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	Prologue: Here, There, and the Boundless

	 

	The reality of you, I’m too used to. From that time—

	Utilizing their trashy modern calendar, deep into the millennium of the 9000's on the spectacular ocean planet Imion. Whichever year of late.

	The ten of them were at the precipice of death’s thrall, but they would ignore it, the future that couldn’t be avoided.

	Upon the ocean planet Imion, with its five billionth rotation around its star and its system’s turn around the Milky Way, alchemical practicalities imbued every human. The ability to reach out to nature and comprehend its reach back. Many still called it “magic”—the old terminology for the barely-parsed sciences. An ability of humankind throughout the galaxy, unlocked through their Spectral core and down their lineages.

	Beneath a faraway sun, close to a floating isle that had never crashed back down onto the planet, the seas rose and spun in a sphere. So did the Milky Way galaxy, expanding its form within the waters around Alia Akinyemi.

	“There really is something off. This isle…”  Alia’s dark and falling curls drifted in the winds that swept up with the pull of the waters through the atmosphere, plentiful in source where the seas swayed to the moons. “It seriously doesn’t match the coordinates—if I tried to magically portal us here, we’d wind up surrounded only by ocean and a thousand kilometers away.”

	Despite the vast glitter and splash of her alchemy dancing all around her and her friend, Alia’s clothes were oddly discreet, practical in their fit, partially hydrophobic, with mostly muted colors pressed against her umber skin.

	At Alia’s side, another young woman stared inattentively at the zoomed-in form of the planet, glittering within the waters. The two of their tall heights and steady postures made them seem matched. It wasn’t so matched! Alia found herself glancing down.

	Layla Chandrani met her gaze back, grinning sharply. Under the short waves of hair shining as silver as any other whose magic was strengthened by the fifth moon, her bronze skin contrasted starkly, and her single eye shone like dark coral beneath illuminated waters. The eyepatch over her left eye held an intricate pattern, and her white suit over burgundy and a white tie stood out—perhaps even more sharply.

	“Even so, we wound up getting where we needed, right?” Layla drawled. “Instead of worrying about our troubles any longer, maybe we should go ahead and slide down through the maze of the Colossal’s cables, connect random ones. See if anything explodes, or if we can fly out of here.”

	Alia smiled wryly back, and wondered how it was a person so short could look like she was ready to begin mortal combat with a humanoid Colossal 2000 meters taller than her diminutive size at any time, and even after getting flung halfway across the world, stay enraged enough to bite a mountain boulder off under the cover of a bright grin.

	Layla Chandrani was 170 centimeters; practically the shortest among their closest friends at 17.

	“Always entertaining watching you cause more problems than bring solutions.” Alia admitted. “While I hate to have to be the reasonable one again, I do doubt it’d be worth the headache of trapping Antonio and whoever he picks to go into the Colossal with him. Exercise caution, Layla. Alejandro and I reviewed it earlier. The True Barriers of this isle’s surroundings haven’t been deciphered since near-10,000 years past—”

	“So you’re worrying about my ability to handle our incoming crisis, Alia,” said Layla. “By the will of your fates, we made it into the Protector’s class. Both of us, together again. If the Three’s Council thought I was useless in trying to prevent trouble across the planet, why would I be here?”

	“I’m wondering what it is you’ve been planning, more like,” said Alia, and snapped her arms to each side, pulling the oceanic waters apart and letting go. “Would it hurt to know? It was brazen how you bitched Antonio out about not communicating with the rest of our classmates earlier.”

	 The waters fell from the skies and back down to the seas some twenty kilometers below, hitting the defunct legs of the derelict Colossal that towered high into the stratosphere beside the floating isle, its eyes eons shut down. Beneath the ever-gold late afternoon sun, just past the shrine to the Beloved Bystander at the edge of the isle and sunken into the ocean floor, the Colossal’s ancient medarak-steelstone form creaked loudly and glittered, its every surface akin to a pool’s cast-back of light. 

	“Like I said before,” answered Layla. “I won’t tell you my plans.”

	“Even if you don’t, I can simply make my own choice.” Alia breathed harshly through her nose, expressionless, as if the answer had already very long been etched into her mind. She turned, walking toward the fountain. “I wouldn’t mind figuring out how to get out of here with or without the Colossal. Wouldn’t mind getting off this fucking planet. Wouldn’t it be nice? Meeting a sphinx out in space.”

	Upon the desolate isle full of nothing except dust, dried grasses and broken-down architecture, a fountain shockingly continued on above an expansive pool close to the Bystander’s Shrine. Its outer basin was scrawled with some intricate writing via alien ink that had made it difficult for people to bitch it out with anything local—if via vernacular that was unbelievably ancient and long-lost. At least a dozen had succeeded. Almost all of them had been covered up in overgrown flora. The source of what spilled from the fountain’s head seemed to come from someplace very far away. The rainbowing clear blue sheen of it that reflected nothing around them, it showed people walking past. Not anyone around them, simply somewhere out there.

	“This fucking fountain! Do you hear the garbling static?” Layla scowled. “I wonder what the alien shit says. Most of the languages on whatever hasn’t crumbled to sand within the town are too ancient for me to figure out. I’ve only been able to read a few Earthian words.”

	“It’s a prophecy,” said Alia. She clicked on her astra circlet, walking carefully around the full radius of the basin, moving the astra-screen over it so it would film the whole of what was written down. 

	“Fuck,” said Layla. “We ran right into your obsession.”

	“…and when their song reigns and the islands in the air fall, crashing down upon the lands and seas, there will be nowhere left to run in the mazes of this world.” Alia pronounced calmly. “In the medley of humanity, there will be one last Call. They shall Ring. In that Ring, we will see the truth of this space in the galaxy.”

	Sing-song voices echoed after her, tiny and giggling. Their melodic tune became practically indiscernible after a minute, containing lyrics Layla couldn’t quite catch.

	“Vague and vaguer.” Layla tutted. “At least the last one mentioned some shadow prince who’ll hide the sun away.”

	“Prophecies don’t win awards for being specific, Layla.”

	“You’re telling me they had an ulterior motive for writing down award-winning prophecies? Wonder why?”

	“There’s a scrawl here mentioning how they were absolutely dateless.”

	“Very poetic,” said Layla.

	“You know I am, Layla,” answered Alia.

	“The dude who wrote it needed a muse for sure.” Layla looked away casually, toward the enormous humanoid head of the Colossal that loomed beyond the Bystander’s shrine again. 

	Far down past the mountainous boulders that drifted below the floating isle, she could hear the voices she expected, so close to the intricate True Barriers that had been placed in the space the Colossal’s “heart” might be and echoing far. There was a foreboding feeling to the road leading past the Shrine and a gloom surrounding the Colossal and its eternal stoop. At least the shifting sound of the ocean somewhere far down below soothed her ears.

	“A woman wrote this particular prophecy, Tarak Singh said.” Alia told her.

	“If you joke about it, I swear—”

	“About your dating status?” asked Alia. “Why would I need to bring it up when I’m way too often around you?”

	Layla continued to not look at her, the last shreds of the earlier knowing in her expression falling to utter pieces as she groused, “Don’t you already have a beau?”

	“I didn’t say I was interested in pursuing you.” Alia’s expression became neutral.

	“Oh.” Layla finally turned, and there was a soundless nothing between them, under the whisper of spirits. She flashed her an awkward, peaceable smile after.

	“Still, it’d be better if you busied yourself outside of your typical plans, Layla Chandrani.” Alia responded without a flicker to her demeanor, stepping back close to the other girl. She continued carefully recording what was written.

	“Listen, I don’t need anyone.” Layla crossed her arms, letting the smile slip away. “Alia, you know this was the people left behind trying to chill eons back after they lost ninety-five percent of their tech and huge swathes of the world population. Forget all these highly interpretable ancient future fanfictions and let’s just finish the task. The years are weighing this place down.”

	“The 10,000th year after The Fall is fast approaching.”

	“And please stop quoting every fucking series that’s come out in the past 5 decades with one sentence.”

	“What’s wrong?” asked Alia, turning back around to her. The incomprehensible hum of the fountain quieted almost as if in response.

	“Nothing. It’s just,” Layla’s exhale carried a strange weight it shouldn’t have, “these prophecies always sound like they were hoping for something past the destruction.”

	“The same as me,” said Alia. “That’s not what I’m talking about. You know there’s time left, so why are you this anxious?” The spirits’ eerie humming and the increasing whistle of eastward winds spread throughout the world around them. 

	Until the sound of explosive, ocean-heavy force overtook it all.

	“Antonio’s already figured out the 50,000-year-old puzzle down there, and with or without his brothers around, you weren’t wrong about keeping an eye,” said Layla. “You know what his foolish heart is after. I don’t doubt he’ll find trouble regardless of his obsession with ancient artifacts, and I’d never forgive myself if he ran off with it alone.”

	Alia stared at her. “There’s something worse. Oh, of course—there’s something going on that you didn’t expect.”

	“If you can trust me, Alia…” Layla didn’t let the anxiety touch her voice at all. “Those fools might survive.”

	“You already know what I think of your tendencies, Layla,” said Alia.

	“Ha! Trust really isn’t our trouble, is it?”

	

	✿

	

	These days with you aren’t easy to forget. Within the otherworld region—

	My foolish brother’s whims within the spirit realms of the Boundless.

	At the beginning of it all, there had been a party. Outdoors, upon the campus, amid the ever-winding hills surrounding the Planetary League’s Tirseas University. Under the dark shade of an oak near the hospital wards, Miguel Rivas watched as his near-youngest brother Armando avoided a certain someone for the entirety of the evening without an apparent thought.

	“Creepy, isn’t it?” The twin of his near-youngest brother was here. Antonio suddenly laughed at his side, waving a practically empty glass of wine toward him. He hadn’t been there previously.

	His and Armando’s faces were the exact same, light bronze and sharp, aside from two miniscule moles to the side of Antonio’s chin. Still, he had a slightly more effeminate affectation in how he dressed, even after all this time. Aster flowers were woven through a part of his hair.

	“Antonio…” Miguel murmured, snatching the glass of wine away from him. For some reason, it made Antonio laugh even harder. Miguel tried, “You… I… No. Are you all ri…”

	“Are you really going to ask if I’m okay every time we see each other, Miguel?” Antonio mercifully didn’t double over, even as he forced a grin on his face. He appeared a little delirious. “Don’t I look fine, bro? Isn’t it amazing? I’ve never felt more alive!”

	Fear clenched in Miguel’s stomach as Antonio attempted a spin, only to stagger and slam right into him.

	He made himself steady Antonio.

	He felt the droplets of water fall onto his arm for a time, prior to fully registering what they were.

	“Please don’t go, Miguel.” Antonio pleaded.

	He hesitated for only a moment. He held him closer.

	“You know I can’t stay here, Toni.”

	Antonio beheld him, tears flowing and smeared across his face freely.

	“Then please come back,” he whispered. “At least one more time. For them, there’s no one else.”

	“I know.”

	At the edge of his vision, Miguel caught sight of Armando perking up, his face brightening as he finally noticed Miguel and the shadow in his arms. As Armando hurried up the hill from where he’d previously been mingling among several hundreds of people, Antonio faced away, wiping his eyes and face, quickly.

	Miguel let the fear over the touch of a person unwind in him, and vowed, “I’ll come back again, okay? You should find me—”

	Antonio sniffled. He smiled at him in a much truer way, more trembling.

	“You know he doesn’t want me around. I do love them.” Antonio said, socking him on the arm, light and surprising enough that Miguel didn’t freeze up.

	Antonio repeated, “He doesn’t want me around. You’ll promise me?”

	“Of course.”

	“Miguel, you’re still here?” came the happy cry from Armando, just a few feet away. “Tonbo—”

	“Mando, if you call me any more random-ass nicknames, I’ll kill you.”

	“Tonto—”

	Antonio growled, immediately chasing after Armando. Armando forgot his excitement over sighting Miguel, instead whirling around and running off without a thought, a cackle in his throat.

	Miguel watched them go. The world around him became absolute darkness for just a moment, as Leila knew it tended to when he visited, watching from high above, upon an ancient branch of the oak tree.

	He sighed. “Do you think they’ll ever leave?”

	She determined that he was addressing her with the faintest connection between themselves, despite his eyes never leaving the hills and the firefly-like lights floating all about.

	Leila didn’t waver in her reply. “They’ll be alright. All the people that you love. I’ll make certain of i—”

	Miguel’s sudden laugh was as unhappy as his brother’s. “The same as ever, aren’t you? It’s almost comforting. Even so, I wish I were still…. The truth is, I dream of it.”      

	

	✿

	

	And the memory of it all, if it sings forever—

	The truth is, Karim– No. Don’t say anything. Don’t come near me.

	Within this wretched Citadel…

	Another decade had passed. Of course it had. The iterations within the Citadel had never gotten to the years wherein the children arrived in their lives. It never did.

	Ranvir stood a distance from the two of them with his cane shoved downward, hollowly ignoring the destruction of the world around them past the wide circle of his alchemical loci’s scope. The nearby trees tore away. Upheaved stone, upheaved earth. The seas roared beyond the man directly in front of him, beginning to dance in strange patterns. The storm clouds that they nearly reached, above, colored like bruises through to the horizon, and the lightning that ripped through the world in every direction—pushed back as much as possible by his own magic’s force—cast upon the world, upon the dark bronze of his skin and matted dark hair, an icy bluish and gray tone near death’s door. Fires had begun some place further away from him, near the jungle, somehow quieter in their colors upon his back.

	It would be the end of the 9999th iteration, he thought. No, perhaps the one prior… So near the 10,000th.

	Those 10,000 iterations within the home they’d all simulated within the accursed hive. There had been something just a little too off, every time. The disappearance of a friend after thousands of iterations. Sudden, strange, wavering static across the oceans. The third moon fluxing in color (it was always, always that moon). The complete loss of an aspect in all their lives—in that time, in humanoid society— (Once, and only once, that person had laughed, and told him that everyone had become confused by what they had meant by sexism…)

	It had held a dream.

	Ranvir had dreamt of it, in the year 9955. Meeting Armando Herrera-Rivera. One of the strongest candidates among the Protector’s class during their university years.

	“I think together…I mean, with you, I could…”

	Back then, in that time long past, he had thought that the man would take him exactly where he needed to go.

	The rains raged near that seaside cliff. The deluge would soon take the world. Drowning had never been possible for him.

	The three of them knew the Citadel would reset. Within minutes, or hours. The unending loops in time that took up their world.

	Armando, who stood closer to the seas than he did, appeared unafraid of it, the madness of the waves. Armando, who turned to view him, his amber eyes stark only to Ranvir amidst the thunderous torrents. That hair he’d typically chop off and keep in that pomade of his by age 30 in just about every single iteration instead hung loose and long and braided, dripping in front of his shoulder and chest, untouched by the furor of the world. It was so heavy with water; Ranvir’s mind tried to cache it, a happier memory. Fernando. Instead there was this. A far-gone time.

	A reflection of back then, like starry waters… Back where they were meant to be. In that life that couldn’t be altered.

	“We don’t know if it will change anything,” said Armando, very quietly. Ranvir’s ears, attuned to the waters, understood.

	“I won’t stop until it does.” Ranvir did not allow his gaze to fall away from him.

	Armando actually smiled.

	“To what reaches will you go, Ranvir?” he asked, sounding as light as air, with those eyes colder than anything.

	The winds began to pick up even more wildly; the man who stood near them—completed their awkward triangle in the cliffs near the seas—veered the winds in directions that wouldn’t endanger their ability to remain standing.

	The man peered back at the two of them, before decisively turning around. He’d seemed reluctant to get involved.

	“I must go forward,” the man said. The moon-silver of his hair stayed shining, even in the dark. “If it’s really what you want, I’ll accept both your aid in getting there. I have my doubts. Nonetheless, I will aid the two of you, too.”

	Ranvir raised a hand and parted the rains from their surroundings. He nearly managed to reach the clouds—gently move apart the storm—and in that moment, he saw two of the six moons. The third, red and fuchsia, and the fifth, silvery.

	The storm clouds of the world continued to surge within the bizarre space of the Citadel, pushing him away completely. Some hundreds of thousands of Psyche might arrive from every direction, soon. Those beings that arose from the hearts of humanoids—the mithal, kestral and humankind upon the planet Imion—in what often contorted into monstrous forms. Too eerie, or too strange, or even too beautiful.

	As the rains began their deluge again, past the reach of his hand, Armando’s shadows parted from the ground that had been inky, and became like wings behind him.

	“You should go now,” said Ranvir, turning to the man near the two of them. “It would be better for you to not get caught up in the shift to the next iteration. I’ll make certain of the future.”

	The man looked between them, unwilling, with those eyes that always glimmered like the sun.

	“All right,” he said, and seemed to give up on something. He flashed a bright smile at him solely, running by him, leaping onto the Beast of Abandon at the opposing side of Ranvir. Ranvir’s own friend—the dragon he’d known since childhood. 

	A should-be-whisper strayed into Ranvir’s ears only as the man passed by— “Please don’t give up.”

	The dragon hesitated for a time as Armando stepped forward toward Ranvir. Its wings began their familiar slamming shifts; it flew, when the darkness encroached. It would know where to go.

	“It’s fine, Ranvir!” said Armando, sounding almost cheerful now. Louder. Ranvir didn’t move. 

	Armando hummed, “Even though I’d prefer to do it alone, of course I have to say yes. I’ll continue this with you, then. We’re play-acting, aren’t we? By your own words–and I agree–that this is all it can be.”

	“What does it mean to be Rose Red? The heart and the mind…” a woman’s voice whispered even closer to Ranvir’s mind. “The Gold, Gold, Gold spill of sun…who know the past, the past of all people… The Silver, who know the future… The Violet who live… The Verdant Viridian of nature, like the trees, like the Aquamarine seas…and those of the ultra-ancients…from whom we came…”

	A possible likelihood of the next iteration, Ranvir catalogued, mechanically. So she’s stayed after all.

	His mind honed in on it as Armando came near him. Armando’s emotionless amber gaze had them—those sparks of Red. Armando, who was meant to have been drained low of alchemy a very long time ago, back when the Sealings had begun. The magic of all people.

	“The truth is, I know what matters most to me,” said Ranvir, reaching his hand out to him.

	“I do too,” said Armando, reaching back. He smiled, and Ranvir comprehended something in it. He had let go of hope.

	Ranvir wondered what Soyeon would think of it.

	Their hands clasped. In that second, the earth shook, everywhere and all over, and then the dark…

	The dark took them before anything. Before any rain, oceanic wave, or cracking apart of the world they’d known. Before the Psyche could arrive. Before he could hear Armando’s last words, as the Citadel…

	Took them back to that time.

	 

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	  

	The surmised year 9955 after The Fall of the planet Imion from galactic grace.

	Do you remember?

	9 years ago, when we met again. The spring of our first year.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 1: Armando of the Shadows and its Doors

	

	In his dream, Armando fell through the mystic seas of the Shattered Temple’s djinn.

	The 15 billion broken pieces of his heart that spun out from the core within him fell too, all of it floating above him, sparkling speckles of lights which shone through the oceanic surface…

	Armando fell through the long and hallowed darkness of that ocean. He fell right into the realm of the Shattered Temple’s djinn, right into the heart the djinn dwelt in.

	He fell through the tremoring sands below, into the roar of waters…

	He fell onto rock and became the splattered gore and gunk of a body that had to hew itself back together.

	Eventually, once he was human again, he shakily stood.

	“It’s my mind only,” said a masculine voice. “No one else’s.”

	Armando spun, saw the young man covered in shadows. The waterfalls stretching endlessly in every direction thundered all around them. He couldn’t hear anything, and yet.

	“Papá, did you know…?” the young man, his son, asked. Armando realized with a start that he’d reached out and tried to touch his son’s stomach. He’d brought his hand back, and staring at it, feeling the pores, remembered he was 18 again.

	An acrid scent hit his nostrils. Blood slipped and drained down his young hand. There was blood all over his son’s flowing uniform, slowly draining away. Another man’s magic followed his son, and he knew it to be the Lost Protector’s.

	The Lost Protector of Worlds. The one who would save them all.

	No.

	This had been a long time ago, now. The Lost Protector was long gone from Imion.

	Something was wrong with Armando. He knew it to be wrong, down into his core.

	The red core inside him began to pulse. It screamed, his shredded soul, and he thought blood would rise to his throat.

	His shadows spread throughout the world. His son’s soul wouldn’t let it reach him. The only shadows that would fall upon the boy were his own.

	He looked back to his son.

	Pulsing fuchsia eyes glowed—and he began to see the child’s form better, that angered face, the tone of red brown that wasn’t quite like his and wasn’t quite like his beloved’s. His children had always been handsome and always been beautiful just the same.

	His son’s body trembled. Watching him, Armando thought he’d be fine vomiting out all his fluids. The red core alike to light inside Armando pulsed akin to a neutron star; it began to glow fuchsia too just like his son’s eyes, and Armando realized he would die simply for allowing such a level of power to seep into him again.

	His son’s throat ripped out a sound like sobbing. Eerily, when the child spoke again, his voice had the sound of laughter.

	“Did you know, old man? I can’t stand it,” he said. “You’re always trying to take this pain from me, you fucker. Why won’t you let me live?”

	From the pulses of Armando’s core within him—only him—it could only be his own core, no one else’s mind and no one else’s heart—he would take it all from them, all their pain, truly, all 15 billion people’s suffering? you fool—from only his red-to-fuchsia core spun the water that vomited, inexplicably draining upward, like it were simply part of a dream and not anywhere around the Shattered djinn’s waterfalls, becoming an illusion through slowly parting waters high above. The headless monster with a waterfall running from its own neck began to form from ripped up pieces of unknown flesh and blood, too many kilometers wide and tall. He could see it up there, the upside down humanoid figure of the monster—that headless, headless monster—the Psyche, murky like a dream. He wondered how his son knew what he was doing. They weren’t in the same place, their current existences split apart through spacetime.

	Bloody fluid—colored aquamarine and vibrant green—began to spill from the cuts that formed all across the Psyche’s massive porcelain gray body. This inhuman blood spilt right down onto his own face, its copper-metal stench drifting down across his own body.

	“It’ll be alright, Toni.” Armando told his son, softly.

	“I don’t think it will!” said another, much more cheerful voice behind the two of them.

	At the sound of this impossible voice, Armando turned again like the fool he was. He knew how his ripped up Red soul would extinguish quicker with movement, thoroughly bathed in multi-colored blood and the billow of the djinn’s endless waters.

	His son’s exact face peered back at him, but those eyes that shone were gold like the sun. The soft dark hair that fell was much longer, braid drifting much the way the waterfalls danced. The beauty mark was right under his left eye.

	Armando knew him. This child was one of his identical twin boys…

	The one who had died at 18 years of age, back in the year 9993. Not like his red-eyed son, seeming close to 21. Why did they both look the same grown-up age?

	“Papá, you know…” said his dead son, Fernando, with those beautiful golden eyes. “I think I’ll take it all from you instead. All of it. Everything. You’ll be fine, won’t you? Inside the Citadel you two are play-acting your youth together, nothing can hurt you, right?”

	“You can’t.” Armando told him, knowing he sounded frantic, even while something fired up his esophagus. “We’ll lose you, little sunbright. Fernando. We need to be able to find you. We’ll bring you back with our own power, I swear—”

	“Who are you talking to?” asked the red-eyed young man who stood behind Armando. “Let me go forward, old man. I need to reach Fernando. I’ll kill him, I swear.”

	Armando turned back to his unknown son; tried to speak even with his own reddish iron-laden blood starting to gurgle up his mouth and stain his lips. “The two of you are too young for this kind of power! You’re only 20—”

	His red-eyed son slammed his hand right through Armando’s chest, and Armando felt his heart, mind and core stabilize that second before he crumbled and became the sand upon the djinn’s oceanic floor, no longer able to reach the ones he needed to.

	And Armando awoke in his hospital bed, completely whole and without any scars left on his body at all.

	He peered at the chair that had been propped up beside him. Soft afternoon sunlight streamed into the sterile and mostly-barren room. A long quiet had settled. Visiting hours.

	Ranvir Chandrani sat there on the chair at 18 years of age, half-dozing. His oceanic blue hair fell about his face messily, with no pomp to it the way it usually had. The dark brown of his throat was intact, with no knife marks on it, the way he’d feared during the battle that had taken place near their university.

	Ranvir’s eyes fluttered open sleepily, as if reacting to Armando’s waking. They were a dark, soft umber, and there was a flicker of red in them.

	“Twilight prince,” Ranvir greeted him. “You’re awake.”

	“You prissy dancing piece of dolphin shit,” said Armando. “How dare you hide what they’ve been trying to do from me? We almost died because of Ranjit.”

	 “So volatile five seconds after waking,” observed Ranvir. “So you remember everything? Not what we agreed to.”

	 “What about you, you holy bastard?” asked Armando. “By the will of my ancestors, I thought you’d die. I thought your shitty dancing dolphin family would finally up and kill you.”

	“My family is human. And I know the two of us have a role to play,” said Ranvir, calmly. “I will finish what I need to. You know I’m reliable for it.”

	“Oh, I know you’re reliable to get good grades in university. Reliable to finish your work,” said Armando. “Socially, though? No one expects much from you, Ranvir Chandrani.”

	“You’re the one who was so enthused to start this iteration, you starry-eyed fuck,” said Ranvir, finally sounding irritated. Just as frazzled as Armando felt. 

	The other man insisted, “We’ll both complete our roles within this wretched hive. We must. I promised you.”

	“I don’t trust you at this stage, Robi,” said Armando. “I know what you’re like. Why do I genuinely feel 18 again? This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

	“Just try to remember who you were trying to be,” said Ranvir, and miraculously cooled his typical temper. “The man who couldn’t exist outside our play-acting here, right?”

	“It’ll be dreamy, I’m sure,” said Armando. “We’ll forget again, won’t we? Maybe I’ll sweep you off your feet as the man you want, instead of….”

	“We’ll forget again very soon.” Ranvir promised, smiling softly. “The truth is, I don’t really trust you to hold onto anything in your squashed up and shrunken little black void of a heart either, Arman.”

	“But I don’t want to forget Antonio anymore. I don’t want to forget you or anyone. You abhor seeing my ‘self’ the way it actually is, don’t you?” asked Armando, and the frustration slammed into his mind before sleep took his body for a long time again, seeing Ranvir’s false expression crumble and become his true face. The haunted expression he couldn’t stand.

	Armando’s star-like core pulsed, Red and garish and like it was trying to become blood and bone and sinew. Something real… Something that felt so very, very…

	Wrong.

	The monstrous Psyche was born across the galaxy. Somehow, he thought it would reach them quite easily, quite soon. To be in the Boundless and its spirit realms was only ever a blessing for the Gods’ Eyes clans. For all of humankind.

	It had to be.

	

	✿

	

	Armando leapt from the elaborate twirly banister of the Alchemical Sciences building, jumped onto the triangular gray ruin made of un-Imionian stone, stepping along carefully, falling with his typical grace down toward his shortcut to the Protector’s Novice Halls. Their Earth-like Type I sun hit his back and reminded him acutely of humanness, and the grasses of the surrounding hills were greener than anything. There were a few students lingering past the current courses’ hour, and a majority had to be a bit late.

	A long time ago, their ultra-ancestors had been Earthians. They were the descendants of greats. 

	Outside the mithal and kestralkind’s separate histories, all these wretched human Gods’ Eyes clans were the most immaculate descendants. The Beloved’s Red Corps, who would never fall to the Gold, Aquamarine and Violet. The Golden Guard who now ruled the world for hundreds of years. Their splinter-cell Proximate which despised all the normal folk they thought of as skittering about everywhere.

	The university sprawled across the hills nearby Karrala City, magnificent in its architecture. The brownish-pink ever-hot bricks were inlaid with aquamarine windows and doors in falling half-circular arrays, reminiscent of waterfalls. 

	There had been waterfalls in Armando’s dreams in these last weeks. He couldn’t quite remember what he’d been doing. He could swear there were twins in them. His dreams were obsessed with twins of late.

	“The stupid old man isn’t worth confronting anymore, Mando. How many times have I warned you? I’m so tired of him getting to you, bro. I’ll bandage you… You seriously should have let Ursula get the intel instead. No matter what any of the rumors say, Ranvir Chandrani cannot be worth messing with.”

	He rushed up the stairs of the Protector’s Novice Halls. Before he could open the diamen-glass doors, they were already slammed back by the premier instructor Balam Cassander. The old man squinted down at him, his silvery and rainbowing cloak swaying with the breeze that had been nearabout unending, picking up around campus for some time.

	Without speaking to him, Armando ducked in. As soon as he began to track every notable individual among the 50 students who hadn’t been knocked out or dropped out, his body stiffened with dread. He thought Ursula would sneer over it, glaring with those whirling silver irises that didn’t match the rest of their Red family’s.

	“Adding you into the evening’s flower-viewing roster won’t be big trouble. We’re classmates, aren’t we?” Ranvir Chandrani’s voice rang out with warmth carefully laced in. “I’d ask Skye about the nitty-gritty.”

	Seeing Ranvir surrounded by a large group of people in the way he typically was, whether round-eared human or sharp-eared mithal, somehow allowed the tenseness in Armando to unwind just slightly. Ranvir had long forced himself to stay relaxed in numerous social engagements. Everyone knew that no matter his airs, he wasn’t particularly fond of humanoid beings.

	Ranvir’s closest friend wasn’t around, Armando immediately catalogued. Even as he wondered if she truly counted as such. Just a friend, instead of…

	“Armando Herrera?” Ranvir asked out loud, and Armando froze again after all as the man recollected, “Oh, you were friends with his twin broth—”

	He couldn’t remember.

	He couldn’t remember. He couldn't remember. He couldn’t remember.

	There was someone he couldn’t remember. Couldn’t be right. He had to protect—

	You shit. You weakling wart. Baba. Let me go.

	For a brief instant the memory of his dream from weeks ago resurfaced with harsh clarity—the odd red-eyed young man with his stricken expression—and Armando’s mind instantly calmed.

	The shivering sweat that had tried to overtake his body went down slowly. When Armando brought his mind back to the crowded halls by the class’ entrance, he noted with a start that Ranvir Chandrani was staring straight at him. 

	The dark blue Chandrani uniform with its silvery fall of stars and waves fit Ranvir’s body as well as ever. His hair for once was its natural black, and a part had been carefully pressed back to one side with his typical water mage’s perfectionism, his undercut recently trimmed again.

	The way that Ranvir stared at him, with his eyes half-lidded, got Armando’s pulse rocketing faster than he let it most days he was around him.

	In the hospital ward within the university weeks ago, he’d woken and seen Ranvir there. After he’d saved Ranvir, the woman who kept speaking out loud to herself, and Ranvir’s actual best friend. 

	No. No, it couldn’t be right. That boy was always at the edge, stalking several of Ranvir’s acquaintances. They weren’t friends. How could he mess that up?

	In Armando’s hospital room, he and Ranvir had spoken about something. He could no longer remember… All he could recollect, too vividly, was Ranvir’s crushed expression. Letting him down.

	In truth, staring back at Ranvir in those minutes before Balam Cassander swept past the crowds of students toward their practice room, Armando finally admitted it to himself, carelessly. Right down to his bleeding Red core. 

	He couldn’t stand being around Ranvir Chandrani.

	He thought that maybe he should beg it of him. That he should beg Ranvir to allow him to understand his worth on the planet Imion, core to core. 

	No… Armando couldn’t stand it in particular. The oiliness of his human pores, that vomit-worthy thing. ‘Worth’ on the planet Imion.

	Ranvir’s worth… He wanted to compare it to his own. That pulsing thing in Ranvir that Armando refused to think about. No, it wasn’t right. What Ranvir deserved was…

	That time they’d kissed in the rain, Ranvir had come close to him. He’d pressed a hand against Armando’s face first. Armando wouldn’t remember it.

	Armando thought that he should’ve been the one who was lost. Not any piece of Ranvir’s heart around him. Not Antonio.

	His Red core wouldn’t stop its pulses. The Three’s Council and Balam Cassander were well-aware. This Psyche wouldn’t be one to ignore, with the unthinking power of 15 billion people’s minds that rang out in despair everywhere.

	“A pathway between the Boundless and the Imion within our true galaxy has reappeared, raising alarm bells in the Three’s Council,” Balam Cassander’s solid voice took over the building as the class began to stream into the room, like the seas in-between within Armando’s dreams. Ranvir, nearer to the door, turned away from him, walking beside one of his only true friends, Skye Abara.

	Balam went on, “There is a Psyche rapidly incoming from the Boundless region of planet Earth. That on its own labels it a Red Alert threat, when we are on our own unable to contact Earth. Psyche that can breach the Galactic Titans’ wards are….”

	“Hey, space cadet,” cut in a familiar voice. Even as she brushed by him, the woman from Las Princesas—no, her latest location had been her ancestral home Seora of the midlands—Armando tried to keep his gaze from meeting her sharp silver. “You’re gonna be left standing out on your own again. Who are you waiting for, Lana Caldera? She already headed in with Héctor. Don’t you dare ruin all my carefully-made plans again, man. Let’s go.”

	

	✿

	

	At the edge of the Boundless, Armando fell from the illusory gray skies to sheer cliffs below.

	It felt like nanoseconds passing in place of half a minute. It felt like years passing in place of thirty seconds.

	The way it always did.

	His wings, made of space and stardust, stretched, becoming a part of the sky. Galaxies appeared and dropped out of view as he swooped, rose, then dove again.

	It was a part of him. A part of his paternal family’s abilities—to be a personification of space and shadows upon their home planet, Imion. 

	The only place they weren’t allowed to reach was deep space.

	Except for the rare few.

	The stars that sung so far away, across space and time…

	Armando gathered the energies within himself, something iridescent and bright, and aimed it at the immense neck with nothing in it other than clear and pouring water, crawling blindly through the valley below. It towered for many kilometers above it.

	The clear and pouring waters of the monstrous Psyche, who seemed to be headed where it dreamt of going.

	Out of the Boundless and its spirit realms; back to reality. Back to the true planet Imion within the galaxy.

	Near the breach back to reality, it was the most similar to the actual planet within the galaxy. The greatest difference lay in the seas in-between—which rushed, quietly, like an atmosphere—like airy waters without weight all around them.

	A wintering gray-green valley spread out down below. Its surrounding cliffs towered with peaks higher than in many planets. The gray skies stretched endlessly. There was a pathway to reality lying upon the floor of the valley, emanating from an everyday humanoid item that held too great a power for it to make sense—maybe a compass or a journal. He thought that that one particularly sharp girl in their class would surely handle the situation with ease. Not allowing the door that spun forth from the everyday item to be breached.

	In the surroundings of the Psyche, illusions bloomed through the mists of its pouring waters, showcasing a theatrical performance by imaginary characters who looked strange and weeping, and yet… For a towering body that crushed everything in its path… For a body that bled flowers from its violet-colored cuts which ran through different areas, with those flowers draining any living humanoid they touched of their actual, oxidized blood… These illusions were strangely non-threatening, so gentle, almost as clear as a memory.

	No—it really wasn’t only illusions with this one— 

	A memory blinded Armando.

	Someone kind and too caring. Not a parent, or elder, or a brother or sister. Someone who would reach for him regardless, stressing over how much risk he took in the arena—

	Armando’s head suddenly clamored, ringing with pain. He flailed back, lashed by something that felt too real.

	You were so kind to me. Those few who died, and at the end of it, there was only you left. We only had each other, until…

	When he opened his eyes, an enormous palm—two kilometers wide and with the weight of an arm behind it five kilometers long—was coming down to splatter him. 

	This was the trouble of aligning the self to be attuned to these beings and the Boundless. Trying to keep the Psyche from manifesting such a form too deeply into their fabric of reality was the goal above all others, and yet, under the gray hand crawling with all his father’s angelic Spectral eyes that loomed above Armando’s entire form—all his shadows—

	So he’d die this quickly. Before his father could force him into any more cruel ploys.

	Someone flew along the edge of his vision.

	He felt—an arm, sliding slightly through the outer loci of his magic, invisible to the human eye unless made otherwise—and he allowed the arm to reach through it, to his body, in the sliced fraction of a second, grabbing him seconds prior to that hand much larger turning him into organic material in all his planes of existence.

	They swept far and high, back up near the stratosphere. There was a feminine voice speaking, imposing and clear, yet strangely easygoing in her diction. There was a masculine voice responding to her, with laughter in his tone, yet strangely distant in his presence. Gathering his strength again, Armando raised his body off of the back of the gigantic feathery Beast of Abandon beneath him, peering forward blearily, and found the exact two classmates he hadn’t wanted to see at all.

	The dreadful duo, Soyeon and Ranvir. Beloved by their teachers, renowned in some way or another among their peers, like a villainous pair in some children’s cartoon, their entire existence screamed personality.

	Soyeon Rah, from the technological powerhouse Seora in the midlands, between verdant Nelavenir of the Lotus Isles and the nations near his home, sun-blessed Citaatlco, tossed her arms back, turning to glance at him for a moment. She had a certain air about her—dark bob cut hair framing the face of a relaxed young woman, skintone contoured with a warm sienna cast, like a reflection of the second moon, and darker along the neck. A beanie covered a chic haircut. Her fashion followed suit, grunge and slack, freely flowing against the wind.

	She had a silver gaze that saw into the world and his own self too easily. Piercing him with it, she winked, said something like, “Don’t worry, space cadet!” and shifted back toward whatever immediate threat she and the individual beside her had been casually discussing. 

	The individual beside her was already facing Armando.

	Ranvir Chandrani smiled lightly at him, with his forsaken eyes, muted again back near the chestnut color both he and Armando and billions of other people around the world had been born with. It was a way they connected, the two of them.

	Armando despised it.

	The rest of Ranvir radiated beauty, cut like stone and as coldly calculated. Like many of the northern and western Lotus Isles’ people, his skin was dark brown, his face clean-shaven, and his black hair often echoed dark blue instead of brown or red when the light touched its silky if short strands, the trait of many humanoids throughout the world who derived any kind of strength from the ocean.

	The undercut had more of his oceanic hair showing than was typical, despite being trimmed well on one side. The waterfall-like sweep of indigo locks danced like something from a dream. Ranvir met his gaze properly, with a guarded expression that was difficult to decipher, and soon after, flashed that infamous and ever-amiable Chandrani smile that gave away basically nothing.

	“You’re beyond lucky Soyeon got there when she did. You know that, don’t you?” he greeted him, so-very-lightly. “I got goosebumps from seeing you so near death, bastard. We really could’ve been left with the reputation of being your almost-savior.”

	Ranvir hadn’t technically said anything callous. The Chandrani family of Jowar Peaks rarely did. He’d spoken truthfully, the way the Chandranis were known to so often, infuriatingly, do—mainly among academia-guardian organizations whenever any of their progeny began to excel (until their eerily reliable downfall into adulthood), the only place they allegedly had any real influence.

	Armando smiled back thinly. “I wouldn’t purposefully place either of you in such a situation, Ranvir. I’ll work harder to not allow anything like it to reoccur.”

	He waited for Ranvir to express the words already ringing in his mind—You could’ve started today, couldn’t you?—but the ocean-bearer faltered at his reply.

	“No, that’s not— I mean. It’s… It’s good that you’re all right, Armando.” Ranvir said instead, clearing his throat, with his gaze darting between Soyeon and himself, inexplicable.

	Armando stared at him.

	A part of him wondered, wryly, if Soyeon had told Ranvir to work on his interpersonal skills. Perhaps they’d finally begun dating “in secret.” After his lips nearly slipped into a frown, he leveled his expression in time.

	“I’m…” he started.

	“Bros, they are just breaching the sunken levels! Exciting!” Soyeon hollered, grabbing Ranvir by the shoulders and shaking him without turning her head at all.

	—glad nothing like last time happened. He finished only in his mind, his head whipping back toward the changing scenery around them.

	Near the breach of reality, droplets of the Psyche’s blood became…something similar to life once more. The blood became rainbows of petals, and the petals flew into eerily humanoid forms. They were the beginnings of the multitudes of contingent Psyche that would swarm soon; their ability to distract from the monstrous and large forms of primary Psyche made them even more of a menace if not taken care of.

	One or two plopped onto a field of pallid grass by the canyons that the towering Psyche staggered past. Armando comprehended it belatedly—that there were already scores of blood droplets-turned-Psyche manifesting into the sunken levels, and that the pathway to reality would soon be in jeopardy.

	The much more humanoid shapes of those flowery tears were held back in a dance of death by only a few of their Protector’s classmates. The majority of the newborn Psyche wore millenniums-old high-class looks from planets across the galaxy—dozens of these Psyche wore the tight-waisted whale bone dresses he’d mainly seen through portraits of the planet Earth’s human Romans during class lectures, with those specific Psyche having a mask attached onto only one side of the face, and on their other side were especially powdery white petals implicating a human face, with more rainbowing petals spilling through its “eyes” and “mouth” on both sides. A number had the billowing multi-colored cloaks of the ancient people on the planet Serafa 200 light years away, the petaled faces showing the equally bright colors that textbooks said defined their skintone. Others had the royal and ceremonial styles of planet Imion’s own humanoid population from some thousands of years prior, with the vivid kaftans, saris, salar-kameez, masks, robes, and headdresses of their local empires swirling among the snowy southern Cereban empires’ once-popular asymmetrical dresses and tux styles.

	Hundreds of different looks from hundreds of different civilizations, all starting to gain true people-like characteristics, whether nails or skin or scales or feathers. Amazingly, whatever it was they gained kept rotting almost instantaneously.

	All the faces had the same “expression,” in some way or another, whether through masks of different veneers, like foxes or horned kupis, or damp trails of water and definitions among vomited petals. A laughing yet weeping expression.

	He wondered just what kind of spirit-memories they were.

	These monsters—the contingent tear-drop Psyche and the enormous headless body that towered high amid the cliffs—could unleash all hell within the true galaxy. All hell through countless humanoid-inhabited planets like Imion, Earth, Serafa and Urdine, with disease, depression, and hundreds to millions’ death. Even the headless Psyche’s stratosphere-high body dropping in and crushing every ant-like being it could find beneath it, so thoughtlessly. Ever-so-thoughtlessly.

	Not one person would allow for it.

	Their Beast of Abandon veered down on their own without any input or signal, as they were wont to do, their wings low, their mammoth-like legs tense, and their beak a chisel ready to burst through the roil of humanoid emotions.

	Ranvir leapt from their immense form down into the depths; Armando watched as the seas in-between flowed around him in a way that slowed his fall. With a furrow of concentration in his brows, Armando followed, accidentally in sync with Soyeon Rah and her determined, adventurous grin.

	While the fluctuating brightness in Soyeon’s magic was difficult for him to focus on, the invisible propulsion from her hands and feet were unmistakable. Armando followed the pathways of the seas in-between with his eyes keen on Ranvir’s movements, attentive of how his ocean magic kept up with the lively dancing leaps and falls of nearby Nelaveniran(—or were they Indian?), Sivan and Roman spirit-memories.

	Soyeon whistled. “He can dance, huh?”

	“We should follow the Protector’s protocol—”

	“Dear Goddess… Wait. No…no, no nono. What the fuck is that? Why here?” Something in Soyeon’s tone raised Armando's hackles instinctively—she’d never once given any indicator in the dozen times they’d interacted thus-far that its utter calm could alter. She’d truly been the epitome of never giving away her stress unless she realized shit was truly about to hit the fan.

	He saw it soon after.

	“Ranvir—”

	Soyeon made the move, and Armando gave her the breadth to do what she excelled at. Vapors of atmospheric nitrogen blasted, synced, and propelled in all directions below, right as the humanoid alien Viroka phalanx in all their volcanic glory—with true rock for skin rippling with lava veins, unlike any humanoid he’d met on Imion—exploded into the area that Ranvir and half a dozen other classmates occupied. In moments, Ranvir’s waves rushed alongside Soyeon’s heat-trapping abilities, and everything met in a violent clash until, in unity, she and Ranvir had managed to cool the chaotic lava into island soil, rock and minerals for kilometers and kilometers across. Soon, the entire flow of the Virokan Psyche disappeared right into aether. Some thousands and thousands of spirit-memories, gone.

	Ranvir was now focusing on a cloaked intruder among the class—running straight toward him, jumping high with scimitar in hand. Unlike the spirits, the figure had a garish Spectral loci, like a living human being. Armando had seen who they were, their oceanic waters that reflected Ranvir’s—and knew he had to react. He focused the magic in his hands in an instant—

	Right when a second unknown human Armando had been watching stalk classmates flickered behind Ranvir—their body surrounded and largely hidden away by a sphere of shadow as if…they were from Armando’s own goddamned family—and began punching toward Ranvir’s chest, a flesh-muscle-blood-and-bone humanoid fist, bearing some form of thousand-pound-density gravitational energy down into its weight—

	The call of countless stars in space heightened. Armando’s starlit arrows shot from his palms into that shadowed killer’s very being, who reacted with a gasp of pain. They resisted imploding, which couldn’t be, as if Armando’s magic could be instantaneously deciphered and dismantled by them at a molecular level.

	That would mean they were—they really were—he was—

	“Armando, would you betray him? Our father.”

	The human seconds from killing Ranvir was an Herrera of the Red Daggers. Armando couldn’t understand which relative they could possibly be; it was no one familiar to him at all.

	Armando Herrera-Rivera crashed down with his shadows rushing around him, negative hundreds of degrees of the galaxy’s freezing chill readying to aim and shred the intruders with meteorite shrapnel—within that moment, the unknown Herrera relative who’d attempted to slaughter Ranvir Chandrani exploded into ribbons of darkness, the physicality of their existence wiped…

	Like they were simply a spirit-memory.

	The unknown Chandrani progeny that Ranvir faced perceived Armando at that moment. Armando directly met the assailant’s eyes—a blade made of Imion diamen-steel gleamed a burning green, and Armando could sense it, the eagle-eyed aim for his throat—

	“No.” He almost thought he heard Ranvir’s voice.

	Ranvir’s irises glowed red like it once had to, before turning a fuchsia-pink that nearly hurt Armando to look at. Something happened to his ocean magic—a complex work that a Chandrani his age should’ve begun to “lose.” The flow of fury, fear, desperation, and an enraged scream.

	Thunder crashed down through the diamen-steel dagger; Ranvir’s waters decimated, rushing within a nanosecond from Armando to the unknown Chandrani’s cloaked figure, spinning that dagger around. The Chandrani progeny, in that split second, prioritized staying alive, and avoiding Ranvir’s electrified waves with a leap, used their own sweep of waters to retreat as fast as possible.

	That was when the previously dissipating spirit-memories of the Virokans, Serafans, Earthians, Imionians, and countless others somehow surged the moment the unknown Chandrani ran, surrounding both him and Ranvir.

	Ranvir, who’d pulled Armando forward, just as he’d reached his hand out. Armando caught the scent of lilacs as he pressed by his side; felt the steady arch of his back as he faced the hordes.

	“Don’t get so caught up trying to save a man’s life,” Ranvir shouted as a formation of mithal spirit-memories with their sharp ears and human-like features tried slamming electrified spears down. Many missed, or their power dissipated, due to their level of connection to this region of the Boundless compared to any other; others came near landing, hard, only to learn that Ranvir specialized in absorbing lightning and retaliating ferociously with the force of multiple blasts.

	“I could say the same for you!”

	“I’m not here to weigh you down, after all.”

	Armando laughed as the Virokans tried to cut off his path to Ranvir, skipping and sliding around them. “As if anyone could. Everyone knows I’m the gravitational force around here.” He tried to ignore it, how his ears picked up on Ranvir’s heaving. This fight needed to end, fast.

	Gravity… The ways in which space flowed. After his father had ripped the blood red of his eyes out with his own hands, Armando’s magic had turned strange, trying to work around it. He’d once been able to sense the flow of humanity’s emotions in their entirety. Now…

	Always, there was a single individual’s feelings heightening around him, if he allowed it, and they allowed him to sense it. Ranvir shockingly hadn’t bothered to bring his usual intricate protective wards back around himself; his emotions came close to Armando, and Armando breathed coolly alongside Ranvir’s jagged intakes and shaking outtakes, wondering if he should try to sense what lay ahead of him.

	The truth of the situation hit him at that moment. Armando held back, just as Ranvir—with leaping panic—seemed to recall something, and slammed the pathways to his “self” shut.

	“I wouldn’t try to connect, Ranvir,” he said. “I promise you. Not without your…”

	He felt a foot kick back at him lightly just as he’d begun trailing off on his reassurance.

	“Armando—just watch my damn back, will you?”

	Armando smiled and knew he could continue to fight. As boulders (and was that someone’s air magic? its movement barreled strangely, as if mimicking a sonar above water) volleyed from somewhere further away, and the Beast of Abandon crashed through the contingent Psyche with a screech-bellowing roar, Armando let the dark expand. The sight of the Milky Way stretched across the breach.

	This glorious power had never left the humanoids of planet Imion. Thousands of years after the planet Imion’s fall from grace and galactic civilization, from a locale sixty star systems strong and humanistic networks across the Milky Way, the humanoids of planet Imion were nearly back to the point of their peak as a solitary people. 

	He was a descendant of ultra-ancients.

	The oceans from across the world continued to reach them by Ranvir’s hands, and with gravity and with inertia, all the spirit-memories swept far and away from their zone within the Boundless. Yet…

	He realized then—

	Without total intention, ocean and space met, creating a night-like horizon, and they found themselves in—one more memory. It wasn’t the same as the Psyche’s, and nonetheless, it had to be related to them in some way. It made no sense, otherwise.

	A young man stood in a faraway time. There was too much Armando couldn’t comprehend about him; he could only comprehend, for the briefest instant, Ranvir’s utter confusion mixing with his.

	In the blue-bright darkness of the Chandrani caves, he seemed to be dying. Amid the mystical waters that would always pool throughout the caves shone fractal light onto every surface around them, there was an obscured humanoid body lying by the young man’s feet, with a strange reddish glow cast over their entirety. Like they were being hidden away.

	The young man’s eyes focused directly on the two of them—irises glowing the eerie fuchsia of any true red-eyed human being. The refracted blue light from the mystical waters shone upon the blood that soaked him, splotchy, dark and trickling, trailing down his mouth and down his stomach. While the man looked indigenous of either Nelavenir or the Guardian regions’ people since the eons-ago era galactic-worthy Earthians had begun to settle across the planet, something that—couldn’t be—flashed before Armando’s eyes—a vision, like a memory atop of a memory—of a black woman, smiling directly at him, with the sun nearly obscuring his vision if not for the Hermakhet Mountain towering high so far away, its skies a perpetual dawn-like cast till the fall of night.

	Protect all of them, he thought, desperately, trying to reach toward the woman, and as the vision dissipated, reaching toward the bleeding-to-death young man again, his—his son—and he felt it. The ripping apart of his own stomach, like a sickening roil. He surveyed it, and saw nothing at all staining the fabric of the Protector class’ elaborate uniform.

	That was when Ranvir staggered and fell, and began vomiting blood.

	It was the price that the Sealed among the Gods’ Eyes had to pay to utilize their eyes’ magic at all. The astra-movie-like vision flashed away, as if forced by someone—and he felt dizziness overtake him.

	So, it’d be like last time.

	A voice strayed into his ears from somewhere afar in those seconds prior to blacking out. A masculine voice he’d never heard prior to now, faint and urgent, sounding like they were at death’s door.

	“Stupid old man…will it ever change?”

	And the voice of a woman he certainly knew, for once not in control of the situation the way she’d always needed to be.

	“…Mi… Girl, I swear, I’m fine, calm th…ck d…no. I don’t understand. I can’t stand this!”

	Ah, right. Well, almost like last time.

	

	✿

	

	


Chapter 2: Ranvir of the Monsoon upon the Sea

	

	Ranvir couldn’t actually deal with it. The sea. Even as his magic sang with the roar of the waters every day.

	The doctor had explained how he’d had panic attacks again after the universal waters had receded from his healus capsule and he’d reached a state of consciousness before he could be carried out. He couldn’t remember it well.

	He’d woken again late in the afternoon about a day later, and had spent a majority of the following days staring at whatever he could that wasn’t simply sterile.

	In truth, the verdant green of Tirseas University through Ranvir’s window and its bustle of life had in the past months eased his mind far more than the Chandrani complex’s waterfalls, streams and ocean spectacles had in a long time. He felt only languor as he turned away from the infirmary window.

	Ranvir watched Armando’s movements at the other side of their room without a shift in his expression.

	Armando had been let out of his healus capsule, beginning his recuperation earlier than him. They’d still been placed in the same room of the hospital wards. He was meant to leave the next day, and some feeling in Ranvir told him he wouldn’t come back to visit him as insistently as everyone else he knew would.

	So he might’ve called it a surprise to notice Armando begin to make his way toward him, pausing at the midpoint where a separation ward had been placed, full of shifting, soothing sand-like mirav cloth fragments, woven to create elaborate holographic movement or static art, depending on the patient’s choice. He’d allowed awareness of each other by agreeing to a “blind-like” pattern, which let the both of them possibly see each other at the edges of their room for companionship during evening-time, in case Armando had later felt like walking about.

	He wondered if he had any surprise left in him.

	It’d be his choice whether or not to allow Armando in.

	Nearly a minute passed.

	With only a fraction longer of hesitation, Armando came through the space left by the tiny, intricate, singular fragments sliding away to his left, part by part and moment by moment.

	Neither of them said a word as he sat upon the chair near Ranvir’s side.

	In truth, as much as being a Chandrani necessitated it, Armando smiled much more easily than Ranvir ever had. More easily, and maybe in another life, more carefree. In this life, that ever-playing smile had long been accompanied by a brutally melancholy gaze, likely for years prior to their meeting. He never seemed to realize it, how many could see too much in his eyes, let alone sense it. Or maybe he didn’t care enough.

	Long dark hair that somehow hadn’t tangled in the past day fell down to the edge of Armando’s shoulders. Of course. Brown skin that was lighter than his, looking paler than usual, considering that he hadn’t been out in the gardens or training in a lit-up, spacious room for more than a week. 

	Armando’s eyes were amber, with the slightest hint of scarlet shimmering near the pupils. A red-eyed young man of the era; they had spoken of how humane it was compared to what had been done in the past! For the sake of the safety of a nascent, Neo-Info era society as a whole. For the sake of Ranvir’s—for the sake of all their safety. Everyone knew that curse took Reds hardest. That curse had taken thousands in the past decade, too many of them Red.

	They were an example above them all.

	On the modern Imion there existed eight Spectral Eyes human beings could be born or eventually blessed with. For some hundreds of years, the Red-eyed had been said to be the cream of the crop. Superiors within the region, above the Violet if not in totality above the Verdant. Superiority. The oily thing that never unclogged. Many continued to say it, in truth, or attempted to.

	Until these last years this world had long wanted superiority to clog his every pore. Ranvir adamantly thought he would rather choke on his own blood. He’d barely survived it, choking blood prior to the hospitalization, but he’d do it.

	He’d rather be trapped in the dark together with the already-wannabe-Protector, Armando Herrera-Rivera, with his weighty gaze and so-called beautiful smiles. 

	That headless Psyche could go forward no matter it all, so why couldn’t they? Armando would never show his true face to him anymore. Maybe he’d hate seeing it. The blood on him.

	The Herrera family of the Nine Red Daggers were an infamous bunch; they had truly and totally, in their majority, only birthed red-eyed in the past hundreds of years. They had been near-gods some centuries back, and the epitome of red-eyed benevolence, until their family had begun to be known for something else, much more blood-soaked and matching their color.

	That blood on him… That smile. Even as he’d looked him straight in the eyes back then, he couldn’t forget those tears.

	For once, Armando was unsmiling as he stared at him, and his gaze followed suit in being broody. He was as parched as ever, Armando.

	“You planning on burying me with that look?” asked Ranvir, dryly.

	Armando’s mouth fell open. To his credit, he snapped it shut immediately. Reassuringly, his eyes came alive again.

	“Well, if we’re in each other’s lives till then, hopefully after two hundred years.” As soon as he said it, Armando appeared to catch the sheer levels of embarrassment in his statement, turning his eyes away quickly like he was trying to figure out how to go back in time, maybe back to his uncomfortably narrow space in the infirmary room, or maybe back to some primal point where human interaction didn’t have to exist or matter, and he was some random fucking starfish on a beach. Of course he glanced back, too blatantly wracking his brain trying to fix it.

	Two hundred, huh? Hilarious. Ranvir’s mind didn’t match the thought with any kind of discernibly-related emotion.

	“Well, haha. Well. I mean, if we wind up working in the same—” Armando began.

	“Armando, why did you come over here?” He wondered if his own voice came off too detached.

	“I was…” Armando tried for one of his own smiles, the ones that were never as sculpted as they could be, with vulnerability showing in their cracks. “I mean, I can… I mean, with my magic, I… I was wondering if…”

	He trailed off, obviously realizing his mistake at that moment.

	Armando Herrera-Rivera, with his warm embrace of the shadows and its doors, the doors that could reach for so many potential paths if they reached back, and if he put his mind to it. His whole existence took up reaching for the stars in space. When this magic of the dark had little energy to spare for anything else, somehow within it there’d turned out to be insane healing capability. Ranvir had seen it himself—the day he’d brought Yunuen Cassander back from the brink of death.

	Somewhere in the depths of the ocean he’d begun drowning in a long time ago, Ranvir knew he’d only survived for a reason. Their mere-instant connection had, in that moment, spread the whiplash between the two of them. Armando’s magic had reacted instinctively, in turn.

	And yet, when it came to that twin of his… No. Ranvir shouldn’t even think of it.

	For his legendary feats in physical and emotional healing alone, many Reds in the surrounding regions had begun to look to Armando with fervor, not only with the ostensibly exhilarating thought of his being a part of the recently-budding redemption for the Herrera of the Red Daggers’. It was as a Red representative who would change their future course merely with his cool gaze and alchemical propensity.

	This had been, of course, before he had very graciously volunteered to have the Red torn out of him the previous year. 

	Armando’s father had reported it as such.

	There had been rage throughout population centers around the world when the Sealings had begun, and when it came to Armando, silence for a time after. Ranvir knew people were rallying around his family once again, particularly his older brother and sister. Now Armando stood at the brink within the class of the Protector.

	Ranvir felt his mouth turn to ash, and he turned from Armando’s hands. Armando had already begun to stand again, sliding those hands down against his own pants and giving Ranvir the last of his smiles as he started to walk away. Ranvir told himself he wouldn’t miss them for the little while he was away from the Protector’s class.

	“Never mind it, Ranvir. I wasn’t thinking ahead.”

	“Armando.”

	Armando stopped. When he met Ranvir’s eyes again, Ranvir didn’t let himself waver.

	“When we were kids, we never met. I just thought you were… No.” Ranvir breathed. “It’s true that I don’t want any one person just easing my mind for me with magic. Even so, I’ll never regret it, being at your side that day. I don’t know if I can ever pay you back… No, I will. Just don’t fucking run off on me for a hundred years. Face me again.”

	Whatever fell out of his mouth felt inadequate. But in that moment and in that time, it seemed to light up some quiet, wavering solace in both of them.

	“I won’t run.” Armando murmured.

	Ranvir accepted it.

	As the evening bled lilac and indigo into the night, turning dark with three of its six moons shining bright across the skies, Ranvir finally asked for the blinds to be closed, and aware of Armando sleeping not too far away from him, fell asleep surprisingly fast.

	In his dreams, there was a black woman adventuring somewhere out in space. This woman he had never met in his life, for some reason, in his dream…he knew exactly who that person had been, so long ago.

	

	✿

	 

	


Chapter 3: Rajani who Meets the Souls of the Sea

	
	Imion, Lazul, and Riva. The three blue jewels of the Ranna System. There had once been another era…an era in which humans had explored and absorbed knowledge from across expansive scopes of the galaxy. In it, the Ranna System’s humans had once been at the height of human civilizations, starting from somewhere around 70,000 years prior. Yet, in the 10,000 years after The Fall of the system, Rajani knew: as had been written up as recently as five years back, and accessible only via the Universal Libraries within the Chandrani family’s secret Universal Linking—a connection to the galaxy that was admittedly only one-way, now—they were now one of the most isolated among once-surpassingly advanced civilizations throughout the galaxy.

	“…if they live.” She remembered the crackling soundbyte they’d found originating from the unreachable planet Urdine within their former sixty-systems, archived 9945. “As is well-known at this point, this has been increasingly difficult to confirm over the millenniums. The last known contact with the Ranna System was…”

	Within this long era, if near the end of the Ranna System’s now-lost civilization before The Fall, the ancient Planetary League’s Trine-Planetes Institutes had been established alongside several other education anchorages throughout the world in cooperation with planet Lazul and planet Riva. It had resulted in lavish sprawls of schools and universities dotting all three, and one of the most esteemed among them was the university districts within the Starfall Sea’s oceanic scope that had rivaling reflections in Imion
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