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Prologue
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The Watcher

The person who found Elysia watched all. 

Their existence was written in ink, spoken in tongues, grown by hopes and dreams.

They saw the single road of the past and understood far too much. They saw the branching paths of the future and comprehended little. 

They had the power to hide Elysia away and keep danger out; the power to open the borders and let refugees in. They chose who entered and who didn’t, who lived and who died. 

But every now and then, they chose wrong.

#
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Chapter One
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Invitation

Over time, Thea had learned to listen to the trees. Not for voices, but for the hush of their leaves as the wind blew through them. Their crinkling dances and rushing whispers, when too agitated, often warned of a storm, of a danger unseen yet approaching. That was what she was doing now, listening. Recognizing that the trees around her knew that a storm was coming, recognizing that she might be that storm. 

She had landed on this planet two months ago, having done a bit of world hopping as the pilots back in her days with the Khuoli Empire would call it. Bouncing across the multiverse, planet to planet, universe to universe, with the hope that without an obvious goal, she might find a way to finally cover her tracks and disappear for a couple decades. Thea knew what she was really doing though. 

Running. 

Leela would’ve said that was too simple a term. She would’ve called it something silly, like forced extended travel across the multiverse. At one point, when they were lounging on a small beach planet in a universe a little too close to their old empire for Thea’s liking, she’d called it an ‘unexpected vacation with no foreseeable end.’ 

That was the first time that Thea could remember laughing. Leela’s earnest expression with her forehead all crinkled up and her mouth so thin and set, and yet her eyes sparkling with tears when a laugh forced its way out of Thea’s throat and Thea had been so startled she’d wondered at first if she had choked on the sweet, caffeinated drink she’d been sipping, something Leela had insisted she try while they lounged outside that little touristy café watching kids zip past on their hoverboards and rollerblades against a background of sand an ocean.

Thea was distracting herself though, distracting herself from the unease that the trees around her conveyed. They were a variety she did not recognize, something green and leafy, but a little too tropical looking for the cooler climate on this part of the planet. Mixed in them were large, fungal-looking structures that had the appearance of trees, their gills spread out rather than contained within a protective cap. Occasionally, she spotted a needled tree, though with bright red needles rather than the typical dark green that she was accustomed to. Thea had chosen this planet because of its remote location—right at the edge of the known multiverse, in a galaxy that had only just begun to be explored. Away from all the people who feared her and hunted her because of her Empire days, to what she had hoped would be a little bit of peace.

And yet even this very forest that she had never encountered before seemed to be leaning away from her, the gills and needles and broad leaves hissing softly at her. 

Thea sighed and ran a hand through her short dark hair. She had read somewhere that planets had at least a middling consciousness, but only now did she wonder if it was actually true or if perhaps she was truly going mad in her long life. She’d been reading up on Xenyth-19t at the time, a planet now long gone, and its inhabitants. Leela had been curious about familiars at the time, one of her many obsessions that Thea had indulged, and so they’d taken a risk to visit one of the largest libraries in the Khuoli Empire and spent hours just lounging on the cushions there, reading about many different topics...

Thea gave herself a shake. She needed to focus. She had a decision to make, a decision that meant choosing to continue running for the rest of her life until someone inevitably killed her or stopping. Going somewhere, settling down, and never setting foot out of that universe, maybe off the planet she ended up on. 

Focusing had been hard lately. She knew there were side effects for anyone who traveled across the multiverse for too long, for anyone, especially hominids who lived as long as she had. Memory loss was a big one—some species of people, hominid and not, had the brains to store more long-term memory than average, but Thea had learned quickly that she did not. She was not sure what species she actually was—that had been blown away like the rest of her childhood. Just that her species had been a normal hominid one—the typical two arms, two legs, one head. 

No one else had accused her of being something either. Thea was tall for a hominid, tall in the way that ancient trees often were, with the rough, battered surface to prove her age and resistance. She had a leathery, square face, with pronounced cheekbones and nose with a slight kick in the middle where it had once been broken and not healed properly. Her skin was the dark brown color and texture of tree bark as well, though more like the bark of a young tree, smooth rather than wrinkled, rough only in its lack of proper care. Cut-off sleeves, threads charred to avoid coming apart completely, revealed the long and spiraling tattooed feathers that began at her wrists and stretched to her shoulders, and further under her coat. A keener eye would’ve noticed that the tattoos on her muscled arms were actually long flourishes of tiny letters in the language of magic, a series of loops and swirls and hooks that looked nonsensical to an untrained eye. Thin, but sturdy armored plates were tied to her forearms with strips of dirtied, frayed cloth. Though it appeared otherwise, her gloves were actually fingerless, and her fingertips were blackened by gunpowder. The stench of that gunpowder clung to her skin, her coat, her loose, dark pants, her thick-soled boots, her cropped, curly hair, and the gray filter mask hanging loosely around her neck. No matter how much Thea tried to hide it, she always smelled of gunpowder.

The signs of her heritage were in what was left of her yellow right eye, almond-shaped with a narrow black iris. The left eye was entirely covered by an eyepatch, with a few scars peeking out to betray the damage done long ago in her past. Thea did not know what culture or planet she might share, but she suspected they must at least share her wiry, muscled build and square jaw and thick lips. Maybe her smaller ears as well, and her frizzy black hair that would really curl if she let it grow out, these she might share with someone far away. But Thea preferred to keep it short to avoid getting it pulled in a fight. 

She pulled at the edges of her long, tattered coat, adjusting it to distract herself, give herself something to do. The truth, she realized, was that she was a little... not fearful, no, but unnerved, to stop running. To go somewhere she wouldn’t be able to leave. To grow old in a single place and finally, after centuries of running, die. The thought made her uncomfortable, not dying but the thought of stopping, and she adjusted the alchemical belt that crossed over her shoulder but under her coat. Just to not have to think about it. 

Leela would have laughed at her. Who would be more afraid of settling down than dying? She would have teased in her musical, deep voice, her bright violet eyes as wide as her toothy grin. But then again, Thea had never been afraid of dying. She hadn’t realized what her actual fear was until much later, after they’d run off together.

Thea suddenly felt a heaviness that she knew now to be grief and her straight, soldier-trained posture faltered. Strange how even after lifetimes of holding it, letting it slowly slide away, the weight could strike her so suddenly as it did now. If only Leela were here. Leela would’ve been so fascinated by Elysia, the idea of going there, of getting to see this planet that was lauded as a safe haven for anyone seeking refuge from the various multiuniversal empires that rose and fell again and again. Leela would’ve known what to say to help her move past her indecision. 

The scarred skin around her eyepatch, visible because of how pale it was compared to the rest of her face, was itchy. Thea fought the urge to scratch because she knew it would just make it worse. 

Elysia. That was where, supposedly, she was headed next. Where Thea would settle down and just live. She had heard whispers of Elysia for ages, even as part of the Khuoli Empire. The empire had stretched across over fifty percent of the known multiverse in its time, centuries ago, had amassed more wealth, resources, and knowledge than any other empire of its time, thanks to its ruthless warmongering and trade deals, so of course the rumors of Elysia had been around even then. 

A universe that had cut itself off from the rest, despite there being no known technology available that could do such a thing. The universe is a big place after all, with many easy points of entry, and that was a large part of why Elysia was such a popular rumor. 

Elysia was supposedly that universe, free from the tyranny of the multiuniversal wars constantly raging between the various multiuniversal empires that struggled to get more territory and power. No proof of its existence, but now and then, a person would mysteriously disappear and never return. 

Thea had always scoffed at the rumors because there were plenty of powers in the multiverse that could make a person vanish, because if the technology or magic or combination thereof to cut off an entire universe existed, surely some empire would have discovered it by now. 

And yet. 

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small paper envelope, already carefully ripped open, ghosts of her black fingerprints staining the rich cream surface

Proof of Elysia’s existence, or at least the possibility of it. Around one of her wrists was the unhooked bracelet that had arrived in an honest-to-goodness paper envelope. Just there on her doorstep, looking as innocent as a bomb. She’d done every bit of magic she knew to see if it was spelled, even tested it for poison, because paper was never used for anything but magic these days, if it was used at all. Paper was too flimsy, too easily destroyed, but it was an excellent medium for magic. Everything else these days was digital.

Even some magic was digital these days. Thea knew the rules of magic only because she’d researched magic in order to find every potential counter to her own, to understand what her empire’s enemies might throw at her. People either drew free magic from the excess energy all around them in the air, from the atoms bouncing off each other and channeled it into some sort of medium in order to wield it. Or they had access to whatever magic was in their souls, however little or excessive that might be, and could directly wield it. Most could do much of one and little of the other. A few were balanced between the two, a balance that was difficult to strike. From there, the categories grew extensive, from elemental based magic—fire, water, earth, and air—to metal and paper working magickers who channeled magic into weapons of those sorts, to healers who channeled the magic in their own blood to heal others. Some cast spells with words or motions or both, some wrote spells on the ground hence the actual language of magic, some used blood, others sang their spells, some could wield shadows like an element, some could write out spells like they were computer programs—the result of Thea’s research was that it never really ended, and she found herself still learning new things about magic. Like that is was entirely possible for an innocent paper envelope to appear on her porch without triggering any of her usual defenses.

Thea had learned magic’s limits too, some the hard way over the years, some through study.  

Some things couldn’t be avoided, like death. There were some diseases that even a healer couldn’t heal. And there were some things, like the Void between universes, that could never be understood. But of course, there were other typical limits—channeling magic, no matter what kind, exhausted the user. It took decades to build up a proper well of stamina, to channel magic in a way that didn’t use all your reserves at once. 

Thea knew she fell in a medium between elemental and alchemical, and mildly computer-program like type of caster, mixing language between writing and speaking, depending on what exactly it was she was doing. She wielded an explosive subset of fire elemental magic either directly with a thought, which was a magic mainly tied to her Familiar, and she could also channel her magic into various alchemical powders, creating different effects that way. 

Like most people, she could sense magic, even just a little, usually as a sensation on her skin. Like right now, she was feeling her own magic building, warm and familiar. 

Thea should have easily been able to scan the envelope and find any type of magic programed into it, any sort of spell attached to it. And yet this paper envelope wasn’t rigged to explode or kill her in some other way, and though she triple-checked her wards and her scanners, no other ships or portals had entered this planet’s atmosphere since she’d arrived. It should’ve been easy to catch someone putting an envelope on the porch of her ramshackle wooden cabin, and yet she’d found no trace. As far as her spells and security measures were aware, the envelope had not been there, and then suddenly, it was. Not even a blip in the frames. Even her protective circles were untouched. 

If it had come here by magic, then it had appeared by a magic that even she did not understand or had not encountered yet, and that in itself was a warning not to mess with such a thing. 

Inside the envelope had been that bracelet, which she recognized, and a slip of heavy paper decorated like a fancy invitation, with handwriting that she did not recognize, in a sparkling, green ink.

You are cordially invited to join Elysia. You have twenty-four hours to make your decision before the coordinates will be automatically erased from the locator. 

There had been nothing else. No signature, no explanation. No instructions on how to get there. Perhaps that was part of a test for candidates to join the world. Or perhaps the Sender had known that Thea, despite her lack of engineering skills, could throw together a makeshift portal frame with the right motivation. That thought was more than a little eerie, one she did not like to entertain, just like the thought that they had access to a type of magic that she could not understand.

The skin around her bad eye was burning. Thea gave in and scratched, providing herself with temporary relief. 

And yet, and yet and yet. 

Leela would’ve loved the adventure. That was what had made Thea put on the bracelet, snapping the two ends together around her wrist, even as caution kept her frozen still in front of the clumsy portal frame she’d put together, powered by her old ship’s engine, which was grumbling distantly. Thea could power portals through magic, but it was exhausting, and she wasn’t very good at it. Better to use what resources she had and what knowledge she’d gotten from Leela on how to jerry rig a portal. 

Thea crossed her arms, still holding the envelope and letter in one hand, and glared at the makeshift portal as if it were to blame for her indecision. Not her best work, but she’d only had her own ship to raid for parts. Ships were great for traveling through space, but not across the Void that connected the multiverse. As far as Thea was aware, no one knew how the void of space and the Void between universes differed. Or why. All they knew was that when a ship went into space, it had little trouble traversing the stars. Things that went into the Void—not a portal through the void but the Void itself that connected and separated universes—those things never came out. And the material needed to travel them was vastly different. Odirite would have been better for a portal, but odirite wasn’t great for spaceships. Too heavy despite its durability, and this planet was too remote and uncharted to have any odirite mines, if there was odirite here.

Her clumsy portal seeped into the air, the void leaking into matter, pulling at her skin, tugging her forward with the quiet hiss of sweet nothing. Already the portal’s frame, with all its metal and wires and thick tubes, had a fuzzy look to it. The tattered edges of her black coat flapped vaguely in the direction of the portal. Thea rubbed her arms where they were exposed to the cold air. A rare occurrence for her, to feel cold, but the Void took all—light, heat, matter. And it always surprised her how quiet multiuniversal portals were. She always expected them to be loud as many powerful engines often were, but there was only a gentle hum of machinery, and even that often got sucked away with the heat and light, leaving only an eerie silence in its wake.

Thank you Leela for showing me how to quickly build a portal in a pinch. 

But then again, Leela had always been more prepared to run than Thea had. Thea had just been an unexpected addition to her plans. 

If she were here, she’d have come up with a much better solution than this.

The orange sun of this system finally crested over the trees, its rays warming her back. The glow should have reflected off the portal frame, but the void grasped at that too, so the metal was dull where it should have shone. The interior of the portal frame was dark and colorless, but her brain told her eyes there was something swirling there, even though there was nothing. The average brain, no matter what species, did not like looking at something it could not comprehend. 

She felt a shiver dance on the hairs of her arms and rubbed them again.

Perhaps this was a trick. That was what Thea had thought at first. Elysia was a place for the refugees, not the people who had turned others into refugees. She was well aware that she was not worthy of this. Unconsciously, she looked down at her gloved hands. So much hypothetical blood spilled by those hands. Her methods had rarely left any bodies to bleed. 

Another life, that. One where she lived under the rules of the Khuoli empire, where the only real reason they had expanded so much was because no one could stand against Thea. They had started her small, just a small contingent of soldiers on a planet that was undergoing a civil war with a few countries teaming up against the other countries. Khuoli wanted to tip the scales one way in exchange for fealty of that side. That had been a stealth mission, where Thea was sent with a small group for backup, to infiltrate and assassinate the leaders of that side. Back then, her control had not been so good. Thea found herself quite suddenly in a crater rather than a heavily fortified compound with no backup left, and her assignment finished. The extraction team had all piled into the front of the ship, leaving her to sit quietly in the cargo hold alone after that.

And it had only scaled up from there. Armies falling on barren wastelands under a barrage of what to them must have looked like falling stars. Whole cities curling into a mushroom cloud that reached into the atmosphere. A planet exploding from the inside out. An armada of spaceships crushed between the celestial bodies on either side of it. And then what the Khuoli Empire had rejoiced in the culmination of power while they watched a star consume its entire solar system...

Fire was a very, very loose term for what Thea could do. 

I left that behind a long time ago. Maybe they’ve forgotten.

Thea sighed, unconvinced, and rubbed the silver band on her wrist. The locator bracelet was her least favorite way to travel, even though it was technically the most secure. Coordinates were preloaded into the metal band, rather than the portal itself, and made it difficult to track the wearer. If there were no coordinates however, in the bracelet or the portal, she would simply step into the Void, and that was not a pleasant way to die. Or at least, it supposedly was not. No one really knew what happened, seeing how nothing came back. Even magic could not reverse death.

She’d checked the bracelet over. It appeared legit. Multiple times, Thea had done the calculations in her head and the odds of a trap were low. If anyone from the old or new multiuniversal empires had the technology to sneak past all of her defenses, then she’d be dead. This would be an incredibly elaborate game just to kill her. 

I’m... so tired of trying to play everyone else’s games, Thea realized suddenly as she twisted the bracelet. I’m tired of traveling. Tired of running. Whether it’s legit or not, I don’t care. I’m going. 

Thea double-checked her makeshift portal to ensure it was still... marginally stable. She was going to need to add an automatic shut-down and detonator to it, to make sure it didn’t ruin the planet, or to ensure no one who came to this planet in years or decades wondered what a portal frame was doing here. Then she headed towards her makeshift cabin and packed her things into her satchel. It wasn’t much, just a reusable water canteen, a bit of dried food, mostly nutrient bars, which would keep for years, a spare set of clothes, a few weapons. Thea preferred to use flexible weapons, like throwable daggers. Sure they were better as projectiles, but they did damage in close quarters in a pinch. Her coat was littered with pockets hiding daggers. She double checked the filter on her oxygen mask, just in case Elysia didn’t have an atmosphere she couldn’t breathe. It would be uncommon—most planets that had developed intelligent and conscious life had developed the typical oxygen-nitrogen atmospheres, no matter where in the multiverse they were. But the mask had the added benefit of filtering out any gasses or toxins that someone might want to surprise her with on the other side of the portal. 

There wasn’t much else she really wanted from the cabin. Despite her ability to make a portal, that was all she really could do. Most of her security measures were magic—she wasn’t much good with technology. The lifeform, heat, and UV scanners had come from her ship and would be too much to take her. All of her recording devices came from the ship too and wouldn’t perform well without a power source. Electronics, unless they were some sort of military weapon or device, had always eluded Thea’s understanding, something that Leela had also found funny. She’d always tried to get Thea to understand how they worked but Thea just couldn’t do it. 

She would also find all my precautions funny as well, but she’d understand why I took them. She would’ve taken care of the technology-based stuff and let me handle the magic stuff.

She would’ve probably made a much more stable portal too. If I’d shown her this, she would’ve scolded me up and down on all the things I got wrong and how dangerous they are. Then deactivated it, built it from scratch, and insisted that she go through first to make sure it was safe, even though I’d just go through anyway before she could.

Thea sighed then headed out on the porch. As soon as she stepped off, she reached out to her familiar, who was nestled within her soul. Her tattoos glowed as her familiar responded, understanding her intentions. The glow grew brighter until it was almost blinding, and then a large firebird with a wingspan that rivaled Thea’s height burst from her arms and back, shooting straight for the cabin, leaving only the impression of delight and a slight chill. She always felt a little chilly when Omen wasn’t with her. 

With a cry of delight, he launched himself at her makeshift wooden cabin, consuming the entire thing in a blaze so high it rivaled the trees.

Thea had had Omen for as long as she could remember being with the Khuoli empire. Familiars were an extension of one’s magic, a way to power it up and protect it at the same time. They were more common with soul magickers like Thea. She barely remembered the day they’d brought her a bird and told her to bind it to herself. 

From that binding, Omen was born. He was entirely made of magic, her magic. A part of her very soul. Theoretically, a familiar could be anything, but it was usually a physical object that, once bound, could be stored in the magicker’s soul. One group of people that Thea had... heard of... apparently had bound themselves to their planet, but she wasn’t really sure how that worked, and to be honest, she wasn’t sure if it was actually true or just an exaggeration. If it did work, then they wouldn’t be able to leave—you couldn’t be separated from your familiar for long. Regardless, familiars were meant to be a piece of the magicker, sharing all their emotions, feelings, thoughts, and the like.

Though ever since she’d started traveling with Leela, Omen had been developing a bit of his own personality. 

Right now, he was currently reducing her horrible wooden cabin to ashes and playing with the resulting flames, snapping at them like toys to chase. The blaze spat on the nervous forest around it. Needles showered the flames, causing it to burn brighter and mixing the stench of burned wood with sap. Omen’s long shape snuggled in the conflagration. Within minutes, the cabin was just ashes and tall flames, a nest perfect for a firebird. 

But they didn’t have time to nest.

“Omen.”

He ignored her. Thea sighed. She didn’t need to speak loudly. Omen heard her no matter where he was, but by the Creator, he’d become ever more stubborn and unwilling to listen to orders. As he was a reflection of her soul, Thea had to wonder if that said something about her. 

She could’ve just destroyed the cabin herself, but he’d been so antsy lately, and she’d wanted to give him a chance to let loose. But now, it was time to go.

Thea whistled. Her familiar jerked upwards and cooed in a low, unhappy way. He didn’t get to use magic nearly as much, nor fly as freely as he would’ve liked. This was a rare release, and he wasn’t eager to travel again. Neither of them liked portal travel much. Each universe crossing was a mess of new scents and sounds and sensations that occasionally made them both sick. But Thea needed to go now before she started to question herself again, or she knew she’d never step through that portal. 

“I know, bud. I know.” She held out her arm, slightly bent but parallel with the ground so he would have an easier time landing on her. 

Omen stretched his wings and lazily flapped upwards. Fire spilled off of the bird’s long feathers as he flew over to her shoulder. His long feathery tail snaked around her waist when he landed. He nipped her ear with his long, toothed beak, a sign of affection. After weeks of this, her ears were calloused, and she barely felt the pinch. Thea scratched his head in response, just behind a plume of feathers. He leaned into her touch.

“This will be the last crossing. Promise.”

The bird blinked his long dark eyes. She could feel that he wasn’t convinced, but she wasn’t entirely convinced either. Still, whether they ended up in Elysia, or this was a trap, and they were flung into the Void, it would likely be their last crossing.

“Are you ready?”

Omen chirped and lightly headbutted her. He wasn’t enthusiastic about the crossing, but he was eager to stop traveling. Birds were nesting creatures, a base instinct that Omen hadn’t forgotten even if he wasn’t close to being a normal bird.  

She felt, rather than saw, the firebird’s body flash with light, felt the heat of him sinking into her skin, making the tattoos along her arms and back glow a soft, sunset orange. She visibly relaxed as the warmth spread through her, giving her strength. Her familiar nestled deep within her soul, not quite sleeping, but not fully separate from her either. She would need his strength for this part. Familiars were a bit of a power up that came at a cost—separated too long and they would both grow weak, possibly to the point of death. Together, they were strong, but not quite as flexible as when they were apart, where Omen could act on his own. 

Besides, he’d be much safer during the crossing, staying within her. 

“Alright,” Thea murmured to herself. She leaned down and picked up a heavy satchel at her feet, slung it over her shoulder. She checked her belongings over for the third time. All her vials were in place, ready to be flicked opened at a moment’s notice. The hidden pockets of her coat still held her small knives and other tools. The little pouch on her belt was nearly full of gunpowder. Her satchel had plenty of dried food, a spare blanket and eye patch and spare of clothes, and the small, thin journal that she had been carrying for most of the life that she could remember. 

Thea briefly rested her fingers on the cover of the journal, feeling the warmth of the magic in its pages. She remembered watching Leela bent over the journal, carefully weaving together magic as she put page after page into the leather binding, her small hands making complicated patterns in the air with each page that she added. A familiar sight in spaceship cargo holds, in little tents and boarding rooms, on balconies and in basements, wherever they’d managed to find a place to rest. 

“No more stalling.” 

She pulled the oxygen mask over her mouth and nose and secured the straps with the magnetic snap on the back. Then she walked around the perimeter of her landing site, including what remained of her cabin and ship, drawing a sort of circle, but at several points, pausing to drop a brief spell, murmuring softly a repeated chant under her breath to keep it each bit of magic check until the circle was complete. When she returned to the makeshift portal, she snapped her fingers and spoke the final part of the spell that would start the ten-second timer on these magical equivalents of explosives that she had planted all around the area, connecting them all to the portal itself. It was a long and complicated sentence of meaningless syllables and sounds, but when she stopped, there was a sense that she had not finished, like a song with the ending chopped off, the final word lingering on her tongue, the orchestra hanging on to the conductor’s every twitch, wondering where that last note was...

Then, without a second thought, she activated the bracelet by clicking its ends together, properly securing it around her wrist. The bracelet glowed an electric blue. Satisfied, Thea entered the portal. In theory, and Thea was rarely wrong, there would be a ten-second gap between the moment she stopped saying the spell, and the moment where the spell was supposed to go off. But it wouldn’t. The power instead would keep building and building, drawing in energy from the ship’s engine and the portal itself, still reaching for that last unsaid word that should have been there, struggling to find release and finding no conceivable outlet until finally it was too much. All that would be left would be a crater in the forest, one so large it would appear more likely to have been caused by a large meteor strike rather than a person.

Thea estimated that she actually had about sixty seconds before that actual explosion happened, but this type of spell, leaving that ending chopped off, was a bit unreliable. So she stepped through the portal as soon as the bracelet was active, and so she did not actually see whether or not the spell finally exploded, destroying any trace of her particular presence on the planet. Had she stayed behind to watch, she was quite certain she wouldn’t survive. Moving forward gave her at least a chance at survival, and so she stepped through the portal without waiting to see if the explosives would work. 

But she was almost certain that they would. Thea’s spells rarely failed. 

#
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Interlude: 

Isleen

AT THE SAME MOMENT that Thea stepped through her makeshift portal, a single person in Elysia stirred, a person buried deep within one of Elysia’s few prisons. She stirred because as soon as Thea stepped foot in Elysia, she smelled a magic that was familiar to her—a magic smelling of gunpowder and sulfur—and her nose never proved her wrong, even down in this hell hole. 

In the depths of Elysia, there was a wide, metal-plated cavern. In the bottom of this cavern was a lake of tar, though the entire place dripped with the viscous substance, as if the tar had crept up the walls just to fall from the ceiling. The lake’s surface stirred, as if some great creature swam through its depths, though what could possibly survive in such an environment would be beyond understanding. Only the mechanisms that held up the small, box-like cell suspended in the middle of the cavern were untouched. They shone in the watery grey light. Hundreds of chains and widgets held not only the cell aloft, but also the bridge between the cell and the landing for an absent elevator. There were only two windows on the cell, one on the side facing the drop bridge, the other on the opposite side. Both were covered with bars made of the same, metallic substance. 

The only sound was the slow drip. 

Drip. 

Drip. 

An ever-present, maddening, echoing, drip.

The cell’s only occupant who smelled Thea’s arrival long before anyone else would even know she was there, had been counting those drips when that faint stench drifted into her nose. 

She had the look of having once been good-looking, the sort of beauty found in princesses, with an oval face and high cheekbones and curves that, had she been wearing the right clothes, would have appealed to most. Uncounted time spent in the cell had drained all of that luster away. Her waxy, pale skin clung to her high cheekbones and perfect nose, that, combined with her tall height and lanky build, made her more skeletal than hominid. Long, straggled hair fell around her shoulders and face, the color long ago tarnished by the tar that pooled on the floor of her cell. The tips of her ears had been cut off long ago, so they appeared flat and square at their ends rather than round or pointed as was normal of hominids. There was a layer of tar on everything in the room—the bars, the floor, the long metal board that the Warden had the nerve to call a bed. Her jumpsuit held no identifying number. It hung limply about her thin frame, making her look like a badly dressed doll that had been left to rot in a garden. 

Her eyes, however, had lost nothing. When they opened, the bright green irises seemed to glow in the darkness, two spots of color in a desaturated picture. 

She sat up slowly, her joints creaking in protest. She blinked once. Twice. Her eyes fell to her arms, where the sleeves had been pushed up. The sleeves of her jumpsuit were wrinkled and worn from being constantly pushed up to her biceps and could stretch out to cover her hands if she wanted them too. Right now, she could see her bare skin, the long, angry lines carved into them. Flecks of red stuck to the hair on her arms, but the color was nothing compared to the dark red letters all over the walls of her cell. 

She flexed her fingers, noting that there was a bit of red under her ragged nails again. Not like she was ever clean. Not like she’d ever cared. Yet for some reason, she began to pick out the flakes of gunk before the thing that had woken her startled her again.

A smell. She sniffed. It was faint, but it was the scent of a magic that she hadn’t smelled before, of someone she hadn’t smelled before. 

Or rather, she had smelled them before, she realized. Just not in a very, very long time. It was a scent that was as familiar to her as her own feathery stench of rot.

Slowly, painfully, she pushed to her feet and walked over to one of the windows by supporting herself against a wall. Two large, fleshy wings dragged through the tar behind her, what feathers left on them thin, limp. Their weight was impressive, something she had slowly gotten used to over her time in the cell. Stripped of magic, they did nothing but get in the way and make her back hurt. 

When she reached the window, she wrapped long fingers around the bars of the cell, pressed her face up against them, and sniffed again. When she pulled her head back, long marks stained her skin.

Someone new had come to Elysia and they smelled of gunpowder and death.

Death had finally, potentially, arrived.

She inhaled deeply. In the depths of her mind, something stirred, something dangerously recognizable as hope. She killed it. Hope was dangerous. Hope was what put her here. 

As she exhaled, she did something that she hadn’t done in a very, very long time.

She smiled. 

#
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Chapter Two
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Arrival

For a moment, when Thea stepped through the portal, she felt a spark of fear and regret, and she was certain that this would be the end and she would die. 

But then her foot landed on solid stone, very different from the soft earth she had been standing on seconds earlier and she breathed out with relief, stumbling only a little. On instinct, she turned to look back at the way she’d come, but the portal on this end of the multiverse was already closing up. She saw only the tell-tale colorful sparks of magic as it faded. A one-way trip. 

She also saw several green-leafed trees covered in pink blossoms all around her. 

Thea stood very still, one hand at her side ready to grab a knife, the other straying to her belt to grab one of the vials. There did not seem to be much in those trees though, just some small white and green birds flitting about their nests, their tiny antlers grazing the petals and spilling blossoms onto the ground. Various species of nectar-collectors buzzed around the flowers, paying her no attention. The atmosphere seemed to be a common nitrogen-oxygen one, at least close enough to the point where the average hominid or species could breathe it.

Thea spun in a slow circle, noting the large stone pavilion she stood on, the singular path through the trees. A funnel entrance. A smart way to protect themselves against outside threats, giving them only one way to get into the rest of the world. She spotted a few of the green birds that didn’t seem quite as... natural as the rest. Their eyes had just the tiniest red dot in them. Some sort of tech and magic combination perhaps, little observation droids.

Elysia might look pretty, but they were careful, and apparently talented. Thea had only just noticed them. Perhaps they were as paranoid as she was.

Omen grumbled within her. He wanted loose so that he could shake off the post-portal fuzz in her brain that came from shifting from one environment to an entirely different one. 

No, Thea warned. The atmosphere seemed breathable and the place welcoming, but she decided caution was her best bet. She pulled a vial full of silver powder off her belt and snapped the cap open. Not all of her tools were weapons—well most of them were—but this particular vial was filled with something that would help her find magic that was hiding from her natural sense of it.  

While she was pouring a bit of the powder into one hand, she felt a flash of heat as Omen separated from her.

“Not in front of the droids you idiot!” she hissed, even though the bright light would’ve prevented anyone on the other side of the lenses from seeing anything. Indeed, the nearest droid bird twitched, the light in its eye blinking and struggling to focus on the sudden change. A little steam rose up from the bird and Thea winced. 

Great. Not even a minute spent on this planet, and she’d already broken something. Thea grumbled under her breath, but Omen perched on her shoulder, bored by her caution. 

“I don’t know if it’s safe, featherbrain,” Thea snapped under her breath. She didn’t like people knowing she had a familiar. Some worlds outlawed them, others made it a sport to catch and kill familiars. Or just rare creatures in general, which Omen often was assumed to be if no one guessed his actual origins. Omen was part of her—if he died, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what the results would be. 

She felt his intentions before he actually enacted them. 

“Omen don’t you dare—"

Before she could stop him, the firebird flew over to the edge of the pavilion. He perched there and fixed an eye on her, expectant. His head nearly came up to her waist, and he stretched his neck so that he appeared a bit taller, letting his tail feathers sweep over the pavilion. 

Thea relaxed when no traps were set off. Omen was not stupid, far from it. Had he actually been concerned, he wouldn’t have separated from her in the first place. But Thea couldn’t let a lifetime of paranoia go. So she gently blew the powder off her glove, letting it settle in the air. If there was magic on the pavilion, then the dust would settle on it, revealing the spell and its structure. When nothing happened, she pocketed the vial. 

Omen tilted his head, and a flash of his smugness scalded her throat. He also sent her a flash of reassurance that it was safe to breath the atmosphere. He would know, being so tied together with her, if she could survive without her mask. Thea sighed and tugged the mask down, setting it back in her satchel. She took a long, deep breath and nodded to herself. She had not encountered many places with atmospheres that she could not breathe, mainly because the apparatus and oxygen tanks were expensive, and the planets were dangerous to her in other ways. But she did wonder for a moment want would happen if a refugee couldn’t breathe this atmosphere. I suppose they would account for that in some way. And this really is the most common atmosphere, at least in the known worlds. There’s still a big multiverse out there I suppose, and plenty of empires still fighting over the resources available. But still. 

“Get over here, bud. I don’t care if it’s safe; you’re staying with me. Until we’re sure,” she added when the firebird fixed her with mournful eyes. “Once we know there aren’t any rules against it, you can have a fly around.”

Though he was clearly not happy about it, Omen did flap back to her shoulder and perch there, deliberately turning his head away from her. She let him be. Hopefully, if this really was a legit invitation, he would have space to fly when they got to wherever it was they were going.

Thea made her way down the path, staying aware of her surroundings, but there were little other defenses that she could see or sense besides the occasional bird-like droid. It wound about a few times, probably twisting on purpose to make it harder for newcomers to get their bearings.

Eventually, a stone wall came into view, and she spotted the protective sigils burned into the sides, and the slight shimmer of a dome barrier above that. Impressive magic and technology, she couldn’t deny. The sigils did nothing as she approached the tall, iron-wrought gate that the path ended at, but she did notice that there was a glimpse of a city outside those walls. So the sigils might also be to keep the sound out. She would have to examine them later. 

Then it occurred to her. There would be no need to check the efficacy of the sigils. Elysia was completely protected from the outside world. The people who had chased her over the past centuries would not find her here, so long as Elysia did not let them in. There might be those who knew her here already, but the steps she usually took to keep from being followed were pointless now. 

Thea paused a little ways away from the gate and lightly touched her cheek. I... I feel... strange. 

Leela, had she been here, would have taken her hand and told her to separate it out. Emotions mixed all the time, like threads in a quilt or shirt. Thea peeled them apart. Relieved, but also... sad? Sort of empty. 

Omen nipped her ear, a little harder than usual. This one made her wince. She reached up and rubbed her ears. The callouses were gone, of course. It would take a while before they grew back. A minor change, but one that irritated her every single time she crossed the Void. They always healed when she crossed. 

Crossing from one universe to the other was another strange science that Thea had never bothered to try and understand. She knew the basics, and that was it, but it felt good to focus on them now, and not on her confused emotions. There was the first crossing, and then every crossing after, and that first crossing determined the effects of the later crossings. Whenever someone crossed from one universe to another, they reverted to whatever state—physical, age, appearance—that they had when they first crossed. There were explanations, Thea knew and exceptions. While a crossing could theoretically be used to heal an injury, like her callouses, often it was safer to cross in full health—the results of crossing while injured weren’t always reliable or pretty. 

Thea had seen them, seen the results of desperate soldiers or desperate people. Sometimes the injury was healed but something about it was never right again, or if something was stuck in the wound, then the body would revert around the debris. Not ideal. Genetic diseases could be avoided with continued crossing, but most scientists had found that the more someone with, say, an inclination to cancer tended to cross, the sooner that cancer tended to set on. And the abrupt change from elderly to young could cause major trauma to the brain, to the point where they might develop a new personality entirely. People weren’t allowed to cross after a certain age. It wasn’t an exact science, but theoretically, someone in good health, like Thea, could cross the multiverse for eternity. 

She rubbed her eyepatch. Never does heal. But it’s an old injury. 

She felt for that warm, leather-bound journal in her satchel. It glowed under her fingers, though she couldn’t see it, just felt the magic responding, mildly curious to learn what crossing had been her last. The journal gave her the reminder on cue.

Three thousand, four hundred, and seventy-two. The revelation only threw her even more off balance. She hadn’t checked in for several years. While the multiverse general marched along to the same Time, she so rarely stayed in one place that she’d lost track. Hence the journal to help her. But thinking about the journal only made her think even more about Leela, and how many of those crossings she had missed, and she didn’t want to know—

Too late. Less than a percent of those crossings were with Leela. 

Omen, sensing her spiral, nipped her ear again, much harder this time. Not enough to draw blood, but enough that she was definitely going to be feeling it for a while. 

“Alright, alright. I’m going.”

Thea took a deep breath, straightened her back. Then she walked through the gate, feeling much as she had when she’d gone through the portal. 

The change in atmosphere was palpable. In the walls, the cherry blossom grove had been quiet and peaceful. Out here though, there was a hum of sound, activity, life. There were people everywhere. Based on the storefronts and food stalls, Thea supposed this must be some sort of major market which, while common to have outside of a multiverse gate, was a little unexpected to see in a universe that had closed itself off from said Multiverse. 

People were laughing, talking haggling, shouting. Sound swelled, a thousand voices speaking in dozens of languages that she recognized, others she didn’t. Kids ran down the street, ducking through the crowd, chasing each other with water pistols and in one girl’s case, actual water floating around her hands. The surprising array of clothing caught her attention more than the mix of smells. There was such a variety, from jeans and sweaters to cloaks and tunics, to jumpsuits and lab coats. One hominid had a bandana tied around their head, while their friend wore thick white goggles and a blue t-shirt. They were in a heated argument that she could only see in their waving arms and pinched faces. There was a hominid with vines of flowers trailing through her long hair, spilling over her thick pink sweater and skirt, and another dressed like a pirate captain from ancient children’s storybooks, though their arms and hair were much fluffier than the typical pirate. A hominid with triangular orange ears argued with a smaller person with spiraling horns on either side of their head. A large, amphibian hominid examined the wares of a stall run by another being with a prominent nose and large antlers. 

Most of the crowd was hominid, she noticed, which made sense. Most hominids had evolved to breathe similar atmospheres, were suited to most planets with their two arms and legs. But there were other people in the mix too—she recognized a ha’lil with their spindly, spiky bodies and stalk-like eyes, and a many-limbed stdru arguing with a large, two-headed Ursus. Several avians flew overhead, dragging trails through the clouds with the tips of their wings, adding to the mix of non-hominids in the crowd. And there were many wearing masks and tanks with their own atmospheres loaded in, moving comfortably through the crowd.  

So the person who invites others must make allowances for them too, Thea thought, briefly caught by the thought. Interesting that they are not so callous, or perhaps that they do take such things into account. I wonder if they do the same for people who can’t make portals. 

Something bumped into her. Thea whirled around, fingers wrapped around a knife in one of the easier-to-reach pockets of her coat.

A small child with short, blue hair and aquamarine scales on the sides of their face stared up at her.

“You have a bird,” the child said wonderingly, in a language that Thea was relieved to find that she understood. The multiverse had been through many ‘common’ languages over the centuries. This one was yfde’il, but over the past centuries there had been uhdryu, jystr, and one peculiarly ancient one that Thea had only read about, English. 

Centuries ago, her old empire had been the one to set the standard for language. Khuoli had always made sure that she was up to date on any languages she needed to know, but over the past... she supposed it must be centuries now, but she did not want to think about that... many other empires had rose and fallen, each setting new language that had to be spoken throughout their territories. None had been quite so big as Khuoli, but all had been easy enough to learn since she’d kept up with that part of her studies. There was power in knowing a language. She was pretty sure no one spoke Khuoli’s language khanti but scholars these days—the empire had been soundly crushed following Thea’s absence—but Thea was still proficient, and she often caught herself thinking in khanti now and then, even if it had been ages since she’d spoken it.

She should be more than proficient, but Thea was just a hominid herself, and like most hominids, her memory while long, was not large enough to hold hundreds of lifetimes’ worth of memories.

Thea coughed and let go of the knife, quickly readjusting her stance to appear more relaxed and less threatening. 

“His name is Omen,” she answered in the same language the child had spoken. Yfde’il had been around long enough for Thea to easily become fluent.

“Can I pet him?” the child demanded, already reaching for Omen’s long tail feathers. Omen leaned down so that he could bump his head against the girl’s scaled hand, making her giggle.

Thea wondered if the Creator had any tiny bit of love left to spare her a bit of His endless patience. Considering all the things she’d done, probably not. 

“Sure.”

The girl was already scratching Omen’s chin. He splayed out his tail feathers so that they were more visible, like fiery streamers down Thea’s back and spilling out to the delight of a growing crowd of onlookers.

“He’s so pretty!” the girl cooed. 

“He’s an entitled prick,” Thea muttered, not loud enough for the girl to hear. A small crowd of kids was starting to collect around her, not an experience she was used to. Already they were questioning her, so quickly that she had to give short answers just to keep up. 

“Why do you have an eye patch? Are you a pirate?”

“No.”

“Why is your coat so dirty?”

Thea shrugged. “Haven’t had time to clean it.”

“Are you really, really old like some of the adults?”

“Very old,” Thea said solemnly. “So old that I lost count.”

The excited cries of the children were drawing looks from the older inhabitants. Thea braced herself for the suspicion in their eyes. Yet most who ventured over simply appeared curious. Some hung back, like a couple of hominids in suspenders and dress shirts, as well as a stockier hominid with short, bright blue hair and a piercing green gaze with a leather coat that made Thea a bit jealous. It was in much better shape than her own coat. She met the less welcoming expressions until the eyes shifted away. No one seemed to have taken offense to her personal presence yet, just her general one.

Makes sense, in a refugee world. Every new person could be a threat to the life they’ve made here.

She had other reasons for being relieved that she hadn’t been recognized. Other empires of her past had tried to develop super soldiers through gene manipulation, steroid enhancements, and a lot of dangerous magic, or at least, that was what she’d heard. They’d sent their temporary successes after her over the years, keeping her constantly looking over her shoulder. Even after Khuoli fell, she continued to be hunted. 

But perhaps that will change here. So far, it seems safe enough. 

To the ones who didn’t look away, Thea offered a brief nod and was rewarded with one in return. This seemed to soften the attitudes of the wary eyes, and several people moved on, though a few lingered. Probably still curious. The green-eyed hominid with the blue hair continued to glare, but they had returned Thea’s nod, so she decided to let her gaze continue on. 

More kids, smaller ones, were struggling to reach Omen’s feathers, so Thea held out her arm, allowing the firebird to hop to the ground more easily. He was about as tall as most of these kids, so it was unlikely he’d get trampled. 

“You the new person?” One hominid called. They were a bit on the shorter side and heavier-built, wearing green scrubs and glasses, with their pink-streaked hair pulled neatly back. Bright red eyes peered at Thea from behind thick-rimmed glasses. 

Thea nodded. The hominid grinned, showing pointed canines. Opyri. Distinguished by pale skin and dark hair and bright red irises and sharp fangs. Feed primarily on blood. Common to see in the medical field. Blood magic lends itself well to healing, and it can be used as a medium for other magics, though it does make those spells far more... brutal. Thea studied the other hominid. Stands straight, shoulders squared. Turns whole head when they look around. Used to a helmet? Perhaps a former pilot as well. Or a medic to a pilot?

“Nice. I thought you wouldn’t be here until tomorrow. Danny’s usually better at knowing when new people will arrive. The Chancellor gets a note whenever someone’s coming.”

Thea just nodded. Danny, she supposed was the name of whoever had invited her here. Strange to hear such a simple name for such an important person. As the crowd gathered, she shifted warily, making sure to keep as many people as she could within sight. 

Omen of course, wasn’t worried at all. He was having the time of his life being stroked and cooed over. 

“What’s your name?” The speaker was the young hominid with spiraling horns in his thick hair. She wondered briefly if he just looked young or if he actually was young. It was hard to tell with his eyes hidden under long, curly bangs. She could usually tell by their eyes if they were as well traveled as her or not.

“Thea. She, her.”

The girl with the fins and scales hesitantly tugged at her sleeve to get her attention. 

“How’d you hurt your eye? Was it before you crossed? Is it very bad?”  

“Long story.” And long before her first crossing. Thea self-consciously rubbed the eye patch and glanced around at the continually growing crowd. “Pardon, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do...”

The opyri nurse smiled, their fangs hidden behind their lips this time. “Normally there’d be a welcoming party, but we weren’t expecting you until much later. Danny’ll be here soon. He’s in charge of orientation.” The opyri glanced at their watch but didn’t move to leave.

Orientation? Thea wondered but before she could say anything, someone else spoke up.

“Do you do much magic?” 

Thea just shrugged. “Some.” She clasped her hands behind her back and hoped that no one noticed the stench of gunpowder that clung to her. 

“How long have you been traveling?” An older hominid asked. She could see real age in their wrinkled skin and greying hair and pale eyes. “Dozen universes or just the one?”

“A long time. I’ve been to a few thousand universes at least. Plenty more planets.”

Unabashed whispering broke out.

“A few thousand?”

“Isleen didn’t even travel that many, she’s been places.”

“But she looks so young.”

“Yeah so did Isleen, remember? But she’s old too. That’s how travel works, don’t forget.”

“I’m not stupid. I’m just saying—”

While they argued, Thea shifted her weight from one foot to the other, an old habit that she had tried and failed to get rid of.

Thea had never cared much about being immortal, just surviving. But it was strange to hear just how uncommon her long lifetime sounded, to have its unusualness laid out so bare by these strangers. She wrung her fingers behind her back, pressing her lips together tightly to keep from speaking again. 

“Danny!” The boy with horns waved frantically to someone behind Thea. “Get over here and meet the new person, dude! She’s like, at least a thousand years old and she’s still kicking!”

Okay, that one is definitely an actual kid. 

Thea turned, curious to see what the invitation-writer, with their impressive magic, looked like. What she saw was just a boy, barely out of his teens. 

She could tell by his eyes that he was actually that young too, and not just a traveler like her. There was always a heaviness, an intensity to those who were older than they actually were. The boy looked tired, sure, but didn’t have the weight of several lifetimes on his shoulders. His eyes were very wrinkled for someone his age, but this seemed more a result of lack of sleep. The way his dirty blonde hair stuck out made it look like he’d just woken up, and the rumpled, long-sleeved red shirt and sweatpants didn’t help convince her otherwise. He had long, tapered ears and small, dark markings under his eyes that seemed to be a natural part of his skin rather than a tattoo of some sort. His nose looked a little flat, though whether that was part of his genes or if it had just been punched one too many times, Thea couldn’t tell. The only accessory that seemed out of place in the whole ensemble was the small gold loop in his right ear, with the tiny emerald on it shining in the sun. He jogged up to the crowd, which parted so that he could join the circle. People laughed and called out to him, clapped his shoulder, their attention leaving Thea for a blessed moment.

Omen gently butted her hand with his head, and Thea felt his desire. She leaned down so he could more easily climb back onto her shoulder. Unconsciously, she rubbed the firebird’s head. He leaned against her, amused by her relief at his return. 

When the boy reached her, he held out a hand. “Sorry I’m late. I’m Daniel. I’m the, er... orientation guy. He, him.”

“Oh come off it. You’re more than that,” the boy with horns snorted. 

“Poor kid runs this town,” someone snickered. 

“Glorified accountant more like,” the elderly hominid teased.

Daniel made a face, somewhere between a grimace and a smile. “I do what I can.”

Thea sized him up, noticing that he straightened his back when he realized that she was nearly as tall as he was. Amused, she accepted his handshake firmly. Young males were the same no matter the species.

“I’m Thea. She, her.”

He squared his shoulders to make himself look even taller when he let go of her hand, and she coughed behind her hand. The kid was already pulling at his long sleeves, chin tucked into his neck. No need to make him more embarrassed.

Omen cooed suddenly. Thea felt his emotion and moved her focus to the crowd in general. “Is it safe for Omen to fly here?”

“Yeah of course,” the female pirate waved her off. “No one will hurt him. We don’t do that here—"

Omen let out an enthusiastic screech and launched off Thea’s shoulder. He was gone before she could shield her eyes against the sun, a flash of fire against the blue. The crowd had been a little startled by the noise, and Thea realized she should probably say something.

“He doesn’t get to fly much,” she said apologetically. 

“No wonder. He’s a rare creature,” the elderly hominid murmured. Their eyes had taken on a misty look. “I had a pet stolen from me by poachers.”

“He’ll be safe,” Daniel offered gently, but firmly. “No one will hurt him, I swear.”

Thea simply nodded, distracted. She tried to search for Omen in the sky, then when she couldn’t see him, closed her eyes and focused on their connection. Had she wanted to, she could have easily seen through his eyes, but going from one eye to two could be disorienting. So she just focused on him. All she felt was the warmth of the sun on his back, and the joy spreading through him the further and faster he flew. She was lost for a moment in the sensation, wished she could join him, but flying wasn’t part of her talents. 

She felt a cold
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