. A small map showed the border universes clustered on the spherical edge of Unity, singular and vast. Colored progress meters charted rates of evacuation. So far, Abriss had only popped worlds on Unity’s edge, so that she could stay within the safety that Unity provided.


Threi paced a circle to parse the information structure, mapping it to his memory palace. “This small universe at the junction”—he flicked a finger at it—“we need it to synthesize borjean ammunition. Send a fleet to process as many munitions as they can before it shrinks to unusable size.”


“Yes.” Erillin fidgeted. “But why not—”


“Do it.” Gravenly said, thrown like a knife. Erillin was falvees, an unusually Graven-resistant and thus contentious xenid. Which was why Threi had assigned her to Caiden most of the time.


Right now the extra hurdle vexed him.


Threi slapped one holosplay of luminous figures to bring up a multiverse map. With all the skill of an expert pilot able to navigate by memory, he zigzagged his fingertip through. He laced a route of stellar egress shortcuts for supplies and Casthen personnel, plotted migrations, and at rapid speed evaluated and assigned Cartographer diplomats best suited to convince worlds to obey unified action.


“These xenids, flora, fauna,” he said with gravitas. His audience was riveted. “Get them to safety. Assign who you think best and allocate resources accordingly. We need more refugee shelters than just Foregoner—check on the search. Oamid, investigate converting the dark side of the Casthen Harvest into temporary holding. Document our capacity.”


“Yes, Prime,” the group said, various languages chorusing together. They started arranging it on their own little holosplays. Threi fielded their many questions and settled their multifarious fears while he kept pacing and cruising information at the speed of his headache.


Was this how Abriss felt in her orrery, parsing stars? She might be there now, in the heart of the multiverse, gazing over the new breadth of her universe. Meanwhile Threi sulked on the edges looking for a chance to bite and maul. Waiting for her to find him. Ready to resume their last collision.


Threi’s steps carried him back to previous events in his mind’s palace. Decades ago, Threi had traded over Leta as a child to Abriss, and his sister had made very clear her power over him. Their next meeting in the Casthen Harvest, Graven enhancers had made him temporarily her equal, but he’d been interrupted an inch from taking her life. The knife peeled into her throat between his fingers. Red and hot and eager, that blood. He’d half expected it to be blue.


The memory kicked up a pang in his heart. He’d made sure the sight of her had gouged him just as deeply as that blade, because sororicide should hurt. It should kill him, too, when this all ended.


In their next meeting, his knife wouldn’t stop. Unlike Caiden, he didn’t need validation to do what was necessary to keep the multiverse safe.


“Where’s the Ghost?” he asked, burning with impatience.


“Late,” Erillin replied.


Useless.


Threi pulled up video of the atmosphere and glanced at time-to-arrival calculations. “Ephemeris arcminutes”—an antiquated Unity term the multiverse had adopted. It irritated him. Everything judged by Unity, by its angles and rates and by the sky seen from Solthar. As if the Dynast sat on some universal throne and wasn’t just one bastard remnant of the Graven clinging to physical being.


His ribs ached from the pressure of a held breath. The holosplay’s monstrosity of information made him feel trapped, reminded him of his decade locked in Çydanza’s universe lair. Nothing but sand and water. His only company besides Feran had been a few desks streaming Casthen operation data across the multiverse, on unfathomable scale in both time and complexity, full of economic puzzles. He’d had a window out of that prison’s rind, but nothing to occupy himself except . . . this.


A flash of reflected light caught his eye in the orbital cam. A cloudcutter vessel sliced the atmosphere. His ship fit Caiden like a uniform two sizes too large. Threi could tell from the lag, everything overshot a fraction. Caiden had spent too much time piloting smaller vessels, sticking to the familiar.


The hesitant hero. Since Threi couldn’t force him anymore—them being Graven equals now—Threi had been fabricating ways to leverage Caiden’s penchant to play the savior, but the boy had grown into a man during their time apart and was full of annoying surprises.


Threi had once forged Caiden into a weapon to take down Çydanza at the head of the Casthen. Now he needed to reshape that weapon into one that could strike down Abriss Cetre of the Seventh Primal Etheric Line of the Dynast Lineage.


Threi needed a willing partner, and this time all he had to forge with were words.










CHAPTER 3



DISINTEGRATION


The latest expansion of Unity had poured more Graven pressure into Abriss, and the restorative treatments she needed were only at home. She folded her trembling fingers in the candescent veins of the cruiser’s light guides, angling the vessel there. The flight path wobbled just a little.


Behind her, Dian said, “I told you we shouldn’t have stalled on Basren. You are too close to your limit.”


“Amity missions are important,” she replied. “I’m still expected to lead Unity. It’s not yet so united it’s standing on its own like the Graven civilization of the past, casting away notions of leadership and class.”


The Dynast Hold ahead was a jewel of lightseep obsidian on the crown of her planet Solthar. Transparent lightseep sliced through the planet to form a linked structure of mountain ranges and horizontal planes. Untamed nature tangled with meticulously designed cities spilling off the lap of the Hold. The sight flooded Abriss’s good eye and lifted her heart. Her hands steadied, curling for more velocity toward a landing pad by the research wing.


Unity’s expansion was tuning the whole of reality to match a Graven past. Lightseep structures ever so slowly crystallized into physical matter from invisible dimensions. Ghosts of kilometer-wide tower faces and angled bastions striped the sky. Rib cages . . . and branching tissues . . . streaks of cloud . . . Gradually manifesting forms extended double the volume of Solthar. Did the structure stretch, potentially, to the cosmos? The center a vast knot in the grain of space and time, a dazzling vista of Graven architecture, grown from dimensional soil, chiseled by desire alone, honed by the mind. Impossible flora teeming within obsidian manifolds, strange weather infesting the whole structure, time decrystallizing . . .


“Prime!” Dian barked as Abriss tilted in the hip restraints. She righted herself, but he huffed loudly and chastised, “You’re shaking.”


“I am indeed.” She squeezed her fingers into fists to accelerate their descent. The light guides twining her fingers flickered, and her shaking made the ship judder as if in turbulence.


The larger Unity grew . . . the easier the permeation between the luminiferous dimension and physical reality . . . the stronger the Dynast Graven she was linked to became . . . the more disintegrative Abriss found it to channel that glorious power and perspective.


Dian spread his hands to catch her if she toppled. “I get that the treatments you undergo make you a stronger anchor for Graven force, but what if the force on the line becomes too strong?”


“Then I get dragged.” Abriss laughed. “Worry not. We’re almost down.”


The man made an irritated noise.


Threads of rain pulled in sideways currents, forming giant rivers coursing the sky. Silver slithered across the clear hull as Abriss descended and touched down on a plateau of iridescent lightseep.


The scalar gravity and hip restraints disengaged, and Abriss detangled her hands from the guides. Vertigo spun the world, and time went with it, smearing her reality into others: the sound of crowds, birds she did not recognize, flutters of war, and an inkling of family she’d never known. She thought she glimpsed Threi, for a moment, his back turned the day she’d cast him away.


Dian’s firm grip righted her. Through gritted teeth he exhaled. “You’ll make it to the Haunt if I have to carry you.”


“I’ll make it.” Abriss didn’t feel grounded by any stretch of that word, but she could walk. She strode toward the open back of the cargo hold while dizziness nearly pitched her into the wall. Time smeared again: out the exit, mist rose off stepped hot springs mountains, and to her twelve-year-old self it had looked like ghosts whispering out of the earth as she returned—just like this—from an immigration envoy. That past echoed into her present. She’d seen Threi hurrying down the avenue of a lower level. He was trying to outpace a clot of magisters who needed his attention and the attendants he’d snagged in his gravitas without wishing to. Why didn’t he order them away? The attention had made Threi feel less lonely when Abriss was gone.


That same avenue was empty now, but Abriss saw the shadows of people from the past and felt the sound of their footsteps striking her ears.


“Come back,” spoke an ashy voice that whisked away her visions. Isme met her halfway to the exit and leaned in to whisper sweetly, “Dian would carry you. Bit easier? You are much closer to dying right now than you wish to admit while masking.”


Abriss beamed at him. “I’ll just fashion a shorter route. Give it here.” She opened her arms to accept the slick-furred mass that Isme held.


The seln squeaked and wriggled belly-up as Isme dumped it in Abriss’s arms. Black and white spots on its underside had blended right into the moss-dappled rock where she’d found it. She had been walking the planet with Basren’s leaders to assess what ecological maintenance and governmental hurdles Unity could now easily solve. The rest of the seln pod hadn’t survived the physics translation, but this one was special, if also very weak, its nose snotty and each breath whistling.


Isme commented, “An odd animal you’ve brought home this time.”


The seln wiggled, its fatty skin difficult to hold. Flippers battered Abriss’s torso until the dull claws found purchase around her shoulders. She hugged the seln and let its heaviness ground her in the moment. Vertigo leveled. Its black liquid eyes stared up from a wedge-shaped head, and its broad mouth opened to croon.


“You’re safe, cute one.” Wet fur soaked the front of her clothes. It smelled like a foreign ocean. “Do you think he’ll like it? I’ve never seen one of these.”


“He likes everything you bring.” Isme smiled. His old Proxy’s skull had been a faceless mask, no smiles possible before. It was lovely to see.


Dian guffawed. “At least this one won’t add more fangs to his arsenal.”


“I quite like fangs.” Abriss cuddled the seln’s head beneath her jaw as she strode out across the plateau of parked ships toward the science wing.


Dian and Isme’s banter warmed her. The realness of them, like equals. The two Graves’ Proxies—hybrids of biological and inorganic design—were immune to gravitas . . . but their real bodies were locked away while their consciousnesses drove the Proxy vessels. Abriss had designed their stasis chambers to hold an imprint of their loyalty as it was when they had entered. There was plenty of leeway for that loyalty still.


She’d made their bodies to fit their preferences. Dian’s new Proxy mimicked his previous: a lean but very muscular human physique, shaped like impatience. Bare torso, his black skin scored with sacred geometries growing up his body. Light found the grooves of them when he moved, as if something molten lay beneath his skin. His storm of long black hair was tightly and multiply braided. Armor encircled his hips with panels of skirt spilling from them, an older style.


Abriss had spent time asking him what he loved or loathed about how his thoughts frayed and his attention fidgeted, how he craved motion but struggled with direction, and what neural improvements they might fashion for him that wouldn’t sacrifice the brilliance of how swiftly his mind functioned. Sometimes it reminded her of Threi.


Isme, in contrast, had wanted to let go of his previous Proxy’s appearance. Abriss was pleased that he was so comfortable with the transition of his real body, he’d wanted to match that flesh-and-blood form in the new Proxy as well. Graceful, somehow scholarly, with impeccable posture and a dancer’s precision in combat. His short, slightly undercut mop of curls was synthetically pale—Abriss hadn’t found a polymer that could match his natural color.


The two were happy.


Here in public, their skin took on a matte opaqueness and their machine features sealed over. Dressed in Dynast uniforms, they appeared like normal aides of hers, not Proxies.


Before Abriss finished crossing the plateau—shakily—council members and organizers flowed in, divulging news and questions. Abriss kept walking while attempting to slip back into a political mode. There were new worlds to support, programs to approve, resources to allocate. The subsumed universes welcomed back into Unity brought a richness of new science, philosophy, art, and cuisine.


Countless societies from the outer multiverse were willfully immigrating to Unity, having heard how advanced it was, or having seen how their species improved within Unity’s parameters. Others meant to immigrate before transition was forced upon them, and were facilitated with a safe and pleasant home here.


Her people were happy too.


To Abriss’s failing senses, space grew fuzzy, its solidity a suggestion. Voices layered. Rogue sensations whisked in from other times. She stopped dead in her tracks as a flicker of her parents ghosted across the avenue. Then it was the shadow and scent of Threi leaning over her shoulder when they were both older, and his words jumbled into echoes of a hundred other times he had spoken cruelly that way.


Abriss closed her eyes, apologized to the politicians, and desperately gripped the seln and the moment at hand. Soon she might start talking to people who weren’t there, taking cover from rain that had stopped years ago, and smelling flowers that were yet to bloom.


She headed straight for the solid lightseep obsidian wall of the research wing and concentrated her will, sharp as a blade, which cleaved the lightseep in front of her. The entire structure refracted and slithered across inner vertices, realigning like a cut jewel turning. It formed a pathway in front of Abriss, leading to a bridge she created just now. On the other side, her will speared a tunnel straight through one wall of the common hall and out the other.


Patrons hushed in amazement as she passed by on her shortcut. What did she look like? Bleeding raw power, tearing the luminiferity as she rushed, folding solid structures as if they were beams of light? Did anyone realize her power-bleed and her rush were self-preservation?


Dian kept up beside her with a floaty stride. “If you leave the tunneling this way from the landing pad to the Haunt, you won’t have to make it again next time.”


Isme chuckled. “By that logic she should simply fashion a new landing pad right by his door.”


Soon I won’t need to rush back to treatments.


This thought was her voice in her head, but the idea came from a slightly-so-separate Graven presence. The intuition and inklings and strange knowings she’d begun to have as a girl had grown up with her, now nearly a complete being.


Did the thought imply a breakthrough soon?


Abriss lost sense of her footfalls and her arms holding the seln. Her vision crackled the light. Her headache squirmed out of the base of her skull and raced her bloodstream. Someone shouted? The pain grew removed. Every one of the freckles in her skin felt entangled to some other time, eons ago or centuries ahead. Particles of errant space . . .


Stars strike me, hurry.


The entrance to the Haunt—the gossipy term for the experimentation suite—lay ahead across a stone garden.


Then her steps slowed to a stop as a gut feeling stalled her with a sense of . . . imminence. Futures and pasts whispered across the garden: footfalls and shadows and voices all disconnected from the events that made them. Abriss looked around, seeing flitters of someone running to her, an excitement in the air, a buzz taking over the Hold.


She had been stopped precisely here for precisely this long so that she would intercept something she precisely needed to hear.


A sentinel sprinted at her, propelled by good news, crying out with relief that they’d found her.


“Tell me,” Abriss said.


Winded words spilled from the messenger: “My Prime, the location of the Dominant Graven . . . The Casthen have built an operation around it on the planet RM28, now called Vigil.”


Soon I won’t need the treatments. Because the Dominant will stabilize me once and for all.


Omniscience and power over matter, perhaps more, without falling apart at the seams. Lovely. Abriss could hardly process this revelation in her state. “Load the coordinates—and whatever chartings we have—to the orrery room and my miniature, please.”


Her gravitas cast the sentinel away with a breathless excitement.


“Well,” Dian drawled. “That changes things.”


“Go help gather the details,” Isme suggested. “I’ll escort her the rest of the way.”


Dian split off. Isme, with periodic prods to Abriss’s elbows and back, navigated her through her failing world.


With each step, she felt less of her singular body and more of everything else, part of the fractured realities surrounding her lightseep palace. Her mind continued to branch and fragment, chasing ramifications of the Dominant’s location. She tripped once—twice?—gathered in Isme’s arms, feet still moving, and for a moment she was in the future here on her knees cradling or holding down something—what was it?


Threi.


Up, moving. The seln crooned in Abriss’s arms. The bright sound kept her present. Isme stopped with visible relief as she descended a stone staircase into a cavern of lightseep and the entrance to Ksiñe’s workrooms—his “haunt.” Odd that its nickname meant a place someone frequented, when truly he just never left.


The door folded open to a single long, narrow room full of darkness. Shuffling stirred along the walls. Low growls and whines carried across humid air that smelled of musk and fur and chemicals. The injured seln mewed, sensing danger.


Abriss had healed Ksiñe after the very first universe she’d collapsed almost killed him. Andalvian—endaal—were one of the more gravitas-resistant species, and while her gravitas had helped soothe his misgivings and open his mind to her explanations, his choice was his own when she had offered him freedom. He’d chosen to stay after seeing the scientific puzzles she was trying to solve, the rare Graven instruments she possessed, and the intellectual camaraderie that he seemed to crave.


Abriss was almost suspicious of his dedication, but resistant or not, there was no way he could harm her. If he had secret reasons for staying, she would not pry. She made sure he was comfortable. Spoiled him, Dian said.


He tamed the spixt. Abriss smiled. Caught by her gravitas, the vicious spixt slinked over and sniffed her elbow. Its sharp horns pressed against her stomach. “This little one is not to eat,” she told it, trying to lift the seln with her failing strength.


Ksiñe had lined his nest with predators. Over thirty rare species of rescues from Abriss’s travels lounged around the suite, mended and loyal. The darkness brimmed with the flash of fangs, scales glinting, fur rippling over muscle. She heard the soft zuzz of wings, felt the whisper of air on her face as something passed by.


Abriss approached Ksiñe’s desks at the back of the room. “Are you familiar with seln?” she asked weakly, in Andalvian, weaving in the sounds and tones to also say, “Can you save it?” and “I came as fast as I could.”


She spilled the plump animal into his arms. With its weight gone, Abriss ungrounded. The room spun, the darkness yawned its teeth. She crumpled to her knees while vertigo dissolved the space. Cracks in her mind flooded with foreign consciousness . . . inhabiting the many beasts, filling her with hungers.


Ksiñe swore, deposited the seln somewhere, then crouched beside her. “Cetre. Down.”


His hands guided her onto her back. Her spirit was detaching, almost visibly flaming outside her body as if her flesh were ember fanned by the passing moments. She tried to settle her awareness, feeling the thrum of docile predators in the dark. Sounds of machines and fluids. Abriss relaxed into familiar care.


Ksiñe—Kasiñae in full, once upon a time a rather infamous torturer and organ harvester in underground circles—was the multiverse’s best expert on Graven biology due to his prior proximity to Caiden and Azura. His expertise was a treasure worth all the monsters she could find for him.


He tilted his clean-lined face and the light peeled away a shadow: soft Andalvian features but fierce eyes, ear ridges pressed back into his skull, fine spines like close-cut hair, and a knotted texture to his scalp, resembling braids in the dark. Scarlet frustration striped his serious expression. His red eyeshine flashed like a turned mirror as his gaze jumped between readings of Abriss’s vitals on foggy holosplays.


Ksiñe was a creature of contradictions. His motions gruff and tender at the same time. He scowled, face hard with concentration, but his patterns betrayed worry and care. He was a perfectionist, an artist, dissatisfied with even brilliant work—and that was precisely who Abriss wanted with her life in their hands.


“Cut it close this time,” he grumbled.


“It confirms our guess that the enharmonic infusion drains from me quicker the larger Unity becomes. Faster drain, more sensory disintegration.”


The infusion treatments made her two-thirds of a complete Graven trinity perfectly attuned to dimensions, with power over physics and the manifestation of reality. It opened her mind to the luminiferity and the guidance of the Graven. Those powers let her lead Unity better—that was worth committing to re-infusions and enduring this recurring, destructive argument of energies in her still-mortal physiology. Through sheer force of will, she kept the balance of powers from destroying her nervous system, her cells, her mind.


Ksiñe’s dark skin prickled with purple spots and he gave her a look she’d seen before, full of secret thoughts. “Remember you want connection to this Graven to use it. Not to be used.”


Curious. He stressed that so often.


Ksiñe helped her stand and led her to the resonance chamber at the back of the room. No longer a casket or a bath, it was more akin to the Cartographers’ biodata chambers: an enclosed cylindrical space with translucent walls. Scalar gravity levitated her as she stepped in. A cloud of warm, agitated, tingling particles supported her. She tugged off her damp garments: the celestial-embroidered overdress and the dark blue flight suit, down to a shift of starspun silk that unfurled from skintight into waves of ruffling, pearly matter.


Unremovable was the upgraded Aurasever, so flush against her skin it looked fused. The delicate tech laced her neck and arms, down a flat crystalline structure against her vertebrae. Only her and the Graves had minds trained enough to wield this disruptive technology that could destroy rinds between worlds. Had Threi figured out how to use the original he stole?


Threi was caught up in shatter aftermath and countermeasures, and posed little threat himself. If Leta was in his Graven control, she was a powerful weapon. If Caiden lay in that same control, then Azura would be there, too, but Threi would require Ksiñe’s knowledge to do anything substantial with the trinity.


RM28. Vigil. How far is that?


The chamber filled with hazy light. Crystalline needle resonators in the walls beamed information approximating Azura’s enharmonic energy. It soaked into Abriss’s body, a polar match to her Dynast genetics: an entirely unstable combination that only the Dominant could merge. Abriss and Azura sealed by the Graven Dominant would be the trinity of forces in one physical body, making her even more attuned and empowered than the Graven guiding her. No more buying time over and over.


Abriss closed her eyes, letting that energy fill all the holes it had punched in her. The intensity shut Abriss’s brain down the rest of the way, until much later the scalar gravity ebbed and set her down.


She could stand on her own and felt featherlight, interconnected, tuned crystal-sharp. The freckles in her tawny skin blazed white for a while, having rearranged. Her veins were deep rivers of shadow.


Ksiñe rather brusquely threw her overdress around her shoulders and prodded her to sit on a bench outside. His examination always returned her mind to when he’d tended her on a foreign ship, in a foreign universe, after she’d survived her brother’s murder attempt. It was almost as if the echo of similar events linked him to her wounds, destined to try to repair them once and for all. Somehow.


“You are murmuring,” he said.


“I’m back there, on the Harvest. Body’s rewinding me back there.”


Her infused physiology was more malleable to thoughts. Her remembrance kept reopening physical wounds, regardless of the enhanced healing rate that Unity’s expansion was starting to gift her.


Ksiñe coiled her loose hair out of the way, exposing the side shorn down due to her injuries. He peeled off a thin membrane pasted over where the fire had kissed, and down her neck where the blade had bit. The mending agents pulled out of still-healing canyons of flesh. It looked odd if not harrowing, beneath, Abriss knew that. The freckling was thick and urgent as her cells restructured, making a nebula of her eye, which was colorless as it grew. Lashes and brow too.


Unity had perfect medicine. Its known, predictable, exalted sciences were part of why Ksiñe had stayed, agreeing that was an ideal universe. But the mind was as much the healer as any physical treatment, and Abriss’s mind couldn’t let go of what Threi had done.


Do you want to keep it? Ksiñe had asked.


Keep?


The scar.


She’d seen all his own when he was in recovery: every type of injury from bites to burns, a language of torture across him. She didn’t ask if he kept his by choice or circumstance, and she hadn’t known how to answer his question. The injury had been the first time in her life she’d been harmed so badly it might leave a scar of any kind.


Threi kept scars proudly as a story, a commemoration, a punishment: a pledge to never forget. He would have relished these as emblems of survival, if they had been his.


Her answer to Ksiñe had been a sad truth: It has to heal to become a scar, doesn’t it?


She reached up to touch her mangled eye, but Ksiñe snatched her hand away. He continued probing her temple and down the underside of her jaw.


A gentle patter of rainfall struck the balcony doors nearby as Abriss’s mood manifested a rainstorm. In her attuned state, she could feel it swelling over the Hold. A soothing petrichor wafted in. Her favorite scent.


She thumbed at her overdress’s fabric, her touch and focus enough to tighten the weave into crimps. The composition of it sprang to her mind as a layered history: the spring that fed the sandy soil in which the plant grew whose fibers were harvested and processed by masters’ wrinkled hands and then spun in the sunlight before being weaved by an ancient machine and colored by its rust. Matter was multidimensional to Abriss now, though that power would wane as the infusion drained.


As she sat still for Ksiñe’s ministrations, calmed by the rain, new luminiferous insight pared down her crowded thoughts. She shared, “The Graven Dominant has been located.”


There was a hitch in Ksiñe’s motions. “Will save me having to patch you so much.”


“I assure you still, I’m not targeting your family.”


“Caiden. Your brother stole him once. Might have again.”


“And Leta in both of their coils.”


Abriss fished in a pocket for her mini-orrery, a small starry device that flowered open in her palm. It jetted rays and holosplay dimples that resolved into a map of the multiverse. Celestial bodies were linked by layers of rotation, orbit, aspect, and angle.


Vigil’s location lit up.


“Far, far away.” She couldn’t count all the bubble universes that lay in between.


“You would die.”


She shot Ksiñe a questioning look.


He said, “If Unity expands enough to encompass that space and make access safe, it would stretch your limits.”


“Oh, I’m not in quite that much of a rush to save me from strain by becoming perfectly Graven. As long as you stay, we’ll be able to keep me alive, and I can continue to do good with my power. Unity’s expansion might increase my channeling burden, but with even more of the Graven’s power and knowledge, I can work healing we’ve barely imagined . . . even reviving those who are nearly dead.”


Abriss pivoted to face the farthest area of the Haunt. The Graves were her answer.


After their ordeal in the Casthen Harvest, Dejin, Isme, and Aohm had suffered the most upon returning home to their real bodies. They had fought or run, and only a couple made it to the restorative caskets and Dynast care. Abriss had been forced to focus on Ksiñe’s healing first: he’d helped her heal the others.


Dian’s and Isme’s real bodies were safe in stasis elsewhere while they operated in-Proxy.


Dejin lay on a collection of medical gel cushions accommodating his large frame. Lanky limbs were folded, his tail draped over his hocks. The ursgen was hanging on to life but had been in critical state ever since his consciousness returned to his physical body. Even the ursgen restorers hadn’t been able to reset his heartsync. It had synced to his family of Graves, and not enough of them were here to revive him.


Aohm and Sisorro—many would call them deceased, but they were only mostly. Aohm’s huge yraga bulk was curled tight as a closed flower, the scarlet hues a dull mauve in ravines of cloudy flesh. Sparkling networks of Graven freckles glittered: still technically living matter. Abriss could not cohere these Graves’ spirits, but she could keep their bodies able to be inhabited, and that was one half of the puzzle of death.


Sisorro, a prinna-type temporid, was entombed in a large containment column that kept their temporally variable body from fixating and going inert. Their densely vibrating gauze of tissues obscured spidery limbs twisted throughout. A moment of death suspended in time.


Of the other two Graves, Tayen was still missing. Abriss had hoped that the astrologians would catch sign of her in the consumed space of the latest Unity expansion, but there was nothing. Abriss had traveled to Basren following signs of Tayen, but evacuations had cut off that trail.


And Leta was entangled in Threi and Caiden’s Graven snare.


“A little more expansion,” Abriss said, “and I’m sure I can revive them all. More Graves means more Proxies wielding Aurasever like Dian’s and Isme’s. More opportunities to collapse rinds and encompass Vigil sooner, if we need. That is our way forward.”


Then Vigil and everything in it would be hers.










CHAPTER 4



TALLIES


Leta performed the ethereal version of picking her bloody body off the floor. Spirit instead of body, and luminiferity instead of floor. One day she would do something that split her apart so much she couldn’t gather the pieces, or she wouldn’t have a body to gather them back into. Either situation meant irreversible death.


En’s problem was a comatose brain and consciousness scattered, but Leta had failed again to revive him. She was being planed down by the exhaustion of trying and the terror that she might never succeed. Fragile enough to crack, she drifted and let the luminiferity dissolve some of her emotions before she woke in tears.


Leta sensed Vigil around her: a nest of lively research that felt almost homey. Vigil was built of manifold dimensions all wrought together, like a chrysalis for the Dominant, which itself was a sort of spiritual gravity well. The place reminded her of the Dynast Hold and the other Graves and Abriss.


Her family’s fate was unknown. Yet another thing she couldn’t save.


Defeated, Leta nestled into her body, which lay in a small vivarium chamber crowded with plants and hanging vines, vats of growing crystal, kelp and algae, and vapor-nets of insects. The vines dripped brilliant serums collected in bottles that lit the space like candles. Feran’s weird stuff.


Leta kept her eyes closed and let her mind rest before she confronted Panca. Birds chirped in her daydream of Solthar and the Hold: they were the small ruby ones that would land on the balustrade outside the Graves’ Away Room. Isme could whistle perfectly in tune and they would sing with him, until Tayen marched in or Sisorro raced down the hall, glitching across time, with a reedy limb drawn over the railing to scatter them.


Delightful, Sisorro would cry.


Chirps became piercing. Red took flight and wings exploded. Leta roused, and it wasn’t birds but electromagnetic flutters, and not chirps but alarms and lights. En’s life support.


Leta jolted upright but immediately snagged backward. Her clothing and hair had caught on Sisorro’s Proxy’s quartz shoulder and broken ribs as she’d snuggled against them and the wall. Their curls tickled her face as she extracted her arm from around their waist, slithering it through flowers growing from the gaping hole in their chest.


“Don’t mind,” Panca told her from the side of En’s bed in the middle of the tiny room. She was bent over making mechanical repairs in a junction beneath En’s ear. The alarms cut off. “I’ve rebooted energy transfer.”


Svelte and elegant, the saisn wore an engineer’s one-piece so plain it set her apart from the Casthen technicians in Vigil’s labs. Velvety plaits of muscle patterned the top of her head. The room’s candescence pooled in the glistering, skull-wrapped, multifaceted core in her forehead. That organ gathered dimensions of light and sound pressure that even Leta’s luminiferous senses couldn’t access so innately.


Panca said, “I’ve been trying something.”


“Trying?”


Adrenaline wrung some energy out of Leta’s exhausted body. She unsnagged her loose tunic from a jagged edge of Aohm’s ruined Proxy behind her. A cascade of luminescent fungi sprouted from their mass. Tayen’s and Dian’s Proxies lay on either side, rapid growth choking one and the other infiltrated with amber-colored tubes fizzing with chemicals.


Tayen’s was tipped forward, her helmeted skull tilted and the back cranial plates folded open where Panca had harvested more parts. “What did you take?”


Leta fought off a flash of anguish. She herself had offered the Proxies as spare parts and test subjects for this grand operation to restore En and bring him out of a coma, as if a better physiology might fit the key of En’s consciousness into the lock of his body and turn it the right way at last.


It still hurt to see family dismantled, even if their spirits weren’t inside.


“Surge regulation unit,” Panca replied. “From what I saw when you started pullin’ him in, I thought a distributor’d help.”


“Panca . . .” Don’t give me hope. Leta was too exhausted to carry hope. The shape of it had carved into her over all this time. One day it’d cut right through.


“You’re doing brilliant.” Panca’s slim mouth never smiled, but the fine saisn musculature of her face softened around her eyes and puffed out the hard slopes of her cheeks. Small teardrop nostrils in her flat nose flared a little. In her sense-sea, she picked up on every emotion Leta tried to hide. “None can fault your trying.”


“Trying isn’t enough.”


While the whole Vigil lab division toiled to figure out the Graven trinity merger, Leta had latched on to En as an emblem of everything at stake. If she could heal someone as lost as En, she could heal the other Graves, and keep Caiden from disintegrating or losing his mind in any attempt to merge the trinity of Graven forces in him, which might transform him into a creature none of them could predict. Easy, right?


Leta sighed. “All right, show me.”


She peeled herself from the four wrecked, cannibalized, and plant-infested Proxies, then fixed their displaced limbs so they didn’t look so much like . . . dolls. She tucked a wisp of hair behind Sisorro’s ear before she stood, and she could almost fool herself into imagining they were just asleep. Their pretty face, crisp and devious like a snap of frost on a sunny springtime morning. A whisper of a playful smile lay on their lips.


The lab technicians gossiped about Leta doting on dead things. Caiden never commented but cast worried looks at her macabre emotional nest in this corner. Maybe he realized she was coping by imagining she was back in her family’s circle of broken care.


She just wanted to know what happened to them. No one ventured into Unity for intel and expected to return—too wooed by how lovely it was now—but even the ones that managed it reported no sightings of Graves or Proxies. Or Ksiñe. Leta had given up.


Unlike them, Endirion Day was verifiably not dead. It wasn’t an impossible state she was trying to reverse. Tiny holosplays above him reported life, but lack of cognition. His fully augmented body—hybrid of organics and machines—lay on a low table of luminous med gel, in wondrous shape, ready for him to wake. A glow slicked over the perfect bronze skin of his muscular form, which was mostly unclothed and all intact. Panca had opened plates for deeper monitoring and neuromechanical tweaks. Most of the mechanical parts were new, and much of the organics had been regrown.


His body was infiltrated with plants and vines where one might expect a patient to have wires or feeds. Little rootlets sought across his scalp, with neural flowers blooming like a crown. Foreign chemicals seethed in him from a garden of strange life Feran had designed. The vivarium itself—lovingly dubbed “the cove”—echoed En as a blended ecosystem of garden and machine, mixed with what Threi called Feran’s “absurdities”: ingrown hives, custom fungi, and colonies of tiny bioluminescent serpents that lived in globs of congealed fluid throughout.


All in all, Endirion Day was a magnificent combination of work by Feran, Panca, Cheza, and Lyli, and looked like he might revive at any moment.


“His signals do seem better,” Leta admitted, swallowing the thorn of how strange it still was to see her siblings’ parts in En. Bits of her family in him. “The hindrance is me. I wish I had known En for longer.”


“What you should know’s that he’s persistent ’n’ patient. He’ll wait for you.”


“And if I’m never skilled enough?” She said it aloud because Panca would sense that fear anyway.


No matter how perfectly functioning the body, a spirit scattered across luminiferous dimensions wouldn’t be able to fit back in it. Leta needed to gather up the entirety of who he’d been, the indescribable messiness of him—but she didn’t know En. Even through long conversations with his family and friends, she still didn’t know all of him because he hadn’t known himself. He’d spent years finding and losing himself in different ways, becoming more augmented and fluid, changing identities, feeling his way to who he’d become. How was she expected to capture all that?


“En.” They accepted any pronouns and could switch gender presentation at will, but En’s body had been static in a male form since the rind flux event that dismantled him . . . Leta couldn’t help but feel that was a sort of death, that his lack of fluidity was not right. Trapped in one body.


“Pan Carai?” asked Lyli’s airy, clinical voice as she ambled to the cove’s archway. “You wished for a medical check?”


The woman’s piscine eyes took in the situation, tired purple rimming beneath, matching the shade of her eyelashes. As one of the Cartographers’ lead physicians and an expert in transuniversal neurobiology, she was busy on Vigil heading their treatment plans for evacuees.


Behind her in the other lab rooms, her medical team worked quick and quiet. There were over twenty different types of xenids, sourced from all over the multiverse. Some perceived energy or interior biology; the temporids predicted efficacy and risk of treatments before they needed to be administered; syncrasids conjoined languages; saavee put even the most hostile at ease; vishkant delved for memories in patients who could not communicate. The accommodations the staff needed—like cloudsuits and tanks—to exist here together further emphasized the diversity in their ways of being.


Most of them would be erased in Unity. All their beauty and talents and potential gone, like the salthuin. There were quite a few extinct species who could have helped En’s situation, too, had they survived.


Panca began to discuss neuromechanical changes while Lyli paired her medical device to En’s monitoring system and navigated layers of data.


Leta couldn’t process their technical terms. Instead her brain found more sore memories to rouse. Lyli’s flesh was a milky translucence that revealed phantomlike bone and streaks of tendon, the teeth of her smile and the joints of her fingers. Her long ringlets were silvery clear, up in a tie. Her diaphonization wasn’t nearly as extreme as Isme’s, but Leta found it familiar nonetheless.


Her heart strayed. Had Isme survived? She felt guilty for thinking of him more often than the others, but his intelligence and sweet empathy had been a balm for her when she was exhausted and confused like this. And besides, the way they had parted left unanswered questions about his feelings and hers.


“Astounding,” Lyli exclaimed with unusual energy, breaking Leta’s sorrow spell. “You reversed what chalarii call the biomagnetic declination. Endirion’s neurobiology connects to farther harmonics than before. Sensitive work as ever, even given the intrusion of Feran Vitrika’s . . . odd but impressive cultivations. See here—” Lyli brought up readouts of En’s new idle brain state.


Leta’s hopes swelled, cutting her deep. “This is what we’ve needed.” She couldn’t help a glance back at Tayen, the Proxy’s neck gouged open, little vines already starting to creep into the void Panca had made.


“Leta Nine,” Lyli warned. “I recommend a long rest for you. This good state of Endirion’s will last.”


“But we—”


“If you break while restoring Endirion”—Lyli interrupted, which was almost a slap from this paragon of politeness—“will we have gained?”


Lyli reached out to rest her palm on Leta’s shoulder. Leta’s brain short-circuited for a moment at the sight, the translucent fingers so much like Isme’s, her mind echoing old times . . . old comforts . . . Dejin’s heartsync and the worried whoosh of his tail. Tayen and Dian’s arguments, settled easily on the sparring court. Sisorro’s sideways thinking. The rumble of Aohm’s telepathic speech.


“Besides,” Lyli added as she scrolled through notifications, “your Caiden Winn has returned from Basren, along with my partner, who is here to visit our patient. This good news will uplift them both.”


Leta grasped the subtext that her own suffering would detract from any good news about En. Leta imagined Caiden rushing in hoping to find his friend awake, hoping for something good after what happened with the salthuin. Wasn’t that more reason to try again?


Leta had been preparing her weary heart to console Caiden because no one except her and Panca would understand how hurt and overwhelmed he’d be. He was wrapped up in the center of the gigantic factions of the multiverse running countless operations on unfathomable scale, scientists and specialists and military at his command. It was what Leta was used to, having grown up in the Dynast near Abriss, around whom an entire universe moved. Caiden was accustomed to being alone.


Panca noticed Leta’s stare at the doorway and said, “Family ’n’ politics will’ve snared him. You’ve time.”


Lyli bowed before she left. “Rest, Leta. Truly, this breakthrough is enough.” A weary, almost selfish tone crept into the clinician’s words. Leta’s self-destructiveness only meant more work for Lyli’s team to heal later.


Leta gathered En’s soft, disheveled hair and tumbled it off the slab in a loose braid. “Panca . . .”


“You’re going to try again.”


“I just . . . Caiden needs hope. Stars forfend, I just want something to show for this fatigue we all have. Before my own hope runs out for good.”


“I’ll watch over you.”


Leta loosened her shoulders and rummaged up a smile. “Just make sure Caiden is going to be stalled for a while.” She settled near En’s shoulder and wrapped her hands around the sides of his head. “Hopefully this time we have ground for your lightning, En.”


Leta shut her eyes and welcomed the physical world to fall away. Her consciousness expanded toward the luminiferity, in which she was shredded down to a spark of her quintessential spirit, a glimmer in the vastness of being. Space became nonlocal. Time layered into harmonies and spirals. The whole of existence was a strange type of music, familiar to Leta after more than a decade trained to access it, to listen, to play along.


The start of this process was automatic after so many attempts. Leta spun threads from the stories she’d heard then tried to weave those into a tapestry of the many contradictions of En: playful and kindhearted, violent and ruthless. A trickster, a lover, a fighter, a gambler, a player of games. A survivor, a self-harmer, a seeker. They’d metaphorically peeled their skin off, tried it inside out. They’d twisted their name around, plucking out the soft sounds or the jagged ones. They’d called pain “fun,” once, and had tried to make misery a title. Mirrors were a longtime nemesis.


Come back, En. Everyone loves you.


A resonance built up like the charge of a lightning leader seeking ground, nearly connected enough.


Leta concentrated on concrete things: the many looks of them, the spicy, citrus warmth of their scent, and the slate-gray color of their bright, clear eyes, which was the same no matter their change because the soul always knows who it is.


She looped back through stories and lost herself in iterations of En. The resonance intensified, consciousness cohering. If only it would channel back into the physical, where neurons waited to be sparked afire.


Leta risked losing herself so much in another person that she could not find her way again, but she pushed further, focused stronger to gather the immensity of his personality and history into a moment of time, crushing together his scattered existence so it might fit into a mortal body again.


This was the point at which she always failed.


None of the iterations Leta gathered fit the body waiting for them, pushed away like a magnet facing the wrong way.


A little more. Find yourself as you’ve done so many times in the past. Just wake. Then your body can be whatever you want.


Luminiferous chaos dissolved Leta’s spirit at the same rate that she was gathering up En’s. The last tethers to her physical vessel began to snap away, but something was different this time. The edges of stories started to fit together. Octaves of being aligned.


Hope cut her bright and deep.


She could bring En back to everyone. Her intention for En’s revival pressed into their nervous system while Leta’s own awareness of her body untethered. She could let it go and let this action destroy her. All her years spent living in an expendable Proxy had stripped her self-preservation. The Graves had lived so close to dying daily, the luminiferity became their serene refuge. It dispelled the terror of death.


With the last of her strength, she tried to push this impression of Endirion toward his body. The effort pushed her the other way.


Blissful, boundless, Leta dissolved. She sensed the entirety of Endirion Day holding together finally—the wonderfully messy, violent, steadfast, tender whole of all their selves in one.


The heartbeat of the cosmos bowled her over, dissolving her across a trillion stars. She tried for one last shove, even if it threw her farther away. It was all right if this cost her.










CHAPTER 5



GHOST OF A HERO


Caiden exited the cloudcutter onto Vigil’s frigid parking deck. His leathery morphcoat grew a woolen layer in response. The shell of synthetic atmosphere cradled a glow of planetary light and tasted ticklish, ionized, like a would-be storm.


The landscape no longer resembled anything of RM28, the desert planet the Casthen had been using as a nophek habitat, where his people had been shipped as feed. Later it was where he and Leta had nearly died as Threi popped the universe this planet had been in. The transformation revealed the Graven city-thing it truly was. Thankfully, this new vista of starry sky and outcrops of spiral-grained minerals kept Caiden’s mind from returning to the desert of his past.


There was more than enough trouble in the present.


The Casthen command building and various Cartographer atmoseal tents belted around one side of the deck, candled by holosplays within. Technology and personnel were ferried to and from ships. All sorts, all species. The most precious resources were being pooled here in one place, shared for the first time in history. The curtains were dropping between factions and civilizations. Blocs finally forming.


Dire conversations ripened the air: reactionary wars breaking out in the multiverse, economic fallout of lost commodities and production, greedy passagers taking advantage of wrecked worlds. Caiden overheard reports of continued aftermath from Basren, and his lungs ached with a held breath.


Taitn’s Wintra was parked on the other side of the deck. The ship’s Maltaean armor glinted steel blue beneath Vigil’s strange light. En had once joked how the color matched Taitn’s eyes and complemented his jacket in a masterful wardrobe coordination. It was all Caiden could think of when he saw that hue. En’s voice.


Taitn stood by the landing gear. Next to him was the luminous form of Lyli in a pastel-gray Cartographer outfit.


Caiden hung back. As soon as he approached, they would be tangled in gravitas that he couldn’t control. He ran through mental exercises to rein it in as best he could . . . which wouldn’t lessen the blow but could soften it. At least he would feel like he was trying.


C padded down the ramp, and Azura spilled out of the cloudcutter. The ship wheezed and crackled as all the changes Azura had made within it reverted to the stock design.


Space compressed and stretched as Azura feathered Caiden’s hair. C headbutted his ribs.


Deep breath.


“Ready?” Caiden gripped the peak of C’s harness, jammed his toe in a holder, and slung himself astride.


They jogged across the deck and slowed to a halt. Caiden slid down C’s side and whispered, “Stay,” then squared himself up before Taitn and managed a smile that wasn’t sad. “Been a while.”


“You look weary, brother,” Taitn said.


“No more than always.”


Lyli interjected, “A touch more than always. Are you remembering to eat?”


Another sorrow riled up. Caiden missed Ksiñe’s cooking. Stress had given him stomach pains instead. “Enough. Thank you.”


Trying to regulate the gravitas in his voice made it huskier, more fatigued. Lyli gave Caiden a knowing look, then met Taitn in a sideways squeeze. She looked as tired as he felt. Multiversal burdens were on her shoulders too: she healed the aftermath of what Caiden and Threi couldn’t stop.


Taitn had more gray hairs and age lines around his eyes, but still looked put together. Being a man of habits helped hide his own stress. Beard trimmed, dark hair neat, face gruff but smiling. He wore his usual dark green pilot’s jacket.


A small figure darted from the open hatch of the Wintra. Four years old, their daughter, Aredis, jogged over to Caiden immediately. This was the first time they’d met.


Aredis had none of the snowy translucency of her mother’s medical affliction, so she resembled Taitn more: a strong jaw and nose, fierce eyes glacier green and brimming with intelligence, ebony hair shorn close but with her mother’s curl twisting it in all directions. She stared wide-eyed at Caiden. He was all her bedtime stories, standing before her for real.


When C made a sound, she pulled a handful of food cubes from her pocket and flattened her hand. C lapped them up, easily won. She asked, “Do they have a gender? I’m a girl most of the time.”


“Boy.”


She giggled as the nophek’s barbed tongue tickled between her fingers. Caiden battled a stab of old nightmare imagery: seeing Leta as a young girl, too, bitten by nophek jaws like these.


Aredis turned back to Caiden and raised her hands palm up and flat. Her mother’s culture’s greeting. “Ari Artensi.”


She took her father’s name. Wearing a flight uniform like his. Caiden smiled and placed his palms on hers. One was sticky. “Caiden Winn.”


“I know already.”


They flipped their hands to finish the greeting, then broke apart. Caiden said, “You only know stories about me. They bend the truth.”


He’d imagined she would be disappointed that the legend—the “fellsweep”—was a man, not a bolt of dark starlight rifting dimensions, or that the Butcher of Prixia wasn’t made of wings that could sever a planet in two. But Ari’s eyes remained brightly adoring.


“I like the stories,” she replied, “but I also like when the monsters look just like us.”


That stabbed a place Caiden wasn’t expecting. Bloody stories, for a four-year-old. How much closer would he resemble the myths if he became more Graven?


A furry black-and-white mass wriggled out of Ari’s flight suit and coiled around her neck: Ksiñe’s orphaned whipkin. The animal streamed peeping sounds as she recognized Caiden and bunched up to launch onto his chest. He caught her and let her snuffle around his hair, her long webbed body stretching, paws groping. Tears welled in Caiden’s eyes. “H-hi, baby girl.”


Ari said, “Pan had her because Pan was the one who got her egg, but she’s been busy, so she let me keep her. We’re practicing slope soaring.”


“Yeah?” The whipkin rooted a wet whiskery nose into Caiden’s ear, then flattened over his augmented shoulder, finding seams to dig her claws in.


Taitn’s jaw was clenched. His eyes stared, glazed. Lyli rubbed a palm down his back.


C edged toward the whipkin with cautious sniffs, desperate to be friends since forever. The whipkin’s claws squeezed.
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