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The Azura sailed on smoothly while Caiden looked over the hunter’s twitching biomechanical body.

Tightness whittled his voice to a whisper: “Too close of a call this time.”

Multiple factions chased him now, a new type of hunter, a trap he couldn’t avoid. His previous wounds were barely healed before each next encounter.

He couldn’t keep this up. It was changing him. Turning him toward a fondness for brutality and a reliance on his Graven will.

Caiden crept close to kick the bounty hunter in her hip. No response.

C stalked over and sniffed her disheveled white hair as the ends crisped black. More than half her parts didn’t seem built to exist in the physics outside of Unity.

“Watch her, in case she’s still alive.” Adrenaline fizzled into clammy pains. Massaging his throat, Caiden turned back to the cockpit. Then froze, cursing, “Nine crimes.”

Just across the rind, a Casthen armada of hundreds waited for him, netted out across space.
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To hidden unities and overdue reunions.
To all the luminiferous echoes interacting with us,
whether we recognize them or not.




CHAPTER 1

REUNION

No weapons, no masks—those were the rules of seedy places like this. Caiden tilted his hooded face down as he leaned his elbows on the bar. He scratched impatiently at his morphcoat sleeve, watching the material transform from thermal fur to leather and back again.

His bounty was plastered in every venue across the multiverse except here in Unity, the central universe. That was a trap—and so far, no more creative than the traps he’d evaded before.

The crowded bar was not a room but an open platform with seats, surrounded by darkness. Creeper boughs laced overhead through trellises, cascading lambent lichen and fungus, bright as lanterns. Up past them, on the trunk of one of the forest’s massive trees—kilometers tall and so dense they created constant night below—there bobbed the rare, absurdly expensive flowers he’d traveled all this risky way for.

Not traveled. Driven. Caiden grimaced and sipped the purple fire of his drink. It tasted like fuel and anxiety, stinging across his tongue, vapor heavy in the lungs.

Across a series of ambushes, Casthen hunters had been targeting the chemical packs on C’s collar, spilling enough to deplete Caiden’s supply of the rare elements that kept the nophek alive. The sayro flower Caiden needed in order to synthesize more life-sustaining chems grew nowhere but this planet, only during the glessing season, when leaves filled the canopy and blotted light below so bizarre things could grow. The plant’s short shelf life excluded it from distribution. So—Caiden was driven into the trap of Unity.

At least the lack of walls here would make it easier to flee. Darkness meant easier to hide. He gazed unfocused into his glass, peripheral vision broadening, brain parsing species-specific body vocabulary. Arguments and gossip fizzed. In ten years on the run, he hadn’t once stayed in a populated venue for this long.

It took, on average, twelve arcminutes before someone recognized him.

He’d already wasted three.

If the scholar isn’t here to translate in five . . .

Caiden side-eyed the security clustered on another platform past a bridge. They stood so dense together he couldn’t see the sacred sayro keeper—“merchant” for the right price—behind them. Not the first disreputable purchase he’d made alone. Unarmed. Languageless.

Four arcminutes.

Ephemeris time weighed heavier with meaning in Unity. The multiverse’s time measurements, as he understood them, were based off arc degrees correlated with atomic frequencies, using the frame of reference of the center of the whole multiverse, which was Unity’s central planet Solthar. An antiquated, sentimental Dynast system. A way to remember that the multiverse, pre-cataclysm, used to be just one world, one Unity of consistent physics.

Scents of ozone, mushroom, and resin permeated the air. Water drops pattered and far-off boughs moaned. Roosting birds crooned atop percussion insects, music enough for the Andalvian who danced hypnotically onstage. Beautiful chromatophoric patterns flowed across their skin. As Caiden had hoped, the patrons were engrossed, and even the bounty hunters lurking in the mix seemed distracted. Just two to worry about: the tall saisn, his eyes shut, tuned in to broad sensory landscapes. And a hunter in a split surcoat in Dynast colors. Her eyes glinted amber under the glow.

Caiden tucked a snarl of ashy hair behind his ear. Ten years had distanced him from the bounty photo: he wasn’t that crisp, twenty-year-old thing. A bit of scruff on his cheeks and jaw helped hide his freckles. Bruises, scrapes, cuts—all over—scars. A lot.

No more associating with fellow passagers in sparkling white Cartographer settings. He was endlessly on the run from Threi Cetre, the Casthen Prime, who was imprisoned in a universe with an impassable rind. Caiden had stranded him in there by using the universe generated by his starship, the Azura, as a bridge inside. That miraculous technology remained the only key to get the man out.

Caiden ran with the key. He skimmed seamy systems and dark markets, evading notice and procuring what he needed to keep the ship and himself moving. Befriending no one, revisiting nowhere twice. He hadn’t seen his family in ten years, not since he’d been ambushed on the planet that was supposed to have been his haven for a while. He couldn’t risk them being made targets too.

If they still watched him from afar, they’d know the truth behind rumor and moniker.

The glass Graven star.

The Ghost of Azura.

The Butcher of Prixia.

I can’t run forever.

The lonely thought rattled in a well-worn groove.

The Casthen had made a hollow in Caiden, and the years since had carved it deeper. Monstrous things burrowed inside. Violence. Deceit.

Five arcminutes—enough. Nerves danced under Caiden’s skin. He would do this the harder way, then run again. He took a final drag of liquor, tucked his head down, and swiveled from his seat.

A woman stood in his way. “Can I ’ave yer drink, if you’re leavin’?”

She fit the scholar archive photo. Human, twice his age. Her smile tried to pull up the wrinkles of a well-carved scowl. Her thick hair was as white as the lichen and lit into a halo that contrasted with her cool-toned black skin.

“Scholar Faramei?” Caiden asked.

She tried to squint her large eyes at him, but it didn’t quite work with the delicate tech impeding on the sockets. White eyelashes quivered instead. “You’re Anixellan, then. Obviously, if ya have to ask who I am. All these slods know me.”

Anixellan, worldwender. The moniker he’d provided her. Was a name still considered fake if someone gave it to you once? They called him worldwender on the outer fringes of the multiverse, as far from here as you could get.

Caiden fidgeted at the attention. Most eyes still fixated on the dancer, but it was halfway to twelve arcminutes now. “You’ve already been paid, but you can have my drink too. Afterward. One sayro.”

“Patience’d be good for ya, young thing.”

He snorted a laugh. If ten years wasn’t patient, maybe he misunderstood the word.

The laugh withered.

It wasn’t patience if you weren’t waiting for anything. He was just a man on the run.

The scholar rolled her eyes, but Caiden wasn’t sure if it was reaction or activation: light swelled into her dilated pupils and shimmered over a morphing corneal membrane.

She snatched his drink and chugged the remainder, then strode through the bar, across a bridge, to the platform of market stalls.

Caiden followed only to the bridge, pretending to observe the forest while he sensed the rhythm of the air, the shape of the dark. His body tingled with anxious instinct, never relaxed long enough to enjoy the scenery of his travels.

This planet’s soil was completely transparent. Vast root networks knotted below. Underground river systems roared, bright with schools of fish. Overhead, swarms of lightflies and bioluminescent rays cruised the dark.

Faramei made it through the security phalanx to a counter with the gelese merchant, a photosensitive species native to the planet. They had ropy bodies with long limbs, their dark skin clustered with candescent pink blisters that matched their huge glowing eyes. Faramei’s tech let her perceive their language and replicate the mechanics of it: an optical luminescence filtered by multi-membrane blink combinations, invisible to unaugmented human eyes like Caiden’s. But clearly, the deal wasn’t going well.

Sayro wasn’t advertised for sale. To gelese who weren’t shady merchants, it was sacred. This gelese seemed less shady than Caiden had been informed.

The crowd cheered as the Andalvian finished their dance. The spectators unknit, attention roving.

“Out of time,” Caiden muttered. Should have done this the usual way. Blood and fangs and speed.

Faramei spread her arms to calm the bristling security, but more than one fidgeted their hands around hidden glaves.

The darkness pitched inward to this one point in time. Caiden strode for the merchant just as the ten security officers folded in. Their paralytic glaves rose to the scholar’s throat. Caiden yanked her back while still striding forward, taking her place in the ring of weapons. Fingers half-squeezed triggers. Glave muzzles shoveled into Caiden’s neck.

“Leave, Faramei,” he said. “You were never here.”

He threw off his hood. Lifted his chin. Pinched his shoulders back and crammed a regal bearing into his frame. Soreness striped his muscles from other fights, his stitches and bandages twinged, and his bloodstream pulsed around the hollow in him.

And a burst of rancid shame, but there wasn’t any choice. This was a last resort.

The security hesitated at the sight of his face.

Caiden gathered up and sharpened his Graven will, hot as a blade. Reality, soft as tallow. He cleared his mind of anything other than his desire and met each of their gazes, pouring his energy into their obedience, fostering whatever cursed resonance it was that bent their emotions, that ripened curiosity into awe and festered awe into love.

Caiden said gently, to the group, “No fighting, I’m here for the sayro, that’s all. Just one. You can stand down for me.”

Squared shoulders rounded. The glaves eased off his neck. Eyes stared, fawning.

The gelese’s tight posture sagged and their pupils brightened, reverent.

Caiden swiped at the holosplay on the desk, inputting fund-transfer details while a sourness seeped across his tongue. He pointed up to where the sayro blossoms bobbed and held out his palm, hoping his Graven intention communicated something too.

The gelese scurried off their stool and climbed the trunk behind them. Their weedy fingers, tipped in bulbous pads and claws, easily scaled the bark.

One of the security cocked their head and glanced at the others, perplexed. A species less harmonized by Caiden’s Graven hormones or bioresonance or whatever it was. Usually the most affected in a group influenced their peers while confusion filled the gaps.

Caiden swallowed the sour taste and stared into the guard’s eyes. Years of evasion had forced him to learn that his Graven effect, paltry as it was, grew stronger with focus, like a muscle flexed. Or a monster fed.

He still wasn’t sure what he was made of that constituted the Graven part of his space-garbage genetics, except that it felt foreign and wrong, infesting him with a power he didn’t want but was too often forced to unleash. As if he’d struck a bargain with the Graven in him.

The truth about his hybrid genes lay kilometers deep in the Casthen Harvest and a classified organic matter or set of data called only “the Dominant.” The project’s scientists were dead and the subject itself lay locked behind impassable biosecurity.

The Harvest was the last place Caiden would ever go. Threi was imprisoned there, and the whole point of Caiden keeping on the move was to keep the Azura away. To hobble the Casthen’s exploitation of the multiverse and limit the reach of a Graven man who innately wielded too much power.

The gelese plucked a sayro and whisked back down the tree.

The flower head was a ruffled cone with gossamer filaments weeping off. The chemical it had concentrated from the tree fungus gave it a cyan luminescence. Now plucked, the filaments began drying up from the bottom like fuses. Five arcminutes or so and it would be worthless.

The gelese sealed the sayro in a padded bag before lowering it into Caiden’s hand.

“On with your business.” Caiden forced the words.

The security bowed to him.

The acid in Caiden’s stomach curdled into an ache. He pulled his hood up and strode back to the bridge. As proximity widened, the sight, sound, and scent of him gone, the Graven effect faded and the merchant’s group began to mutter. Ahead, the bar crowd of several hundred buzzed with inebriated energy. The bounty hunters were lost in the mass.

Faramei had fled—good. He didn’t need liabilities.

Caiden nestled the sayro in his coat, then looked up and halted. The amber-eyed hunter stood at the other end of the bridge.

She stared, unnaturally still. Uncertainty frowned over the bridge of her nose.

Caiden froze, too, puzzled by unrecognizable machine components and biology. She wasn’t a xenid, but clearly only an approximation of humanoid. Heavily augmented? Lustrous metal, obsidian, ashen hair, patchwork face.

“Butcher!” screamed one of the gelese’s security, pointing at Caiden.

The crowd swiveled, hushed. Insects hummed in the gap of sound. Amber Eyes took a step forward and the whole place erupted in action. The crowd became chaos. Bodies clotted the bar’s fenced exits. Bewildered drunks brawled with anyone nearby, and drinks became weapons, flying across the space, liquor igniting.

“Crimes,” Caiden swore as he darted into the fray.

A shadow poured after him—fast. Her forearm snapped around his neck from behind and his momentum yanked. He rammed an elbow into his attacker’s belly with all the strength in his augmented left arm. Amber Eyes doubled over. He twirled her hold down to lock her arm in front of him, then snapped it at the elbow. The juicy crack suggested organic bone.

She didn’t blink or make a sound as she grappled for a hold with her good hand. Zero pain recognition—a massive problem—plus her flat stare wasn’t a Graven-loyal look.

He flipped his position and kicked her knee hard enough to break it.

A glass drink shattered against the side of Caiden’s head. He swore and dodged the bodies flooding off the bar platform. His morphcoat puffed and hardened into armor.

Fully equipped security forces streamed in on illuminated walkways. The saisn hunter finally spotted Caiden, nicked a glave off the security, and fired first. A scarlet blast roared through the night. The darkness hissed in revolt. The energy bolt skimmed the edge of Caiden’s hip as he rolled aside and floundered to his feet, biting back a cry. Heat keeled into a sudden chill.

Caiden smashed a quick-heal pack onto his hip and dodged behind a tree trunk. The fall had angered an old fractured rib.

The saisn hunter’s aim targeted everyone’s attention on Caiden. But chaos was familiar to him. All his tension snapped into action. Reflexes glittered with the deadly precision and speed that had built his reputation. He was the Ghost of Azura. Charging through the fray, he snapped limbs, cracked skulls, snatched drunks to shield himself from glave fire, pinched pressure points, made weapons of glass and stones, matched violence with bloodshed while an involuntary mirth bubbled up in his chest, forming a grin on his face—and the volume rose on that empty voice that said Caiden was better this way.

Uncompromised. Alone. Blood and violence and a hot blade through tallow.

He plowed through the confused riot and sprinted into the lightless forest. His hip burned with pain, ribs sparked.

Behind him, Amber Eyes tore out of the brawl, stopped hard, and leaned into the air, crookedly—tracking him? Her arm was fixed, somehow, the knee still bowed but bearing her weight.

Caiden weaved around massive tree trunks, dodging clouds of lightflies that might betray his position in the dark. He slowed to desperately fumble the sayro from his pocket. It was squished and the filaments three-quarters charred. He unbuckled a chemical canister of fluid off his belt, flicked the lid open, and shoved the sayro inside. The flower melted and a reaction fizzed up. Caiden snapped the lid closed as the liquid boiled bright. He sighed in relief: this part wasn’t a waste, at least. He could make the medicaments he needed.

The Azura was docked on a landing platform a quarter kilometer away in a giant clearing. He aimed for the unnatural gridded plantings of fungus that illuminated a flight path into the canopy. Behind him echoed the rasping sound of Amber Eyes dragging her leg as she tried to follow him at speed.

But no one knew running like Caiden.

At fourteen years old, he’d run for his life. Then he ran from the memory of the slaughter. Ran from nightmares on repeat. Now he ran from Threi Cetre’s bounty hunters, and there was nothing more to life than feet pounding, wings sailing, heart beating.

He leaped from root to root, avoiding the transparent soil because what was solid or gel or liquid all looked the same. Bioluminescent fish coursed deep below and hinted at the planet’s freshwater veins. It meant absolute drowning if he lost his step.

The sounds of fight and pursuit faded off into a mush of echoes.

The ship dock was a series of platforms. Caiden stumbled with relief when he spotted the Azura’s disguised backside among the vessels. Paces from his ship, the neural connection congealed. Serenity glowed into his mind, wrapping his muscles around the vanes and thrusters of the Azura, sparking his mirror neurons with the components of her engine.

Bay doors—all it took was the thought command. The alterskin disguising the ship tore and flickered as the back iris folded open. Caiden dashed inside. He was greeted by monstrous darkness. A huge body rushed at him, maw gaping, paws slamming the ship as lethal muscle rippled.

“Stay!” Caiden yelled at C.

The nophek whined. Rough skin roared across metal as he whipped his tail back and forth in frantic greeting.

Caiden barreled for the storage wall, yanked a drawer out, and dumped the contents of his chemical canister into a waiting tub of culture. The sayro light purled through inky tissue inside. Caiden gushed another sigh of relief and refocused, popping the engines online with a mental command. Then the bay door—

C roared, earsplitting. Caiden swiveled around to see him leap at Amber Eyes as she dashed inside. The ship shook when he landed, and Caiden pitched to the floor. The nophek took up a sixth of the whole ship’s bay, and he bore that weight on the bounty hunter to pin her down. Her hands flew up, stopping his sharp-toothed mouth inches from her windpipe. This time, she screamed.

Caiden scrambled upright, swearing. Out the back of the bay, between the trees, small security vessels jetted toward the dock like a school of fish, glinting as they veered in the dark.

He signaled the iris door shut and limped to the cockpit, shouting, “C! Keep!”

The nophek’s giant paw pinned the hunter’s chest to the floor. He snarled in her face, and she winced and twitched more than she’d done when Caiden broke her limbs.

He plunged one hand into the cockpit’s misty glow. Particulate light gathered up into bright nerves, threading his fingers and forearm, whispering under his skin. Thrusters fired and the Azura detangled from the berthing. The other half of Caiden’s control was mental, the ship linked to him as if he were armored in it, its muscles cladding his, engine thrumming with his pulse. He had little attention to spare for the ruckus in the bay.

The ship’s alterskin disengaged—no point in it now. The Azura’s liquid-glass shell showed some of the forest surrounding them, distorted past the transparent contours of the Glasliq material. The security ships spiraled in their wake.

Amber Eyes twisted to elbow C’s nose and wriggle free. She launched at Caiden, and he could only catch her in his augmented left arm. His machine muscles plumped and the shock system wheezed as he crushed her in a one-armed choke hold. “C!”

The nophek whimpered, sliding to one side as the ship veered. Light-studded tree trunks slithered past. Caiden clawed his right hand in the drive guides. The ship crashed upward like a water drop through a lattice. Its glass wings splashed into liquid around three-meter-thick tree limbs, re-forming on the other side, speed dropping. Flocks of luminous creatures swerved from their path.

The nophek fought for purchase to get near. Amber Eyes struggled. Small muscle groups dissolved, joints dislocated, and she melted out of Caiden’s hold. He flipped her to the floor while his other arm was still raised and shaking, orchestrating the Azura’s flight out of the forest.

“Brace, C!”

He tipped the Azura vertical and kicked the bounty hunter toward the nophek, who crushed her under a paw. C’s other limbs braced, claws crunching into gaps in the wall plating as the ship yawed sideways.

Caiden vaulted into the pilot seat and pulled both arms through the light guides, heaving the ship around tangled boughs and slapping leaves. The Azura’s Glasliq wings splashed. Her inner scaffold skeleton tightened, ribs folding together to forge a sleek glass blade cutting the forest open.

Blips in the cockpit holosplays marked the security flock, which scattered and were quickly lost in the canopy.

The hunter was jellying again, joints rotating, more flexible than any augmentation Caiden knew. She broke half her body to squirm free from C’s claws. The nophek snarled and bit her ankle, but the slim running blade of her foot hissed through his teeth. She kicked off C’s skull to propel herself at Caiden again.

The whole ship jarred as she crashed into his side. Resonance armor screeched and dragged bumps across Caiden’s skin as the neural link mirrored the Azura’s impacts against the canopy. He clawed his hands into fists to power upward.

Rain clouds, sunlight, water drops. The ship jetted through lightning and out of the atmosphere, streaking into empty space.

Unity’s rind filled the cockpit view. A glossy, vaporous membrane, the vast surface formed the border between Unity and smaller outer bubble universes with micro-differences of physics.

Velocity peeled the hunter off his side. She clung to the seat and wrapped him in a choke hold much more effective than his had been: whatever she was didn’t feel pain, could go without breathing, and regenerated rapidly.

Five seconds before he lost consciousness.

“Listen,” the hunter said through gritted teeth.

Choking, Caiden corkscrewed his fingers in the guides, boosting the Azura’s speed.

Unity’s rind bowled over the ship’s nose, an iridescent storm licking the windows, colors birthing and dying through the pane, suffusing the cockpit. The bounty hunter seized up and emitted a hacking sound. Her arm slackened. Caiden turned to see her eyeballs glazing turquoise like oxidized copper.

As the Azura cruised out the other side of the rind, the hunter crumpled to the floor. Swirled patterns started splitting open in her skin, bleeding fluids as inner tendons melted. Strips of her skin foamed and sloughed off.

Unexpected.

The Azura sailed on smoothly while Caiden looked over the hunter’s twitching biomechanical body.

Tightness whittled his voice to a whisper: “Too close of a call this time.”

Multiple factions chased him now, a new type of hunter, a trap he couldn’t avoid. His previous wounds were barely healed before each next encounter.

He couldn’t keep this up. It was changing him. Turning him toward a fondness for brutality and a reliance on his Graven will.

Caiden crept close to kick the bounty hunter in her hip. No response.

C stalked over and sniffed her disheveled white hair as the ends crisped black. More than half her parts didn’t seem built to exist in the physics outside of Unity.

“Watch her, in case she’s still alive.” Adrenaline fizzled into clammy pains. Massaging his throat, Caiden turned back to the cockpit. Then froze, cursing, “Nine crimes.”

Just across the rind, a Casthen armada of hundreds waited for him, netted out across space.




CHAPTER 2

THE PROXY OF HER

The Casthen ships scattered across space in a pattern Caiden recognized: a trick they’d tried in a fringe universe. Star-bright encrustations on their bellies built up a knockout wave that would disable even the Azura’s special systems.

Measurements chirped red in the cockpit holosplays. Arcseconds ticked. Heat prickled up Caiden’s ribs as he stared at the Casthen net. He had installed weapons and could bash the ships into one another, but he’d done that in the fringes and they’d be wise to it now.

He’d never outrun them.

But he could hide.

“C! Come!” he shouted. The nophek bounded over, filling up the left side of the cockpit. Caiden yanked a pen syringe off a slot in C’s collar and plunged it into the nophek’s shoulder. “Sorry, just for a bit. Baby dose.”

The nophek pinned back his ears, shook his head, and slumped to the floor as the injection changed his blood chemistry. It was the only way he’d be safe to cross over the Azura’s rind, incompatible with his rare species.

With the pup safe, Caiden smacked his hand on the florescer above his head. The smooth crystal peak fit his palm, bulging from a larger liquid-crystalline and lightseep obsidian spine that stretched inside the length of the vessel’s ceiling and glowed through the Glasliq layers. Its impossible quantum technology activated at his touch: a new universe blossomed, expanding to encapsulate the Azura.

The fiery rind washed through and past Caiden. Golds and blues murmured in the expanding energy membrane. When it pushed through the ship walls, new substances plumped into the carapace of the hull, loose components cinched and hollows filled. The engine’s song merged into happy tones, and Caiden smiled. His breath tasted sweeter, tension massaged, biology simply better here.

Moments until the knockout blast—Caiden raked his hands through the light guides and spun the ship, thrusting back inside Unity’s rind but not all the way through the other side. This rind was wider than the breadth of the Azura, so Caiden turned to fly sideways. The ship’s own universe clashed with Unity’s in a roil of hues, energy blistering all around. Any other vessel would have been dismantled by the consistent flux of flying inside a rind, but the Azura remained cozy in her own world, a tiny bubble inside the membrane of an even vaster spherical world.

Caiden exhaled and dropped his fingers from the guides, which dissolved back into luminous fog. The ship would be undetectable until the Casthen managed to track disruption patterns on the rind surface and find some way to blast him out of it.

He set auto-course and a timer for a few hundred arcminutes, well within the fuel he had to keep the rind active. He peeled his mind from the controls. Adrenaline twinkled away, leaving him lightheaded and trembling, muscles heavy and energized at the same time. New and old pains twinged.

“We can’t run forever.” Caiden rolled out of the seat and placed his palm on the Azura’s console. Buzzes coiled beneath his fingertips. He smiled and trailed his hand along the wall as he turned to the ship’s bay. The buzzes followed like a little swarm.

At a distance, he inspected the wrecked bounty hunter. Whatever her biomechanical body was, she wasn’t designed for a crossover between universes.

She appeared dead. If true, that was the rind’s fault.

C roused as the injection of protective drugs wore off. The crossover through the Azura’s specific rind would destroy nophek physiology, though C was fine once inside the universe itself. Caiden’s heart had nearly exploded the first time he had to test the safety meds on the pup.

C raised his big boxy head and purred deep in his throat until he noticed the hunter. Purr turned to growl. He pinned her under a paw as broad as her chest, with sharp nails as long as a human finger.

“Good boy.” Caiden petted C’s short, cropped-looking ears, receiving a head-butt and a rumble of purrs. He scritched the thick muscle ridges running up C’s forehead. Felid and canid traits combined with monster, and the nophek’s powerful body tapered from hulking shoulders to a slimmer backside and long, thick tail with fins. Dark-skinned muscle rippled under fine black fur and scaly patches. His eyes were vicious round moons of reflective shine. A sweetheart nightmare.

“We don’t have much time, so let’s gather clues before chucking her out the back.” Caiden hugged C’s big head. A glass chicory flower jingled on his collar. “Sorry this hunter isn’t one you can eat.”

To this day, Caiden’s every dream was filled with teeth and tearing, with the razor stench of nophek blood and roars blurred with the shrieks of his slaughtered people. The memory stimulus and recording—or “memory jog”—he’d undergone as a child left him with the side effect of a memory loop, his brain repeating the events of the horror every time he slept.

“All right, release.”

C lifted his paw. The nophek had been a fast learner since he was a small pup, and as the gloss in his brain matured, he was growing more intelligent and grasped meaning behind Caiden’s languages.

Caiden crouched to examine the hunter. “Hybrid organic-inorganic. Viral bioassembly? Not an augmented human . . . but completely machine beings don’t have consciousness or operate with bioresonance like she did. So?” He pressed a palm on her sternum. Alloy materials pinged deep in her torso. The twitches of a dead animal?

Her clothing was Dynast shades of black and blue, even the copper of her eyes was a Dynast color. More perplexing, part of her construction looked to be lightseep obsidian, that rare, incongruent, phase-pliable material left scattered around the multiverse from the Graven civilization. Many lightseep structures had been recolonized for other purposes, and the technology within hoarded by the Dynast for their Graven research. But lightseep famously could not be tooled or broken—how could it get inside a mobile body?

The nophek huffed into Caiden’s hair.

“All damned, three of the most powerful factions in the multiverse are after us now, C.”

Threi had sent the Casthen chasing Caiden for ten years across the multiverse. The Cartographers’ passagers gunned for the bounty Threi had placed on him.

Threi’s sister was Abriss Cetre, the Dynast’s Prime. Her unique astrologian expertise allowed her to divine information based on the alignment of stars, as well as the location and birth pattern of individuals, groups, and events. Within Unity, where Threi had driven Caiden, she could have tracked him down precisely. Despite Threi’s murderous relationship with his sister, it made sense they would work together, because there was nothing the Dynast, obsessed with Graven relics and knowledge, would want more than the Azura: phenomenally unique, with modern components patched around ancient bones, origin unknown, and a universe-generating mass like nothing Caiden had seen in all the multiverse.

He straightened to his feet. Ache called up in his sinew and bones. C’s nose whistled with worry as he leaned into Caiden’s thigh. “You and I might have to take on all the worlds, little boy. You doing all right?”

The nophek yowled and licked Caiden’s face with a serrated tongue, mashing his hair with meat-sweet saliva. Caiden wrestled C’s head and scratched through his dense mane. He swept the fur aside to check the chemical levels in C’s intravenous collar. Most universes were inhospitable to nophek, but ingenuity and care kept C alive.

The beast stank of brine and sea-stuff from the last planet they’d been on, and his belly was still full of fish. The top height of his shoulders reached Caiden’s chest, and he was over twice as long from nose to tail tip—much too large to fit in the scour and wash the stink off.

“Watch her while I clean up.”

C stretched his full length, then plopped down on the bay floor. He crossed his paws and licked them while his moon eyes fixated on the hunter.

Caiden jogged down the ramp in the middle of the bay to the lower level. A short hallway housed the cylindrical scour chamber. He peeled off his clothes and chucked them in, then ran the scour while he probed his wounds.

His body was a patchwork of injuries, and his augmented arm needed tuning. He signaled the pigment from flesh-colored to transparent, exposing crystal and sapphire pins, porous bone bundled in plump blue muscle and lustrous white tendons. It stretched from the cervical vertebrae, over his shoulder, and down to his fingertips, the actuators feeling clunky lately and the variable hyperdiamond stiff.

Caiden squeezed his eyes shut. He missed En. And Panca—she would have recalibrated it in moments. Ksiñe would scowl at Caiden’s dropped weight. Laythan would secretly be impressed by all the scars. And Taitn would just be happy to have him back.

Caiden rushed into the scour. Radiance blazed. Heat flushed then chilled. Waves of dense air rolled down his body. He stepped out cleaned, insides emptied, bruises gone, skin newborn soft and stripped of a dark tan. Freckles dotted his skin beneath.

He surveyed himself with distaste, remembering why he scoured so infrequently. The dirt, wounds, and tinier scars returned him to a normal creature. Wear and tear clothed him in some of the humanity he’d lost while embroiled with the Casthen. The evidence of time was erased by the scour, and he found it unsettling to be reverted to a former state, as if to underline how pointless the intervening moments had been.

He yanked clothes on, grabbed a toolkit, and marched back up to the bay to squat by the bounty hunter again. He would harvest lucrative components, then chuck the rest outside.

The hunter’s features were feminine but with mixed aesthetics—brutish and soft, warrior and spy. She had strong brows and a small nose, deep eyes streaked with dark pigment. Scars scratched her up all over, healed in with an artificial white tissue. Her skin was patchworked with black materials and textured plate armor. Her lower jaw and her neck were fitted with a skeletal copy, sharp teeth cutting into plush lips.

How many more strange fighters did the Dynast possess?

Caiden dismantled the mangled construct, setting aside the most valuable parts to sell. By the time he was done, she no longer looked humanoid: necklace bones, peeled organs, and plucked tendon.

“Time to be quick.” He treaded to the cockpit and reached a hand in the light guides to swerve the Azura out of the rind and back into Unity. One arcminute was long enough to dispose of the hunter, burying her in the vacuum of her own universe. He could do that much for her. Then he’d be a ghost again, well before the Casthen located him.

At a mental signal, a violet atmoseal membrane spread across the bay’s back, and the glass door iris pleated open. Beyond the atmoseal’s luminous particles lay empty space. Distant stars pinned back the void.

For safety against the vacuum, he pulled on a cloudsuit harness and activated it: a skintight membrane grew across him. Its material puffed out so much it became a transparent gaseous field. Caiden gathered up the Dynast hunter’s remains. The cloud surrounded them both, faintly sparkling.

He stepped through the atmoseal, then past the ship’s scalar gravity field. Pressure patterns shed off him, body lightweight. His boots magnetized to the floor while the body he held floated up. Hair and nerves ribboned out. Caiden let go, and the corpse lifted toward nothingness.

It drifted there in the dark, lit by the Azura’s idle lights.

Guilt curled through him but another universe’s physics had done this to her, and she’d been gunning for him, inviting trouble. Listen, she’d said . . .

He reached out to prod the thing away. It’d be obliterated when he fired up the jets.

Listen.

A susurration . . .

There could be no sound in the void. But a chill stitched down Caiden’s spine.

Something grazed him like a noise.

“Cloudsuit glitches.” He reached to the suit-controller pad, then froze, staring ahead.

Petal layers hummed inside the organic machine’s mangled throat. Spongy tissue sloughed off its frame. The void squeezed glittering marrow from porous rods of the clavicle, droplets levitating away. Crushed down inside, her vocal folds quivered.

Leave it, she’s dead.

Random dead animal twitches, electric impulses lagging through broken matter.

Caiden’s cloudsuit field fizzed to cool his body heating. Get out of Unity.

But he couldn’t look away from the syntactic rhythm of that void-eaten voice: Hmmm. Mm. Thmmm.

He widened the cloudsuit oxygen field. Packs on his shoulder blades wheezed gases, bubbling out the atmosphere cloud to encompass the mangled corpse. As air slicked back over the hunter’s frame, marrow crusted, tissues stopped liquefying, and those thrumming vocal folds emitted sudden sound.

Words half-born. Whistle braided around her murmur, and he thought he heard the word “wind.” Her intact rib cage splintered under the strain of forcing air out.

“Where ssssss.” Gill-like vocal folds went slack into whisper.

Caiden flinched backward, which slipped the atmosphere field off the body, robbing sound waves of medium. Silence engulfed him, except his heartbeat thudding.

She couldn’t possibly have anything to say that would be worth hearing. Every moment’s delay was a moment longer for the Dynast to track him down. Every star that glittered in the expanse was a data point for the Dynast Prime to extrapolate into Caiden’s location using her astrological insight.

He tugged the body back into the oxygen field and gripped either side of the mangled torso. His fingers bolstered ribs around lungs. A sigh wheezed, and words, “Wwwwhere’s thhhe wind . . .”

Caiden went rigid. Sharp memories bristled, stabbing the rest of the phrase into his brain: Where’s the wind come from?

He no longer remembered what Leta’s voice sounded like, but his mind had kept her words.

Scents and sensation kicked up. Lying beneath the oak tree, cold grass under his back. Sweet, sunbaked alfalfa flooded his nose. There had always been a breeze on their childhood planet.

He blinked back to the present, the void. The cloudsuit whined warnings. Tanks low.

Trembling, he answered the phrase, the same words from when they were children: “It just makes a big circuit.”

Tension deflated in the rib cage between his palms.

This is absurd. This thing has no way to hear me.

Atop the torso, the rent skull plates resembled a limp flower. Lightseep glinted in the brain case, fracturing starlight as the body swayed in space. Bits of auditory system remained.

Caiden’s heartbeat counted loud, waiting for a response.

Tiny spasms formed whimpers. A tight, hoarse hum, “So it’s . . . the ssssame—”

—wind every time?

Memories lashed up again.

“Where did you hear this?”

A trick. Threi had tried to use empty promises before to lure Caiden into traps. Fragments of Caiden’s childhood memories lay buried in the data of his memory jog: easy for Threi to dig into now that his Casthen were allied with the Cartographers who owned that footage.

Cinched sounds emitted from the hunter. Gills fluttered, too weak to hold a shape.

Caiden tried inverting Leta’s words. “I can’t fix everything,” he said—she had said to him, accusing him, You can’t fix everything, Caiden.

The hum of the hunter’s flowery throat replied, “You can . . . try.”

Anger stamped up his spine, making his fingers fidget. Another test: “This is just the way . . .”

“. . . it’s always . . . been,” she replied correctly.

“Tricks,” he snarled. These memories were still recent enough to have been part of his memory jog. His enemies had bent incomplete phrases into the shape of hooks. It wouldn’t snare him. “You aren’t her, and your lies aren’t welcome here.”

For ten years, Caiden had watched ten-year-old Leta die a thousand times in his dreams: trampled, chewed, crushed, eaten whole. It had taken the entire length of her life again for him to let her go.

This wasn’t his Leta. His fingers squeezed the filigree frame of the hunter’s torso so hard it snapped. He shoved the whole mess into the void.

Debris glittered off into space. Tiny machine functions died, and soft materials shed away as the body glided beyond the cloudsuit border.

Two final words quivered into the air between her and him.

“Break . . . stuff . . .”

Cold sheeted through Caiden.

That memory hadn’t been recorded.

Leta had been eight.

It was raining. She’d been left to handle an impossible task alone, and finally gave up in tears. Afterward, Caiden told her, Whenever you’re running into trouble, break the machinery. I’m closest to this sector and always get sent out for the small fixes, I’ll come help you. And sometimes smashing feels good, you know.

Leta had smiled shyly and picked more flowers.

I’ll come help you.

Before inertia took the hunter’s body out of reach, Caiden lunged to the end of the ramp and snatched her wrist. Scraps and fluids scattered as he yanked the rest of her back into his arms.

Whatever consciousness had been animating the body was gone now. No more twitches.

Confused tears sparkled off his cheeks. His breathlessness hazed white, loud in his ears.

Ten years ago, Threi had dangled the first bait, saying he’d salvaged more than nophek from RM28, the desert where Caiden’s people were sent to slaughter. In Emporia, Caiden had seen Threi handing off a child-sized body to the Dynast Prime in exchange for information.

Caiden’s nightmares had conjured every possible way Leta could have died on RM28, but he hadn’t really seen it. His final memory was her huddled in the corner of the dark transport box: a tear slithering down her bruised cheek as she closed her eyes and managed a brave smile. His promise to come back for her blazed a lifeline between them.

He swallowed, something coiling in his throat. He did not want it to be possible.

“Nine crimes,” he swore, “what are you?”

He gathered as much of her materials as he could and stepped backward through the atmoseal. Scalar gravity patterns snared them both and pulled parts to the floor. Liquid splashed, heaviness filled Caiden’s arms, and he folded to his knees with her across his lap.

Whenever you’re running into trouble, he’d said to Leta. I’ll come help you.

This wasn’t his childhood friend, but either she had access to parts of his mind he’d buried leagues deep, or she knew a truth he didn’t.
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