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 ONE 
 
    TERMINATION 
 
      
 
    My boss’s assistant was a cold-hearted shark of a woman who could petrify even the bravest of souls with a single glare.  
 
    Next to my boss she was Mother-fucking-Theresa.  
 
    “Ms. Martin, your seven o’clock appointment is here,” the assistant said as she opened the door. She held it for me, and I noticed her finger twitching slightly, as if she was fighting the urge to slam it in my face. Thankfully, I was able to scurry inside before she closed it with a soft click.  
 
    My boss, Patricia Martin, Destroyer of Souls, didn’t look up from her monitor, which was facing away from me. I stood there dumbly, which was my posture of choice these days. “Uhh,” I said, my mouth feeling as dry as the Sahara. 
 
    Still nothing, her lips pursed as she clicked and typed. Her blonde hair was pulled into a severe bun, which elongated her forehead.  
 
    I’d just been playing Alien Civilization (or A-Civ, as it was widely known) the night before—as I did most nights—and I couldn’t help but to be reminded of the alien brood mother I’d faced in combat. My class 9 marine (that’s good, in case you were wondering) had lasted all of two minutes before the brood mother had dismembered him and eaten his heart.  
 
    Yum.  
 
    I had a feeling this meeting might be even shorter before I lost a major organ.  
 
    Finally, with an exasperated sigh, she looked up. Those eyes.  
 
    Those eyes. 
 
    I could’ve been looking into the calculating stare of a serial killer plotting my demise.  
 
    “Mr…” she said, squinting.  
 
    She didn’t know my name, despite the fact that I’d worked here for more than five years, in the same cubicle, day in and day out. She walked past my desk every day. Multiple times. “Ryder,” I said. “Sam Ryder.” I wondered why she hadn’t just looked at the name tag on my right breast pocket. After all, she was the one who’d instituted the policy that we all had to wear them while inside the building. 
 
    Why? you might ask. Because she couldn’t remember any of our names to save her life. 
 
    “Mr. Ryder, why are you here?” she asked.  
 
    The question was so unexpected it tied my tongue into knots. My mind, as it does, began cycling through the many sub-questions underlying the main one. Why are you on this planet? Because I was born, I guess. Why are you at work still when it’s dark out? Because everyone else is. Why are you in my office, you filthy maggot? Ummm… 
 
    I chose to answer the last one. “Because you set up a meeting with me?” Was I telling her or asking her? Even I didn’t know. 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Y-Yes? I think?” Now I was wondering whether I got the time wrong, or the date, or the place. Something. I took a deep breath. No. I was right. Even her scary assistant confirmed I was her seven o’clock appointment. Who sets up meetings for times that are after normal business hours anyway? 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “If I may…” I said, flinching slightly when her razor-sharp eyes darted back to meet mine. She cocked her head to the side. Cold, calculating. Like a velociraptor contemplating a problem as complex as opening a door to get to the human hiding behind. When she didn’t say anything, I continued. “Perhaps you wanted an update on my project?” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “Project? What project?” 
 
    I felt like screaming. Not knowing my name was one thing. Not knowing what had consumed most of my waking hours for the last six months was something else entirely. Hell, she’d given me the project. Sort of. Via a memo. Handed to me by her assistant, who’d snapped her hand back when our fingers brushed past, as if I might carry some rare sort of plague transmuted by skin-to-skin contact. I’d seen her squirting copious amounts of hand sanitizer afterwards.  
 
    “The Sell! efficiency project?” I said. Again, like it was a question. Where was that memo anyway? I was sure I’d filed it somewhere… 
 
    “Sell! is already efficient,” she said. She started tapping away at her keyboard, harder this time.  
 
    “Not as efficient as it could be,” I blurted out. Honestly, I’d thought the project was busy work, a waste of time. But once I delved into it, I discovered all kinds of issues with the software. Sell! was our company’s sales software, which was used by representatives internationally. I already had a solid list of at least three major improvements and a dozen minor ones.  
 
    Now, however, my mind went blank as she narrowed her eyes at me and said, “We’re replacing Sell! anyway.” 
 
    “What? When was this decided?” 
 
    “A year ago. Two maybe. It’ll be a complicated transition. I have a team working on it.” 
 
    “A team?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why do I feel like I’m speaking to a child?” 
 
    Responding to that question felt like trying to run a gauntlet on A-Civ.  
 
    She sighed again. Leaned closer to her screen, the light glowing softly on her cheeks. A small smile curled the edges of her lips, though her eyes remained hard and serious. A killer smile, if there ever was one. “Now I remember why I set up this meeting…” 
 
    She rummaged around in a drawer and then removed a small, rectangular paper. A slip, if you will. 
 
    It was pink.  
 
    “You’re fired,” she said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Screw you all!” I shouted, both hands raised in the air, middle fingers extended. I kicked over a chair and then faked a punch at my cubicle neighbor who never said a word to me.  
 
    Okay, none of that happened.  
 
    In fact, no one noticed my departure. It was closer to eight P.M. now. I’d cleaned out my desk, which hadn’t taken long considering most of the items were company property. I’d been tempted to steal a pen or, gasp, a stapler, but I was worried security would frisk me on the way out. I certainly wouldn’t put it past my boss to order such an invasion of my privacy.  
 
    No, the most rebellious thing I’d done was to delete and electronically shred all the files related to the project I’d been working on. Then I shredded any harcopy files too. Eat that, Ms. Martin!  
 
    I walked out, small cardboard box clamped tightly in both hands.  
 
    Sweat trickled down my spine. My heart beat too fast. The world pressed in on all sides. What am I going to do now? I wondered. I had bills. Rent. Car payments. Utilities. I’d never done any other job. Shit, I didn’t even know how I’d landed this one, with its meager pay and lack of job satisfaction. It was a paycheck though, and I’d never taken it for granted, always doing my best at whatever meaningless projects I was assigned.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    By the time I got to my car, my mind was spiraling into a dark place of panic.  
 
    I dropped the box when I saw the flat tire. No, tires. All four. Slashed. Sagging rubber sunk into the pavement. Tears bit at my eyes. I wasn’t really a cryer, but I felt like I was standing in a hole. The darkness pressed in around me. The lot was still full, all the other worker bees burning the midnight oil, as usual. Pathetically, I wished I was one of them.  
 
    I sat on the pavement and tucked my head into my hands. A sob escaped me, shaking my chest. Deep breaths. You’re prepared for shit like this, remember? And I was. I lived the Boy Scout motto. I had a AAA membership. I could call them, they would tow my car, maybe even give me a ride home or at least drop me off at a bus stop. I would be fine. I could start job hunting tomorrow. Tonight I’d drink and play A-Civ and then sleep in.  
 
    “Shit,” a voice said, making me jump. “That sucks. So many assholes around these days.” 
 
    I looked up and my heart skipped a beat. Maybe two. Or ten. Or it might’ve stopped beating altogether—in that moment I wasn’t certain of much.  
 
    She had almond-shaped eyes capped with thin eyebrows. Dark hair just visible beneath a trendy, brimless hat. She wore a casual, self-assured grin and a knit, sleeveless dress that accentuated her fit-looking arms. The strappy dress was white, a tantalizing contradiction to her tanned skin, and was cut high around her slender neck. And it was short. Like barely covering anything short, showcasing the upper half of her unbelievably toned legs until they disappeared beneath black, knee-high boots.  
 
    She worked out, that was for damn sure.  
 
    She was just the type of girl—woman—that had always left my mouth dry and my knees trembling in both high school and college. And post-college, if I was being honest.  
 
    And she was talking to me. Except I wasn’t talking back. Because I was staring, my jaw hanging open. I might’ve been drooling a little, because I’m that classy and cool.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her smirk growing broader. “You’ll do nicely.” 
 
    “What?” I said, blinking to try to clear my mind. Trying not to stare. Or drool. The slightest edge of hope began to creep in. I was dreaming. Had to be. Which meant I hadn’t been fired. Soon I would wake up and head to work and then leave and play video games. Wash. Rinse. Repeat. Not the most fulfilling life, but the bills would get paid.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “You’re cute.” 
 
    Yup. Definitely dreaming. I mentally patted my imagination on the back for a job well done. If I was dreaming, then maybe I could control what happened next. As it turned out, I didn’t have to.  
 
    Because then she said three magical words. “Need a ride?” 
 
    Holyshitholyshitholy— 
 
    “I should stay with my car until the tow company comes.” Stupid, stupid mouth. Betrayer!  
 
    “They don’t need help doing their job. But suit yourself.” With a final curl of her lips, she turned away. That’s when I noticed two things I’d somehow missed: 
 
    One, her dress was backless, revealing the twin lines of her shoulder blades and a smooth expanse of skin, cut off just above her hips where the material came to a V. A tattoo encroached from her right shoulder. It was a panther, pouncing down toward the center of her back, teeth and claws bared.  
 
    And two, she was carrying a black motorcycle helmet under her arm.  
 
    Need a ride? Her words came back to me as she walked—no, sauntered—toward her bike. It was parked facing out of a stall a few cars down from mine. Not a ten-speed Huffy, or a chrome road-hog that might be ridden by a bearded member of Hell’s Angels, but a sleek, black racer with a leather seat. A seat which she threw one leg over as she sat. She lifted the helmet up over her head… 
 
    This is my dream! Mine! “Wait,” I said, my voice squeaking slightly.  
 
    Embarrassing, yes, but it worked. She stopped. Looked back at me. Still wearing that small, sexy smile. “Hop on,” she said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Though I knew it was a dream, it felt so real. I left my box of worthless crap behind, not even bothering to secure it in my deflated car. Who cared if I got robbed? It was a dream. 
 
    As I walked, it felt like I was floating slightly. Until I half-tripped. Not on a stone or a crack in the asphalt—on my own feet. Which was the type of thing I did. Regularly. Particularly in the presence of beautiful women like the one sitting on the motorcycle before me. “Oops,” I said, which was a great save. At least I hadn’t fallen. I was fairly certain I was the only person in existence who couldn’t even manage to be cool in their own dreams. 
 
    “Put this on,” she said, handing me the helmet. “Wouldn’t want you to crack open that pretty little head of yours.” 
 
    Pretty? Me? I couldn’t tell if she was joking, like she must’ve been when she called me ‘cute’ before. I was in my mid-twenties, but already balding. My cheeks were covered by two-day unshaven scruff, a little patchy because I could never really grow facial hair. Still, I preferred the scraggly hair to hide as much of my pockmarked complexion as I could. Puberty hadn’t been particularly kind to me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, a response that I considered a small victory. A short-lived victory, as I fumbled the helmet, which was much heavier than it looked. Somehow I managed not to drop it, eventually stuffing it onto my head. It fit perfectly, which made no sense considering her head was much smaller than mine. Then again, it was a dream.  
 
    I’d never ridden a motorcycle before. Except in video games. In real life, I was risk averse. I always looked both ways. I never jaywalked. No skydiving or bungee-jumping either. Once I’d tried to skateboard, but I’d broken my wrist.  
 
    I tried to remember how she had done it as I swung my leg up and over the seat. 
 
    My leg didn’t go high enough.  
 
    My foot hit the seat and I lost my balance. This time, I knew I was going down, dream or not. But then her hand snapped out and she caught me, steadied me, guiding my foot over the seat and around her.  
 
    Holy… 
 
    I must admit, I was aroused. Highly. I wouldn’t be a man if I wasn’t. Some of my childhood tormentors had suggested just that, but here was the irrefutable proof they were wrong. Ha!  
 
    “Well, well,” she said. “Nice to meet you too, Sam Ryder.” 
 
    “How do you—” I stopped, saving myself from asking the rest of a really dumb question. The name tag. I’d forgotten to take it off when I left work for the last time. I felt my cheeks redden, but she was facing forward and couldn’t see them.  
 
    Wait. Yes, she could. She was looking at me in the side mirror. “Cute,” she said, which only inflamed them more.  
 
    “I’ve never seen you at work before. What’s your name?” I asked. I was proud that my voice didn’t crack this time. 
 
    She laughed, removing her hat and letting waves of silky, black hair flow out. She tucked the cap away, though I couldn’t see where.  
 
    Without answering my question, she fired up the engine, the powerful machine vibrating beneath me. “Hang on, Sam Ryder,” she said.  
 
    Where? I was about to ask, but then the motorcycle sprang forward and I was forced to just…grab…whatever I could to avoid falling off.  
 
    Yep. You guessed it. I grabbed her chest. Tightly. Which didn’t help cool off my lance, which was now piercing her.  
 
    At that point I expected her to skid to a stop and throw me from the bike, screaming, “Perv!” 
 
    She didn’t. She merely reached up and maneuvered each of my hands until they were secured on either side of her hips.  
 
    That also didn’t help the situation with my flag, which was standing at full attention now. 
 
    She barely slowed as she turned right out of the parking lot, the bike leaping forward as she accelerated onto the main road. This time of night, most of the traffic had died away, but that didn’t stop her from changing lanes to pass the only car in the way. The car was going ten miles over the speed limit. We were going at least twenty.  
 
    To me the word ‘limit’ had always meant ‘maximum.’ I usually drove five under. Defensively. I’d never been in an accident. My insurance rates were low.  
 
    She gunned it. Thirty over, from what I could tell from the speedometer. Wind rushed around me and all I could hear was the growl of the engine. The hem of her dress flapped under the press of my fingers, but I could no more control the material than I could a bucking bronco. Directly in front of me, the dress snapped up, stinging my chin, before resettling on the seat.  
 
    In that moment, however, I’d seen what was beneath.  
 
    Heart, be still. 
 
    A leopard print thong. Most of her skin was uncovered, pressing directly against the leather seat.  
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off that spot, waiting for each moment where the dress would snap up and sting me and I would get another glimpse.  
 
    Again, I applauded my imagination.  
 
    But then I looked up and all my fantasy-dream thoughts vanished. We were travelling at least a hundred miles per hour now, but that wasn’t what froze me. Red lights dead ahead. A busy intersection, cars speeding through. I tried to warn her, but I had no voice or breath. Anyway, it was too late. Even if she tried to stop, we’d end up halfway across the intersection. Or worse, we’d be thrown over the handlebars.  
 
    She didn’t try to stop.  
 
    The lights for the intersecting lanes turned orange.  
 
    She revved the engine, releasing a howl of delight.  
 
    Cars continued to fly through the intersection, more urgent now as drivers tried to beat the light.  
 
    It turned red at the same moment as our light turned green, which was exactly when we crossed the line marked ‘Stop here on red.’ 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat because one car had run the very beginning of the red light, probably thinking it was no big deal, because no one would be accelerating fast enough from the other direction. The only problem: we’d never even slowed down.  
 
    Snap! Her dress stung my chin, but this time I didn’t notice what she was wearing—or not wearing—underneath. All I was thinking was, Please be a dream, please be a dream, but at some point my mind had realized that everything was way too vivid, too real. This was no dream, and I was going to die.  
 
    The car flashed in front of us, chrome finish gleaming under the bright street lights. Time seemed to stop, and I saw the moment the driver realized what was about to happen as he turned his head and looked right at us, eyes wide and fearful. 
 
    My breath was sucked from my throat as we swerved right, missing the car’s rear bumper by a hairsbreadth. We’d dipped so far to the ground that I felt the asphalt scrape at my pantleg.  
 
    And then we were through the intersection and the mad woman steering this evil vehicle of death was whooping as she popped into a wheelie. I hung onto her waist with all my might to avoid being thrown off.  
 
    Something flickered around the edges of the bike, which seemed to undulate beneath us. It was no longer firm. Well, not entirely. It was a mix of firm and soft. Like it was…something. Something alive. The leather was gone and I was sitting on—there was no other way to describe it—fur. Black and soft. Where the wheels had been, there were now two sets of powerful legs, running in perfect rhythm. And beyond… 
 
    Oh em gee. The beast turned its head and opened its mouth to reveal glistening fangs and a row of sharp teeth in between. I might’ve squealed. Think the sound a pig makes the moment before it’s hogtied and butchered. 
 
    I blinked. The beast was gone, and we were once again riding a death-mobile that felt a helluva lot safer than the creature I’d seen. Not seen, I thought. Imagined. Probably. Probably definitely. Still, I felt ill.  
 
    “I want to…get off now,” I said between deep breaths.  
 
    She reasserted control over the motorcycle and the front tire smacked down. She swiveled her head around. A slight frown creased her small, smooth forehead. She was as gorgeous as ever, maybe more so because of the light that had entered her, a function of the adrenaline that must’ve been coursing through her body. “Hmm. Maybe I chose poorly,” she said.  
 
    What the hell is she talking about? Doesn’t matter. “Please,” I said. “I need to go home.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said.  
 
    After that, she drove me home in silence without me having to tell her where to go, a fact I didn’t really want to think about.  
 
    I got off, removed the helmet and handed it to her. “Thanks for the ride,” I managed to get out.  
 
    “Keep it,” she said. “Just in case.” And then she was gone, racing off down the road and vanishing around the bend.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO 
 
    DREAMS AND NIGHTMARES 
 
      
 
    “What. The. Actual. Fuck,” I said as I kicked off my shoes and unbuttoned my shirt. I felt hot all over from trudging up the three flights of stairs to my tiny apartment, but as soon as my shirt gaped open and the flow of air hit my chest, I felt cold and clammy. My skin was sheened with sweat.  
 
    “Wake up, man.” I sank onto my couch and cupped my face in my hands. My hands were clammy too, and suddenly I felt the need to take a shower. A cold shower. Are you serious right now? I thought, my own anatomy betraying me as I remembered the way the woman’s (I didn’t even know her name!) dress had snapped up again and again and again… 
 
    I groaned, lifting my feet up onto the small coffee table littered with candy wrappers and empty beer cans. Stop thinking about that. She tried to kill you. I knew I was overreacting. She hadn’t actually tried to hurt me. Yes, she’d driven recklessly, but at no time did she seem out of control. Quite the opposite, in fact, her control of the motorcycle complete, like it was a part of her. 
 
    Yes, I was thinking about all of this logically, I think to avoid considering the most illogical part of the entire absurdly erotic experience.  
 
    The beast.  
 
    It had looked like a panther but much larger. Even bigger than a lion. The amount of raw power I’d felt churning beneath me was unfathomable. And yet… 
 
    We rode it, I thought, suddenly feeling a strange sense of giddiness bordering on euphoria.  
 
    Stop. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t interested in cheap thrills. The extent of my risk-taking was using my avatar on A-Civ to go kamikaze on an alien brood.  
 
    Plus, there was a good chance I was dreaming. Yeah, I had to be. That was the only explanation. Hard drugs would’ve been another, but again, not my thing. Losing control just wasn’t in the cards for me. Still, at first the lack of control while riding behind her, my hands pressing hard against her firm hips…it had been exhilarating.  
 
    Until it wasn’t. Lest I be reminded.  
 
    Sleep. That was what I needed. If it was a dream and I fell asleep in it, when I awoke everything would be clearer. Everything that had felt real would become fuzzy, hard-to-describe memories. I laid down on my side, shirt still on but half unbuttoned. At least my shoes were off.  
 
    As I drifted away, I remembered my car with its slashed tires. I remembered the box of worthless possessions I’d left sitting in the parking lot. I’d get them tomorrow. Get responsible. I had bills to pay. A mouth to feed.  
 
    But in the moment before sleep took me, I didn’t think of any of that. I thought of the lines of the woman’s body, the playful smirk on her face, the cryptic words she’d spoken. 
 
    Most of all, I thought of the bright yellow eyes of the enormous beast as it looked back at me.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke clawing at the air, gasping for breath. Sun streamed through the slats in the old blinds covering one of the windows. The light illuminated motes of dust lazily drifting through the air, like snowflakes that would never land.  
 
    I released a nervous, breathy laugh.  
 
    My coffee table was free of the wrappers and beer cans. I was wearing a t-shirt and shorts rather than the button-down shirt and slacks I normally wore to work. No socks. 
 
    I filled my lungs with air and slowly let it out. A dream. As I expected. 
 
    Of course it had been. A guy like me didn’t get a thrill ride from a woman like her. That was fantasy. Scary as hell, but a fantasy just the same.  
 
    Plus, well, the creature. I rolled my eyes at myself, though I knew I shouldn’t. Dreams were supposed to feel real when you were in them. Only in the light of wakefulness, like now, did one realize how ridiculous it was to have ever believed them in the first place.  
 
    The only weird thing was that I never remembered my dreams, but this one… 
 
    I remembered everything. Vividly.  
 
    So much so that…you can mock me if you want…I was growing in a very specific area under my shorts.  
 
    Time for that cold shower. Then I would call AAA. Get responsible. Take care of my car. Go online and start the new job search. Everyone needed IT help these days. I’d find another position within weeks. Maybe even days.  
 
    Gaining confidence, I nodded to myself as I stood and headed for the bathroom.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    Oh. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It was sitting there right next to the door, where I must’ve placed it when I stumbled into my apartment.  
 
    The helmet. It was black and glossy, reflecting a triangle of light in one place.  
 
    I moved toward it slowly, my arms extended, like one might try to corner a wild animal. “No,” I said, immediately trying to rationalize. A dream within a dream perhaps? Some kind of Leo DiCaprio Inception shit?  
 
    I bent down to touch the helmet, half-expecting my hand to pass straight through before it vanished in the morning sunlight.  
 
    It didn’t. The surface was warm and smooth, and the moment I touched it I remembered that feeling of freedom as we careened out of the parking lot. The beginning of the ride had been good, spoiled only by the awkward ending.  
 
    “Miss me?” a voice said from behind.  
 
    Yes, I jumped out of my friggin’ skin. 
 
    Yes, I peed myself.  
 
    A little.  
 
    Okay, a lot.  
 
    I whirled around and she was there. Same dress. Same impossible long, smooth legs. Same self-assured smile. “You…I…we…” I stammered. Cool as ice, as usual.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “All of those things, Sam Ryder. Now that you’ve had a chance to sleep on things, do you feel any differently?” 
 
    It was like she was speaking in tongues. Or riddles. And not the Gollum from The Hobbit kind where you felt stupid when you found out the answers. I couldn’t even contemplate an answer. “I…I’m not sure. About what?” 
 
    Cool as ice. 
 
    She laughed. Her perky breasts undulated beneath the thin, knit dress. In the dark, I hadn’t noticed, but now I was certain she wasn’t wearing anything but the leopard-print thong underneath. “The ride of your life. Are you in or out?” 
 
    Oh. My. Gods. 
 
    She laughed again when I didn’t answer, gesturing to where Little Sam had betrayed me once more.  
 
    I know what you’re probably thinking at this point: This guy is addicted to sex. He’d pop a stiffy if an old nun had a wardrobe malfunction. I swear that’s not true. But I also didn’t get a lot of play with the ladies. Okay, any play. Shocking, I know.  
 
    And when she said that word—ride—with those lips and the tiniest flash of her pink tongue… What’s a dude supposed to do?  
 
    “Well?” she said. “The goddesses don’t have all day. Their last Protector was devoured by a brainless Grrrshkt just yesterday. Our enemies are circling. Fate doesn’t wait for anyone, not even Sam Ryder. So what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “Did someone put you up to this?” I asked. Even as I formulated the question, I couldn’t imagine who that someone might be. I didn’t have a lot of friends. At least not the real kind. The interweb was full of interesting characters who I mostly got along with while we were fighting aliens.  
 
    “Yes,” the woman said.  
 
    I finally managed to take a normal breath. “Was it A-Shift?” That was the screenname of one of my buddies from A-Civ. I’d known him for a couple years. Or her. You couldn’t be sure of much online. And he or she acted like someone who might play a prank or two. He/She was a talented hacker as well, so maybe would be able to find my real identity, track me down, hire this woman—a high-end hooker, perhaps?—to play-act this whole impossible fantasy scenario out.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more incredibly impressive the entire thing was.  
 
    And the more improbable.  
 
    Still, I wanted to believe, especially because it would mean ‘the ride’ of my life she was talking about would include— 
 
    “It was Persepheus. The other two goddesses were too weak. I don’t know this…A-Shift person. Is that a goddess from another realm?” 
 
    Oh gods, she’s good, I thought. Top notch. I couldn’t even imagine how much A-Shift must’ve paid for this. I owed him, big time. He could have the next fifty weapons I found while playing A-Civ.  
 
    Even knowing this woman was being paid to…converse…with me, I still couldn’t form normal words in the presence of such beauty. “I—should we—I don’t know, do you want to…” 
 
    Pathetic. Freaking pathetic.  
 
    Mile-long legs in knee-high boots. Perky breasts. Gods, those hips. And what was beneath that dress, those quick flashes of memory only made everything about her even more tantalizing.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, that single word causing my entire body to stir. My mouth was literally watering. “Let’s go for that ride.” 
 
    Please. Yes.  
 
    She walked closer, her dress swishing around her upper thighs. Closer, closer, her lean arm reaching out, her hand moving straight for my— 
 
    And then it was past, grabbing the helmet from the floor. Thumping it into my midsection, practically doubling me over. “You should probably wear this, just in case. You’ll face plenty of dangers in the days to come, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take precautions. We’re all hoping you’ll last much longer than the others.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “The Warriors of the Three. I told you, the last Protector was eaten by a—” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit,” I said, finally tiring of the act. Still, I was surprised my tongue cooperated at all given the circumstances. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Eve. They call me the Finder.” 
 
    Good. Now we were getting somewhere. If this was my fantasy, I would take full advantage. I placed the helmet on the nearby bookshelf. Turned back to her. She was looking at me strangely. Not surprised exactly. More…interested.  
 
    This was it. Man up or forever be a loser.  
 
    I fucking manned up.  
 
    I reached out and touched her, my right hand finding her left hip, the same exact spot I’d hung onto for dear life the night before, but from the opposite perspective. The fabric of her dress was warm. I could feel the thin band of her thong beneath. She was so close now.  
 
    But not close enough. I leaned in, watching as her eyes narrowed slightly and her pink lips parted as she moistened them with her tongue.  
 
    For once in my life, I’d made the right move, even if she was being paid to be here.  
 
    My hand drifted lower, finding skin, slipping under the dress, rising… 
 
    Finding the thong. Just like a fantasy. My thumb hooked under the band, sliding along it.  
 
    My lips met hers and— 
 
    Darkness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
    MANSCAPED 
 
      
 
    “I had no choice,” a distant voice said. The words were slightly muffled, as if spoken through water. The voice was familiar.  
 
    Speaking of water…I could hear the gentle, tinkling sound of it moving. A small waterfall perhaps. Wherethewherethewherethe— 
 
    Even in my own mind I couldn’t finish the question, which seemed to dance away from me each time I closed in on it. Wherethe? was the best I could do.  
 
    There was another voice, but softer. Weak sounding. “But the last group…” 
 
    “The last group was a mistake. We didn’t test them in the Circle. Our enemies were closing in. I was…desperate.” 
 
    I tried to open my eyes, but it was like they were glued shut. The rest of my body felt…strange. Different. Kind of tingly. I wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “And now?” the softer voice said.  
 
    “Still desperate, but wiser. I’m still in my first decade, remember? My mother was the Finder for a century. I am learning. I will do better.” 
 
    That second voice was definitely Eve’s, I realized. My thoughts were beginning to stabilize. I shifted my hand slowly, so I wouldn’t draw attention. I was pretty sure this was no longer what I had originally thought it was. A-Shift had nothing to do with this. This woman was insane. She was talking about decades and centuries like they were days and weeks.  
 
    What the hell? My hand had settled on my thigh, just below where my shorts had ridden up too high. A thick, slimy substance coated my skin. Blech. 
 
    “So I don’t need to remind you of the stakes?” The weak voice was sounding weaker by the second.  
 
    “Of course not. This is my calling. At least one of them will be the next Warrior.” 
 
    “If any of them pass the test.” 
 
    Warrior? Test? While I pondered those questions with the dozen other mysteries rattling around in my brainpan, I ran my fingers along my slimy skin. It felt smooth and slick. Again, I tried to open my eyes without success. There was something off about the way my skin felt, and it wasn’t just the slime.  
 
    “Yes, yes. I promise,” Eve said. “No more free passes. Now drink.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t. I should save it for the others. Our stores are critical. They need it more than me.” 
 
    No hair, I realized. That was why my skin felt so weird. Now, I wasn’t exactly against the concept of manscaping. I’d even been known to pluck a few stray unibrow hairs every now and again. But I had never shaved my legs. I’d never really had a reason to, considering I didn’t wear shorts in public. When your legs were pasty white and had less than sculpted calves and thighs, one had to focus on their positive physical attributes. Which meant I had very little to focus on, except maybe my gut was only slightly flabby? 
 
    So she shaved me? It was weird and kinky, and the thought of a deadly sharp razor passing over my skin didn’t exactly comfort me, but it was better than a dagger in the gut. Or wait…maybe it was the weird substance. I’d seen the infomercials for non-FDA-approved chemicals that could remove hair by shriveling it up and having it fall out by the roots. Was that what this slime was? I hoped not.  
 
    The conversation continued while I contemplated each of these questions. “You don’t always have to be the strong one, Persepheus.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” the weak voice, Persepheus, said. I remembered that name from when I spoke to Eve back in my apartment. Back when I thought this was all an elaborate prank, or paid fantasy thing. I no longer thought that. Not even a little. Persepheus was the one Eve had said had put her up to all this. But what was this? “Start the test. Time is of the essence.” 
 
    “It always is.” 
 
    I managed to crack my eyelids and slime oozed from my eyelashes. Ugh, the stuff was on my face too. I lifted a hand to wipe it away, clearing my vision. At first I saw only inky darkness. Slowly, the black turned to gray, and I could make out the outline of long stringy things hanging against a high wall. They were pulsing slightly, glowing silver and then darkening. Silver and dark. Silver and dark. Vines perhaps? If so, they weren’t like any vines I’d ever seen before. Where am I? 
 
    And then I saw her. Eve. She looked as perfect as she did before, except something was different. Her dress, I realized. It was the same style as before, high-necked and strappy and mini on the bottom, revealing her sensuous long legs. But now, instead of white and knit the dress was black and leather, blending into the shadows. I shivered at the realization. If anything, it made her even hotter, but in a darker, she-might-rip-out-my-tongue-and-feed-it-to-me kind of way. I remembered how I’d felt emboldened as I’d touched her, leaned in to kiss those perfect lips. Then, nothing. I remembered nothing between the moment my lips touched hers and when I heard her voice again.  
 
    What had happened? 
 
    Did she have a toxin on her lips? A new date-rape Chapstick or something? And if so, why hadn’t it affected her too? Furthermore, how had she transported me from my apartment to…wherever the hell we were?  
 
    It hit me. She must’ve drugged me before I’d even woken up. Some kind of a delayed thing. Shit, she’d had time to clean up my coffee table, undress me—my heart sped up slightly at the thought of her hands touching my skin while I was sleeping—and then re-dress me.  
 
    And when the drug had knocked me out again, she’d probably had help to transport me here. Which meant there were others. Women, men, it didn’t matter. They’d abducted me.  
 
    Oh gods. I’m going to die. 
 
    I tried to sit up, but her gentle hands, which were much stronger than they looked, guided me back down. “Yes,” she said. “Your body is ready for the transformation.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” It was the best alternative for the question I really wanted to ask: What are you going to do to me? 
 
    “You are an Outcast. Level 1. Both in your world and ours. In your world, there are no free passes. Here, you are lucky. You get one. Level 2: Warrior. The rest you’ll have to earn.” 
 
    Earn what? And lucky? Other than the fact that I was looking at a beautiful woman standing over me, I wasn’t feeling fortunate about my circumstances. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know. But you will.” 
 
    Something caught my attention past her. Something moved. Someone. The someone who had been speaking with Eve before. The one who sounded weak. Persepheus. 
 
    It took all my energy, but I managed to crane my head enough to get a better glimpse around the edge of one of Eve’s hips.  
 
    My breath caught at what I saw:  
 
    A female—I don’t want to say ‘human,’ because she was clearly not—with hair the color of the clouds, long and silky, draped around her like a thin blanket. She had a face that might’ve been a statue carved from marble. From what I could see, the color of her skin was a moving target, shifting, transforming, a miasma of blue and green, like the ever-changing waves of the ocean. The waves of her body made crashing an art form. From the graceful swell of her breasts to her narrow waist to hips that seemed to flow down to her legs like bends in a river, she was beautiful. No, beyond beautiful. Eve was beautiful. This creature was otherworldly. Which was exactly when I noticed the gills on either side of her neck.  
 
    Despite my exhaustion, fear and confusion, I felt a stirring inside me. From what I could see, she was naked, covered only by that snow-white hair.  
 
    Is that the real color of her skin? I couldn’t be certain. What I could be certain of was that each perfect finger and toe was connected to the next one by a thin swath of skin.  
 
    Webbing. This woman, I knew, was a creature of the sea.  
 
    Persepheus, Eve had called her. 
 
    Persepheus was perched on a smooth, gray rock, resting her head in one palm. Water from a crystalline pond lapped at the edges, soaking the ends of her waist-long hair.  
 
    Her eyes were the color of storm clouds, watching me with an intensity beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Her lips, either naturally or painted blue, parted slightly, and it looked as if she might speak.  
 
    They closed and she rolled to the side, making barely a splash as she entered the pool. It might’ve been a trick of my eyes, but I swore I saw her webbed feet fuse together into a single finned appendage that resembled a dolphin’s tail.  
 
    Eve, who’d allowed me those few moments of quiet inspection, smirked and softly guided my head back down. “Wait,” I said, trying to fight against her to catch another glimpse of the other woman—Persepheus—as she swam through the water.  
 
    “The Three Goddesses thank you for your service. Now sleep.” She held something over my face. A piece of fruit, cut in half, but unlike any fruit I’d ever seen before. Its flesh was bright white, even in the dark. Glowing slightly. She squeezed it with one hand and held my mouth open with the other. Juice dribbled out, slowly at first but then spurting. I tried to fight it, tried to spit the liquid out, but it stuck to my tongue. It wasn’t bad tasting, sort of a mix of sour and sweet. Sliding down my throat. I choked, gagged, but it was too late. The world started to spin.  
 
    Darkness found me once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
    THE CIRCLE 
 
      
 
    Motherfucker! 
 
    That was the curse I tried to utter as I came to, but what emerged from my mouth was closer to an animalistic gurgle that sounded like, “Mushramfishstick!” 
 
    Again, I couldn’t see, though I was certain my eyes were open. Something was wrapped around me. Not just around my legs, arms and torso, but around my neck, face and head too.  
 
    Which meant I would suffocate and die. Which meant I couldn’t breathe. I fought at whatever held me, but it was fruitless. It was too strong, tied too tight. My throat and lungs began to burn as I struggled, starving for air. I’d thought my life ever since my brother had died six years earlier was bad. Well, this was worse.  
 
    Why was I thinking about my brother at a time like this?  
 
    Because he was the cool, strong one. He was my idol. And then he’d—I still couldn’t understand it. How could someone so perfect be sad? He’d taken his own life. Overdosed on the drugs we didn’t even know he was addicted to. None of us knew. Not my parents or me or his friends. But he had other friends. Different friends. They knew. They knew the real Jason Ryder.  
 
    The sad one.  
 
    The one who’d wanted to die.  
 
    And yet, here I was thinking about him, because I didn’t want to die. I had every reason to: fired from the only real job I’d ever had, tires slashed, abducted by a psychopath… 
 
    I fought like a lion.  
 
    I felt something tear in the covering, which was made of cloth. Thick, sturdy, but not impenetrable. I fought harder, digging my fingernails into the sides, trying to get some leverage.  
 
    I was out of time. Out of air. I had no choice but to open my mouth and suck in the slime and choke on it until it drowned me.  
 
    I gagged, trying to spit out the viscous liquid but instead it rolled down my throat, into my lungs. My chest filled with air and I breathed. I breathed the slime.  
 
    It was impossible, but that was what happened. The adrenaline rushing through my veins slowed and my heart settled back into a slower rhythm.  
 
    My last thought was one word: 
 
    Cocoon. 
 
    Once more, I slept, breathing the slime in deep heaves.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I would like to say when I awoke again I was more prepared. After all, I’d played video games where my character awoke in weird situations and had to figure things out. Though I’d never had a character start out in a cocoon, I’d virtually experienced a coffin, a locked room, a mineshaft and lately, plenty of alien worlds with all sorts of things that wanted to eat me.  
 
    But being a hero in a virtual world guaranteed nothing in reality.  
 
    I panicked, clawing and scratching at the cocoon and making a high-pitched scream that dispelled globs of slime from my lungs and throat.  
 
    Guess what? It worked. One point for me.  
 
    My fingers tore through the cloth—at least that was how I chose to think of it, even though I had a feeling it was something less…normal…than cloth.  
 
    Once my hands were freed, it became easier to finish the job, raking the cocoon away from my face first, then the rest of my body. Light pierced the shroud, blinding me. Jamming my eyes closed, I continued to work. Pieces of the material continued to stick to me like giant cobwebs but having it off my face made all the difference. Once I felt unhindered, I rolled over and tumbled out of what was left of the hammock-like cocoon. The fall was short, but enough to bruise my knees and elbows. I was still breathing the slime, even though I now had access to air.  
 
    I shoved two fingers down my throat and gagged, removing them just before I vomited up a bucketful of ooze. My chest heaved as I sucked in a ragged breath of air—real air. It tasted sweet and delicious, especially compared to the bitter liquid. I spat a few times, trying to clear the taste from my mouth, but it lingered.  
 
    I opened my eyes, squinting against the shock of the bright sunlight. It wasn’t the color I was used to—silver rather than gold—but it was warm and felt good on my slimy skin. 
 
    Water. I needed water.  
 
    I remembered hearing the sound of water back when I’d awoken in that place with the vines where Eve was speaking to the water creature, Persepheus. Now, however, I heard nothing but— 
 
    Scuffling. Stones tumbling across hard terrain. Heavy footsteps. A low thrum. Or a hum, deep and somewhat out of tune.  
 
    What is that? 
 
    I looked around, dimly aware that I was half-naked, bare from the waist up with my loins covered only by, well, there was no other way to describe it: a loincloth.  
 
    My skin was slick with the slime and as smooth as it had likely been the day I was born.  
 
    Freaky.  
 
    But that wasn’t all. 
 
    My beer gut was gone, replaced by a washboard abdomen with bulges that looked like the edges of beer cans under the surface of my stomach. A six pack. Above, my pectorals bulged, pulling the skin taut. On instinct, I flexed them, and for the first time in my life, they responded, quivering slightly, like a plucked bowstring. On either side of my torso were my arms—except they weren’t the arms I knew so well, the ones flabby from disuse. I had shoulders and biceps and triceps and all the other kinds of ceps that the ripped models on male fitness magazines had.  
 
    The bottom of me picked up where the top left off, my legs sculpted and strong, like I’d done a thousand squats a day since I was a teenager. Which was a thousand squats more per day than I’d ever done in my life, unless you counted tying my shoes. (Fine, I lied, I preferred to sit to tie my shoes.) 
 
    Even my gluteus maximus was hard and tight.  
 
    Was I taller too? It was hard to tell, but everything about my perception seemed different, like the ground was further away. From elementary school to high school to college, I was always average height. Average everything, really.  
 
    Something else felt different.  
 
    I plucked at the front of my loincloth to take a peek.  
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Like any other dude, I’d gotten my fair share of spam ads and e-mails touting the positive growth effects of various male enhancement drugs. And like most guys, I ignored them, because I had always considered myself adequate in the, um, manhood department.  
 
    Now I was huge. It looked even huger because there was no hair down there either.  
 
    Shnikes.  
 
    What was it Eve had said? About the Levels? I was a gamer. I understood levels. Leveling up usually required completing a specific task or gaining enough experience points over a period of time. Getting to the next level typically resulted in some reward in the form of greater abilities or weapons. She had said I got one level up for free. Level 2: Warrior.  
 
    I might look like a warrior, but I didn’t feel like one. I felt scared enough to require an adult diaper. 
 
    The low humming sound was closer now, which snapped me from the changes to my body. I was in a boulder field of some kind. Enormous, dark rocks surrounded me, blocking me from seeing further than a dozen yards in any one direction. More cocoons hung in the air around me. No, hung was the wrong word. They hovered. Nothing tied them up. Hell, there was nothing to tie them to, the air above the boulders open to reveal the weirdest sky I’d ever laid eyes on. It was blood-red, streaked with black clouds with sharp edges. Between the clouds, rays of silver sunlight pierced through, bright and sharp. My eyes had adjusted now, and I no longer had to squint. Overall, the light was less harsh than the golden sun I was used to.  
 
    Which freaked me out a little. Okay, a lot. Because if the sun was different, then I wasn’t on Earth anymore. And if I wasn’t on Earth anymore, then this wasn’t a standard abduction with a request for ransom.  
 
    You’ve been playing too many video games. 
 
    Which led me back to my original belief that this was some sort of an extended dream within a dream brought on by stress or drinking or something I ate. The belief I already knew wasn’t true.  
 
    This was happening. Really happening.  
 
    I took a deep breath, my heart pounding away under my new, Greek-god-like muscles.  
 
    One of the other cocoons was moving slightly, swaying from side to side. Bulging in spots. Something was trying to get out. Or someone. Someone like me? 
 
    Awakening in a slime-filled cocoon on an alien planet was one thing. Doing so alone was another.  
 
    I ran over to help the prisoner escape, as I hoped they would’ve done for me.  
 
    I focused on the main spot that was bulging, which seemed to be thinning out as layers of the sticky cocoon material fell away under our combined efforts.  
 
    “Ouch!” I shouted as something sharp slipped through the cloth-like material, slashing across my palm. I looked at my hand, which had a cut from forefinger to wrist. Already blood was oozing from the gash. “Dammit.” 
 
    The cocoon was opening, the sharp instrument sliding from end to end, like it was peeling a banana. A knife or a razor-blade or a—holy shit—claw?  
 
    It was true. The sharp thing that had cut me was white, almost translucent, and slightly curved. It was attached to a toe of sorts, with bluish fur on top. More toes emerged, with more claws.  
 
    From there the thing inside made short work of the cocoon.  
 
    I backed away slowly, my eyes glued to the spot. I bumped into another cocoon and a hand shot out and grabbed my head, roping around my mouth. Dirty humanoid fingers, slightly too long and—are those webs on the end?—pressed again me, trying to hang on.  
 
    I cried out and twisted away, but by then the thing with the claws had emerged from its own cocoon, landing with a heavy thump.  
 
    Oh. My. Gods. 
 
    It was a lion, but unlike any lion I’d ever seen before. For one, it was twice as large as the big cats that were always lounging in the shade at the zoo. If they were the kings of the jungle, this beast was the king of kings.  
 
    And there was the blue fur, of course. Its mane was thick and a deep navy hue, while the rest of its coat was shorter and turquoise. I guess it isn’t the slime that removes the hair, I thought. Or else this guy would’ve looked really weird. Like me, it was gagging on the slime. It sneezed, and a bunch of the gunk came out. It took a breath, its chest heaving as it stood there panting.  
 
    The blue lion was the least of my concerns, as now whatever was in the cocoon behind me had broken free, landing with a barely audible sound behind me. 
 
    I spun, instinctually raising my hands to defend myself. My eyes widened at the sight.  
 
    A massive blue lion was one thing. At least it resembled a species I’d seen before. This thing was different. Completely. It was tall for one. Not Yao Ming tall, but Yao Ming on stilts tall. It was long-limbed and thin, with partially webbed feet and hands. Its face was long too, its mouth a narrow, dark oval spewing out slime. Its eyes were black beads above a slitted nose. Its uncovered skin was light green with gills in various places.  
 
    My nose crinkled when its own loincloth slipped away to reveal its sex organ. Holy mother of cows… An elephant’s trunk was the closest comparison. It was definitely a dude. 
 
    The gilled alien thing had finished spewing out the slime and noticed me watching. His eyes darted to his penis and he quickly pulled the inadequate loincloth back up.  
 
    “Snick darth who nuff,” he said.  
 
    “Same to you, buddy,” I said, my arms still raised to protect myself. Behind me, I heard a low growl.  
 
    Shit. I was so awestruck by the alien I’d forgotten about the world’s biggest lion.  
 
    I half-turned and began walking backwards so I could see both newcomers on the edges of my peripheral vision.  
 
    The lion wasn’t growling at me. It was growling at the opposite side, where another cocoon was wobbling. Somewhere beyond the enormous boulder behind it, the low humming rose to a crescendo. Something moved past the boulder’s apex.  
 
    The lion released a powerful “ROAR!” Its head was raised and it looked ready to maul the world.  
 
    Until it wasn’t. 
 
    Its powerful body crumpled in the center as a massive spiked club came down on its head. Gore exploded from both sides, bristling with tufts of blue fur. It splattered across my face and I recoiled, staring in shock at where the king of beasts had stood a moment ago, invincible.  
 
    Until it wasn’t.  
 
    I followed the line of the club, which was the size of a redwood tree. Spikes protruded at short intervals, except where the thick part of the club transitioned to a long smooth shaft that eventually reached a handle gripped by meaty fingers bristling with dark hair.  
 
    At this point, I was out of words to express my shock and horror, so my jaw simply dropped open as my blood curdled. 
 
    The thing that gripped the club—that had ended the biggest lion in the world with one Paul Bunyan chop—was straight out of a fantasy movie or game. A troll maybe? Its head was flesh and presumably blood and bone, too, but square-shaped. With a blunt nose and round eyes, it looked almost puzzled by the world itself. It was trying to extricate its club, which was stuck fast in the ground.  
 
    Which gave me a chance to escape.  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    I’d never been much of a runner, but I ran now, scurrying behind another of the unbroken cocoons, trying to put something between me and the troll. “Holyshitfuckmotherfuckingsonofabitch,” I muttered under my breath, because crap, I was scared out of my mind and unable to control much of anything, including my language, at that point.  
 
    I caught sight of the alien out of the corner of my eye. He was moving now, running with long, loping strides for something I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    A rack attached to one of the boulders. Where there were weapons. Lots of them. There were long swords and spears and big old hammers that looked too heavy to lift, much less swing with any amount of strength. There was even a fancy-looking composite bow with an entire quiver of arrows.  
 
    Which is what the alien grabbed, slinging the quiver’s strap over his shoulder and bringing the bow to bear. With practiced ease, he fitted an arrow and drew the string back until it was taut.  
 
    The troll spotted him, too, grunting as it pulled even harder at its stuck club.  
 
    The bowstring sang and the arrow shot forth, no more than a blur. It arced high over the boulder, its aim true as it sank into one of the troll’s eyes. The globular orb exploded outward and the troll forgot its club for a moment as it clawed at the shaft, doing more damage than good, breaking it in half and shoving the business end further into its skull.  
 
    I covered my ears as its bellow threatened to shatter my eardrums.  
 
    The alien, however, was calmly fitting another arrow to the bowstring.  
 
    That’s when everything went even more wrong.  
 
    The troll went berserk, lashing out with its fists, which smashed into the boulder with the force of an explosion, sending rock shrapnel flying. One chunk whizzed past my ear and I ducked anyway, though I was far too late. Only chance had prevented me from having my head caved in. Lying on my stomach, I peeked out from beneath the cocoon floating above me.  
 
    Oh. Crap.  
 
    A basketball-sized hunk of rock had broken off from the main boulder, propelled by the force of another trollish punch. I didn’t have time to do anything but cover my head with my arms and pray.  
 
    Bits of stone, slime, cocoon and other materials rained down upon me. When the worst of it seemed to be over, I peered between my wall of arms. Above me, the cocoon, which had seemed to take the worst of the blow, was sagging, ripped in half. What was left of the creature inside—he never had a chance, I thought—was spilling out. Like the lion, this creature had fur and claws, though it was much smaller and appeared to have more than four limbs. It bled orange, a waterfall of life pouring out of it. Two remarkably blue eyes settled on me. It blinked once and then it was gone.  
 
    I didn’t have time to ponder the meaning of life and death, because the hailstorm that was the troll’s rage continued as it tried to pound its way through the stone barrier blocking its path. The troll’s club lay on its side inside the boulder circle.  
 
    There was only one intact cocoon that remained. It was moving, the thing inside trying to get out like the rest of us had. Stay inside, I almost wanted to say. It’s easier that way. 
 
    Instead, I pushed to my feet and ran in a half-crouch around the edge toward the cocoon. It wasn’t bravery. It was selfishness. I didn’t want to be alone in this fucked up world any longer.  
 
    As I ran, I watched what was happening on the other half of the circle.  
 
    Another hunk of deadly stone rocketed toward the alien, who moved remarkably fast, using the bow as a bat to knock it away. Still, the force of the hit was enough to crack the bow in half. The alien said something in his strange tongue and tossed the useless weapon away, already grabbing for something else—a long spear.  
 
    Too late. 
 
    But not because of the troll’s tirade.  
 
    The attack came not from the shattering boulder or one of the troll’s fists, but from behind. Something leapt from the shadows, small and fierce. Its skin was the color of night, though the silvering rays of sun illuminated the spots of red on its hide. It was a flurry of claws and teeth, the latter of which sank into the back of the tall alien’s neck. The alien reacted as fast as he could, reaching back and wrenching the creature off him and slinging him to the ground.  
 
    The creature rolled over and righted itself, releasing a snake-like hiss. It stood on two back-bent legs and extended its two clawed forepaws. From behind, I could see the bony spikes that ran down its spine all the way to its tail, which snapped back and forth aggressively.  
 
    Like a godsdamn demon. 
 
    The Three Goddesses thank you for your service. I don’t know why Eve’s words came back to me thena, but they felt like a cosmic joke. Service? Service was when a cute waitress came by your table every five minutes to fill your water glass in order to gain an extra few percentage points on their tip. This was a killing field. How did dying serve anyone? 
 
    I obliterated all those thoughts in a second, because they weren’t helping. And my every gamer instinct was telling me the truth about this situation.  
 
    It was fruitless. Every gamer had experienced situations like this. When you thought you were ready, that your character had amassed the requisite weapons, level and skill to handle a certain scenario, only to arrive and realize you needed to go back to the easier levels and play a while longer to build yourself up. Usually I was stubborn in those scenarios, dying two or three times before biting the proverbial bullet and going back. Playing as a character had allowed me to take the risks I was never willing to take in real life.  
 
    But this was no game, even if it felt like one. Dying wouldn’t result in a restart back at the beginning, or at some checkpoint. Dying was final.  
 
    The Three Goddesses thank you for your service.  
 
    “Screw you, goddesses,” I muttered, ripping at the final cocoon. I needed to get out of here, and fast, but that didn’t mean I was willing to abandon whoever was still trapped.  
 
    Adjacent to my position, the injured troll continued to pound away at the boulder. Thankfully, the angle of his punches was such that the resulting shrapnel missed us.  
 
    Across the area, the tall alien leapt onto the demon, grabbed its small, angular head, and twisted. The creature collapsed in the dirt, twitching slightly.  
 
    This dude is a badass warrior, I thought. I hoped I’d get the chance to get to know him better. Perhaps we’d be able to help each other out.  
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be. While I continued to rip at the final cocoon, his head twitched to the side, as if sensing something. He turned quickly, but not quick enough. This time it wasn’t one demon, but many. A dozen—a horde.  
 
    They clambered up his body with surprising agility given their small stature. They attacked from all sides, slashing at his ankles with razor-sharp claws, biting at his wrists and elbows as he howled and tried to dislodge them to no avail.  
 
    For one stupid second, I had the urge to rush over to the weapons rack and grab a sword and help him.  
 
    It was suicide, and I had whoever was in the cocoon to think about. Someone who I might actually be able to save.  
 
    My fingers, shaking now, broke through, and the someone was revealed. It looked to be a human. A woman. She was covered in slime, her eyes wide and fearful. I could only imagine how freaky it would’ve been hearing all the commotion without being able to see any of it.  
 
    Like me, she was hairless, even her scalp. Her arms bulged with muscles. Her legs too. She wore boy shorts and a sports bra that revealed her rock-hard abs. If I was a model on the cover of Men’s Fitness, she was on the cover of the women’s version.  
 
    I tried to help her out of the cocoon, but she screamed and lashed out at me, her fist connecting solidly with my jaw.  
 
    Damn, she could throw a punch.  
 
    My previous self would’ve gone down like a sack of potatoes, but my new self was full of hard bones and knew how to take a knockout punch. Instead, my head snapped to the side and I took a single step back.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I started to say but stopped when I realized her scream had drawn unwanted attention. Not from the half-blind troll, who continued to bash at the stone. But from a couple members of the demon horde. The rest continued to bite and claw at the male alien, whose legs gave way as he toppled to the ground, screaming.  
 
    Those two demons, however, cocked their heads to the side and aimed their beady, black eyes in our direction.  
 
    Oh. Shit. 
 
    They charged toward us, throwing their forepaws ahead and running on all fours to propel themselves forward. “We’ve got to go,” I said, but when I looked, the bodybuilder woman was already gone, having dropped from the cocoon and raced across the space toward the weapons rack. I watched as she snatched a spear and shield and ducked between two large boulders just before the next round of stone shrapnel tumbled from above. And then she was gone.  
 
    Let no good deed go unpunished. 
 
    I couldn’t go after her if I wanted to, because while I stood doing nothing, the demons had cut the distance between us in half, cutting off the space between me and the weapons.  
 
    Like I said before, there were times when retreat was necessary. This, I knew, was one of them.  
 
    I turned tail and ran, thankful for my new body and the added speed my sculpted calves and thighs gave me. I found my own crack between the boulders and slipped through, turning sideways even as the sides of each rock scraped against my bulk.  
 
    My heart slammed inside my chest as the way forward narrowed even more. I squinted in the gloom, trying to see an outlet. Seeing nothing but darker shadows.  
 
    I’d picked the wrong crack in the boulders. 
 
    A dead-end.  
 
    Behind me, hisses and snuffling. I managed to turn my head to look, immediately wishing I hadn’t.  
 
    The demons entered the crevice easily. Their small bodies gave them plenty of room on each side. Still, they had to move single file, which was the only advantage I had. Weaponless and trapped, I would have no choice but to rely on brute force.  
 
    I’m a Warrior, I tried to remind myself. Level 2. Whatever the fuck that meant.  
 
    The first demon approached with greater caution than I expected. It’s small, bony head switched back and force, like it was thinking. Calculating. It made a small shriek and the one behind it responded.  
 
    Oh gods, they’re talking. Planning my demise. How best to kill and eat me. 
 
    The rest you’ll have to earn. Eve’s words to me.  
 
    Sorry, hot abductor lady, the only level-up I earned was the freebie you gave me. Nice knowing you. Thanks for the knockout kiss, it was the best of my short life. 
 
    I hadn’t really given up, but my own absurd thoughts helped to slow my heartrate slightly. I clenched my hand into a fist, ready to swing.  
 
    The attack didn’t come from the first demon, but from the second, which vaulted over its buddy, practically launching itself at me, claws extended.  
 
    It shrieked and I punched.  
 
    Its claws scraped across my forearms as it grabbed for me, but that didn’t stop the momentum of my powerful blow, which slipped between its outstretched arms and barreled into its face. There was an audible crunch, and its head snapped back viciously, sending it sprawling into its friend.  
 
    I might only have one chance at this, I knew. I shoved back the way I’d come, ignoring the scrape of pain from the jagged rocks tearing at my skin, stomping on the demon I’d punched, trampling it in my haste to flee. The second one, however, was quick to right itself, hissing at me as it bared a mouth full of needle-like teeth.  
 
    After my first demon encounter, I felt confident I could knock those rows of teeth right out of its head.  
 
    Until the reinforcements arrived.  
 
    They swarmed behind the first, filling the gap I was planning for my escape.  
 
    My heart sank.  
 
    The demons pressed forward, a line of dark flesh and glinting claws.  
 
    Something brushed past my ear, and at first I thought one of the demons had scaled the cliff for a sneak attack. It wasn’t a demon.  
 
    It was a rope.  
 
    I looked up. Though the silver sky was beginning to darken, the silhouette of the figure above me was immediately noticeable. “Climb!” a voice shouted. 
 
    The demons seemed to realize the situation had changed, and rushed forward, biting and scratching each other in their haste to grab me.  
 
    Although I had nightmarish memories of that exercise in gym class where everyone had to try to climb a rope, it had never been life and death before. And though in high school I’d never gotten more than a few feet off the ground before my arms began to shake and I lost my nerve, dropping to the padded mat, now I was brimming with muscles and strength.  
 
    Instead of just starting to climb, I leapt as high as I could, extending my arms upward and reaching for the rope. I felt claws brush past my bare feet, cutting into them like shards of broken glass, but I managed to kick them away.  
 
    My arms didn’t so much as quiver as I grabbed the rope and hauled myself up, hand over hand, instinctively knitting my feet around the rope to maintain balance. Even still, the rope swung, bashing me against either side of the narrow crevasse.  
 
    I glanced down, which I know you’re not supposed to do, but I needed to see whether my enemies were in pursuit. They were. Of course. Some were scurrying up the rope while others simply used the rough rock walls to climb.  
 
    They were good climbers, but not better than me, and I managed to gain on them using my longer arms. Sweat sheened my skin. My muscles tired, but not enough to stop me. I had something I’d never had before: stamina.  
 
    And then strong arms curled under my arms and dragged me the rest of the way up. Soft lips brushed my ear and hissed, “We have to go. Now.” 
 
    I didn’t have the time or need to inspect my savior as she—because it was clear it was a she now—shoved me forward and across the top of the boulder. As I ran, I felt her firm hand press against my bare lower back as she settled in beside me.  
 
    “Where are we—” 
 
    “To the other end of the boulder ring,” she said, guessing my question before I could finish it.  
 
    I didn’t like the answer.  
 
    Because at the other end of the boulder ring was the half-demolished stone structure that had become the enemy of the massive troll. Then again, there was a horde of murderous demons pursuing us, so… 
 
    I guess this was a situation where the rule about the lesser of two evils applied. Then again, was a furious one-eyed troll with fists the size of delivery vans really the lesser of anything? 
 
    With no other choice, I ran, propelled to even greater speeds by that firm hand on my back.  
 
    Ah, I thought, finally seeing the truth. The troll had apparently spent the last of its fury and was now slumped on the ground in a sitting position, staring at its knuckles, which were bruised and bloody. Sharp pieces of rock stuck out like shards of glass jammed into a street thug’s baseball bat.  
 
    Behind us, the demon phalanx chattered. Making plans. Perhaps exchanging recipes for eyeball stew or penis kabobs. Never overcook the cock or it will become overly chewy. 
 
    Even in my own warped mind, the joke fell flat. I felt nauseous.  
 
    I began to slow as we approached the drop off to the boulder that had become the troll’s punching bag. “Jump,” she said.  
 
    “It’s too fa—” I started to object, but before I could finish she gave me a monumental shove that took away any chance of skidding to a stop at the edge.  
 
    It was far. Like twenty feet. Enough to break both my legs if I landed wrong. Both arms if I landed right.  
 
    My body, however, seemed to have a mind of its own, knowing exactly what to do, like it had practiced thrill-seeking drops on a daily basis. My knees bent slightly and instead of trying to arrest my fall atop the chewed-up boulder, they crumpled forward naturally, sending me into a front somersault.  
 
    That’s not to say it didn’t hurt. Because it did. A lot. Rocks stabbed into my bare feet, knees and shoulder, but I didn’t break anything or die. That was a victory in and of itself.  
 
    And then, because she was completely out of her mind, that female voice said, “Jump again. To the ground.” Like it was a suggestion and not a command followed up by another powerful shove that sent me to the side and off the damaged boulder.  
 
    This drop was somewhat shorter—maybe ten feet—and I landed in a half-crouch, using one hand to steady myself. Blood and sweat flowed freely down my skin. My feet were torn up from the demon claws and rough terrain. There was a thump beside me and I finally got a glimpse at the woman who had saved me. 
 
    Rather, the creature. It was clearly a she based on the humanesque anatomy, but there was little else human about her. She had a mane of pink hair that curled around her chin, and eyes as red as the dying embers of a fire. Her skin was as black as ink, contrasted only by her white teeth.  
 
    Her hands and feet were both bare and clawed. Not like the demons, which were more animal than human, but like human fingernails filed to sharp points. She wore armor that was more form-fitting than the bulky medieval stuff one usually equipped their warriors with in fantasy games.  
 
    Her arms and legs, however, were bare, allowing herself the greatest mobility while also protecting her vitals. She looked, well, fricking awesome.  
 
    That was my three-second analysis, which was all the time I had, because the troll had released a grunt of surprise when it finally noticed our presence.  
 
    Round two, I thought, though it felt like round ten.  
 
    This time, I didn’t wait for the armored woman to shove me forward. I ran. By now, I’d figured out the plan. Because I’d played games like this. Games where, when faced with two enemies that could both end you, your best chance was to change the very nature of the fight.  
 
    So I didn’t run away from the troll, or parallel to where it was sitting. I ran right at it, my arms pumping at my sides, my legs firing like pistons.  
 
    It raised a meaty, blood-drenched fist. Its one good eye locked on me, narrowing slightly.  
 
    The instant before it brought the sledgehammer blow down, I dove to the side. The impact was like an earthquake, rattling my bones as I rolled away. The black-skinned woman had not been idle. She’d raced past the club and now grabbed the crook of my arm to haul me to my feet.  
 
    The troll bellowed as it tried to extricate its spiked club from the ground. Meanwhile, the sound of demon shrieks and screams came closer.  
 
    I didn’t look back.  
 
    The boulder field continued as far as the eye could see, an endless expanse of cracked earth and huge rocks. We weaved our way through seemingly at random, but somehow I knew this woman didn’t do anything at random. She’d plotted a course in her mind and was sticking to it, not hesitating once as she turned left or right at each new intersection.  
 
    Despite my stronger body, I was beginning to tire, my lungs burning in my chest. I gritted my teeth and followed as best as I could, taking in more of her form as I ran. The plate she wore was less like armor and more like a skirt and tank-top made of thin, molded metal. She was tall and fit-looking, but less muscled than the bodybuilder woman who’d abandoned me after I’d helped her escape from her cocoon.  
 
    The new woman’s legs went on for miles.  
 
    Her skin was so dark it was like the absence of light—a walking silhouette.  
 
    Shit. I’d lost her. I knew it as soon as I rounded the next boulder and had another choice to make—left or right—and didn’t see any sign of her.  
 
    She was gone. 
 
    I was alone again in an alien world infested with monsters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
    VRILL 
 
      
 
    I ground to a stop, breathing heavily and considering the situation. The sounds of demons in pursuit had fallen away, though the distant bellow of the troll still found its way through the boulder field every now and then. It was less of an angry sound, more anguished. Like it was in pain.  
 
    It was hard for me to fathom the giant beast losing a fight. Then again, I’d seen the way the demon horde attacked in swarms, like a hive of bees poked by a stick.  
 
    Trying to catch my breath, I leaned against a boulder. My energy flagged and I had the urged to slide down, curl up in the fetal position and get some rest.  
 
    Not here. It was my own voice of reason that spoke. This wasn’t a safe place. I needed somewhere with only one side to defend. Somewhere hidden and dark. The only place that came to mind was that viny gulch with the crystal-clear pond.  
 
    Is this what Stockholm Syndrome is like? I wondered. Why else would I be considering going back to the place I knew my abductors were waiting? Because they were better than demons and trolls, that’s why. But how could I find that place again? The boulder field was a maze, and if I wasn’t careful I’d end up right where I started, becoming dessert after the demons were done eating their troll sashimi.  
 
    One part of my mind continued to process the situation, even as the other part tried to reason that I was still dreaming or hallucinating. Anything but reality was preferable to this.  
 
    Really, Sam? Even a reality where your horrid boss fired you, someone slashed your tires and you live alone with nothing but your pointless video games to entertain you? 
 
    Hey, I like those games! 
 
    Oh gods, now I was talking to myself. Great. I was really losing it.  
 
    Despite my ripped body and newfound manliness, I squeaked as a hand shot out and grabbed me. The dark woman’s face appeared from the shadows a moment later. “Hurry. We don’t have long before the Black.” 
 
    The what now? 
 
    I didn’t have time to ask questions, because once more she was dragging me through the stone maze. At least I’d had time to catch my breath.  
 
    But why had she come back for me? Hell, why had she saved me in the first place? And who was she, and how had she come to live in this desolate place? 
 
    Those questions could all wait.  
 
    Her hand was warm in mine, and I could really feel her skin. It was incredibly smooth, like glass. Or marble. We rounded another boulder and she vanished.  
 
    There one second, gone the next.  
 
    And yet she was still holding my hand, because I could feel it. I followed her wrist into the shadows. It was like she’d walked through one of the boulders.  
 
    “Come on!” she hissed. Feeling my way forward with one hand, I stepped into the darkness. Nothing blocked my path forward.  
 
    A cave, I thought, with excitement. It was exactly the sort of place I’d contemplated for those few moments I’d had to think. Only one way in and out. A good place to hide. There was only one thing. 
 
    “What about our scent?” I asked. I’d watched enough bad movies to know the monsters always had a keen sense of smell. “Won’t they track us here?” 
 
    The woman offered a rough, deep-throated laugh. “This isn’t my first fight with the Maluk’ori. They will try to track us, but they will steer clear of this place.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve smeared the ground with their blood. Lots of it. It took many months for me to return to battle sites to drag their filthy carcasses away and harvest their black blood. But they will not come here. To them, it is a place of fear and death, though they don’t understand why.” 
 
    Clever. This woman was clearly more than just a warrior. She was a survivor. Which meant I had a chance if I stuck with her. If she let me stick with her. So far, the prospects looked good. After all, she’d come back for me after I’d fallen behind. She’d literally pulled me to her safe place.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. It was a weak way to show my gratitude, but it was all I had at this moment.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied just as simply.  
 
    The way forward lightened as we emerged from the shadowy tunnel and into a broader cavern. Torches flickered from the walls, though the firelight was an unusual color. Redder than the fire I was used to, which had hues of orange and yellow in it. Something else was unusual about the fire, though it took me a moment to discern what. No smoke, I realized. Given the burning, this small space should be filled with smoke. There was no chimney, no flue, nowhere for it to go. I watched the dancing red flames, shaking my head.  
 
    “Another use for demon blood,” the woman said, reading my mind. “It burns without smoke for eternity if it’s not extinguished.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I said.  
 
    “Your earthly savior, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “The son of God. The cornerstone of one of the major religions where I’m from. Christianity. How do you know about that?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve met humans before. They’ve told me such things. They’ve told me other things, too, about a place of eternal fire and damnation. They thought this world might be that place. I haven’t found a reason to disagree.” 
 
    A chill ran through me, though the cavern was warm and cozy. “You mean…” 
 
    “Welcome to Hell, human,” the woman said.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Hell didn’t stop my bodily functions from, well, functioning. Upon my request, the woman showed me where I could relieve myself. My urine was strong-smelling, a clear sign of dehydration.  
 
    Luckily, she also had two basins with water. She’d informed me the left was for washing, casually suggesting I might do with a good wash. There was no mirror, but I could feel the filth on me. The lion’s blood and fur. The dirt and rocks. The blood on my legs where the demons had clawed me. My knuckles, the skin ripped away by the force of the punch that had provided a reprieve long enough for the woman to save me. My feet were a mess too, the water stinging the cuts caused by claws and sharp stones. 
 
    Still, it felt good to be clean again. 
 
    The second basin was for drinking. I took full advantage, though it was a slow process lapping at it like a cat. Eventually, however, I felt hydrated. I was still hungry, but there was no sign of food and I wasn’t one to complain when I wasn’t dead.  
 
    When I returned to the main cave area, I said, “I’m Sam. Sam Ryder. What is your name?” 
 
    “Vrill,” she said simply. She was sitting with her back against one of the walls, red torchlight flickering across her dark features. Her eyes were as red as the flames, sitting beneath thin, angled brows that ended at sharp points in the middle. Each of her cheeks bore jagged scars, but they appeared too symmetrical to be an accident. Her nose was pierced on one side and fitted with a gold hoop.  
 
    She was stunningly beautiful and would have easily won a reality show like America’s Next Top Model. 
 
    And I was still staring at her. And she was staring right back. “Like what you see, human?” she said, her eyes narrowing.  
 
    “No,” I said quickly, averting my eyes. Just as quickly, I realized the rudeness of my response. “I mean, yes. You are very beautiful. Where I’m from, you would be on the cover of magazines.” 
 
    “Mag-a-zeens?” she said, trying out the word.  
 
    Contemplating how to explain what the word meant, I realized how silly magazines were. “Um, entertainment books? Stories about other people or topics of interest. And advertisements for products.” I frowned. “Come to think of it, they are mostly full of advertisements.” 
 
    She nodded, though I could tell she wasn’t following. “And it’s a good thing to be on the…cover?” 
 
    Oh yes. Very good. I nodded. “Where are you from?” I asked casually.  
 
    “Lri Ayem,” she said. “One of the Eight. Like your Earth, but different.” 
 
    Now I was the one with a confused look on my face. “The Eight?” 
 
    She stood and reached around the side of her armor, searching for something. A clasp or buckle, perhaps. Oh gods, I thought, my heart beginning to gallop in my chest. In my stupid man-brain, I expected her to be wearing nothing underneath, but that would make little to no sense. Because of chafing. Unless, of course, the armor was so form-fitting that it hugged every curve perfectly. From the looks of the armor, it did.  
 
    “Can you help?” she asked, gesturing to where she’d been unsuccessful.  
 
    I’d never been asked to help a woman take off anything. Even the couple of times I’d gotten lucky, my female counterpart had insisted on undressing themselves. In the dark. While I faced the other direction. It’s just armor, I reminded myself.  
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. Like it was nothing. 
 
    It was not nothing.  
 
    As I moved around her and leaned in to inspect the armor, she answered my question. “The Eight are the inhabitable planets in this part of the universe. Earth is one. Lri Ayem is another.” 
 
    “You speak my language,” I pointed out. “Even on Earth not everyone speaks English.” 
 
    “I’m speaking my own language,” Vrill said. “Your ears are just hearing it as your own language.” 
 
    Freaky. I remembered how the tall aquatic warrior had spoken in a strange tongue. My ears definitely hadn’t heard that as English. “Why don’t my ears work like that for all other languages?” 
 
    “They do. They will. Sometimes it takes them time to adapt. If you are hearing my words in your language, you should be fine now.” 
 
    Double freaky. 
 
    I ran my fingers along the pristine armor, feeling for anything that might be used to unstrap it. “What about the others that came from the cocoons? The ones who…” I swallowed. “…died? Are they from one of the Eight, too?” 
 
    “Yes. The tall green one was from Oceania. His kind are great warriors. I was hoping to save him, but he drew too much attention to himself. The Maluk’ori always go for the strongest foe first.” 
 
    I chuckled slightly. “I guess it pays to be the weak one,” I said. It felt natural to mock myself. Self-deprecating humor had always been a defense mechanism for my insecurities.  
 
    “You are not weak, human. Not anymore, at least. You just don’t know how to use your body in the right ways.” 
 
    The way she said ‘body’ sent my heart a-racing again. She almost purred the word, like she was flirting. Which was ridiculous. Still, my fingers moved faster across the armor, searching for…something, anything to get it off. There was a groove between the front and back, just under her arm. Part of my arm brushed hers and I felt movement under my loincloth. My instinct was to go to ground, to try to hide my arousal from this stunning creature.  
 
    “I can’t find…” I started to say, but then my forefinger located an indentation in the metal.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, once more purring. “Lift the cover and press the button.” 
 
    I obeyed. Because I wasn’t an idiot. She could tell me to squawk like a chicken and I’d have given an Oscar-winning performance.  
 
    As I lifted the metal flap, I realized something. The spot wasn’t very far around her at all. She could’ve easily reached it herself. I swallowed, trying to keep my cool. 
 
    When I pressed the small button, there was a hydraulic hissing sound and the front plate separated from the back plate with a click. I pulled the back plate away while she removed the front.  
 
    There was nothing beneath but an endless expanse of smooth, dark skin.  
 
    Holyholyholy… 
 
    I was tired and hungry, but all that vanished in a burst of adrenaline and testosterone as she placed the armor on the floor and turned to face me. Her arms were at her sides, leaving the rest of her available to be devoured by my eyes.  
 
    Her breasts were voluminous and firm, her nipples round and a slightly lighter color. A trickle of sweat ran between them, presumably from the exertion of our flight through the boulder field. It had probably pooled between her skin and armor, only to be released now. 
 
    Only the smallest part of her body was hidden to me, by the small armored skirt she wore. 
 
    My loincloth was being pushed out bit by bit by my untamed arousal.  
 
    She took a step forward and reached down to touch me through the cloth. “Where I’m from, skin to skin contact is how we rejuvenate ourselves,” she said. “It has been a long time since I’ve managed to save someone from the Circle.” 
 
    Though that last word piqued my curiosity and elicited a dozen new questions, they disappeared just as quickly as she slid her hand down, slipping beneath the loincloth. Her claws were gone, thankfully, apparently able to retract upon command.  
 
    If I was dreaming, I never wanted to wake up.  
 
    She touched me and I could no longer resist reaching up to cup her magnificent breasts. I was…inexperienced in sex, but I understood the basics. I played with her nipples and she purred, leaning closer as she began to rub her hand up and down my shaft.  
 
    I was surprised I didn’t immediately come. Back on Earth, in my old body, I wouldn’t have lasted three seconds under the touch and sight of this sexy woman. But I’d been changed in more ways than one, and I managed to press myself against her, my lips finding hers. Her soft lips parted for mine, and our tongues met in a silky embrace. Hers was wet and warm, sending fire through me as she continued to play with my manhood.  
 
    Despite my newfound confidence, she was still in charge, which was fine by me. “Lie back,” she said, cupping her other hand behind me, in the small of my back, and guiding me to the ground. It wasn’t particularly soft, but I didn’t particularly care about comfort at present.  
 
    Once I was on my back, her lips became more urgent, her tongue whipping around like a tornado. She nipped at my lips with her teeth a few times and I groaned. Her hands were on my chest now, that soft, glassy touch seeming to roll through me. She was still wearing the armored skirt, but I understood the concept now, and I didn’t need her to tell me what to do next. My hands wrapped around the curve of her hips, searching for the seam. One hand found it, tracing the line to the cover, which I flipped open hurriedly, jamming an urgent finger down on the button beneath.  
 
    There was another hiss and the armor released.  
 
    Despite my new body, I was running out of time. Her tongue was in my ear now, her teeth playing with the lobe. I swore she had a dozen hands and not two, as they found every part of me, returning to my loincloth again and again, until finally they simply ripped it away. At almost the same moment, I managed to pull the back part of her armored skirt away, ignoring its clank as it hit the ground. While one hand roamed across the perfect curve of her ass, the other slipped between us and pulled at the front part of the skirt.  
 
    One problem: we were pressed together so tightly it was stuck.  
 
    Vrill realized the same thing and left out a slight laugh. She lifted herself—oh gods, every movement she made was so, so hot—and helped me remove the plate.  
 
    And then the fantasy became reality.  
 
    She reached down and guided me inside her, simultaneously dipping her head to kiss and lick my neck.  
 
    My hands settled on either side of her hips, pumping them even as I lifted my own abdomen to slide further inside. It was wet and moist in there, and we moved as one, slowly at first, but then faster and faster.  
 
    She reared up like a snake about to strike, releasing a powerful blast of air as she threw back her head, her hair whipping around her model face.  
 
    I followed her up, my lips finding her breasts, kissing that perfect skin, licking her nipples and tasting the salt created by our miraculous escape from death.  
 
    It went on forever, my stamina at a level I could never have imagined before. My new body was my new best friend. 
 
    In a final moment of ecstasy, I groaned as she screamed and then she collapsed on top of me. Spent.  
 
    As I was.  
 
    I was speechless and blown away. The sex I’d had before was, well, nothing. Not compared to this. This was…mind-shattering, memory-erasing, nirvana-reaching.  
 
    Lying on my chest, she lifted her face to look into my eyes. She kissed me and said, “Stay with me.”  
 
    Fuck. Like I would ever leave her. Not ever. “It just so happens I have nowhere else to go,” I said, playing it cool like an idiot. A very happy, satisfied idiot. 
 
    It turned out it was a lie, both to her and myself.


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    LEAFRAT KABOB 
 
      
 
    At some point we fell asleep, kept warm by our shared body heat, the torches and the walls of rock around us. 
 
    I dreamed of her. Vrill. I was climbing the rope toward her, trying to escape the demon horde. I could feel them clawing at my feet and I glanced back, trying to kick free. I managed to gain enough distance to keep climbing.  
 
    I was so close now. I could make it. All I had to do was reach for Vrill, who was reaching for me. Instead of grabbing her warm, smooth hand, I grasped a gnarled, scaled appendage bristling with claws that cut into my palm. Beyond the claws was a monster, it’s red eyes shining in the dark.  
 
    I awoke to tortured screams. I sat up rapidly, blinking away the nightmare. The screams faded. Just a dream. It was just a bad— 
 
    Screams lit up the night, slightly muffled by the rock walls of our cave, but close enough to raise the tiny hairs on the back of my neck.  
 
    Vrill, still as naked as me, rolled over and said, “It’s just the Black. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    I remembered that word from before, when she’d urged me to hurry. More screams. Some anguished. Some violent. All scary as hell. Sleep was the last thing on my mind.  
 
    “What is the Black?” I asked. I felt bad disturbing her beauty rest—not that she needed it—but sitting there listening to otherworldly shrieks and screams without anyone to talk to was not going to happen.  
 
    “The Black is nighttime,” she murmured, eyes still closed. “In this place, it’s short. About an hour by your human way of keeping time. Tor has two suns and no moons. The suns avoid each other, lighting opposite halves of the planet before switching places. Silver and bronze. But there is always a period of complete darkness—the Black.” 
 
    I wasn’t scared of the dark, but I didn’t love it either. Walking to my car from work on a nightly basis always made me uncomfortable. Not that anything had ever really happened. Well, except for when a badass motorcycle-riding chick had given me a ride home and then drugged and abducted me, transporting me to an alien planet to fight monsters.  
 
    There was that. 
 
    “And the screams?” I asked, swallowing what was left of the limited moisture in my mouth.  
 
    “Very few of the creatures on Tor can bear the light of the suns. The Dark is the only time they come out from their lairs.” 
 
    Wonderful. Monster play time. The high I’d been riding since our stolen moments of intimacy came crashing down under the reality of the world I was now trapped in. I wondered how long Vrill had been in this place. Somehow it didn’t feel like the right time to ask. “But what about the Maluk’ori?” I said. 
 
    She crinkled her nose, eyes still closed. “Unfortunately, they don’t mind the suns. The type of troll we faced doesn’t mind the silver sun but will turn to stone under the glare of the bronze one. There are a few other dangers to worry about during the day, but unfathomably more during the Black. Now, please, try to sleep.” 
 
    I didn’t sleep, but I stopped talking so she could.  
 
    Even safe in the cave, the Black was the longest hour of my life. The sounds of murder and mayhem surrounded us. Sometimes it was dull and distant, and other times so loud, explosions of violence, that the battle must’ve been right outside our boulder.  
 
    If the monsters discovered the secret entrance… 
 
    I blinked away the thought. Vrill clearly knew what she was doing. She slept like a baby drunk on her mother’s milk.  
 
    When the horrific sounds finally became less frequent before fading into silence, I released a deep breath. The muscles that I’d held taut during the entire duration of the Black relaxed. My breathing returned to normal. My heart continued to beat at a faster rate, but eventually it slowed too.  
 
    Exhaustion returned and I stared at the red light flickering behind my eyelids. It was comforting, in a way, even if the fuel was the ever-burning blood of the demon horde known as the Maluk’ori. 
 
    Sleep claimed me once more. 
 
    The nightmares stayed away this time. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, much looked the same in the cave. The red torches danced on each side, casting my shadows in five directions. The wash basin was where I’d left it the night before, near the ‘bathroom’ area. The drinking basin, however, had been moved to a place where it could catch drips from a stalactite extending from the ceiling. The vestibule was almost full, though I was certain I’d drained nearly half of it after my ‘bath’. 
 
    Vrill was nowhere to be found. Her armor was gone too. 
 
    I took a deep breath, licking my lips, which were feeling parched again.  
 
    She’ll be back. 
 
    I felt pathetic gaining comfort from that thought, but I did. I’d never been camping or needed to fend for myself in the wild. My idea of foraging was heading to the grocery store and filling my cart. I’d never even been a Boy Scout, though I liked to follow their preparedness motto. How did one prepare for Monsterworld? 
 
    By learning how to fight, I supposed, but I’d never even taken karate. All my fights had occurred on a flat screen TV with my fingers and thumbs jamming buttons and twisting joysticks to control my fists and feet and weapons.  
 
    As I waited for Vrill to return, I tried to keep myself busy to pass the time. First, I carefully smoothed out the wrinkles on my tiny loincloth, and then washed the blue lion’s blood and dirt off it as best I could. Still wet, I tied it back on. It would dry. Next, I knelt and lapped at the water, ignoring the drips on the back of my neck.  
 
    My stomach protested at being filled with something other than the food it grumbled for.  
 
    She’ll come back. 
 
    Next, I inspected my own body, something I had really had the chance to do on account of all the running from monsters and have sex with a beautiful alien warrior woman. Like a dork in front of the mirror, I flexed one arm, then the other. My biceps were round hills, bulging on all sides. I felt my chest, which looked like one of those pretend muscle costumes. Images of Hans and Frans came to mind. I beat my chest, once, twice. Solid as rock. My abs too. If I flexed my six-pack, I knew I could take a pretty good punch and not feel it. Maybe not a troll punch, but still. I was buff as hell without having to go through all the gym time and protein shakes. The slime cocoon would make millions back on Earth.  
 
    I did a few Hulk Hogan poses before feeling dumb enough to stop.  
 
    I moved over to the torches, inspecting each one in turn. Killing time. Though I hadn’t noticed it before, each long handle was metal. The tops were painted with glistening black liquid that might’ve been tar. Demon blood. It burns eternally, Vrill had told me.  
 
    I sat down, trying to come to terms with the realization that she wasn’t coming back. I shouldn’t have been surprised. But I was. On Earth, I’d never been interested in a one-night stand. My two minor relationships had both lasted a few months, but I’d been ready for them to last forever. In both cases, I’d told the women I loved them. They’d gotten uncomfortable at that point and it had ended soon after.  
 
    With Vrill, the foolish romantic part of my brain had believed it was the start of something. How could sex that good not be more than just sex?  
 
    Where I’m from, skin to skin contact is how we rejuvenate ourselves, she’d said. So I was like food, or water, something to be consumed. Most dudes might not have a problem with that, but it left me feeling depressed. I finally had a body that women might desire, but was that all I was now? Muscles and a penis? 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my own ridiculous thoughts. None of that mattered. This wasn’t some alien dating reality show. This was the fucked-up situation I was in, and if I wanted to survive I needed to stop being such a pussy.  
 
    I stood up, flexing slightly to remind myself I was a freaking bodybuilder now. I needed to pump myself up, to prepare my mind and body for whatever Hell the day might bring. It’s possible I beat my chest a few times and grunted like Tim ‘the Tool Man’ Taylor.  
 
    Of course, that’s when Vrill walked in.  
 
    Because she hadn’t abandoned me.  
 
    She stopped short, her scythe-like eyebrows lifting onto her dark brow. Her armor reflected red torchlight. An amused smile flitted across her gorgeous lips. “Don’t stop,” she said. “I would hate to distract you from whatever Earthly ritual you’re performing.” 
 
    I felt heat rush to my cheeks. “It’s not a—” I managed to stop myself, because I didn’t have an explanation that would explain my behavior any better. “It’s fine. I’m finished.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, “because I brought food. That’s what you need to rejuvenate, right? The last human I met was always eating.” 
 
    Any embarrassment I’d felt a moment ago vanished at the thought of food. I finally noticed she was carrying something in her hands. Something long and leafy, ending in a tangle of roots. Wait, not roots. Was that an… 
 
    “Animal?” I said, only able to translate my thoughts to my mouth in the single word.  
 
    “I call them leafrats,” Vrill said, holding the creature up so I could get a better look. It was small, like a rat, but plumper around the midsection. The leafy stem seemed to grow right out of its back. In any other situation, I might’ve barfed at the idea of eating something that resembled a rodent. Now, however, it looked like the most delicious thing I’d ever laid eyes on. Screw filet mignon or lobster tail. Bring on the grilled leafrat! 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. It was one of the nicest things anyone had ever done for me.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said with a sly smile. “You rejuvenated me first.” 
 
    I breathed in through my nose, in awe. Was she seriously thanking me for the best sex of my life? “Uh, you’re welcome. Anytime.” Yeah, I actually said that. Dumbass.  
 
    She handed me the creature by the stem. My stomach growled and I resisted the urge to dig into the raw, furry flesh. I didn’t want to get sick. I could be patient for a few minutes longer. I noticed a short dagger sheathed at her waist. Did she have it the night before? I couldn’t remember. “May I borrow that?” I asked, gesturing to the knife.  
 
    She shrugged, pulling it out and flipping it around handle-first with a practiced ease that spoke of experience handling the weapon. It was a beautiful weapon, its handle engraved with markings resembling elvish runes from one of the fantasy games I used to play before I got addicted to A-Civ. 
 
    “Thanks.” With the dagger in one hand and the leafrat in the other, I sat, trying to determine the best way to skin the thing.  
 
    It was another thing I had no experience with. I’d never killed anything. Not even a fish. My parents were…indoor people. I followed in their footsteps. But my gaming characters had caught and killed things, cooking them over an open fire.  
 
    I needed to be my characters.  
 
    I took a deep breath, visualizing how I would look as a pixelated, muscled character. The knife was my joystick. I began to cut.  
 
    The leafrat was still warm. Its neck was broken, which must’ve been how Vrill had killed it. I bit back my disgust as I cut off its head. Vrill squatted near me, captivated by the process. I used her presence as a distraction from what my hands were doing, which wasn’t hard. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her mile-long legs.  
 
    “You don’t need to eat?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Drink, yes. My peoples’ rejuvenation comes from intercourse.” 
 
    That hurt a little, because it reminded me that she’d needed me like I needed food. It kind of sucked being food, even as good as the sex had been.  
 
    What is wrong with me? I thought. I was certain that ninety-nine percent of other guys would love being food in this context.  
 
    “So your people do what we did a lot?” I had to admit the way she spoke so openly of sex was somewhat fascinating. 
 
    “The effect of the rejuvenation lasts a while. The last human I met…she compared it to something called a ‘camel’ on your world? Does that make sense?”  
 
    In a weird way, it did, although comparing anything Vrill did with the hump-backed, spitting desert creatures seemed wrong on many levels. “Camels can drink substantial amounts of water and store it so they don’t need to drink again for a long time. That allows them to survive in harsh conditions.” I managed to separate enough of the leafrat’s fur from the meat, which allowed me to peel it away from the rest, all the way to the tail. Strangely, it parted around the stem, which was embedded in the center of the meat, like a part of its spine growing outside its body. With the fur gone, it looked like a pitifully small amount of food, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, still watching my hands work. “I am like a camel then. I store what we did last night. I will use the energy from it over many days. Last night I was weak. Today I am strong.” 
 
    “When was the last time you…” I hoped she would understand the gist of the unfinished question.  
 
    “Ninety-six Blacks ago,” she said, not offering any details.  
 
    Curiosity was killing me. “With who? Are there other of your people here?” Or was it the human you keep mentioning? I added in my mind. My man-brain created an image of Vrill and a beautiful human woman rejuvenating each other. I fought off the image as I felt a stirring beneath my loincloth.  
 
    “Neither,” she said. “The human I met—that was a long time ago. And I’ve never seen another of my kind here. I think the Finder gave up on my race after I escaped.” 
 
    The Finder. It was what Eve had called herself. “You know Eve?” 
 
    She crinkled her nose in disgust. “She brought me here. Just like you. I survived the Circle. Just like you.” 
 
    I remembered she’d mentioned the Circle the night before. Eve and Persepheus had talked about it too. With more context, I understood. The ring of boulders. The cocoons. The monsters. Persepheus had said something about a test when she was speaking to Eve. Just before I ended up in that fracking cocoon, surrounded by death.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Three years,” she said. 
 
    By the gods… “None of this is new, is it? This has been happening for a long time.” Whatever this was. 
 
    “Long before I arrived. Most of their ‘Warriors’ don’t survive a single Black, much less long enough to advance further. Not that they give them any real chance.” 
 
    “Advance?” My lack of knowledge made me feel like a toddler learning his ABCs. 
 
    “Eve explained the Levels, right? Of course she didn’t. They prefer to throw you in the monster pit and pray. Look, what they—Eve and the Three Goddesses—want, is for you to worship them. To feel the need to be in their presence. To protect them from the monsters. To do their bidding. To go on quests to recover what they need to recover. In return, they offer you advancement. Each time you gain a Level, they’ll cover you in their primordial ooze—you know, that slimy stuff?—wrap you in a cocoon, and birth you as a more superior version of yourself. Or at least more superior in their minds. They gave you the first level-up—from Outcast to Warrior—for ‘free,’ to try to hook you into their system. Assuming you survived the Circle, of course, which most don’t.” She held up a hand to cut off my next ten questions, which were sitting on the tip of my tongue. “Eat first, then I’ll explain more.” 
 
    I nodded, having forgotten my empty stomach beneath the weight of all the new revelations. The reminder, however, sent it grumbling and aching once more. “Is it safe to use the demonflames to cook the meat?” The word ‘demonflames’ had sprung to mind just before I’d said it, but it had a nice ring to it.  
 
    She laughed. “Yes. Probably.” 
 
    “Your certainty is comforting.” 
 
    She laughed again, and I realized how much I enjoyed being the one to make her do that. “It was a joke. My people like to joke, though I don’t have many opportunities to do so here.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “In between rounds of rejuvenation?” 
 
    “My other human companion, Darcy, warned me about males from Earth. Always thinking about one thing.” 
 
    It wasn’t untrue…  
 
    Given the matter-of-fact manner in which she discussed sex, I was feeling more comfortable with the topic. Plus, she’d already seen me naked. “Do you get the same pleasure from sex as we do? Or is it like eating for you?” 
 
    “Do you not get pleasure from eating?” she asked.  
 
    Good point. People even referred to certain dishes as ‘orgasmic.’ Hell, my mouth was watering at the thought of roasted rat.  
 
    I was about to stab the damn thing and use the dagger like a skewer, but Vrill stopped me. “Darcy learned a better way to prepare the leafrats,” she said. “The leaves are there for a reason. For the rats, it helps them to hide from larger predators. They burrow into the ground so only the stem and leaves are showing. But Darcy discovered they also serve as what she called ‘spices.’ She would cut the stem and remove the leaves, wrapping them around the meat. Cooking it like that made it taste better, at least to her. Plus, she said the leaves gave her added strength, like something called vitamins. She convinced me to try a piece once and I couldn’t choke the stuff down. I don’t know how you eat anything.” 
 
    Though it was odd talking to someone who looked similar to a human but without many human needs, it was also refreshing. “Thanks for the tip,” I said, following her instructions. The leaves were broad and long, and each one could be wrapped around the rat’s body multiple times. I only needed three to do the job. The rest I put aside for potential later use. Maybe I could make tea with them. If I could find or make a cup, that is.  
 
    Once the rat was prepared, I stabbed it with the dagger to hold everything together, and then held it close to the demonflames. 
 
    Immediately, the leaves began to char, though there wasn’t any smoke.  
 
    “Not too close,” Vrill cautioned. “These flames burn hotter than those you are used to.” 
 
    I moved the rat bundle back a little, turning it slightly to ensure the meat cooked evenly. After a few minutes, a delightful aroma wafted up from the leaves. My hunger gremlin tried to claw its way out from the inside of my stomach.  
 
    “How long did Darcy used to cook these for?” I asked. What I was really asking was: Are these demonflames more like a microwave or a slow cooker? but I didn’t think Vrill would get the reference. 
 
    “Not long,” Vrill said. “She would usually count to a hundred. I always tried to throw her off by shouting out random numbers.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. It was such a juvenile thing for a mature woman like Vrill to do, and yet it felt oddly comforting that she had still found ways to relax on this frightening world.  
 
    I counted in my head, so Vrill wouldn’t know what number I was on, but I only got to sixty before my hunger pangs became more than I could handle.  
 
    I pulled the leaf-wrapped meat back and blew on it rapidly so I wouldn’t burn my mouth. Vrill did the same, laughing as our breath met. She really was young at heart, despite all she’d been through trying to survive in this place.  
 
    I wanted to kiss her so badly, but I knew that would be out of line. She’d made it clear she only needed me for ‘rejuvenation’ at this point. Plus, we’d only just met.  
 
    Not to mention, the roasted meat was calling me.  
 
    I bit into it, surprised at the blast of flavor and juices that squirted onto my tongue. It was delicious. No… 
 
    Orgasmic. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said.  
 
    Vrill raised an eyebrow. “I don’t understand. What is holy about shit? That is the foul-smelling excrement that comes from your anus, correct? Darcy always called it number two for some reason. Do you worship your own bowel movements?” 
 
    I almost choked on the meat, but managed to swallow it before taking another bite, making sure I had an even mix of leaves and rat. If anything, the second bite was even better than the first. I answered with my mouth full, because at this moment I really didn’t care about manners. “No, it’s just an expression we use on Earth. It means, ‘Wow.’ I’ve never really thought about it. You’re right. It’s a ridiculous thing to say.” 
 
    “I like watching you eat,” she said. “I can see how much you enjoy it.” 
 
    I did. A lot. But now that my stomach was slowly being filled, my mind returned to our previous conversation about Eve, the Three Goddesses and the Levels. “How many Levels are there?” 
 
    Vrill sighed at the question, looking none too happy by it. “Who knows? I’ve never known anyone who survived past Level 4.” 
 
    “Which is…”  
 
    “Seeker,” she said, spitting the word out like a bad taste. 
 
    If there were only four Levels and I was already at Level 2…this ‘game’ seemed way too easy. And I knew from experience that most games worth playing were not easy. There must’ve been something I was missing. “Why do the Three Goddesses want my help?” I asked.  
 
    Vrill wrinkled her nose at the change in topic. She paused for a while, her eyes never leaving mine. At first it was nice, but soon became uncomfortable. Finally, I looked away, defeated.  
 
    “Because they’re dying,” she said.  
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    “What do you mean—dying?” I asked. Though I still had a few bites of leafrat meat left, I was no longer hungry. I placed it on the ground beside me. 
 
    “Did you see them?” Vrill countered. “The Three?” 
 
    I started to shake my head but stopped. “One of them. Persepheus. She looked and sounded tired. Exhausted.” 
 
    “They are weakened—the Three. Persepheus is Goddess of the Sea,” Vrill said. “Not that there’s anything for her to rule these days. Not here, at least.” She snorted slightly.  
 
    “No sea?” 
 
    Vrill shook her head, tossing her beautiful mane of pink hair around. “She was the last to lose her kingdom, though it had been set in motion hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago. The sea dried up, leaving this place barren. The only water left is underground, except for—” 
 
    “The pond,” I said, remembering the way the goddess had vanished beneath the surface with a splash.  
 
    Vrill nodded. “That is one reason the Three stay there.” 
 
    “Are there other reasons?” 
 
    Vrill shrugged. “Ancient wards that protect them from the monsters. But even those are failing. The monsters keep testing their defenses. Eventually they’ll find a way to break through. If any of the Three are still alive, they’ll rip them limb from limb and devour their bodies.” 
 
    She spoke about the ending of the trio of goddesses like one might speak of which restaurant to go to for dinner. Not that there were any restaurants on this planet. She sounded almost…excited by the prospect. “Why do you hate them do much?” 
 
    “Because they brought me here. You too. All of us. So many, over the years. Most have died. Even those that survived for a while died on one quest or another. Not that the Three care. We’re expendable, don’t you see? You think they would’ve dropped you off in the Circle if you weren’t?” 
 
    She was right. I could see that. But it didn’t change the fact that we were here for a purpose, right? To protect the Three. To help them…what? “What are these quests you talk about?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh goddesses, don’t tell me you’ve already drunk their—what was the human expression Darcy used to use? Oh yes, Kool-Aid. Whatever that is.” 
 
    “I haven’t drunk anything. I’m just asking. This is all new to me. A couple days ago I was an unemployed loser with nothing to do but play video games.” 
 
    “Video games?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I can explain it later if you want.” 
 
    She looked up at the rocky ceiling, as if she could see through it to the sky beyond. “Goddesses save me.” She paused, seeming to rethink her statement. “On second thought, don’t.” She looked at me. “Fine. The quests are fool’s errands, that’s what they are.” 
 
    “Okayyy,” I said. “What kind of errands?” 
 
    “The kind where you run off to find some ancient relic or another—like a dusty old cup, for example—except monsters try to kill you the entire time. And if”—she gestured with a finger in the air to emphasize the word—“you make it back, the Three might see fit to advance you to the next of their meaningless Levels.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Though I had already guessed the answer, I needed to ask. The human woman she’d known from before…she hadn’t met her the same way she’d met me. I was sure of it.  
 
    Vrill said nothing, refusing to meet my eyes for the first time since she saved me.  
 
    “The human woman you knew, Darcy, you met her when you were with the Three, right?” 
 
    Vrill shook her head again, and at first I didn’t think it was an answer. But it was. “I met her in the Circle,” she said.  
 
    Another piece of the puzzle that was this beautiful alien woman’s history clicked into place. “You both survived it though,” I said. “The test.” It wasn’t a question, because she knew too much about Darcy and humans for it to be any other way. 
 
    “Yes.” She spoke the word softly, almost under her breath. “The other three Warriors did not. It’s rare one survives, but two? The Three were so pleased. Back then all of them were still conscious most of the time. They treated us like the chosen ones. They talked about how we could save them. How we could save everything. They lied.” 
 
    Those final two words drove home the truth that had been building in my chest, like a vice tightening inch by painful inch. Darcy was dead. No, it was worse than that. Vrill had watched her die. Maybe she’d even tried to save her and failed.  
 
    I didn’t ask about Darcy. If the roles had been reversed, I wouldn’t have wanted to be asked about something like that. The way Vrill spoke about the human woman…it was obvious they were friends. Good friends. A memory from my childhood stretched its arms, but I fought it back down. “You’ve been on a quest before, haven’t you?” 
 
    She snorted again, somehow making the noise sound attractive. Her armor gleamed in the demonlight. Her armor. The Three, or Eve probably, had taken all my clothes and left me with just a loincloth. Which meant they’d probably done something similar to Vrill. Which meant the armor had come from somewhere else.  
 
    “They gave you the armor, didn’t they? What Level are you, Vrill?” 
 
    She bit her lip so hard I was surprised when it didn’t draw blood. “4,” she said. “Seeker. So yes, I’ve been on a quest. I’ve been on too many damn quests, including the one for the dusty old cup. How do you think Persepheus created her godsdamn pond? From the stupid magical cup I brought her.” Her tone took on a scathing note. “Oh, don’t worry, she thanked me, all right. She rejuvenated me again and again and—you get the picture, right?” 
 
    I did, and typically the slightest hint of…rejuvenation…between the beautiful creature in front of me and that gorgeous mermaid goddess would’ve made me go half-crazy with desire, but not now. Not when I could hear the pain in Vrill’s voice.  
 
    “And she gave you the armor,” I guessed, trying to steer the conversation away from any topic that might be on the more sensitive side.  
 
    She laughed at that, scornful. “You think I’d wear a gift from one of them? I earned this set of armor. Another quest. It was when Darcy…anyway, I left and never returned. Eve found me once, but even she isn’t strong enough to make me go back. Chosen ones? Ha! We were the chosen ones for a while, but there’s always another chosen one.” 
 
    Like me, I thought. Eve had said something eerily similar when I’d been freaking out on the back of her motorcycle, which already felt like a million years ago. But just because the goddesses were using us to further their own agenda didn’t mean we shouldn’t help them, right? If the monsters were consuming this planet Black night by Black night, shouldn’t we fight back? It was my turn to laugh, because that was just the sort of thing my character on A-Civ would have to do.  
 
    “Does something amuse you, human?” Vrill spat.  
 
    “Sorry, no, I was just thinking about one of the video games I play back on Earth. You’re right. This isn’t some game, at least not for us.” 
 
    Her expression changed, the jagged lines that had formed during the difficult conversation smoothing away. “Does that mean you’ll stay with me?” 
 
    The hopefulness in her tone made my heart hurt. It was almost childlike in its earnestness. This woman was probably the strongest person—male or female—I’d ever met, and yet she’d been utterly alone for so long, haunted by her own demons from the past. I couldn’t imagine living like that for a day, much less the years she’d been here.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, and that confidence was back, along with her playful smile.  
 
    She leaned forward, slowly, her lips parting to reveal the perfection of her tongue. My friend beneath my loincloth stirred. “I thought you were fully rejuvenated,” I managed to say before her lips devoured mine, her tongue crashing like waves in my mouth. I’m a dumbass, I thought. Why would I ask something like that? 
 
    In between hungry kisses, she managed to answer anyway. “That was…for strength,” she said, her breath washing over me as she began to pant. “This is…for fun.” 
 
    Her hands found my loincloth and ripped it away as if it was nothing—which it was. My hands didn’t need convincing, and I found the releases on her armor much more quickly this time. 
 
    Her armor fell away with a series of dull clanks, reverberating off the walls, echoing in the hollow space between the rocks.  
 
    Her body pressed against mine and all thoughts of goddesses and monsters vanished. Her lips pulled away from mine, but only to trace a wet path down my chin, my neck, my chest. 
 
    My abdomen.  
 
    Lower.  
 
    By the gods, I thought, arching my back and groaning in ecstasy as she took me into her mouth.  
 
    No, I thought. Not by the gods. By Vrill. Only by Vrill. 
 
    She moved me in and out, in and out, again and again and again until I was spent.  
 
    I offered the same to her next, my hands probing at her breasts as my tongue slipped between her legs. When her back arched and she released a soft gasp, I could almost feel her pleasure the way I’d felt my own. It was wonderful.  
 
    Exhausted and satisfied, she curled up in the crook of my arm and we slept once more.  
 
    Unfortunately, the next event would bring nothing but pain to us both.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Sam, we have to go!”  
 
    I was summoned from the depths of sleep by Vrill’s hissed command. I blinked, trying to make sense of the stone tomb around me. I sat up quickly. Vrill had already donned the lower part of her armor and was just snapping the upper half together with practiced ease.  
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, standing and fumbling for my pathetically small loincloth, my fingers awkwardly trying to tie it at either side.  
 
    “The Black,” she said, stepping forward to help me.  
 
    “But…” Had we really talked, sexed and slept the entire day away?  
 
    “No time for that,” Vrill said, grabbing my hand. “Hurry. We are not safe here anymore. The kind of monster that’s coming will not be fooled by our hidden entrance.” 
 
    And that, it seemed, was my new reality. For a few moments, I’d been happy with Vrill in her little cave. What I hadn’t thought about or considered was how little she had. A few demonlights. Two basins of water. Nothing else. Which meant she knew she would have to leave eventually. She knew they would find us, I thought. I wondered how many times she had been forced to flee in the middle of the Black, chased from her home and forced to hide somewhere else? Dozens? Hundreds? How could someone live like that, always fearing what would happen on the next day? 
 
    A survivor. That’s what she was. I’d survived two lousy days, and only because of her help. Was I really cut out for a life here? Even if some of the time was filled with happy moments with Vrill, that was no kind of life. Not for anyone.  
 
    While I’d been spiraling into a chasm of fear, she’d dragged me halfway across the cave, toward the dark tunnel we’d entered through.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we bring a demonlight?” I asked.  
 
    “It will draw them like moths to a flame,” she said. “If we hurry, they won’t even know we’ve left.” 
 
    Her confidence was an impressive thing. She sounded like the soldiers in my video games sounded. Hard. Determined. She’s Level 4, I reminded myself. A Seeker. Whatever that meant.  
 
    Through the tunnel we went, the darkness surrounding us. The side of my arm scraped against the wall and I stumbled, but Vrill was right there to steady me. She was a rock. Strong. Steadfast. Despite my new, stronger body, I felt less like a rock and more like a puddle of dog drool.  
 
    A stiff wind bit into me, stinging my eyes, and I realized we’d left the safety of the cave.  
 
    The wind was the only way to tell, because, oh gods, I couldn’t see a damn thing. Literally, nothing. Before experiencing it, I’d thought the Black was more of a melodramatic way of saying nighttime.  
 
    This wasn’t night. More like a nightmare. Above, below, in front, behind…nothing. I could feel the wind and the squeeze of Vrill’s fingers against my palm and my bare feet on the hard, unforgiving ground.  
 
    But I couldn’t see anything, not even the outline of Vrill’s dark body or the gleam of her armor. There was nothing to make the metal gleam, no source of light. Like Vrill had said, both suns had abandoned us. If there were stars out there somewhere, something in the planet’s atmosphere blocked their light.  
 
    I never knew how much I loved the stars until they were gone.  
 
    We ran, and soon I was breathing heavily. Not from the rapid pace of our flight so much as the fear and panic. Was I afraid of the dark? you might ask. If only that was all I feared. No, my panic and heavy breathing was from what I’d heard, the approach of something Vrill had somehow sensed well before their sounds had reached earshot.  
 
    Shrieks. Not unlike the call of a bird hunting in the night, the screech sent tingles down my spine. It was answered by another shriek, then another. Soon there were dozens more, approaching fast.  
 
    To my surprise, a light appeared just ahead, bouncing as Vrill ran across the rough terrain. It was a dull blue at first but began to brighten until I could make out the shape of her dagger, the very same I’d used to prepare my pathetic leafrat breakfast less than a day earlier. Its glow now illuminated the curve of her armored hip, but little else.  
 
    “Go!” Vrill cried, pulling me harder. I could tell I was slowing her down, her long legs built for speed.  
 
    I couldn’t let all her years of survival be ended because I was too slow. I couldn’t be the anchor that towed her into the depths.  
 
    I ripped my fingers from hers, veering left into the Black, angling away from the path she was on.  
 
    I wouldn’t stop and sacrifice myself for her. No, I knew she would be just fine on her own. She was smart and strong and resourceful. She would find a new safe place.  
 
    I would try to do the same, perhaps leading away whatever creatures were chasing us at the same time.  
 
    “Sam!” Vrill cried, and I could hear the alarm and confusion in her voice, which was further away now.  
 
    I didn’t respond, because if she heard my voice, she might try to run in my direction. Once the Black was over, maybe we could find each other again.  
 
    If I survived.  
 
    Her voice growing even more distant, Vrill said, “Find a place to hide until the Black is over! It won’t be long now!” 
 
    Even apart from me, she was trying to save me, a gift I appreciated more than any she’d given me so far.  
 
    I galloped forward with reckless abandon, fearing what pursued me more than the potential hazards I might crash into. Which, in hindsight, was a mistake. I should’ve remembered that our hideout had been in the middle of a boulder field. It was only a matter of time before— 
 
    My outstretched fingers crunched into a wall, and I heard the crackle as more than one of them broke on impact, crumpling under the force and giving way before me. The rest of me followed. My head was cushioned by my arms, which were driven by my skull into the immoveable boulder that blocked my path.  
 
    Stunned, I bounced off, staggering. Seeing those stars I’d wanted so badly to see.  
 
    Shards of pain speared from my fingers up my arms, which also throbbed. My legs almost crumpled, but somehow, I managed to maintain my balance. It was my new body. Not invincible, but stronger. Able to take a hit without going down.  
 
    Despite all that Vrill had told me, I thanked Eve and the Three Goddesses for that.  
 
    Even if it was them who’d put me in this situation to begin with. 
 
    The shrieks were closer now, seeming to cut through the darkness like projectiles.  
 
    “Shit, shit shit,” I muttered, feeling my way around the edge of the boulder, each touch bringing a hailstorm of agony.  
 
    I hoped I would find another cave like the one we’d left. The kind of monster that’s coming will not be fooled by our hidden entrance. Vrill’s words came back to me. Still, out in the open felt more dangerous than burrowing myself into a cave. Plus, I might be able to find a way to barricade the opening. Or maybe I could wedge myself into a spot so tight the monsters that were following wouldn’t be able to come after me.  
 
    None of those ideas mattered, however, because the outside of this boulder was solid rock without nook or cranny.  
 
    I broke away from cover, wandering across the next stretch of open expanse. Sharp stones cut into the soles of my raw feet, but I barely felt them, adrenaline and fear washing away any physical pain I was experiencing.  
 
    I saw something.  
 
    I blinked twice to make certain it was real and not my mind playing tricks on me.  
 
    Sure enough, the outline of a mountainous boulder appeared ahead. Which meant one thing: 
 
    The Black was ending.  
 
    The same moment I realized it, sharp claws bit into my back from the monster who’d stopped shrieking to sneak up behind me.  
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    The impact was enough to throw me ass over teakettle. My momentum carried me forward for a few steps as my legs crumpled. I managed to get my arms down first to protect my head, but I still rolled several times before coming to a stop. 
 
    The winged monster swooped past, deadly talons flashing as early rays of silver light breached the horizon.  
 
    Vrill had said some monsters couldn’t survive in the sunlight, which was why the Black was such a dangerous time. 
 
    The birds, which, now that I got a good look at them in the coming dawn, were more like giant bats, their wings leathery and spread wider than my own arms could reach, didn’t seem to be affected by the light. The worst thing about them, however, were their faces, which were almost human-like, but disfigured and distorted, as if I was looking into my own face in a fun-house mirror.  
 
    The word that came to mind was gargoyles. 
 
    My back ached from where the claws had bit into my skin, but I wasn’t done yet.  
 
    Even as the bat-monster-gargoyle-thing wheeled about and came in for another attack, I dragged myself to my feet and took off, running for the next boulder, which might have a cave I could shelter in.  
 
    Two more gargoyles broke off from the rest, flanking the skies above me, a trio of pursuers releasing shrieks that curdled my blood.  
 
    I had a plan. Not a good one, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    I glanced back, judging the amount of time I had left before one or more of them struck.   
 
    The two on the sides were already angling in.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    One second, two… 
 
    I dove for the ground, covering my head with my arms. I felt leathery wings beat against me and the bite of sharp talons. I rolled swiftly to the side, realizing my error. These bats weren’t stupid. I’d hoped they would crash into each other and begin fighting, but instead they’d pulled into a hovering position so they’d have an equal opportunity to claw at my skin and peck at my eyes.  
 
    Not good.  
 
    I kicked out desperately, connecting solidly with one of their mutated heads, which were relatively small compared to their wingspan. It shrieked, but pulled back, whipping air against my face with each heavy beat of its wings. The other one slashed at my face and I turned away too slow, pain rising to the surface a moment later. My cheek burned as blood escaped through a trio of gashes.  
 
    I am Warrior Level, I remembered, though I wasn’t sure where the thought came from.  
 
    Yes, thanks to the—what had Vrill called it?—primordial ooze, I had the body of a Warrior now, but that didn’t mean that I was one. My mind still urged me to run, to hide, to cower away from the onslaught.  
 
    That’s the problem, I thought, even as the bat tried to bite at my leg and I barely managed to squirm away. I have no killer instinct. 
 
    Which meant I was going to die.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    When I played video games, I became a different person through my characters. That’s why I had always loved them. It was an escape from my own boring, uneventful life where I was average. On a good day.  
 
    But how did I transfer that mindset to a real-life situation where if I died there was no reset button, no do over?  
 
    It started with a scream, rising from the back of my throat and emerging as a manly bellow I didn’t know I was capable of. Too bad the gargoyle monster didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Yeah, too bad for it. 
 
    Because the growl was only the start. I snapped my arm forward, no longer defending but attacking. My hand grabbed the creature’s small head, which fit nicely into my grip as I shoved my thumbs into its eyes, feeling the soft area within its strangely human skull. Its shriek morphed into a sickening cry of distress, high-pitched and ear-piercing.  
 
    But I didn’t stop squeezing, even as it contorted its body to rake its claws over my forearm, again and again and again, slicing my skin to ribbons, until blood leaked from my flesh like a crimson waterfall, pooling on the ground.  
 
    I squeezed until its head popped, black gore splattering across my body and mixing with my blood on the ground. Worse, my mouth was open because I was still growl-screaming.  
 
    I released the bat monster and it flopped to the ground, dead.  
 
    I turned to the side and vomited.  
 
    The silver sun finally broke fully above the horizon and the rest of the bats fell from the sky, thumping against the ground, blood leaking from their ears, eyes and mouth.  
 
    Their bodies seemed to melt around them, liquefying until all that remained were their skeletal frames, resting in the muck.  
 
    Like Vrill had said, not all the monsters could survive in the sunlight.  
 
    And I’d been wrong about the bats. They weren’t smart at all.  
 
    I managed to sit up, clamping my left hand around my right arm, which was mutilated. I stared at it, no longer feeling sick now that I’d expelled the bat’s blood from my mouth. I’d never liked the sight of my own blood, but for some reason it no longer bothered me. Perhaps it was because my body no longer resembled my own. Instead, the blood intrigued me, and I leaned closer to look at what was under the surface of the skin, all of which was revealed by the deep runnels carved by the bats’ talons.  
 
    Severed veins. Corded muscle. And bones. 
 
    The pain was immense. I gritted my teeth and growled through them.  
 
    That’s when I saw a familiar, tall form running toward me, blade flashing in her grip but no longer glowing.  
 
    Vrill.  
 
    Despite the pain and the foul nature of what I’d just done, a smile crossed my face.  
 
    Until she stopped, frozen in her tracks. Her eyes swept past me, narrowing with an emotion I couldn’t quite place.  
 
    Still clutching my arm, I swiveled my head around to see what was behind me.  
 
    Not what—who. Eve, her short, black dress rucked up on her thighs to allow her to sit on what she was sitting on. Not a motorcycle, of course, but the black-furred beast I’d thought I’d imagined as we tore along the streets back home.  
 
    As I watched her, several others appeared at her sides. None were human.  
 
    I glanced back toward Vrill, but she was already gone.  
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    I tried to get up, to run, but my legs were like jelly now, my energy sapped by my flight and fight. 
 
    I stumbled, collapsing in the dirt, blood flowing out of me too fast to be anything but bad.  
 
    My cheek pressed against the dirt and I watched Eve dismount from the massive panther, her wickedly smokin’ body approaching on an angle because of my perception.  
 
    The others flanked her. Aliens, all of them. Then again, I was an alien here too.  
 
    I licked my dry lips, trying to find moisture where there was none. There was so much I wanted to say to her, to ask, but my vision was swimming now, a product of my significant loss of blood.  
 
    I could almost see my character’s life meter draining inch by inch, approaching the end of the line. Death.  
 
    Eve stood over me, her dress blowing around those perfect legs. It wasn’t a bad view for the last I’d ever see. That’s when I noticed what she was gripping in her hand. The white, almost-glowing fruit I’d see her hold before. It was cut in half. She squeezed and I knew to open my mouth this time, catching the bittersweet liquid in my mouth.  
 
    Blessed sleep took me. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I felt warm and comfortable when I awoke. I wasn’t dead, which was something I was getting used to. I felt like a cat with nine lives. How many had I used already? Two? Three? Despite my alien surroundings, with the glowing vines and soft murmur of moving water, it felt normal. Was I really adapting to this new planet? 
 
    Less than a week ago I was getting up and going to a place I despised, spending most of my waking life sitting in a cubicle and working on a project no one cared about. Was this really any worse? 
 
    The fact that it was even a question showed how much I’d changed in the short time since my abduction. Hell, a week ago the thought of fighting a real-life monster was something resigned to fantasy books and video games.  
 
    “I killed it,” I whispered, more to convince myself than for any other reason. When my back was against the wall, I’d managed to do the unthinkable, becoming my character from A-Civ, who took down alien monsters and brood mothers by the dozen. He always did what he had to do to survive, and so had I.  
 
    My arm, I remembered, glancing toward the right.  
 
    Where the torn-apart ruin of my forearm had been there was an uninterrupted stretch of taut new skin. It was laced with thin white scars, the kind you get years after a bad injury, when the wound is fully healed.  
 
    How long had I been asleep?  
 
    I stared at my arm, feeling strangely numb, like I was looking at someone else’s scars. My scars had always been deeper, harder to see. Though I’d always understood that kids were mean because of their own insecurities, it hadn’t stopped their teasing from hurting. 
 
    It didn’t help that my dad had always told me to stand up for myself, like it was as easy a thing as pressing a button on a controller to throw a punch. For some maybe it was.  
 
    “The primordial ooze can be used for things other than leveling up,” a voice said, snapping my attention back to the opposite side. Eve was sitting nearby, her legs pulled up to her chin, her arms wrapped around. “But I’m guessing you already knew that. Vrill likes to talk.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn’t know that. She told me a little about the ooze, but not that. That’s what healed me? How long did it—” 
 
    “One Black,” she said. “Your wounds were numerous, but not severe.” 
 
    Not severe? Her characterization made me wonder what sorts of injuries she’d seen that would be considered severe. Then again, we were on a planet full of monsters, so… 
 
    “Where is Vrill?” I asked.  
 
    Eve’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Goddesses, she works fast. Damn woman has a knack for poisoning the well.” Clearly, she was talking to herself. “Look, I’m sure she told you things. Her sob story about her lover, Darcy. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Except she’d left out the ‘lover’ part. I’d thought my man-brain fantasies about Vrill and another attractive woman were dumb and adolescent. Well, technically they were, but they were also true, assuming Eve was telling the truth.  
 
    “What she told you isn’t untrue, but she’s also leaving certain parts out. Like the fact that she and Darcy were the two best Seekers we’ve ever had. We were in a bad place when I found them and brought them here.” 
 
    “You mean ‘abducted.’” 
 
    “Call it what you want.” 
 
    “I’m calling it what it is.” 
 
    “Goddesses,” Eve said, rolling her eyes. “Why do humans always have to be so melodramatic?” 
 
    “Aren’t you…human?” I asked.  
 
    “So what? I can’t criticize my own race?” 
 
    It was a fair point, but… “How did you become—” 
 
    “The Finder? Long story. It’s a good one, but we don’t have time for it now. Now we need to get you back on your feet and into action. The last Black was bad—real bad. We need all the Warriors we can get for the next one. You survived the Circle. You even survived your first Black on your own. That never happens. The goddesses are impressed. I’m impressed.” She said it with the same kind of certainty one had when talking from direct experience.  
 
    Though my cheeks warmed at the compliment, it wasn’t fully deserved. “I wasn’t alone. At least not the whole time.” 
 
    “I know. Vrill. We saw her. We were tracking you but had to stop when the Black arrived. You were lucky it ended when it did. Otherwise your life would’ve been forfeit. Still…taking down a gargat with your bare hands? That’s something a Level 3 would struggle with.” 
 
    “Level 3 is…” I asked. Vrill had admitted she was a Level 4 Seeker, and I was a Level 2 Warrior, but no one had mentioned what came in between.  
 
    “Protector,” Eve said. “In the good old days we used to have multiple Protectors. Now we only have one. Most plateau at Level 3. Vrill and Darcy were rare exceptions. Which is why it hurt so much to lose them.” 
 
    She spoke of Vrill like she had died too, which bothered me a little. “What comes after Level 4?” 
 
    “You’re an inquisitive guy, huh? Don’t you worry your pretty little head about what comes after. We haven’t had a Level 5 in decades and no one has ever reached Level 6. If someone had, maybe we wouldn’t still be fighting this infernal war.” 
 
    “Tell me about it—the war. Why are the Three Goddesses dying? What brought you to this point?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Warrior. You’ve been here, what? Two Blacks?” 
 
    “Three,” I answered. “I think.” 
 
    “Three Blacks. Once you’ve survived a hundred, or a thousand, nights, then we can talk. If I explained our history in detail to every Outcast that arrived I wouldn’t have time to do anything else.” 
 
    With that, she stood and headed away, toward the pond.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. “What do I do now?” 
 
    She stopped and glanced back. “Climb the vines. Kloop will get you sorted out and answer any basic questions you might have.” 
 
    “Kloop?” 
 
    “Currently, our one and only Protector. He’s seen two hundred and twenty-six Blacks. If you want to survive half that many, you’ll listen to what he says. And don’t disturb Minertha’s slumber.” 
 
    I was about to ask another question, but lost my words and every thought in my head when she slipped her dark dress off by the straps, letting it fall in a heap at her feet. She stepped out of it gracefully, her curves fully revealed except for the thinnest of thin portion blocked by her thong, which was black and silky rather than the leopard print I’d gawked at while riding behind her on the motorcycle.  
 
    She dove headfirst into the pool, vanishing beneath the crystalline surface.  
 
    What was with this place and beautiful women willing to reveal their bodies to me? Then again, I supposed it made sense. When every day was a life or death situation, modesty was the least of one’s worries.  
 
    Still, my loincloth was stretched tight under Little Sam’s salute of appreciation. “Cool down, man,” I muttered, rising to my feet and readjusting myself, wondering who Minertha was.  
 
    I glanced at the vines growing down either side of the gully. They glowed various colors—green, blue, white. Beautiful. Which side was I supposed to climb?  
 
    I was about to ask Eve, who had resurfaced at the far side of the pond, when movement caught my attention.  
 
    Oh. My. Gods. 
 
    I knew immediately that she had to be one of the Three, though she was completely different from the mermaid-like one with the blue-green skin I’d seen before. 
 
    No less beautiful, just different, like the difference in beauty of a tree versus a winding river.  
 
    For one, I hadn’t noticed her because she was lying on a rocky, reddish-brown outcropping. I hadn’t noticed her because her skin was the same color as the rocks, and just as hard-looking. I knew from experience that sleeping on rocks was not fun, but she seemed to relish it, stretching out like a cat and yawning as she rolled over. 
 
    Her body was hard, but not blocky, her curves as smooth and round as stones sculpted by the rush of water over many years. I was fairly certain she was nude, though most of my view of her was blocked by a rock table.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, a rich, beautiful brown. They focused on me, and I could see the exhaustion in them. Like she’d given up. Like she had nothing left to give.  
 
    And then she winked, the most surprising gesture in the world coming from a goddess. There was something…sly in that expression. I was captivated to the point of speechlessness. Thankfully, she seemed to know what I was thinking. She pointed at the far side of the gully, where the vines grew over and around the pond, some of their colorful tendrils submerged in the water, glowing softly beneath the surface like swimming pool lights.  
 
    I caught a flash of perfect flesh as Eve swam past the lights.  
 
    Fuck me, I thought. How was a man supposed to think straight in this world? I almost wished I was faced with a bloodthirsty monster to help me refocus on something other than the beautiful women I was surrounded with.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    I turned back to offer a wave of thanks to the rock goddess—Minertha—but she’d already rolled over and gone back to sleep. Her angle allowed me a perfect view of her backside. By the goddesses, she was attractive beyond description.  
 
    I closed my eyes, counted to ten, and then traipsed toward the opposite wall, skirting the edge of the pond, where Eve continued to frolic beneath the water’s surface. 
 
    I reached the glowing vines, craning my head back to look straight up. From this vantage point, the crest of the cliff looked incredibly high. A couple days ago I wouldn’t have had the guts to attempt such a climb, my childhood memories stripping me of all confidence. But after being chased by a mob of vicious fanged demons while climbing a cliff made my current task seem much less formidable.  
 
    I took a deep breath and began to climb.  
 
    The higher I got, the more of the sun I felt, the bronze rays painting my skin with warmth. I began to sweat, my muscles tight with exertion. It felt…amazing. Knowing my body could handle my weight. Feeling like I was capable. Goddesses, is this how those confident muscle-bound jocks in high school felt all the time?  
 
    I wished they could see me now, loincloth and all.  
 
    I glanced back once, and almost lost my grip, barely managing to cling to one of the vines with one hand, the rough tendrils sawing at my palm. I almost fell because Eve was stepping from the pool and I could see the swell of her breasts from high above, her nipples erect after her swim in the cool waters.  
 
    She looked up at me and laughed before pulling her dress back over her shoulders to cover her nakedness. My loincloth pressed against the cliffside. Dammit, I thought. Betrayed by anatomy again.  
 
    I thought about cold showers and my eighth-grade teacher, Mrs. Bletts. She’d been as big and round as a pumpkin and her breath smelled like onions. Of course, then my dirty mind conjured images of Mrs. Evans, who was a real-life version of the male fantasy school teacher with her pencil skirts and low-cut blouses that revealed the curve of her ample bosoms.  
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me? I thought. It felt like I’d aged backwards to my adolescence, when blue balls were a part of daily life.  
 
    I opened my eyes and started climbing, hoping the act of doing something, anything, would clear my mind. 
 
    It worked and soon I reached the top. As I stood, my heart leapt at the sight. For our gully wasn’t a gully at all, but a crater, long and narrow, protected on all sides by the cliff I’d just climbed. The crater was dug into the top of a steep hill, which was lush with verdant grass, flowers and other plants. However, as the hill digressed onto the rocky gray plains, it became rough and brittle, the plant life scant and withered. It was like two different worlds all in a short three-mile stretch.  
 
    One other problem: 
 
    I was on the wrong side. There were forms on the opposite side of the crater, moving about, presumably preparing for the next Black.  
 
    I remembered Minertha’s wink and Eve’s laugh.  
 
    I’d been pranked.  
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    Getting around to the other side was no easy feat. For one, the long sides of the narrow crater were hilled, but the short sides were straight-up cliffs with no vines to use for scaling. 
 
    Which left me with two options. One: Climb back down into the gully and then ascend the opposite side. Screw that, I thought. Eve would berate me for being so trusting of Minertha. So it was option two then: Descend to the plains and take the long route around to the other hill.  
 
    I paused because there was a third option.  
 
    Run.  
 
    I wondered what would happen if I chose that route. If I just took off into the unknown, would they pursue me? I figured they would, given they came looking for me the last time. Eve seemed to feel some responsibility for me, considering she was the one who had brought me here. Abducted, I thought. That was the truth of it. Would I ever see Earth again? Did I even want to? My life there had never been amazing, but it was okay. I had moments of enjoyment dotted around the days of misery. At least nothing tried to eat me on a nightly basis.  
 
    There was also no Vrill. I hadn’t had sex like that, well, ever. Plus, she was nice. And badass. That was more than I could say about the few women on Earth who’d spoken to me.  
 
    Could I find her? Would she want me to?  
 
    Yes and yes. However, I also wasn’t stupid. I was inexperienced in surviving this planet. Without Vrill, I wouldn’t have even survived the Circle. Casting myself off into the turbulent monster-filled seas would only get me killed. Hell, I didn’t even know how long I had until the next Black.  
 
    I descended the hill at a slow jog, careful not to trip and roll all the way to the bottom. That’s something my old body would’ve done. My new one, on the other hand, was surprisingly sure-footed. Not nimble, exactly, considering I was a bulked-up warrior the likes of which I’d only seen on Wrestle Mania. But stable, well balanced.  
 
    I made it to the bottom without an issue. Except for the throbbing pain in my feet, which were still feeling the effects of walking barefoot on hard, rough ground. Eve could’ve healed them with the ooze while she was doing my arm, but maybe there was a reason she didn’t. I guess I wasn’t going to have footwear for a while, it would be good to build up some callouses.  
 
    I scanned the vast, rocky plains, looking for the boulder field where the Circle was located. Somewhere toward—the north? The south?—I saw the outlines of black mountains. Smoke curled from one of their peaks, like there might be some volcanic activity going on in there. Great, I thought. Not only did I have no idea which direction Vrill might be in, there was a godsdamn volcano waiting to rain fiery hell down upon us all.  
 
    At least there were no monsters in sight.  
 
    I turned right and continued my jog, curling around the cliffs. Jesus, I thought, staring at the featureless wall of rock. That cliff would be unclimbable even for the most experienced climber. At least without equipment. Even with, I would guess.  
 
    I was distracted, so I almost missed my first surprise.  
 
    Which would’ve gotten me killed, unless Eve worked some more voodoo healing magic with her primordial ooze.  
 
    I skidded to a stop, loose dirt and stones tumbling into the pit that opened at my feet. Even still, my own momentum almost carried me after them. I wobbled for a few seconds, my arms pin-wheeling, and then managed to tumble backwards, gasping. 
 
    Not because of the near fall, but because of what I’d seen in the hole.  
 
    Snakes. Not one or two or a few—more like a hundred. They’d seen me too, their hooded heads craned toward me, their tongues flicking out with the desire to sink their fangs into my flesh.  
 
    I peeked back over the edge and they hissed. 
 
    Whoa. It wasn’t just the sheer number of them that freaked me out, but their size. They were much larger than normal cobras. Thicker and longer. The pit was deep, and yet several of them could rear up half the distance to the top.  
 
    “Vicious suckahs, eh mistah,” a gravelly voice said, snapping my head up and causing me to fall backwards.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet and fell into a fighting stance, like a boxer ready to face off against the heavyweight champ.  
 
    Like I knew what I was doing. 
 
    Which I didn’t.  
 
    The thing was, there had never been a heavyweight champ that could hold a candle to the man-beast standing in front of me. What was more remarkable was that I hadn’t seen him. He was as tall as a tree, each leg so thick around I couldn’t have locked fingers if I’d been stupid enough to run up and give him a hug. His waist was taller than the crown of my head by more than a few feet. His arms would’ve put a sasquatch to shame. His head was elongated, as tall as an average human, giving his enormous oval eyes a droopy look. Like me, he wore only a loincloth, except his was the size of a sheet.  
 
    Unlike me, he wasn’t unarmed. He carried a spear longer than an Olympic vaulter’s pole, except with a wicked-sharp point on the end.  
 
    I dropped out of my fighting stance, half-turning in preparation to run for my life.  
 
    He laughed, a thunderous bellow that seemed to shake the very air around me, and I understood why. Even if I sprinted, he would catch me in half a step, squashing me under one of his massive boots.  
 
    I didn’t run. I remembered something about wards protecting this area from the monsters. Plus, this guy was talking to me. None of the other monsters had done that. “Are you a Warrior?” I guessed, willing my voice not to shake. Failing.  
 
    “Aye, mistah. Tonight’s my hundredth Black,” he said with a hint of pride, touching one gargantuan fist to his rock-hard chest.  
 
    I breathed out a sigh of relief, though my heart continued to hammer out a rapid drumbeat. “A hundred?” I said. “Impressive. I’ll be lucky to last a week.” 
 
    “A weeeek?” He drew out the word like a whistle.  
 
    “On my planet, that is seven days.” 
 
    He grunted. “Protector Kloop sent Ton to getcha, mistah. The Black’s comin’ on quick.” 
 
    I glanced at the sky, where the bronze sun continued to shine forth through the dense cloud cover. It was lower on the horizon, but on Earth there still would’ve been several hours of daylight. Maybe here the suns’ cycles are more rapid. “Thank you, Ton,” I said. “For coming.” 
 
    He shrugged, like it was nothing. Which it was. He probably took three steps to meet me here. “Ton does what he’s told.” 
 
    And talks in the third person, I thought. “Still. Thank you. I’m right behind you.” 
 
    He frowned, his eyes drooping even further. “Naw, you’s right in fronna me still, little mistah.” 
 
    Oh boy, I’m going to have to be more literal with this one, I thought. “Sorry, just an Earth expression. It means you lead and I’ll follow. And you can call me Sam.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “T’ain’t gonna happen, mistah.” 
 
    With that, his enormous hand swooped down toward me and before I had a chance to dive away, he scooped me up and lifted me into the air.  
 
    Remember me, the conservative guy who never took risks? Yeah, rollercoasters were not on my list of ‘Fun Things to Do on a Friday Night.’ And this was a helluva lot scarier than some rollercoaster where you could see every turn and twist before it happened.  
 
    Ton’s arms pumped at his sides as he took long, loping strides, carrying me around the cliffside and up the adjacent hill. My stomach churned and threatened to dispel the leafrat I’d eaten…two days ago? Three?  
 
    And then it was over and he placed me back on my feet where I felt, oddly, like I was floating.  
 
    I heard a variety of brands of laughter and turned to find the most mismatched gaggle of creatures pointing at me and having a good ol’ chuckle at my expense. There was another one of those tall green, web-footed ones, like the poor fellow that had died in the Circle, and one of the blue lions—again, like the one I’d watched get killed. There were others too. A…thing?...with white fur all over its body, so much that I could barely see its black eyes peeking out at me.  
 
    Further down the line, there was a human-like woman with frills along the edges of her strong-looking shoulders and knees. She had white whiskers and a button nose, and small, tight curves hidden beneath a tight leather outfit that seemed to glisten like it was wet. All of which might’ve made her cute if not for the fangs that were revealed as she had a chuff at my expense.  
 
    Beside her was…a man. He was tall and solid. Close to human, his red eyes slightly too close together and framed by sharp eyebrows, his ears slightly pointed. A distant cousin, perhaps. His skin the color of night, both cheeks crisscrossed with scars. His pinkish hair was braided down one side, resting softly on his bulging pectoral. There was no mistaking where he was from. Vrill’s planet—Lri Ayem.  
 
    “Do you know Vrill?” I blurted out, unable to restrain my curiosity. The laughter died down with my question. 
 
    He stared at me. “I know of her. Eve told me about her. About her traitorous ways. She makes me ashamed.” 
 
    Well godsdamn. I knew Eve was persuasive, but this was like brainwashing. Vrill was no traitor. She was hurt and angry, but she was only doing what she needed to do to survive. Then again, I didn’t really know her either. We’d spoken about many things, and pleasured each other, but in the scheme of things it was the equivalent of a fling, even if it meant more than that to me. To her I was probably no more than an energy source. I couldn’t find the words to rebut his accusation, so I said nothing.  
 
    That’s when I noticed two others. A human! The same bodybuilder-like woman I’d helped from her cocoon in the Circle, only to have her clock me in the jaw and run away. She’d been cleaned up, too, her hairless body rippling with muscles beneath her plain, brown sports bra and boy shorts. So she survived, I thought. Good for her. She nodded at me once, which felt like both an apology and gesture of thanks. I understood. She felt bad for her unprovoked reaction within the Circle, not that I could blame her. Spilling from a cocoon covered in slime and surrounded by monsters would make anyone act without thinking.  
 
    Beside her was the second largest creature amongst our ranks. 
 
    Next to Ton, he still looked small, but compared to the rest of us he was a force of nature. He stood erect, on two thick hoofs, each with two blocky toenails. The rest of his body was just as thick, with his arms ending in dagger-like spikes, one per hand. His head was the horned face of a rhino, his mouth relatively small next to the rest of him. Almost out of proportion. His skin was gray and leathery.  
 
    Rhino-man stepped forward and said, “I’m Kloop, Protector of the Warriors—or what’s left of us. You must be Sam Ryder.” I was shocked at how eloquent he was, his voice deep but not gruff, each word pronounced clearly and carefully, as if he didn’t want to misplace a single syllable.  
 
    “I am,” I managed. “Sam, I mean. Sam Ryder.” As usual, I was less than eloquent. 
 
    “Nice bod,” one of the others said. The cat-like, leather-wearing female with the whiskers. “Tasty,” she added, which made me feel more like a cat treat than an object of desire.  
 
    Kloop waved her off. “Back to training,” he said. “All of you. I must speak with the newcomer.” 
 
    Though he said it in such a way that it should’ve made me feel important, I could hear what it really meant. Newb, in gaming speak. Newbie. Fresh meat. In the world I came from, no one took it easy on the new guy or gal. Until one learned the ropes, you were nothing but an easy kill.  
 
    The others dispersed, though several of them, including the human woman and the fanged cat, glanced back at me one more time before they left. The latter licked her chops hungrily. 
 
    Kloop, who towered over me by about eight feet, said, “Were you satisfied with your cleaning?”  
 
    Which meant the same to me as Ubdubdubbadoo!  
 
    Unless he was saying…no, couldn’t be. “You were the one who cleaned me up?” 
 
    He nodded, the massive spike on his nose bobbing up and down. I glanced at the long daggers poking from his knuckles. It was a wonder I hadn’t been skewered.  
 
    “I thought it was Eve,” I admitted, feeling foolish.  
 
    He didn’t laugh at me like the others would have. “It is not her place,” he said. “She is the Finder. Yes, she finds new Outcasts to remake into Warriors, but she is not our ruler or keeper. Warriors take care of our own.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “My experience here so far has been…interesting.” 
 
    He chuckled, and it sounded genuine. Like he was laughing with me. It wasn’t an unpleasant sound. “We’ve all been there,” he said. “Well, except for Beat.” 
 
    “Beat?” I said. 
 
    “The other human. The woman warrior. Beatrice, but we’ve all been calling her Beat.” Awesome, I thought. She’s already got a cool nickname, and I’m just boring old Sam. “She’s a newcomer like you. It’s rare to have any survive the Circle, much less two. The Goddesses have blessed us. She has a day’s head start on you, so you’ll need to work hard to keep up.” 
 
    “Keep up?” 
 
    “Training. The Black will be here in less than two hours. I know you’ve survived one already, and I saw you kill the gargat, but I’m guessing it was beginner’s luck more than anything.” 
 
    I liked the rhino-man’s honesty. He was a straight-shooter. “It was,” I admitted. “I thought I was dead.” 
 
    He nodded again. “It’s fine. We’ve all been lucky at one point or another, or else we wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    He waved one of his long claws and I was glad he was more than an arm’s length away or I’d no longer have a head. “Later. Prepare first. If you and I both survive the next Black, you can ask me anything you want.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, not feeling at all comforted. If a Protector like him didn’t assume he would survive the next Black, then what were my chances? 
 
    Better than zero? I thought, hating that I added a question mark at the end in my head.  
 
    “Good. Let’s get started.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Me and Beatrice, or I should say ‘Beat’, went with the fanged cat-woman for newb training while all the others trained separately. And every time the cat-woman looked at me, I swore she licked her chops.  
 
    She was gorgeous, of course. I wondered whether Eve had a thing for hot women. That would certainly explain the company she kept, but it wouldn’t explain why she’d chosen me. Then again, the ooze had turned me into a hunky warrior dude, so maybe the ooze had improved all the other Warriors as well.  
 
    “So…” I said, trying not to stare at the cat-woman’s ass as it twitched back and forth while she walked. Her bikini-like loincloth was small and revealing, with a hole cut out for her long bronze tail, which followed the movement of her hips, switching back and forth like a whip. “…what planet are you from?”  
 
    Beat offered me a look that made me feel like an idiot. Which I was.  
 
    The cat-woman said, “Protos.” 
 
    “I heard it’s nice there this time of year.” 
 
    The cat-woman yowled like I’d made the funniest joke of the year. Then she whirled on me, bringing her face right up to mine. Her yellow eyes were full of intensity. “Listen, human.” She spat the second word like a curse. “You just arrived, while I’ve been here for seventy-nine Blacks. You have a choice: be smart and survive or be a moron and die. I leave it up to you, but whatever you choose, don’t let it affect me.” 
 
    Day-um. She was feisty and scary and hot all at the same time. She was a strange mixture of feline and human, like someone back on Earth attending a Halloween party. I mean, she had the eyes and the whiskers and the tail, but the rest of her was mostly pristine human skin, slightly tanned. Her hands and feet had a layer of fur on them, but that was it.  
 
    If I was going to get eaten, I would prefer it to be her to one of the monsters.  
 
    Beat shouldered me. Heavily. Like she almost knocked me over. I stumbled but she caught my arm, grinning. Her face was wide, her cheekbones high. Even her head looked like a weapon—Hold my feet and use me as a battering ram!  
 
    She laughed. “You’re off to a good start,” she said. “Lace really seems to like you.” 
 
    There was an entire world of sarcasm in her tone. “Lace? Is that cat-woman’s name?” 
 
    “Technically it’s Lacey, but yeah.” 
 
    “What happened two Blacks ago?” I asked. We were almost to the bottom of the hill. Lace hooked to the left and we followed.  
 
    “After we parted ways?” 
 
    No, after you punched me in the face. “Yeah. Where’d you go?” 
 
    “What do you think? I got out of the Circle and ran until I couldn’t run anymore.” 
 
    I frowned. “Then what?” 
 
    “Eve and the others picked me up. Took care of my wounds. Like they did for you.” She gestured to my arm. 
 
    “What wounds?” I asked. “From what I saw, you got away clean.” 
 
    “The demons…Maluk’ori…didn’t pursue me,” she agreed. “And the troll was too engrossed in destroying the Circle to notice me slip away. But even in the Bronze and Silver times there are dangerous monsters.” 
 
    “What kinds of monsters?” 
 
    “The kinds that tear your arm from your shoulder,” she said, grimacing slightly.  
 
    Holy geez. Is that what had happened to her? Her arm got ripped off? Sure enough, when I squinted and inspected the connection point between arm and shoulder there was a faint white scar that formed a complete circle around the joint.  
 
    And all this time I’d resented her a little for getting off easier than me.  
 
    My stomach did a flip and I felt queasy. At least I’d had Vrill to guide and protect me.  
 
    “Stop,” Lace said, turning around. She gestured to the pit I’d almost fallen into before. Yes, exactly, the one with hundreds of giant cobras.  
 
    I closed my eyes and counted to ten. I’d only gotten to two when she said, “Get a slither out and kill it. Or die trying.” 
 
    Beat glanced at me, seeming to sense my fear. “I did it yesterday. It’s not too bad. Got bitten twice. The primordial ooze is an antivenom. Eve won’t let you die.” 
 
    “Giving away all my secrets, are you?” Lace said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be scaring newbs,” Beat said, not giving an inch.  
 
    Lace’s eyes narrowed dangerously as she sauntered over. Beat puffed out her sturdy chest and seemed to grow a few inches taller. I resisted the urge to back up a step or ten.  
 
    Lace stopped when she was face to face with Beat, the two women staring daggers at each other. “Listen up, because I’m only going to say this once,” Lace said, her fangs glistening in the waning bronze light. “You should be scared. Whether new or not, whether goddess or the scum on the bottom of their little pond, it is the fear that will save your life out there. Fear, so long as you don’t let it consume you, will heighten your senses and sharpen your mind. So be afraid of the Black and survive.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said, clapping my hands together and trying to break the tension. I was scared. Of the Black. Of monsters. Of having my arm ripped off. Lace didn’t have to worry about my fear, that was for damn sure.  
 
    Lace’s eyes darted to meet mine, her pupils widening into pools of inky black before narrowing into sharp ovals. “Why do the comedians always come from Earth?” she asked.  
 
    I assumed it was a rhetorical question, so I stayed silent until she’d turned away and gestured at a pile of wooden poles with hooks on the end. “Choose your weapon.” 
 
    “They’re all the same,” I pointed out, looking for the swords, battle axes, crossbows, something deadlier looking.  
 
    “That should make your choice easy then.” 
 
    Beat strode over and grabbed a hooked pole at random. I followed, taking my time, pretending to inspect the various poles for imperfections. They really were all the same. “So…” I said. “Will you be the newb instructor the whole time?”  
 
    Lace looked at the golden sky, as if requesting help from a higher power. Patience, perhaps, a virtue she didn’t seem to have. “No,” she growled. “We take turns. It’s like punishment.” 
 
    “But weren’t you a newb only seventy-five or so Blacks ago?” I said. I thought if I reminded her she was closer to being one of us than she acted she might be a little nicer.  
 
    I was wrong.  
 
    “Might as well have been ten lifetimes ago,” she said. “The Black will change you. Age you. Each Black is like a year of experience, of war. And the next one is on our doorstep, so get on with it!” 
 
    Beat was already getting on with it, peering into the pit, her pole gripped by white-knuckled fingers. When I blinked, she lashed out, lifting a cobra—or a slither, as Lace had called it—around its thick middle.  
 
    The snake wasn’t happy.  
 
    It hissed and, I’m not making this up, jumped. Beat barely had a chance to spring out of the way before it landed where she’d been a moment earlier, lashing out with the speed of, well, a striking cobra. Except faster. So fast it was a blur. Subconsciously, I’d been backing away from the moment I saw the thing.  
 
    Instead of going for Beat, however, it twisted rapidly and charged in my direction, long body and tail undulating behind it, carving a writhing path in the dirt.  
 
    I panicked. As I do. Any thoughts of how I’d had sex with a beautiful alien woman—twice—and killed the winged gargat vacated my mind and I was boring Sam Ryder again, unemployed programmer and nighttime gamer. I might’ve let loose a high-pitched scream as I ran.  
 
    I didn’t like snakes very much.  
 
    This one seemed to like me a lot, because when I looked back, it was right on top of me, huge maw open, fangs dripping as it hissed and lashed at my face.  
 
    I was dead.  
 
    The slither stopped in midair, a hairsbreadth from biting my face off, so close I could see into its mouth and down its throat, the wavy pink flesh vanishing into the shadows of its insides. 
 
    An instant later, it dropped to the ground, flopping and writing, spouting green goo that I assumed was its blood. I just stared, my heart pounding, my breath coming in waves. Beat stood on the slither’s bottom half, still holding the pole. The hooked business end was stabbed into the snake’s flesh where it had been severed in half.  
 
    “You saved my life,” I said dumbly. 
 
    “I owed you one,” she said. Shrugging, like it was nothing.  
 
    It was not nothing. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Seriously. It was my slither anyway. Don’t mention it again or I’ll be forced to use the hook on you.” She laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    “Goddesses,” Lace said, rolling her eyes. “You’ll save each other’s lives a hundred times over the next dozen Blacks. If you stand there making eyes at each other every time, you’ll be killed. So move on. You’re next, Sam.” 
 
    I was hoping after the whole almost-dying thing, maybe she’d take pity on me and call off the rest of training. No luck.  
 
    Feeling numb and scared shitless, I strode forward like fighting giant slithers was part of my daily routine. I fumbled at the poles, dropping one twice before finally getting a good grip. I eased my line of sight over the edge of the pit but jumped back when one of the snakes snapped upwards with a hiss. Like I said before, the pit was deep. So long as the serpents were in it, I was safe, yet here I was acting like a little boy who had encountered a snake in his bed.  
 
    I heard Lace chuckling.  
 
    Memories of a childhood spent as the butt of other kids’ jokes arose from somewhere deep inside me, where I kept them locked and chained. I remembered the time in seventh grade when my pants had been pulled down—whooshing, it was called—in front of everyone in my P.E. class. When my face had gone beet red, everyone had laughed, including the girl I’d had a crush on, a girl so popular even her entourage had an entourage. Other memories swirled, each fighting to destroy any resolve I had left.  
 
    Screw you all! I thought, gritting my teeth. My life back on Earth might’ve been a pathetic waste of time, but I wasn’t that guy anymore. Vrill, the hottest non-goddess creature I’d ever seen in my life, had found me attractive. She’d talked with me like I was a somebody. Maybe it was partly because of my new, studly body, but I’d said and done the right things too. I wasn’t the same loser I was before. And I wasn’t about to let some brainless slither make me look bad. Hell, on this world, these snakes were probably the equivalent of a goomba on Super Mario Bros. The easiest enemy to kill.  
 
    I shoved my pole into the pit, hooked the first slither I reached, and pulled. Hard.  
 
    Yeah, probably not the right approach, but it worked. The slither went flying through the air like it had grown wings, twisting and writhing as it arced overhead, landing with a heavy thump a short distance away from me.  
 
    Oh shit.  
 
    I’d screwed up. Again. Because not only had I thrown one slither out of the pit, but I’d managed to hook another one at the same time. I tried to shake it off the end, but it resisted, wrapping its sinewy body around the pole several times to avoid being dislodged.  
 
    Meanwhile, the other slither was, yes, slithering toward me, its intentions clear: snack time! 
 
    I acted without thinking, like I would as a gamer. Using a joystick, it was my fingers that needed to do the work, moving so fast even my own mind couldn’t keep up. Now it was my entire body that needed to work my internal joystick.  
 
    The first thing I did was throw the pole into the pit. Yes, it was a weapon, but it was also useless so long as the other snake was curled around it. The snake hissed as it clattered back into the hole.  
 
    Next, I dove to the side, the other slither’s strike so close I heard its jaws snap shut as it sprang past. I rolled, my muscled shoulder and back cushioning the blow, using my momentum to transform the somersault into a leap. I landed amongst the pile of hooked poles, breaking one under my feet as I stomped down. A wooden splinter speared upward into my foot, piercing my flesh. It stung, but the adrenaline pushed the pain away as I scooped up an unbroken pole and swung it like a major league slugger aiming for the left field bleachers.  
 
    It was a good thing I did, because the snake had not been idle, curling back toward me and striking once more.  
 
    I caught it in the side of its hooded head. Unfortunately, the hook didn’t pierce its flesh, and instead it was just knocked aside, skidding in a tangled knot of leathery flesh.  
 
    It untangled itself, moving more slowly this time, eyeing me warily. Maybe I’d stunned it. Or maybe it was just calculating its next move, how best to pierce my skin with its dagger-like fangs.  
 
    I gripped the pole with two hands, probing at the snake, trying to keep it a safe distance away until I had the chance to stab it. It rose up higher and higher, until it stood almost as tall as Tor the giant. Gaining the higher ground, an advantage I didn’t want it to have.  
 
    Its head swayed from side to side, almost hypnotic in its movements, like it was trying to lull me into a trance.  
 
    And then it struck with the speed of a lightning strike.  
 
    I twisted to the side, holding the pole in front of my face with both hands. It crunched down on the pole, snapping it in half, bits of wood and splinters vanishing down its maw. I fell back, managing to get off a kick to its head, which only seemed to infuriate it more. It rose up, but not as high this time, realizing that the fight was almost over. Once more, it struck.  
 
    I rolled and its mouth hit the ground, leaving two perfect fang indentations in the dirt where my head had been a moment earlier.  
 
    This time, I was ready. Because I was still holding the two sides of the pole that the slither had bitten in half. The two sides that were now sharp on one end, wooden shards that resembled a pair of daggers.  
 
    I’ve never been ambidextrous, but evidently my new body didn’t know that, because my left arm worked as well as my right as I attacked with both wooden blades at once.  
 
    The first went through the side of snake’s head, and I brought the second down through the middle of its back, pushing it all the way through with enough force to drive it like a stake into the ground.  
 
    The snake went berserk, its head snapping back and forth as it tried to clamp its jaws down upon me. It almost got me, too, but I managed a well-aimed rabbit punch that gave me just enough room to scoot away and out of range. Green blood oozed from its dual wounds. 
 
    Its movements got slower and slower.  
 
    Eventually, it died.  
 
    Holy shit, I did it.  
 
    “Holy shit, you did it,” Beat said, echoing my thoughts. “Not bad for a newb.” 
 
    “HowthefuckdidIdothat?” I said between breaths. 
 
    Beat smiled. “Because you’re a Warrior. Like me.” 
 
    Lace offered a slow, sarcastic-sounding clap. “Congratulations on not dying. Tonight might be a different story.” 
 
    With that, she led the way back up the hill.  
 
    “Thanks for the pep talk,” I said, which drew a laugh from Beat, who was suddenly looking at me a little differently.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    THE BLACK 
 
      
 
    The others were gathered atop the hill. Most of them were smudged with dirt and sweating, from whatever training activities they’d participated in. Considering we had a pit of vicious snakes, there was probably a nest of the winged gargoyle creatures somewhere else. For “training,” of course. 
 
    Protector Kloop stood before us as we settled into a line.  
 
    “Most of you know the drill,” he said, his horned snout lifting with what appeared to be pride. “For the new blood, you have experienced the Black, but only in fleeting moments. If you are going to survive it and do your duty, you must learn to love the darkness.” 
 
    This dude was clearly one or two marbles short. Love the darkness? Maybe. But not the Black. Not when the dwindling bronze daylight meant it was time for the things that go bump in the night to come out for monster play time. 
 
    “We support each other,” he continued. “It is the only way to survive. No one stands alone. No one. Choose your weapons.” With that, he clapped his gray, leathery hands together, grabbed a double-edged axe from a pile of weapons and started down the hill. 
 
    Before I could ask one of the several questions his speech had conjured, Beat had shoved me after him. The rest of our group—troop? Platoon?—followed our leader, each choosing a weapon from the pile. They were crude, medieval-style weapons and I wondered why the Three Goddesses hadn’t used whatever power they had left to create us some grenade launchers and assault rifles. Or Eve could bring some over at the same time she brought her next round of recruits.  
 
    Beat read my mind. “Apparently guns and explosives don’t work here,” she said. “We gotta slay the monsters the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered. Because this place hated us. 
 
    Beat chose a long spear that made her look like she should be riding an Egyptian chariot into battle. She added a bulky shield that suited her as well as the spear. She looked, well, badass.  
 
    Other than video games, I had no experience with weapons. Swords were always considered cool, and some of the ones in the pile looked awesome, but something about them didn’t feel right for me or my new body. Almost on a whim, I selected a massive hammer. I expected to struggle to lift it, much less swing the damn thing with any force, but it was lighter than it looked. Or I was stronger than I thought. Regardless, I had no trouble hefting it up to rest it on my shoulder. The weight of it felt good there. I considered a few of the remaining shields, but none of them looked like something I would know what to do with, and I wanted to stay agile. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I settled into stride beside Beat, because she was the only one who seemed to have any interest in talking to me.  
 
    “Outside the wards,” she said.  
 
    The…fuck? “Why would we do that when it’s safer inside them?” 
 
    “Eve didn’t explain shit to you, did she?” Beat said, raising her eyebrows. An amused grin grew across her face. “She must really not like you.” 
 
    “What? No. At least I don’t think so. She’s never been nasty to me or anything like that. A bit cold and condescending. She seems to mess with my penis a bit, but…” Did I just admit that? 
 
    Beat chuckled. “You mean the walking around half-naked thing? No, that’s just Eve. She’s been here a while. She views…modesty differently than we do on Earth. The Three aren’t much better.” 
 
    So I remembered. Minertha’s beautiful earthy skin flashed in my mind just before I remembered how she’d tricked me into climbing the wrong side of the cliffs.  
 
    “Did you try to kiss her back on Earth?” Beat asked, surprising me.  
 
    “Well, yeah, but—” 
 
    “And then you blacked out?” 
 
    I nodded. “How did you know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The same thing happened to me. She picked me up at a bar after I had a lousy day. Okay fine, a lousy year, or life, or whatever. I thought I was dreaming that a woman like her could be interested in someone like me.” 
 
    “Whaddya mean?” I said. “Your body is like—” I stopped and had the urge to smack my own head. Duh. “Your body was changed by the ooze.” 
 
    “Of course. Just like yours. I was a tad overweight. Glasses. Acne scars from my adolescent years. Alone. I was your typical loser…or I should say Outcast. All of us were.” 
 
    We reached the bottom of the hill just as I was trying to picture Beat as Beatrice. The rocky ground spread out before us all the way to the dark silhouette of the mountain range. The sky was darkening swiftly now, and soon the mountains would be consumed by it. 
 
    All around me, the others looked so strong and capable. Could they really have been like me before? My mind wasn’t nearly creative enough to picture Lace, the feline beauty, as anything but what she was now. And Vrill? She performed the act of sex like a dance. Could there really have been a time when others wouldn’t have wanted to…have her?  
 
    I remembered myself—before. Yes, it was possible.  
 
    “But why choose us? Why choose the losers to come to this place to defend these…these goddesses?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question she asked one of her own. “Do you want to go back?” 
 
    “To Earth?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “I—” It was the very same inner conversation I’d had previously. This alien planet was a horrific place in many ways. Living in constant fear of dismemberment or death, or worse. Forced to face monsters to protect three women—goddesses—I knew nothing about. Taken away from the first person who had shown me true friendship in a long time. “No,” I said, with certainty. “I wouldn’t.” I wouldn’t go back because here I could start over. Here I could be anything I wanted to be, the man I always fantasized about being as I played my meaningless video games. A hero. A warrior. A lover. Strong.  
 
    “Me either,” Beat admitted. “Lace told me some things. She’s been here a while. Longer than most. Eve likes her for some reason.” 
 
    “I can’t fathom why,” I thought, remembering how the cat-woman’s fangs glistened as she eyed me like I was her next snack. 
 
    “She’s not that bad once you get to know her,” Beat said. “Anyway, apparently Eve used to be less…discerning about who she chose to bring here. The problem was, most of her new recruits wanted to go back. They had families, friends, reasons. We don’t. Your parents?” 
 
    I swallowed. They weren’t dead, though it felt like that sometimes. They’d just never shown any interest in me or my life, like I was some cosmic mistake they could never undo. I shook my head, kicking a stone in frustration. It skittered across the rough terrain before returning to rest. 
 
    “See?” Beat said. “Me neither. I grew up in the system. I literally have no one to go back to.” 
 
    “That’s kind of messed up,” I said a little too loudly, which drew a few looks in my direction. I couldn’t tell if they agreed with what I said or not.  
 
    “Maybe,” Beat said. “Or maybe it was a kindness.” 
 
    I snorted. How could abducting someone and dropping them in a monster-infested wasteland be considered anything but criminal? And yet she was right. I felt better here. More myself than I’d ever felt before. Weird. “Okay, fine. I’m with you. But why not bring a thousand Outcasts here. A million. Slime us all with the ooze and build an army. We’d have the monsters eradicated in a single Black.” 
 
    “I asked the same thing,” Beat said. “I don’t understand all the logistics of it, but whatever technology or magic Eve uses to transport her recruits here has its limits. She can only bring so many at a time, hence the limited cocoons. And she can’t just shuttle herself back and forth again and again. She has to rest in between. Which means our group doesn’t get much bigger than this—at least that’s what Lace told me.” 
 
    I remembered the Circle. How the blue lion had been killed almost immediately. The others too, including the capable, gilled warrior. “Then why would they allow so many of us to die in the very beginning? Why not train us first, and then let us face the monsters?” 
 
    Beat said, “That’s what they used to do, long ago. Remember, you’re talking about beings who have lived and survived here for many years. They’ve tested every scenario. They have it down to a science. They found that new Warriors couldn’t handle their first Black. They would all die during their first Black. After they instituted the Circle, they learned that those who survive have a significantly greater chance of surviving the Black for more than a night or two.” 
 
    It made sense, though it was still very fucked up. Then again, I was the one who’d rather stay here than go back to my pathetic life on Earth. “And the wards?” Our conversation had come full circle, no pun intended.  
 
    “The wards are part of the problem. If we stay inside them, the monsters will have free reign to attack them. They are weakening Black by Black. They were strong when the Three first created them over a century ago, but they were never meant to be a long-term solution. Lace explained them to me like a hand pushing in on a balloon. It’s flexible, strong, will hold for a while. But eventually it will break and then we’ll be overrun.” 
 
    Damn. The situation was even more dire than I thought. I was about to ask another question—I only had a million more cycling through my analytical head—but Kloop stopped suddenly and held up a hand to silence us. “For the Three,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. He turned and stepped forward, vanishing like a stone dropped in a dark pool.  
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Beat grinned at me. “You’ll get used to it.” She said it like she was a seasoned veteran of the Black, and not a three-day old newb like myself.  
 
    The rest of the group followed the Protector, each disappearing through the invisible ward-field. Wait, I thought, tilting my head on an angle. Not invisible. Though it was constantly flitting in and out of my field of vision, I could see…something. A shimmer along the edges, the slight distortion of the very air before me, like the way a mirage looks in the middle of a superheated desert.  
 
    I stepped right up to it, reaching out slowly. My fingers disappeared and I felt a strangely magnetic pull, like the outside world was trying to drag me through. I resisted, darting my hand back where I could see it again. It was surreal, because I could see through the ward, could see the landscape and the mountains fading into the distance. I just couldn’t see any of my fellow Warriors.  
 
    I took a deep breath, preparing myself mentally to step through into a world that might already be full of monsters, but before I could make the decision on my own, a strong hand burst out of thin air and grabbed me by the arm.  
 
    It yanked and I stumbled forward, feeling a bit of pressure in my ears, sucking at me until my entire body popped! and I emerged from the other side.  
 
    More than a few of the Warriors were chuckling. Hilarious, I thought. At the same time, I was glad I hadn’t fallen over completely.  
 
    Kloop said, “Show’s over. We need to focus.” He gestured at the sky and everyone immediately grew silent and serious.  
 
    A shiver trembled down my spine. In a way, it was beautiful. What was left of the bronze light was twisting and swirling, as if locked in an embrace with the growing tide of darkness.  
 
    The more I watched, however, the less beautiful it looked. With each passing second, it looked more like the darkness was devouring the light rather than dancing with it.  
 
    Until there was nothing, but 
 
    Black.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    For the first five minutes, the Black was scary and, to my surprise, a little boring.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Well, no nothing, just nothing interesting. Kloop and a few of the others lit torches that crackled with the same unnaturally red fire that had lighted Vrill’s cave. I could see the thin coating of black demon’s blood painted on the handles. They placed the torches on the ground in a circle around us. This provided a neat area we could gather in, with at least thirty feet of empty space between us and the Black in each direction. But even the demonlight had its limits, and its reach descended into gray shadows and then a wall of impenetrable darkness.  
 
    “It’s like a beacon,” I whispered, my voice sounding like a shout in the utter silence. “Won’t we draw the monsters to us?” 
 
    “That’s the point, dummy,” Lace said, lifting one edge of her lip to reveal a single fang. She’d drawn a set of wicked-looking daggers—her weapons of choice.  
 
    I realized my mistake right away. If the monsters came to us, they wouldn’t attack other sides of the ward field. “How many are there?” I asked, more to distract myself from the fear of the unknown than because I really wanted to know. In fact, I really didn’t want to know.” 
 
    Lace’s sharp yellow eyes seemed to bite into my own. Gods, she really was beautiful. Deadly, but beautiful. “It varies from Black to Black. In total, thousands. Maybe millions. But they’re not organized. The different species fight each other, which helps us. Usually we face one species at a time, but some of them have learned to work together. When that happens, we might see fifty or sixty. Those are the worst nights. Usually we have to leave someone behind.” 
 
    I remembered the way the Maluk’ori had taken down the injured troll. I hoped I wouldn’t be seeing the demon horde again tonight. Then again, was the alternative really any better? 
 
    All conversation was cut off as howls shattered the silent night.  
 
    “Fuck,” the dark-skinned dude from Vrill’s home planet said. “Hellhounds. I hate hellhounds.” 
 
    “Better than bludgeons,” the creature with white fur all over his body said.  
 
    I didn’t know what a bludgeon was, but that didn’t matter. Not when the sounds of the hellhounds’ howls seemed to be getting closer.  
 
    “Formation!” Kloop urged us. I didn’t know what to do, but it seemed to be a case of learning on the job, so I followed Beat’s lead as we backed into a tight circle, each facing outward. “Sam Ryder. Hold that spot no matter what. Our lives depend on you as yours depends on us.” 
 
    I heard the words but had trouble processing them because of the growing noise. Something was coming—and fast. I could hear snarling and snapping of jaws.  
 
    My heartbeat was as fast as the clop of a racehorse’s hooves on a track now, my fingers gripping the hammer’s handle so tight they were beginning to ache. I tried to relax them, but almost dropped the heavy weapon, so I reasserted my hold.  
 
    It was like every scary movie I’d ever watched rolled into one, my eyes darting from side to side, trying to see what was coming but seeing only darkness.  
 
    A single howl split the night, so close I flinched in its direction. Still, I couldn’t see anything but our torches and the ring of darkness beyond.  
 
    A dozen bloodthirsty cries answered the first. 
 
    And then they attacked.  
 
    A half-dozen monstrous beasts bounded into the circle of light simultaneously, snarling at us. They were dogs, but not like any I’d ever seen before. For one, they were the size of the buffalo I’d seen when driving through South Dakota on my way to Mount Rushmore. Their jaws were so large they could snap me in half. Their paws were like monster truck wheels.  
 
    And those were their least intimidating characteristics. The worst were their eyes, or I should say lack of eyes. Where their eyes should’ve been there were empty, sunken pits, glowing red with what appeared to be firelight.  
 
    One of them howled and a jet of flame shot from its maw.  
 
    Maybe I did want to go home. Just a little.  
 
    The fire spewed toward Beat, but she simply raised her shield to resist the heat, cringing back until the hellhound extinguished the blast of flames. Then she attacked, shoving her spear along the edge of the shield, straight out.  
 
    It pierced the fiery hound’s eye…pit? The beast reared up on its back paws and released an agonized scream, tumbling to the side.  
 
    “The newb’s got the right idea,” Kloop said. “Go for the head.” I assumed the instruction was more for my benefit than for anyone else’s. Presumably they’d all survived bouts with this type of monster before.  
 
    Having seen their comrade’s fate, the other hellhounds backed off a little, prowling around the edges of our group, snarling and snapping the entire time. If they were trying to intimidate us, it was working—at least on me.  
 
    Three more emerged from the darkness. With one dead, it left eight to kill. 
 
    Two lunged forward from one side, and everything Protector Kloop had said vanished from my head. The attacking hounds weren’t directly in front of me, but I reacted anyway, twisting in that direction and swinging my hammer. The heavy metal landed squarely on the beast’s maw, which was roiling with flames, the impact sending shockwaves up my arm all the way to my shoulder.  
 
    The hellhound flew backward. The moment it landed I realized my mistake.  
 
    Not only had I moved out of position, but I’d stepped in front of the Warrior beside me, Beat, blocking her path.  
 
    The second attack had been the hounds’ main intent, directed right at the spot I’d vacated.  
 
    They’d played me. Almost like they could smell my inexperience like a bad odor.  
 
    Lace tried to pivot to protect the area I’d left open, but she was too late. The hellhound dove into the gap, landed, and then sprang forward into the back of the Warrior on the opposite side of the circle from where I’d been standing. It was the white-furred fellow whose name I didn’t even know. He didn’t even see it coming, because I was supposed to protect his rear.  
 
    I made matters worse by trying to run to his aid, inadvertently bashing into Lace, who was still trying to defend two spots. “Idiot!” she snarled, shoving me away, the edge of her dagger nearly slicing me open across the chest.  
 
    Another hound, which had likely sensed I was the weakest link, charged in, but Lace slashed her blades in short succession—snick-snick!—and the beast’s throat opened up, spurting fiery blood, flames painting the ground in spots and whorls.  
 
    I tried to recover my position, but the fight was already over. The dark-skinned dude had slayed a hellhound with a longsword, Beat had taken out another, and Kloop had lopped the heads off two with his axe. The blue lion had gotten one with his massive clawed paws and our resident giant had squashed the last one under his foot.  
 
    The white-furred guy, however, was dead, mauled from behind.  
 
    Because of me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    FAILURE 
 
      
 
    We trudged back, the sky silvery gray as the new sun rose from somewhere beyond the dark mountains.  
 
    We were inside the wards now, safe. 
 
    I felt like shit.  
 
    For what I’d done; or rather, for what I hadn’t done. I hadn’t obeyed Protector Kloop’s simple command to hold my position. I had the body of a Warrior, even some of the skills, but that didn’t make me one. My war hammer felt heavier than before, and for a while I let it drag in the dirt at my side. A portion of it was lit with fire—the blood of the hellhound I’d bashed in while letting another break through to kill the furry alien whose name I didn’t even know.  
 
    “That guy was a douchebag anyway,” Lace said, appearing at my side. Her whiskers twitched with amusement as I gaped at her. “What? He was. Always trying to bed me. Always talking about what a great Warrior he was.” 
 
    I hated to judge someone I’d just gotten killed, but he didn’t sound like such a great guy. Still… “I failed,” I said.  
 
    Lace laughed, as if I’d cracked a joke. “See if you feel the same way after fifty Blacks,” she said. “There’s no such thing as failure here, unless you’re dead.” 
 
    Her words were so different to those of Protector Kloop with all his support-each-other-rah-rah bullshit. She didn’t sound that different from Vrill. I lowered my voice enough so that no one else could hear me. “Then why did you try to protect my position? Why are you still here defending the Three?” I asked. Someone with her attitude, like Vrill, would be more likely to make a run for it. 
 
    “It’s no secret I despise the Three,” she said, making no effort to keep her own voice down. Nearby, Kloop grunted. “But there’s something to be said for strength in numbers. I was only doing what I thought would give me the best chance of survival. Out there, you’re all alone, unless you can find a tribe that will take you.” 
 
    “A tribe?” 
 
    “I always forget how clueless you newbs are,” she said with a chuckle. “You think everyone chooses to stay? Let me tell you, fighting in the Black every night isn’t for everyone.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, thinking of Vrill. “I just didn’t realize there were that many who left.” 
 
    “There aren’t. At least not alive. Most are killed quickly, in their first solo Black or two. But the strongest survive. Some of them have formed bands, tribes.” Not Vrill, I thought, wondering why she hadn’t joined one of these groups. “Most of the tribes are friendly with the Three, even if they’re not willing to be a part of our pathetic little army.” 
 
    Again, not Vrill and her tribe of one. “I see.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking of leaving, are you? That Lri-Ay you were with, the one named Vrill…” 
 
    “What about her?” I asked, suddenly defensive.  
 
    “She’s trouble,” Lace said simply. With that, she walked away, her long tail switching from side to side behind her.  
 
    Beat filled her spot. “She’s right, you know. From what I’ve heard, bad luck follows this Vrill character like her own shadow.” 
 
    “She saved my life in the Circle,” I said, feeling a strange mix of emotions. Frustration at having screwed up in my first true Black. Sadness at having lost someone their life—even if he was a douchebag as Lace had said. Anger that Vrill was an outcast from everything and everyone else on this planet. And, to my surprise, relief that I was still alive.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean you have to save hers,” Beat said.  
 
    There was some truth to that, mostly because Vrill didn’t need me to save her life. She was more than capable of surviving on her own, even alone. But that didn’t mean she didn’t deserve someone to help her.  
 
    But was that really what I wanted? I wasn’t sure, because I didn’t know enough about the situation with the Three. Why were they dying? What was the purpose of it all? Were they really the good ones when they abducted people from their homes and brought them to a planet overrun with monsters? 
 
    I set my jaw, hefting my hammer back over my shoulder, fiery hellhound blood dripping behind me. One way or another, I was determined to figure things out. 
 
    Then I would make a decision.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Is this where we live?” I asked as we approached a shadowy overhang nestled against the cliffs. Makeshift structures had been built from flat, smooth stones, connected with some kind of gray mortar. They weren’t much more than a series of walls dividing the area into a dozen or so pieces.  
 
    The dark-skinned male version of Vrill grinned a white grin. The silvery sun was a quarter of the way into the sky, chasing more of the darkness from the Black away. “It’s more comfortable than it looks. We have beds made of moss. Hunch—he’s our servant—keeps the fire burning and there’s always plenty of leafrats to eat. We even have a system to capture fresh rainwater when it storms.” 
 
    It didn’t sound comfortable, not even compared to my crappy apartment with its threadbare, beer-stained couch. “Nice,” was the only reply I could come up with. I remembered something else I wanted to ask the strong-looking male. “Your…kind…the Lri-Ay—do you all require…rejuvenation?” 
 
    He chuckled, stabbing a long, curving scimitar into the dirt near a small cookfire. Sure enough, leafrat kabobs were being turned slowly on a spit managed by a gnarled old creature with warts all over his face. The one this guy had called ‘Hunch’ I assumed. “You had some fun with Vrill then,” he said. “I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting her. But yes, sex is a necessity for my kind. It gives us energy, like food does for you. Food does nothing for us but fills our bellies until we shit it out. Most of us avoid it altogether.” 
 
    “And how often do you need to…” 
 
    “Have sex? Depends on how much energy I use. I conserve as much as I can during the long days, but the Black always takes a lot out of me. I’m Dravon, by the way.” 
 
    “Sam Ryder,” I said, extending my hand for a shake.  
 
    He looked at it and extended his own hand slowly. When I tried to shake it, his hand was a limp fish, despite the bulging muscles at his disposal. “That’s how we greet each other on Earth. Or at least one of the ways.” 
 
    “Interesting. You and Beat are the first two Earthlings to survive since I arrived.” 
 
    “So, do you need to…you know…get it on?” I couldn’t help but to be curious about the whole sex-for-rejuvenation thing. Every guy on Earth would be in awe of such a concept.  
 
    He chuckled. “I can probably last a few more Blacks, but I don’t like to cut it too close.” 
 
    “Who are you with?” I asked, glancing about the camp. Lace, with her lithe form, small round breasts and tight ass was an obvious choice. Beat had just arrived, so I assumed they hadn’t gotten too friendly yet. Then again, his race seemed to have a different view on relationships, and Vrill had taken me that very first night. Other than those two, the rest of us were dudes, at least at the moment. I wondered whether the ratio changed much over time.  
 
    “I’m Minertha’s favorite,” Dravon said, looking rather pleased with himself.  
 
    My jaw dropped open. I could picture the earthy woman’s perfect form and her sly grin as she lounged on the rock. “You mean, you and her, she and you—” 
 
    “‘Get it on,’” he said, stealing my own words. “The Three have needs, too. We are here to fulfill all of them. Protection. Sex. Conversation.” 
 
    “We’re sex-slaves?” This was getting weirder and weirder.  
 
    “Not exactly. It’s up to you to decide whether to go when they summon you. Me? I go running when they call.” 
 
    I was speechless. Literally. My mouth opened and closed twice, but I couldn’t find a single thing to say. After a few starts and stops, I finally came up with a single word: “Wow.” 
 
    Dravon shrugged. “They’ll blow your mind, that’s for sure. I’ve been with Minertha a bunch of times. Persepheus twice. But never the third. Never Airiel. She’s rarely seen. They say she’s the worst off, waking only to sip water. She hasn’t been seen for a long time now. There are rumors she’s already dead.” 
 
    I shook my head. How could a goddess die? This had to go back to the bigger picture—what was causing all of this? “What happened to them?” I asked, tabling the conversation about sex with goddesses for the time being.  
 
    “None of us know. Kloop maybe, but as Protector he’s part of their trusted inner circle. If he knows, he’s not telling. You could ask Eve, but only if you’re willing to risk having your male parts chopped off.” 
 
    “My nose is itching,” a familiar voice said, and right on cue Eve was there. Though she was once more wearing her dark, short dress with the back cut out, my mind instantly conjured the view I’d gotten of her from above, when she emerged naked and dripping water.  
 
    “Eve,” Dravon said. “You looking for Kloop for a report?” 
 
    “Already got one,” she said. “Heard we lost another. Damn shame. I can’t go Finding for another few days. Got to recover my strength.” 
 
    I felt my face go red at the reminder that it was my fault we ‘lost another.’ I also felt a twinge of anger at her nonchalance about the whole thing, like it was nothing more than losing an object of small worth. An umbrella or a shoe that needed to be replaced. Is that all we were to her? If so, I could understand why Vrill would run away from this life.  
 
    “We’ll be okay,” Dravon said.  
 
    “I know. We always are.” Though I think the statement was meant to inspire confidence, her monotone delivery made it sound like a robot repeating a catch phrase it had been taught. “Anyway, I’m here for you, Dravon.” 
 
    “Minertha?” 
 
    “Yep. She’s awake and bored.” 
 
    “I could use a charge,” Dravon said, winking at me before following Eve away. They marched around the cliffside and out of sight.  
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered, still trying to make sense of everything. My stomach grumbled as the smell of the roasting leafrats assaulted my nose. Hunch had removed one from the spit and placed it on a wooden plate. Then he left, offering it to Protector Kloop first, I assumed as a sign of respect.  
 
    “Newbs eat last, I’m afraid,” Beat said. Then she grinned. “At least I get mine before you.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. 
 
    We sat in silence for a while, watching the other leafrats sizzle and spit. “So…” Beat finally said. “Where you from?” 
 
    I coughed, because it felt like the weirdest question in the world now. Back on Earth, it would be perfectly natural. A conversation starter at a bar or sitting next to a stranger on an airplane. But here, on Tor, the only answer that felt right was, “Earth.” 
 
    Beat snorted. “I guess I set myself up for that one. I’m from Pittsburgh. Can you believe it? I’m missing football season. That’s like a sin in the ’Burgh.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. “I’m from Chicago. I’m missing, well, nothing. Video games, I guess.” Even that didn’t feel quite right. If I was suddenly back in my crappy apartment I think I would throw my video game consol out the window along with all the games. Nothing virtual could really compare to this.  
 
    “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    Again, the most mundane question, which sounded like a joke. I responded in kind. “Slay monsters. Bed goddesses. Save the world.” 
 
    “Which goddess?” she asked.  
 
    “It was a joke. I don’t think I’ll be summoned like Dravon anytime soo—” 
 
    “Sam Ryder,” Eve called. I hadn’t noticed her return, but there she was, a stone’s throw away. “You’ve been summoned. By Persepheus.” 
 
    I looked at Beat and she raised an eyebrow. “Wrong again, Sam,” she said. “See you later. Have fun.” 
 
    Dravon said I could refuse a summon from one of the Three. But then I might miss an opportunity to get some answers. Right now, the mermaid-like goddess was my best bet. I stood up and followed Eve away from camp.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    I’M AN IDIOT. YES. YES, I AM. 
 
      
 
    “Why does she want me?” I asked Eve as we mounted the hill. 
 
    “Don’t get too high on yourself,” she said. “She summons all the males after their first Black, assuming they survive.” 
 
    “Not the females?” I wasn’t certain how…traditional…the beings in this world were.  
 
    “Minertha doesn’t discriminate. Male, female, two, three, four—all is a possibility with her. Persepheus prefers the company of one male at a time.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, especially because I wasn’t totally certain whether she was talking about what I thought she was talking about. “And you?” I said, trying to deflect the conversation in another direction.  
 
    She glanced at me, offering one of her seductive smiles, the very same that had landed me in this place. “Why? Are you making an offer?” 
 
    “I—no. I was just curious. Dravon makes you out to be a man-eater.” 
 
    “Does he? He’s just angry I always refuse his advances.” 
 
    “Not your type?” 
 
    “Something like that. I prefer the type who live for a while.” 
 
    Right. Because we were expendable. The reminder was sobering. I couldn’t let my feelings affect my brain, however. I was already wasting a chance to gather information. “What is the average lifespan of a Warrior, anyway?” 
 
    “Twelve Blacks,” she said, bringing me to a sudden halt. 
 
    “You’re joking.” I remember learning something about certain insects that only live for a few hours. Twelve Blacks was better than that, but not by much.  
 
    “I wish I was. The Black is unforgiving. I try to bring in a new group every five days or so, but most don’t survive the Circle, and then most don’t last long after that, so…” 
 
    “It’s hard to keep up.” I didn’t feel bad for her—I felt angry. She was like the grim reaper. She brought tons of people from all different worlds here to die. I wondered if she even felt bad about what she did. It didn’t seem like it.  
 
    “Yes. I’m starting to—” She stopped suddenly, shaking her head. “Sorry, I’m just tired. I need to rest so I can go back out to Find more.” 
 
    “More Outcasts?” I said, not trying to hide the accusation in my voice.  
 
    Faster than should’ve been possible, she stepped into me, grabbing me by the throat with a hand that was much stronger than it looked. She slung me to the hard ground, stars exploding before my eyes as my head hit a rock. “You want to judge me, human?” she said. “Last a year. Last ten. A century. Then we’ll talk. If you still think I’m worthy of your judgment, I’ll accept whatever sentence you impose. Even death.” She released me and stood up. “But until then, keep your fucking mouth shut.” 
 
    She strode back down the hill toward the Warrior camp, leaving me with a throbbing head and more confused than ever.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I had a slight headache from my encounter with Eve, but my thick skull had protected me well enough. Though I was tired from the battle with the hellhounds, I had no trouble clambering down the vines into the gully. I dropped the last few feet, landing in a crouch, adjusting to the dimmer lighting, the silver sun obliterated by the high cliffs.  
 
    To the right, I saw a flash of movement, and I immediately felt embarrassed, looking away. Too late. I’d seen Dravon rejuvenating himself with Minertha. She was on top and— 
 
    I forced myself to stop picturing her, but it was too late. My crotch bulged, and I tried to think of cold showers and getting my head bashed in by Eve. It didn’t help much. Eve had looked incredibly hot as she’d leaned over me.  
 
    Still, I managed to readjust myself beneath the loincloth and head in the opposite direction, toward the beautiful pool. Eve might not want to talk about things, but maybe Persepheus did. Maybe she would answer my questions. 
 
    I stood at the water’s edge, searching for any sign of the goddess. The moss-covered rock I’d seen her on before was empty. The water was still and silent.  
 
    A shadow moved beneath the surface, heading in my direction.  
 
    I took a step back for some reason, in awe of the graceful but powerful manner in which the goddess cut through the water. Her head emerged first, the gills on either side of her neck sucking in one last gulp of breathable water. As more of her appeared, her wet golden hair tumbled across her breasts, which were barely covered by a thin layer of what looked like lichen. Water dripped off them like spring rain. Her midsection was covered by the same stuff, but the rest of her skin was bare, that ever-changing mixture of blue and green, seeming to swirl like the eye of a storm as seen from a satellite. Beneath her lichen bikini bottoms a silver-green tail flashed with hundreds of scales beneath the surface. As I looked on, her tail transformed into a pair of endless legs of the same color as the rest of her.  
 
    My lungs ached and I realized I’d been holding my breath. I let it out quickly and sucked in a new one, feeling slightly dizzy. I wanted to believe it was because of the shot to the back of the head I’d taken, but that would be a lie. This goddess of the sea’s appearance alone made me woozy.  
 
    And then she stumbled, and I simply reacted, stepping forward swiftly, wading into the water to take her hand, which was as cold as ice, and steady her. 
 
    Her eyes met mine and it was like looking into something so ancient you couldn’t possibly fathom the wisdom held behind. Like her skin, her eyes swirled like a churned-up sea. They were bright and alive, but there was something else. Exhaustion. “Thank you,” she said, extricating herself from my grip and clambering from the water. She seemed much steadier now. Whatever had weakened her for a moment was gone now.  
 
    They’re dying. It’s what Vrill had told me. Each of the Three had lost their kingdoms to the monsters and then…what? She’d never explained why they were dying. Weren’t goddesses supposed to be immortal? 
 
    I watched Persepheus climb up onto her mossy rock overlooking the pond. Her legs could’ve been one of the Seven Wonders of the Earth, her lichen bikini bottom small enough that she would fit right in on a Brazilian beach.  
 
    Stop it, man-brain, I thought. Just because Vrill had wanted to be with me in that way didn’t mean anyone else would—especially not a drop-dead gorgeous goddess like Persepheus. Plus, I was supposed to be getting answers.  
 
    She had summoned me, and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do, so I stood dumbly in the water looking up at her. “I am so tired,” she said, offering me one more ancient stare before lying down on her back and stretching out. The curve of her breasts was like a wave crashing across the ocean of her body.  
 
    I felt awkward, especially because I could now hear the excited sounds of Dravon and Minertha’s vigorous lovemaking. If Persepheus was aware of it, she didn’t care. Perhaps this was a daily occurrence.  
 
    Persepheus’s chest was rising and falling slowly. I thought she’d fallen asleep, until she said, “Come, Sam Ryder. Lie with me.” 
 
    Those three words sent a thrill through me. Taken literally, it meant my body would be in a prone position next to hers, which was something I wouldn’t mind in the least. Taken in the Biblical sense it meant sex. But she’d said she was tired, so I was mostly sure she didn’t mean that.  
 
    My penis was less sure, however, and raised itself to half-mast. Luckily, her eyes were closed and didn’t notice the way I had to reposition before I climbed up the slippery rock. I eased down next to her, not touching, but close enough to feel that she was there.  
 
    “You are aroused,” Persepheus said, still not opening her eyes.  
 
    So much for her not noticing. “Uh, yeah. Sorry. It’s just—” 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain. Minertha will eventually satisfy your needs. I don’t have the energy.” 
 
    Because she’s dying, you dolt. Try to think with your brain rather than your crotch. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I managed to ask. “And to your sisters. Vrill said…” 
 
    Oops. I realized my mistake a moment too late. It didn’t seem like Vrill’s name was appreciated much around here. Persepheus, however, didn’t react harshly. In fact, she didn’t react at all, her body as still as the stone we lay on. The silence stretched out, and this time I really did believe she’d drifted away. Again, I was wrong.  
 
    When she spoke, her voice was strained. “Vrill was one of the good ones—is one of the good ones,” she said.  
 
    I had to admit, I was flabbergasted. “But she left you to fend for yourselves.” 
 
    I propped my head on my hand so I could look at her. Her cheeks swirled, green and blue, never resting. I wondered whether her skin was always in motion, even when she slept. Her soft-looking lips parted and she said, “This life is…hard. For all of us. I could promise you auspicious rewards and wealth beyond measure and a place in my kingdom once it is restored, but those would all be false promises. The only reward for your service to me and my sisters is death.” 
 
    I appreciated her honesty. It was like tossing aside an umbrella and facing the storm head on. 
 
    But I hated hearing the defeat in her tone. Though I’d only just met this woman, I felt for her. For her plight against the relentless attacks from the monsters that plagued this world. But where had they come from? And how had they managed to overthrow the Three’s kingdoms?  
 
    Regardless, I already knew what I would do: “I will die for you, if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed open, meeting mine. She bit her own soft lip. “I don’t know that we deserve such loyalty, not anymore. Not after all the wrong we’ve been a party to.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened to you,” I said, feeling bold. Giving commands to a goddess wasn’t something I would’ve done on Earth. Hell, I couldn’t even stand up to my evil boss. But here I was changing, Black by Black. It wasn’t just the visible effects the primordial ooze had wrought on my body, but a deeper change somewhere inside me. I didn’t just want to survive or even protect the Three. No. I wanted to level-up, to become what they needed me to become, to help them defeat the monsters and restore their kingdoms.  
 
    “Leave me, human,” Persepheus said, rolling over and away from me. “I tire of your company.” 
 
    Just like that, all my confidence and plans were washed away, obliterated by Minertha’s scream as, across the gully, she climaxed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    ATTACK 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy yourself?” Beat said when I returned to camp. I was tired and hungry and thirsty and not in the mood for talking.  
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” I said. “And no. Not particularly. But I’m pretty sure Dravon did.” 
 
    “I’ve heard he always returns with a smile when Minertha summons him.” 
 
    “I bet.” I flopped down by the fire and accepted the leafrat kabob Beat handed me. Apparently I’d missed my turn at the end of line but she’d saved one for me. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Learn anything new?” she asked.  
 
    I took a bite of my dinner, enjoying the combination of flavors, from the aromatic leaves to the charred meat beneath. “Nope. Except if the Three are trying to build a loyal army of Warriors they’re doing a shitty job.” 
 
    She laughed at that. I quite enjoyed Beat’s laugh. I wondered if she was someone I might’ve been friends with back on Earth.  
 
    “Hey, are you a gamer?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” She sucked the marrow from the bones of her leafrat and then licked her fingers.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I had more friends online than in real life. Pathetic, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and she whacked me with a powerful backhand. I rubbed my shoulder, though it hadn’t really hurt. “I was the same. You play A-Civ?” 
 
    “Like a boss. Class 12. I was halfway through exterminating the brood on Planet Delta.” 
 
    “Jesus. My space marine was Class 9. I’d just started Planet Charlie. I kept getting killed by the first brood mother.” 
 
    “She was a real bitch,” Beat said. “But there was a trick. Want me to tell you?” 
 
    I shook my head. I hated cheats. I never bought guidebooks, never watched YouTube videos by gamers who had finished a game. For me, that took all the fun and satisfaction out of it.  
 
    Then I realized how ridiculous I was being. “I guess it doesn’t matter now. It’s not like I’m ever going to play that game again.” 
 
    Beat chuckled. “You’re a purist, I like that. Anyway, you’re playing that game every night now. Except one day it’s going to kill you for real.” 
 
    I looked at Beat and she looked at me. Having arrived at the same time, having fought in the same Circle, I felt an instant bond. “Do you think we should leave?” I asked. After my latest encounters with Eve and Persepheus, it was a serious question. Vrill was out there. And I could see why she’d left. Things here felt like they were falling apart at the seams. I didn’t know what it was like before I’d arrived, but it was definitely bad now. What would happen when the wards fell?  
 
    I already knew. We’d all be killed, no matter how hard we fought. Our numbers were simply too small.  
 
    Beat said, “I don’t know. The other Warriors are okay, I guess. Kloop’s a good leader. He cares about us. Dravon’s a decent dude too. Ton is, well, good to have on your side. Merlin is—” 
 
    “Merlin?” I interrupted, picturing the wizard from Camelot.  
 
    “The tall gilled guy from Oceania,” she explained. “He was born to be a warrior. King is the blue lion. His real name is something ridiculously long that I can’t pronounce, but everyone calls him King because he was supposedly the king of his pride back on Primo—that’s his home planet. Ton’s from there too. They come from the same place.” 
 
    I tried to picture a world full of blue lions and giants. There were probably all kinds of other crazy creatures there too.  
 
    “Want to make a deal?” I said.  
 
    Beat licked the remaining juices from her lips. “What sort of deal?” 
 
    “Whatever we decide, we decide together. Stay or go, you and me.” 
 
    “We only just met.” 
 
    “It’s not a proposal. Just a pact. For survival purposes.” 
 
    She seemed to consider it, and then stuck out her hand. I smiled and took it. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Beat and I survived the next ten Blacks, beating the crap out of the average life expectancy of a Warrior.  
 
    King, the royal blue lion, did not. He was taken down by a horde of Maluk’ori during one terrifying Black where we faced three different types of monsters in short succession. My own wounds had been so grievous I’d required a primordial ooze bath to heal.  
 
    Ton, the giant, didn’t make it either. He died a few Blacks later. The winged gargoyles known as gargats got him. There were so many in the flock that we couldn’t count them. They literally descended on us like a swarm, targeting our resident giant, hundreds of them picking him up and carrying him away from our demonfires. We heard his bellow as he fell a few minutes later. The ground shook on impact. We never found his body.  
 
    Afterwards, Kloop admitted he’d never seen a flock of gargats act like that. Usually the winged monsters roamed in small packs that didn’t mingle together. I could tell he was troubled.  
 
    Lace was still alive. Dravon too. On both of those horrible Blacks, Merlin had fought like the wizard of his namesake, using a long pole to kill monster after monster.  
 
    I guess I fought well, too, because I survived. Beat was getting stronger and more powerful each and every day. We discussed our pact over leafrats and waterskins.  
 
    “We can’t just abandon them,” I argued one night.  
 
    “What have the Three done for us?” she said. Beat was beginning to sound more and more like Vrill. I could tell the Black was wearing on her. It was wearing on me too. 
 
    I glanced at the newb sitting by herself with her back against the rock. Her name was Millania. She was like Merlin, from Oceania, tall and sinewy. According to Merlin, all his people’s names started with the letter M, some tradition dating back centuries. Millania had been here two Blacks. She’d fought well her first two nights. It was strange—I felt no connection to her. It was like I’d been here a hundred years and she was a baby by comparison. I wondered if that’s how the others had felt when I arrived.  
 
    Merlin had tried to talk to her, but she’d refused to engage. I wondered what she’d seen and done during her time in the Circle. Nothing good, that was for damn sure.  
 
    I realized Beat was still waiting for me to answer her question. “They brought us here,” I said. 
 
    “That’s supposed to be a good thing?” 
 
    “You said before you wouldn’t go back even if you could.” 
 
    “I know. I haven’t changed my mind. I’d rather be a Warrior here than an Outcast on Earth. But that doesn’t mean I need to put myself on the line every night for a few so-called goddesses who never do anything but sleep.” 
 
    I understood where she was coming from. Since my conversation with Persepheus, I hadn’t been summoned by any of the Three. Hell, I hadn’t even seen the one named Airiel. None of the Warriors had. Protector Kloop let it slip one time that she was the worst off. If she died, it wouldn’t be long before the others were gone too. I don’t think anyone believed the wards would last longer than the Three, but that was looking like a possibility we needed to consider.  
 
    Eve had barely said a word to any of us since that day she almost ripped my head off. She looked withdrawn and lost, especially after bringing back a fresh group of Outcasts. The first group she’d brought back after mine all died in the Circle. Of the second group, only Millania had survived. 
 
    “I’m not ready to leave,” I said. Despite the way Persepheus had sent me away ten Blacks ago, I didn’t hold it against her. I could tell she was trying to distance herself from anyone and everyone. I’d suspected for a while that was why she summoned all the newbs after their first Black.  
 
    She’s given up. For some reason, that knowledge made me unbearably sad.  
 
    “Well, let me know when you are,” Beat said, standing. It was late in the Bronze day, and the sun’s rays had turned coppery as they cast longer and longer shadows from the mountains in the distance.  
 
    The Black was coming.  
 
    I stood as well, cracking my knuckles. Though no signal had been given, it was the same as every night, each of us drawn by some unspoken instinct. Without speaking, we climbed the hill, ghosts heading to a haunting.  
 
    The bulk of our training generally took place around midday, giving us time to rest and recover before and after. During my first few days with the Warriors, there was a second training before the Black, but Kloop had stopped requiring it because he thought we needed to conserve our energy.  
 
    He was right. Despite our leveled-up bodies, we were all exhausted. 
 
    The first few trainings I’d tried a few other weapons—a sword, a bow, an axe—but none of them had felt as right for me as my war hammer. 
 
    Now I hefted it over my shoulder, the weight a comfort to me. It was a rare solid thing in a world that seemed full of holes.  
 
    Kloop stood before us, shuffling his massive feet, and I could tell he was working himself up to one of his speeches. I couldn’t fathom how he still had the energy for such things. More than a hundred Blacks and he was a steadfast rock amidst a tempest.  
 
    He opened his mouth, but before he could get out a single syllable, a shout emerged from the gully. The only ones down there were the Three and Eve. A hand reached over the edge, pulling at the vines growing from the apex. Eve looked frantic and out of breath—which scared the crap out of me. She never looked frazzled.  
 
    “They’re attacking the wards on the other side,” she said in between pants. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. It was a genuine question, because it wasn’t even that dark yet. We still had a half-hour or more before the Black was fully upon us. Yes, some of the monsters didn’t mind the daylight as much as others, but they still stuck close to the shadows. None ventured across the vast, open wastelands that surrounded our cliffs and gully. That was one of the main reasons the Three had survived here for so long.  
 
    “Fucking monsters, you moron,” Eve said. “Go. Do your duty before I end you.” 
 
    It wasn’t nearly as rousing a speech as Kloop would’ve given, but it had the intended effect. We took off running, all of us. Some didn’t even have weapons yet, so they frantically scooped them up before giving chase to the rest. Because I already had my hammer, I started out in the lead, but was soon outdistanced by those, like Merlin, Millania and Lace, who were fleeter of foot. I stomped along heavily behind them. Beat caught up to me, her shield and spear clanking against each other as she ran.  
 
    “How is this happening?” she asked.  
 
    I didn’t answer because I had no idea. This world was a truly scary place, but something that had made it bearable was that it had rules. Like one of my video games. Monsters generally only attack during the Black. One hour a day. It was as reliable as the chime of a clock on the hour. Now, however, that was all out the window. An attack outside of the Black was a game changer, and not in a good way.  
 
    There was no fast way to get to the opposite side of the canyon, which was one of the few negatives of our setup, something I’d learned back before that first Black, when Minertha had pranked me. The shortest distance would be to climb down into the gully and then back up the other side, but climbing took longer. Instead, we ran around the outside, skirting the slither pit.  
 
    When we slipped past the edge of the sheer rock face, we saw the truth of Eve’s warning.  
 
    This is not a drill, popped into my head.  
 
    We couldn’t see the monsters yet, because of the wards, but we knew they were there all the same, because of the way the shield rippled, like the waters of a vertical lake displaced by a stone thrown into it. It was the ward equivalent of someone beating on the front door. 
 
    The fastest runners had slowed enough so the rest of us could catch up. Everyone looked to the Protector, Kloop, to tell us what to do. The rhino-man wasn’t a natural runner, but managed to give us a command as he stopped to catch his breath. “We’ll exit the wards here and flank them,” he said. “Focus on the largest monsters first, as they can do the most damage to the wards. Understood?” 
 
    There were nods all around and then we moved out, heading directly away from the hillside. At this point, I could already predict within a step or two when I would pass through the amorphous ward shield, but others were ahead of me again, disappearing one by one. My turn came and I felt the familiar sucking pull and pop! and then I was through.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Though the group of monsters that were gathered on the plains appeared small compared to the vastness of the space they occupied, it was bad for two major reasons: One, the waning rays of bronze sunlight should’ve stopped the creatures from crossing the empty terrain; and two, there were three different types of monsters. The latter wouldn’t have been a problem in and of itself, except for the fact that they seemed to be working together. Normally this many species together in one place would cause strife and in-fighting, like when the Maluk’ori had banded together to take down the troll while Vrill and I escaped the Circle.  
 
    Now, however, there was a horde of at least thirty demons standing alongside a dozen hellhounds and two massive trolls, each of which wielded a club the size of a California redwood.  
 
    Just ahead of me, Lace stopped and dropped to one knee, drawing a bow and arrow from a satchel strapped to her back. It was one of many valuable items that Seekers had managed to find and bring back to the Three over the years. One night when Lace was feeling particularly chatty, she’d told me about how the Seeker, one of the blue lions named Goruth, had stumbled into camp, wounded and bleeding, and laid the bow at her feet before dying. Usually, all finds went straight to the goddesses, but for some reason they’d allowed her to have this one. Perhaps it was because Lace was the only member of the current guard who could shoot straight.  
 
    Now, she proved just that by firing off a single shot. The bow, however, was no ordinary weapon. It was infused with power. Not only did its satchel of arrows never go empty, but each arrow split into three.  
 
    The fun wasn’t over. The three arrows arced overhead, barely visible against the backdrop of the spilled-ink sky. Several of the demons had turned toward us, sensing our imminent approach.  
 
    One took an arrow in the chest. It managed to get off one hiss of anger before detonating, its body torn apart by the magical arrow’s blast. The two demons on either side were caught in the explosion as well. One lost an arm and the other a leg. The latter tried to hobble toward us, but tripped and fell. The first, leaking blood from its shoulder socket, began to wander aimlessly, looking confused.  
 
    It accidentally wandered too close to the ward shield. 
 
    As soon as the small but vicious creature got within range of the ward’s defenses, there was a bright blast of light and it flew backward, colliding with the chest of one of the trolls. The troll was scratching its head and staring at the arrow lodged in its own gut. The second of Lace’s three arrows.  
 
    There was a whump! and part of the mighty creature’s stomach caved in. Despite the power of the explosion, however, the monster held its ground. As I ran toward it, I could see its ribcage and organs, blood flowing from the mortal wound in raging torrents.  
 
    The troll wanted to go out with an even bigger bang than the one it had just experienced, lumbering toward the ward shield, shoulder lowered as it trampled any demon or hellhound that got in its path.  
 
    I had to stop it, or else the impact would be less like pounding on our front door and more like a battering ram slamming into it.  
 
    I veered left and tried to choose the right angle to ensure I would arrive at the shield before it did, but I’d never played football nor pool, and I’d gotten a C+ in geometry. 
 
    Luckily, the troll was tiring, slowing, taking one slow plodding step after another. The remaining demons and hellhounds managed to leap out of its path without being crushed.  
 
    I arrived first, turning hard to the right and facing the troll like a matador standing before a stampeding bull. Not quite fearless, but with enough courage that nothing warm trickled down my leg. It’s the sort of bravery you get after two weeks of living a nightmare, forced upon you like a bad Christmas present by a misguided but well-intentioned aunt who thinks a sixteen-year-old boy would like a pair of pink bunny slippers.  
 
    Thankfully, I had a plan. 
 
    It was a bad one.  
 
    I threw my hammer, which was a heavy weapon I’d only just grown strong enough to throw.  
 
    Unfortunately, the troll found it to be about as powerful as a gnat assaulting its leg, kicking the weapon away as it took another weak step.  
 
    I had another idea.  
 
    It was suicide.  
 
    I rushed forward and leapt, grabbing onto the troll’s leg hairs and digging in my heels. I climbed like a carefree kid who’d discovered a gnarled old tree with low-hanging branches. I went straight up, knowing I was running out of time and hoping Lace wouldn’t choose this moment to fire another grenade-arrow.  
 
    I was in the troll’s crotch-area—based on the feel of what I was grabbing at, it was a dude—when the troll noticed my presence. It released a bellow that nearly shattered my eardrums and swung a meaty fist in my direction. Acting on instinct alone, I performed an expert rock climber maneuver, throwing myself to the side and crossing over my arms as I scaled rapidly from left to right.  
 
    (You can picture what’s going to happen next, right?) 
 
    (Yep, you guessed it.) 
 
    The troll punched itself in its ginormous man-pillows, air gasping from its lungs as it hunched over even further. I had the urge to release my own bellow of victory, but the fight was far from over, so I continued my ascent, skirting its decimated gut.  
 
    I reached its powerful chest, which had plenty of long hairs for me to use like ropes, and then mounted its shoulder. The monster was convulsing now as it retched a mixture of blood and whatever it had eaten for dinner. Still, it was too close to the ward shield. One good shot and it might do irreparable damage.  
 
    I needed to finish the job.  
 
    I crouched down and then leapt as high as I could, grabbing onto its thick but soft earlobe and using my momentum to swing onto its face, grasping the underside of its nostril. Gross? Yes. But what’s a Warrior supposed to do?  
 
    Time for the old eye trick. I clambered onto its brow while it continued to vomit, and then swung down and kicked it in the eye. Hard. Like I was trying to knock down a brick wall. Except, unlike something solid, the eye had give to it. It didn’t break, but I could hear the damage I’d caused, both from the impact and from the noise the troll made.  
 
    I figured I’d done one, so what the heck? I scaled over to the other eye and added a kick there as well.  
 
    I was feeling pretty good about myself until I realized I had no exit plan. The troll was in a bad way now, blind and dying, its legs finally losing their final bit of strength. Climbing down wasn’t going to work, not when the troll had lost its mind now and was pounding at its own body repeatedly, as if trying to ground itself into mush.  
 
    So I went up. It was counterintuitive, but this world wasn’t exactly logical in the best of times. It had a mess of thick, greasy hair atop its scalp. I furrowed my heels in, grabbed a couple handfuls of the nasty stuff, and held on with everything I had.  
 
    The creature beneath me wavered and my entire world shook like I was standing on a mountain during an earthquake. My vertical position turned horizontal as the troll fell with frightening speed, the ground seeming to rise to meet me.  
 
    At the last possible second, I released my hold and dove clear of the troll, leading with my head and shoulder but tucking both forward to avoid the concussive impact, rolling free. It wasn’t as perfect as it sounds, and I didn’t manage to come out of the maneuver on my feet. But I was alive.  
 
    For now.  
 
    A hellhound launched itself at my throat, jaws snapping. I didn’t have time to roll away, so I reached out and punched it in the face. Unfortunately, its teeth sunk into my wrist and I felt bones shatter even as the devilish canine’s fiery breath scorched my skin.  
 
    Pain roared through me and out my mouth in the form of an anguished growl, but I’d been injured worse on three other occasions now. Not a habit I could get used to exactly, but I didn’t succumb to death like I might’ve back on Earth.  
 
    Instead, I hit the hellhound with the other fist, connecting with the side of its head. It yelped and released my ruined fist, bounding away and shaking its head to clear its wits. It blinked twice and then launched itself at me again. 
 
    This time I was able to roll rapidly to one side, hearing its teeth snap together in a near miss. I fought to my feet and immediately lifted a foot high in the air for a kick, anticipating another attack. This one didn’t come, however. Dravon stood over the dead hound, grinning. He’d snuck in behind and snapped its neck.  
 
    He didn’t see the other one coming.  
 
    I shouted a warning, but it was too late. Dravon turned just as the largest hellhound I’d ever seen brought its jaws down on his head.  
 
    Just like that he was gone. I knew it like I knew my own screenname on A-Civ. The ooze could repair a lot of injuries, but it couldn’t bring someone back from death once they’d crossed over.  
 
    Full of anger and a strange mix of sorrow for the alien man I’d only known for a couple of long weeks, I spotted my hammer where it lay beside the dead troll. I sprinted for it, not slowing my stride as I reached down and grabbed it with my uninjured hand.  
 
    The hound was still gnawing on Dravon, ravenous in its hunger. It didn’t see me coming, until I’d bashed its skull in. Flames roiled from the hole in its head but weakened little by little before dying completely.  
 
    I turned, ready for the next attack.  
 
    It never came. My comrades and allies had done their duty too. Not a demon or hound remained standing. The second troll was down too, the victim of at least two more of Lace’s exploding arrows.  
 
    Dravon was dead. Merlin too, the gills in his neck gasping for water as if they didn’t realize he wasn’t in the ocean of his home planet.  
 
    Panicked, I searched for Beat. She stood facing away, but slowly turned, taking in the carnage just as I had. Her eyes met mine and I could see the relief. It was followed a moment later by shock and fear as she looked past me.  
 
    I followed her gaze, horror washing over me. Kloop, our invincible Protector, bled from more than a dozen wounds. His front horn had been shorn off. He was on his knees, staring right at me but not seeing anything. Because his eyes had been gouged out.  
 
    He collapsed face forward. “Help!” I screamed, rushing toward him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    LEADERLESS 
 
      
 
    Eve’s face was covered in grayish blood, almost like ash. I’d seen it before. To a newb like me, Protector Kloop had always seemed invincible, but that didn’t mean I’d never seen him get injured. I’d seen him bleed that same grayish, ashy blood.  
 
    I could see it in Eve’s dark, beautiful eyes. The failure. The sadness. This wasn’t some game to her, even if it had felt like that at the beginning. This was life and death. Her job was to protect the Three, find a way to nurture them back from the brink of death. The Protector and the Warriors were a major part of that. And she’d lost so many. Our numbers were dwindling.  
 
    I didn’t ask about Kloop, because I didn’t need to.  
 
    Our Protector was dead. 
 
    It was strange how each day in this place, each Black, felt like a year. Bonds were formed more quickly than back on Earth. I might’ve known Beat a decade. Kloop had felt like someone I’d known from childhood. Maybe not a friend, exactly, but someone I respected and trusted.  
 
    Even Lace was growing on me. I trusted the cat-woman to have my back the same as she trusted me to have hers.  
 
    All the other Warriors I’d met when I first arrived were dead.  
 
    I was fortunate to be alive, my ruined hand wrapped in a strange cast made of those glowing vines. Eve had silently helped me with it, painting my flesh with primordial ooze before tying it off. Then she’d gone to check on Kloop, who’d been entombed in the ooze to try to save his life.  
 
    A howl rose up from the canyon, throaty and carnal. Minertha. Though even Eve had painted the earth goddess as someone who used men like a connoisseur relishes fine wines at a tasting, the truth was in her anguished cry.  
 
    She’d loved Dravon in the way only a goddess can love a mortal.  
 
    “What is the status of the wards?” I asked Eve. It felt like a cold thing to ask at a time like this, but it was also a matter of life or death for the rest of us. The only good news was that the Black that followed our battle was uneventful. No additional monsters attacked the shield, providing a much-needed reprieve.  
 
    Eve looked at me, her head cocked to the side with confusion, like I’d spoken a different language. “Wards?” She spoke that single word as if it was something I’d made up. Nonsensical.  
 
    The way her entire body slumped spoke of pain and weariness. Sorrow. Kloop had been her hope, I realized in that moment. Someone she could believe in. Someone who hadn’t died in twelve Blacks or less. He’d been an exception to the rule of death. 
 
    Until now. She looked lost. Afraid. Barely a sliver of the strong, confident-to-a-fault woman who’d offered me the ride of a lifetime on her motorcycle.  
 
    I went to her. I opened my arms. I expected to be rejected, slashed to pieces by swords made of sharp words. 
 
    Instead, I watched what fight was left in her disappear as she fell into my arms. She was warm against me. Her blood-splattered face pressed against my neck. Her body shook with sobs. “I’m so tired,” she said.  
 
    “I know.” Though I couldn’t fathom the years she’d spent surviving day by day, even two weeks was long enough for me to understand how hard it was for her. I could feel the impact that daily loss was having on my own psyche. Like a mouse gnawing at the insides of my skull every night before the Black.  
 
    She shoved me back, breaking the spell of our embrace. “You know nothing, human,” she spat. Her cheeks were slick with tears, Kloop’s ashy gray blood mixing with them and dripping from her chin. Her fire was back, for which I was glad.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “I know nothing, because I’ve been told nothing. Or at least very little. We know who we’re fighting for, but not why. Why is all this happening? What happened all those years ago? And what will happen if the Three die?” 
 
    Eve stood there, seething, her hands fisted at her sides. Her teeth were clenched together, her lips peeled back in a silent snarl. “Ask the Three if you want. I only came here to tell you Minertha has summoned you.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    My mind was a tornado as I trudged up the hill. Minertha? Since the goddess had played her little newb prank on me that first day, I was pretty sure she didn’t know I existed. What could she possibly want with me at a time like this, when the world was crumbling around us?  
 
    I thought of Dravon, how he’d always been kind to me. Like Vrill was. I thought of how he’d died saving my life. My own vision began to blur, but I blinked the tears away. I needed to stay focused if I was going to survive the next couple of Blacks. Or even the next few minutes with the earth goddess.  
 
    Though I hadn’t been summoned since Persepheus after my first Black as an official Warrior, my hands and feet were calloused now, which made sliding down the glowing vines an easy task. I landed with bent knees in the gully. Naturally, my eyes wandered toward Persepheus’s slicky, mossy rock, but it was empty.  
 
    I turned right and found Minertha staring at me. Though her face was cut from stone—with a stare to match—she was painfully beautiful. Like a carving of a Greek goddess come alive. Her lips parted. “Come, Sam Ryder,” she said.  
 
    I walked over slowly. As before, she was half-hidden by the rough-textured rock that rested in the center of the large boulder she used as her bed. Her long legs were the color of earth, but smooth like polished stone. Her torso was mostly invisible, but I could just make out the swell of her voluptuous uncovered breasts.  
 
    It wasn’t the time for it, but I also didn’t mind the distraction from all the pain of the last day.  
 
    “Come,” she said again, motioning with a hand to a set of steps that curled around the edge of the boulder, all the way to the top.  
 
    I ascended the steps carefully so as not to trip. Mostly because I was exhausted, both mentally and physically. My hand was still wrapped in the ooze-cast and my legs were sore from fighting the hellhounds. 
 
    I made it without falling, and Minertha came into full view.  
 
    I breathed in and out, staring. She was perfection, but in a completely different way to the perfection of Persepheus. Where the sea goddess was all grace and soft curves, Minertha was a mixture of texture and sanded stone. She was fully naked, as I’d anticipated, but even my own foolish fantasies couldn’t have done her justice. Her chest was the upper half of an hourglass, her nipples slightly darker than the rest of her earthy skin, standing erect. Her curves descended into a narrow waist before flaring out into those polished stone hips. The area between them was shaved. She moved her hips slightly from side to side and bit her lip.  
 
    “Do what you want with me, human,” she said. “I want to feel something again. One last time.” 
 
    I felt a stirring in my loins. Despite everything, the gravity of the situation, the death and sorrow, I was still a man. How could I not in the face of such beauty? And I wanted to feel something too. Badly. Completely.  
 
    But Dravon. But Kloop. And Merlin and Ton and all the others I’d known only fleetingly. There were times for pleasure and times for pain.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “But I cannot.” 
 
    Her expression changed, flashing anger. “You would dare defy me? You would resist my offer?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated. “It just…doesn’t feel right. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    With that, I walked away, because I didn’t think I would have the strength to refuse her again. And for the sake of Dravon’s memory, I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I’d told Beat what happened, though she still didn’t seem to believe me. “Wait, so pretty much the hottest woman you’ve ever seen in your life offered to pleasure you and have your babies and all that, and you turned her down?” 
 
    “Maybe?” I said. “Okay, yes. Yes, I did. Does that make me an idiot?” 
 
    She laughed, which was such a great sound right now, even if it felt a little out of place. “It makes you surprising,” she said. “Not in a bad way. Just…surprising.” 
 
    “Thanks? I think?” 
 
    “Why’d you do it? Or I should say not do it.” 
 
    I shook my head. Even I wasn’t entirely sure, except… “Sex should be between two people with their eyes wide open. They should know and understand what they’re doing and what it means—whether it’s love or a bit of fun or something else. Min—Minertha—and I were both blind in that moment. Neither of us really understood what it meant. So I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Deep,” Beat said. “But wise too. You are full of surprises, Sam.” 
 
    “I hate surp—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Beat said. “It’s starting.” 
 
    She was right. Eve was standing where Kloop normally stood, waiting for those of us who were left to gather. It was strange. She was sleight of frame where Kloop had been a behemoth, and yet she seemed to fill his space in its entirety.  
 
    To an outsider, we would’ve looked pitiful. Certainly not like the group of Warriors tasked with defending Three goddesses. There was me, Beat, Lace and the new ocean-dweller, Millania. So few. Eve was still a day out from having the energy to go out to Find more potential Warriors.  
 
    One Black stood in between, and we were all who were left to defend it.  
 
    But that wasn’t for hours still. Lace had told us that this ceremony was inevitable, because a new Protector needed to be chosen. Though she hadn’t been around when Kloop was chosen, he’d explained things to her before. The Three Goddesses made the choice. It wasn’t based on days of experience necessarily, though that was likely a factor. They would choose whoever they thought would give them the best hope of survival.  
 
    Which was Lace, clearly. Not only was she the most experienced, but she was the best Warrior, a natural at using multiple weapons. She was rarely injured because of her agility. She was a good strategist too, and Kloop had regularly consulted with her before each Black.  
 
    Eve cleared her throat. “Before I discuss the matter of Protector,” she said, “there’s something you all should know.” 
 
    “What?” Lace said, never one to beat around any bush.  
 
    “The monster dead are gone.”  
 
    “Of course they are,” Lace said. “We killed them under the suns. They must’ve turned to smoke by now.” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Eve said. A cryptic statement that spoke volumes. I might’ve been new to this planet and the strange rules that governed it, but I’d seen firsthand what happened when monsters died outside of the Black. Or when they died in the Black and then the Black ended. Poof. 
 
    “Then where did they go?” I asked.  
 
    “There were runnels in the earth,” Eve said. “Like they were dragged away. It happened during the Black.” 
 
    “By other monsters?” Beat asked. 
 
    Eve shrugged, which seemed way too nonchalant an expression for the seriousness of the conversation. “Presumably. I don’t see why any of the other tribes would take them. The demons, maybe, for their fireblood, but the hellhounds were taken too.” 
 
    “And the trolls?” I blurted out. I couldn’t imagine their massive corpses being dragged anywhere. 
 
    “Gone,” Eve said. “Deep chasms were carved into the ground by their passing.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. In the light of day, visibility across the flat, featureless plains was remarkably clear. You could see for miles and miles.  
 
    “The Mountains’ Shadow,” Eve said.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Beat said. “I might be new around here, but what kind of monster is large enough to drag a dead troll miles and miles?” 
 
    It was a good question, but I was also wondering why the bodies would be taken. While I chewed on that question, Eve said, “The Morgoss.” 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Beat and could see that her frown was as deep as mine. I’d never heard the name, but it sounded like the sort of thing I’d rather not meet. “What’s the Morgoss?” Lace asked. Which surprised me. I assumed she, being the most experienced of us, would know of every monster this place had to offer. The fact that this was something new to her scared me a little until I remembered that she hadn’t been on this planet all that long either.  
 
    “The Three Demons that supplanted our own Three Goddesses,” Eve explained. “They are the creators of the Maluk’ori. None of you have heard of them because they haven’t emerged from their lair in over a hundred years, since they first conquered this planet.” 
 
    A chill ran through me. That didn’t sound good. “Have you seen them?” I asked.  
 
    Eve shook her head. “Only the Three have seen them. The goddesses have nightmares sometimes. They’re always about the Morgoss.” 
 
    Awesome. Demon parents large and strong enough to drag trolls a hundred miles across unforgiving terrain who had conquered three immortal goddesses and now gave them nightmares? Sounded like an awesome video game, but real life? Kinda sucked.  
 
    “What are they going to do with the bodies?” Beat asked, her nose wrinkling. “Can they…bring them back from the dead?” 
 
    “There are no necromancers in the monster fold—at least not that I’m aware of,” Eve said. “And it wouldn’t make sense. Monsters breed like any other species. Using their concubines, the Morgoss can produce hundreds of their own demon spawn each year. Reviving a few would be of little interest to them. They don’t care for their young the way other races do. Humans, for example.” 
 
    Right, I thought. Because my parents ever really cared for me. Still, she was right. Most humans would do anything to save the lives of their children, even die. The fact that these demons wanted their own children’s bodies for some other purpose was a tad freaky. “Darkness,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” Eve said, narrowing her piercingly beautiful eyes in my direction.  
 
    “This is about Darkness with a capital D,” I said. “Isn’t it? Dark magic. They are trying to accomplish something with all these bodies. You or the Three must have a guess.” 
 
    “I haven’t told the Three and I don’t plan to. Neither should any of you.” The last was said with Eve’s typical note of command, the voice of someone who expected to be obeyed without question. When no one responded, she said, “Is that clear?” 
 
    The four of us Warriors looked at each other. Slowly, heads nodded all around. I was the last to agree, even if I really didn’t. Why shelter the goddesses from a mystery they might be able to help explain? Yes, they were weakening day by day, but if they could help us we might be able to save them.  
 
    “Onto the next topic,” Eve said. “The Protectorate Succession. The Goddesses have conferred.” She didn’t mention them by name, which made me wonder whether she was including the mysterious third goddess, Airiel, in the statement. “The vote has not been unanimous.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Beat said. 
 
    “Meaning they haven’t chosen a Protector,” Lace growled, not sounding particularly happy with the news. She bared her fangs before adding, “Meaning we are leaderless.” 
 
    “I will fight with you tonight,” Eve said.  
 
    Silence. We all stared. None of us had been here long enough to know whether this was a thing Eve did, but I’m certain we were all thinking the same thing: No, Eve didn’t usually fight. She was desperate.  
 
    I clapped my hands together. “We should rest before the Black.” 
 
    “Trying to play leader, are you?” Lace said, an edge to her tone.  
 
    “No, I’m trying to get a nap,” I said, refusing to rise to the bait.  
 
    Beat, Millania and Eve were already dispersing, but Lace held up a single hand, paw, whatever. One of her retractable claws shot out and she slashed it through the air like she was cutting my throat. Then she smiled and purred, “Stay here for a few minutes, will you, Sam?” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said. The cat-woman continued to be something of an enigma to me, her moods changing as quickly as the color of the sun.  
 
    When the others had reached the bottom of the hill and rounded the bend, Lace strutted toward me. Her tiny outfit hugged her curves in a way that was as sexy as it was intimidating. I steeled myself for whatever was to come.  
 
    She still had her claw out.  
 
    “Who do you think they’re going to choose?” she asked. Instead of stopping a few feet away from me, she pressed forward, rubbing her face against my shoulder, still purring. Like a cat. Because, well… 
 
    “You,” I said, answering honestly.  
 
    “Liar!” She leapt up so quickly I barely had time to get my hands up to protect my throat. But Lace wasn’t trying to kill me, or else I’d have been dead. She did, however, manage to knock me over and steal my lunch money. Okay, the second part didn’t happen—I had no money, or lunch for that matter—but she did knock me over, landing on top of my chest. Her back was arched like a feline with her hackles up.  
 
    It was hard to breathe because of her weight on my chest. “I’m…not…lying…” 
 
    “Then why did Minertha summon you? And Persepheus before that? What have you been telling the Three?” She eased off me slightly, enough so I could suck in a breath and formulate my response.  
 
    I reflected on my conversations with the goddesses, which were even more confusing than the one I was having at present. “Nothing. Persepheus basically told me to leave her the hell alone and Minertha wanted grieving sex and I told her it was better if we didn’t.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and I couldn’t tell whether she was considering my words or contemplating what I would taste like with a little gravy poured over my head. Mmm, gravy, my traitorous mind thought.  
 
    And then she did the last thing I expected her to do: 
 
    She kissed me.  
 
    It wasn’t a quick thanks-for-answering-my-questions-luv-ya! peck on the cheek, but a full-on, twisting, turning, tongue-slipping-into-my-mouth make out session. She tasted amazing. I couldn’t help myself—I leaned into her, lifting a hand to run my fingers through her beautiful golden hair. Her tail curled over her head, moving slowly, hypnotically across the silvery sky. My other hand found her hips, teasing the thin band of her bikini bottoms. It was a test, I must admit. I figured if she didn’t claw my arm I was okay. 
 
    She didn’t claw my arm. In fact, she did the opposite, kissing me harder, her tongue seeming to trail sparks as it slid over my own. She was purring the entire time, which only spurred me on more.  
 
    It was a much-needed reprieve from the weight of the discussion about all-powerful demon lords and dark magic and the end of all things. Dammit. I was still in my own head. I forced the thoughts away and focused on the sexy, beautiful creature on top of me.  
 
    My hand traced a line over her hip, up her rock-hard abdomen, and around the curve of her small, taut breasts. Her skin had a thin layer of fur, and her chest was covered by a thin bikini top that did little to disguise the hardening of her nipples as I played with them.  
 
    She ground her hips against me, still kissing my mouth, one of her hands moving lower to draw my loincloth away. Holy goddesses, I thought. This world was the scariest rollercoaster ride of my life, except I wasn’t scared. 
 
    Not anymore.  
 
    My hand moved under her top, cupping her breast as the fabric stretched and peeled away. My other hand left her silky hair and moved to her bottoms, pulling them over her beautiful ass and down her long, furry legs. As I brought it back up, I brushed against the base of her tail, where it met the top of her buttocks, which was a little weird. I fought off the plethora of cat videos that popped into my head and lowered my hand to where she was all human.  
 
    I entered her a moment later, my mind exploding with fireworks of pleasure, bright lights flashing like those old-fashioned camera flashbulbs. She rode me harder and harder, and though I didn’t need to, I helped her, using my hands to guide her body. She never stopped kissing me, even when I slipped my own tongue into her mouth and felt a prick of pain as one of her fangs pierced me. Warm, coppery blood flowed, but she only purred more, devouring me.  
 
    I devoured her back.  
 
    When it was over and we were both satisfied, she rolled lithely off me and said, “Predictable,” and then sauntered off, naked as a newborn, clutching her discarded bikini in one hand.  
 
    I laughed, because, in this case, I was predictable. And that was fine by me. What wasn’t predictable was what happened next.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
    RESCUE? 
 
      
 
    Beat shook her head as I approached. An amused smile flitted across her lips, which told me she wasn’t judging. And I wouldn’t begrudge her a chuckle at my expense.  
 
    “Your loincloth is crooked,” she said.  
 
    I looked down, my hands moving to adjust the pathetic bit of cloth, but then stopping when I realized she’d been kidding. I looked up, sheepish. 
 
    “Was she good at least?” she asked.  
 
    Yeah. She was good. So good I had no words. I nodded. 
 
    She laughed again. “I can’t blame you. We’re all going to die tonight anyway. Too bad all the other guys are dead, so I guess I’ll have to die a virgin.” 
 
    I stared at her. Gawked would be a better word. “Seriously?” I asked, finally finding my tongue, all thoughts of Lace drowned by Beat’s revelation.  
 
    Her straight face morphed into another broad smile. She slapped her knee for good measure. “Christ, you’re an idiot sometimes,” she said. “Of course not. What do you think college was for?” 
 
    She had a point. And I was an idiot. I’d found out a while back that Beat liked to swing both ways, which was one of many of the sexy things about her. “Sorry there aren’t any guys left, although I wouldn’t be opposed to sending you off the right way…” In truth, I wasn’t sure I had anything left after Lace, but I was willing to try. You know, to help out my buddy, Beat. 
 
    “Are you propositioning me, Sam?” 
 
    “That’s a long word.” 
 
    “And yet you know exactly what it means. You’re not actually an idiot, even if you act like one sometimes.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” 
 
    “And no, I don’t want to have sex with you, although I appreciate the offer. You’re so not my type.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t really felt attracted to Beat. Not that she wasn’t hot. My bond with her had just always been more…sisterly. Something about being birthed from our cocoons in the same Circle. Plus, I liked having someone I could really talk to without screwing it up with other kinds of feelings. A surprising friend in the most surprising of places. We’d come a long way since the Circle.  
 
    “No offense,” she added.  
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said, a clear transition to a different subject. “What did you mean about the dark magic before? You think the Morgoss are trying to perform a spell to destroy the wards?” 
 
    Her guess was as good as mine, although that didn’t feel quite right. The wards were already weakening—a powerful spell seemed like a waste of effort on something that was bound to be destroyed soon enough. “I think this is for what comes after,” I said. “Once the wards are destroyed, there will be a final battle. The Morgoss want to make sure they cannot be defeated.” 
 
    “Great,” Beat said. “Sign me up. As if the odds weren’t already stacked against us.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while, watching the silvery sun hasten its path toward the dark mountains in the distance. It was nice, sitting with her like that, saying nothing.  
 
    I’d been on this planet long enough to feel the approach of the Black. It was more than the darkening of the sky, the shadows creeping along the edges of our encampment, the cooling of the air. Even if I’d been blindfolded and wrapped in a blanket for warmth, I’d have felt it in the deepest part of my chest, like the electricity in the air before a major thunder and lightning storm.  
 
    The Black was more than a time of day. It was a wall to be broken down, again and again, night after night, only to be rebuilt when you weren’t looking.  
 
    We waited in anticipation for Eve to come running down the hill to warn us about another attack on the ward-shield. Lace had slept for a while but then emerged from her hut, yawning and stretching. There was no awkwardness between us. There wasn’t time for awkwardness on the eve of what might be the final Black any of us would ever see.  
 
    Millania joined us a few minutes later and we sat in a tight knot, just watching the sky. Waiting. Waiting.  
 
    Eve eventually came, but she wasn’t running. She rode her massive black panther, which calmly walked down the hill, its eyes bright with night-shine, head strobing back and forth, searching for threats. Eve gripped a magnificent sword that appeared to be carved from glass. There was a light inside it, so piercing I had to look away. In her backless mini-dress astride the panther and wielding the sword, she looked fucking awesome, every bit a Warrior as the rest of us. I wondered if she had been a Warrior once, before leveling up or whatever and eventually becoming the Finder.  
 
    She didn’t sit with us, and I could feel the distance in my bones. She wasn’t one of us—could never be. We lived Black to Black, while she bore the weight of an entire planet forever on her shoulders. She was looking ahead a hundred Blacks, a thousand. 
 
    In a way, I felt inspired by her. Her resolve, her willingness to do whatever it took to protect the Three. Though I still couldn’t see the bigger picture, it was clear Eve believed in our cause, and that made me want to believe too.  
 
    Just as the silver sun dipped beneath the mountains, we stood as one. 
 
    Ready for whatever was to come.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened for the first half of the Black. Eve’s panther was our early warning system, able to see in the darkest of dark. The beast, which she’d called Souza, stood stoically in the center of our demon fire circle, waiting.  
 
    Based on my internal clock, we’d just passed the midway point of the Black and I was beginning to hope the monsters would give us a reprieve on this night.  
 
    They didn’t.  
 
    They also didn’t attack our lighted circle, like they usually did. Things were changing rapidly. Somehow the monsters were learning, coming up with new strategies, working together to solve a common problem. Namely, how to kill us.  
 
    Instead, they went for the wards, like before. Their attack was like a beacon in the utter blackness, an explosion of light as one part of the ward-shield flickered a great distance away.  
 
    “Shit,” Eve hissed. “We have to stop them. Everyone grab a demontorch and move!” Though technically we were leaderless, no one questioned her orders. Eve scooped one from the ground and her mount took off at a sprint, the firelight dancing away as they galloped from the lighted circle.  
 
    Lace wasn’t far behind, with Beat and Millania stride for stride. As they each took a demontorch, our bright space seemed to break apart into pieces, creating five smaller circles of light, each moving in the same direction. As usual, I was in the back, gripping my hammer in one hand and a torch in the other. The demonfire was bright, but weak compared to the wall of darkness. The torch barely lit the area just in front of my next stride, allowing me to avoid large stones but little else as I charged after my companions.  
 
    In the distance, columns of shimmering light appeared again as something assaulted our protective shield.  
 
    I fell further behind.  
 
    That’s when the attack came. Not from the front, but from the side, appearing out of the dark and slamming into my ribcage with the force of an NFL linebacker. My torch flew out of my hand, spinning through the air and landing well out of reach. Darkness swarmed over me like a rising tide, obscuring what was left of my vision. 
 
    I couldn’t even see my attacker.  
 
    I tried to scramble away, but the force that had collided with me had arms like iron, pinning me to the ground. Though I had zero leverage, I swung my hammer with all my strength. I hit something and the something grunted.  
 
    Then the something spoke with a familiar voice: “Godsdammit, Sam!” 
 
    I stopped fighting, squinting through the darkness. Which didn’t help. I still couldn’t see a fucking thing. “Vrill?” 
 
    “No, it’s the Tooth Fairy,” Vrill said. I assumed that was another human anecdote she’d learned from Darcy. Either way, it didn’t explain her sudden presence here in the Black. Nor why she’d tackled me.  
 
    “The monsters are attacking the ward shields again,” I said quickly. “I have to go.” I didn’t want to, not when Vrill was here. I could feel the press of her body on top of me now. It would be so easy to run away with her into the dark, to seek shelter as we once had before. The Three’s cause was lost anyway, right? There was no hope left.  
 
    Maybe, maybe not. But I had friends now. Beat. Even Lace. I didn’t know much about Millania, but she seemed okay, even if she was quiet. Eve might be a salty man-eater at times, but she was trying her best to do what she thought was right. This world was slowly being devoured by the forces of evil and I couldn’t bring myself to abandon it for my own selfish reasons.  
 
    “No,” Vrill said, and then she hit me.  
 
    For the first time ever in the Black, I saw stars. One by one, they vanished, melting into the nothingness.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke in a tree.  
 
    Whatwhowhenwhy…huh?  
 
    My mind was trying to make sense of where I was. It wasn’t that I didn’t remember all that had happened, it was that I’d never seen a tree on Tor. This was no ordinary tree, however, but a tangled mess of gnarled branches and withered vines. The spot I was in was almost like a cocoon, surrounded by the leafless appendages.  
 
    Enough daylight managed to breach the web that I could see my own hands, and even a little of what was outside the tree. More trees, similar to this one, gray and old—no, ancient. A whole forest. I should’ve known there was more to this planet than endless rock and stone. After all, the Three had found their lush gully between the canyons. Still, I was surprised. A whole forest? 
 
    And how had I got here? “Vrill?” I said, remembering how she’d hit me. Had she carried me all the way to this place? Lifted me into the boughs of this tree while I was unconscious? All during the Black, when monsters roamed the night in search of prey. She was strong, I knew, but geez.  
 
    “How’s your head?” she asked, appearing between the branches. She slipped through into the small space, her dark-skinned brow wrinkled in concern. Which was funny, in a way, considering she was the one who hit me. On purpose. Hard enough to knock me out. So she could abduct me. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, though it wasn’t really true. It felt like a jackhammer was being used on the insides of my skull. “Why did you do that? The other Warriors needed my help. The wards—” 
 
    “Will fall,” Vrill said. “No matter what you do.” Her beautiful armor gleamed slightly next to her dark skin.  
 
    “Not necessarily. There’s still time. If we can hold the monsters off a little longer, Eve can Find more Warriors, bring them back. We can train them, learn from our mistakes, build an army and—” 
 
    “Stop,” Vrill said. She didn’t say it angrily, her voice soft. Concerned. She placed a gentle hand on my knee. It felt so good. It was hard to imagine this was the same woman who’d knocked me senseless the night before. The sides to her were as numerous as the sparkling facets of a diamond. “Listen to me. Whatever Eve and the Three have been telling you, it’s bullshit. That’s what you call it, right? Nonsense. They’ve brainwashed you the same way they brainwashed me and Darcy. All they care about are themselves. They use people like you and me.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “But it’s for a greater purpose.” 
 
    Vrill closed her eyes. Breathed deeply. “I’m too late.”  
 
    “Vrill.” 
 
    She opened her eyes. “Sam, I know how this will end. I’ve seen it before. You die, I survive. It’s what always happens in this place.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “But you could come with me. We need you. All the other Seekers are dead.” 
 
    “The Levels are meaningless,” Vrill said. “There’s nothing to seek.” 
 
    “You found your armor,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Trinkets,” she said. “Yes, the Seekers find weapons, shields, other items of value. But they are not important in the scheme of things. They make us feel good for three seconds and then reality punches us in the gut again and again.” 
 
    “Then what is important?” I asked, sensing she wasn’t saying something. The same something that no one was saying, not even the goddesses themselves.  
 
    “Look,” Vrill said. “I was a believer, once. I thought I would be THE ONE to find what the goddesses needed. I thought I could be THE ONE to save them all. But now I know the truth. The goddesses’ hearts were probably destroyed decades ago.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” I asked, stunned by what she’d said. That single word resounded again and again in my head, like an echo. Hearts, hearts, hearts… 
 
    She lifted a hand to her temple, as if she had a headache of her own. “I should’ve known they wouldn’t tell you. They didn’t tell me until I leveled up. Even the Protector didn’t know.” 
 
    “Didn’t know what?” I asked. “What happened to the goddesses’ hearts?” 
 
    “They were taken,” Vrill said. “Their bodies healed themselves, but their chests are empty holes. They are immortal beings, so even without their hearts they can live on for many years. But many years have already passed. They will die soon, Sam. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s over.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Vrill used a demontorch to cook me some leafrat. I hadn’t really spoken since she’d revealed the information I’d been seeking for so long. It explained so much. The Morgoss must’ve found a way to remove the goddesses’ hearts. Taken them like spoils of war, leaving the Three to die a slow death over the last century or more. Along with countless Warriors who’d been brought here to protect them. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, nibbling on the leaves and meat. I didn’t feel hungry, though I knew my body needed sustenance, so I ate anyway. One question had been troubling me. “How did you find me in the Black like that? I didn’t see you coming—didn’t see your demontorch.” 
 
    “I am Level 4.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” I said.  
 
    “It means I have been granted certain…abilities. Night vision is one of them. Even in the Black.” 
 
    Like the monsters, I thought but didn’t say. Wait. Something didn’t make sense. “That first Black, when we were attacked by the gargats…” She stared at me, saying nothing. I continued: “If you could see me in the dark, why didn’t you come after me?”  
 
    Her response came instantly. “We all make our own decisions, and I would be a hypocrite if I didn’t let you make your own.”  
 
    That made sense, but… “You know you abducted me, right? That sort of goes against the whole make-my-own-decisions thing.”  
 
    She breathed out. “I only did it to see if you wanted to be abducted.”  
 
    The logic was kind of funny, but I thought I understood what she meant. “So if I told you I wanted to go back to camp right now, you would let me.”  
 
    “Of course. I’m not your jailor.” I nodded, considering.  
 
    “I don’t want to go back to camp,” I said. “Not yet, anyway.” I needed answers, and she was the most experienced person I knew on this planet. Well, except for Eve and the Three, and the foursome of women weren’t exactly forthcoming with information.  
 
    “Sam,” Vrill said, settling across from me on a hammock of vines. “I know it’s a lot to process. But what are you thinking?” 
 
    “I think there’s something you need to know too.” She listened while I told her about the Warriors who had died since I arrived on this planet. I also told her about those who’d survived, and my encounters with Persepheus and Minertha. She gritted her teeth when I explained what Eve had been saying and doing. And then I told her about the missing demon corpses, how they hadn’t gone up in smoke during the daylight and how they’d been dragged away. I didn’t say what we thought had taken them, and I didn’t need to. Vrill had been here far longer than any of us, save Eve and the Three.  
 
    “The Morgoss,” she said.  
 
    I nodded. “That’s what Eve thinks.” 
 
    “You speak her name as if she’s a goddess herself,” Vrill spat. “As if she didn’t bring you here to die.” 
 
    “She’s trying to help.” 
 
    “Yes, she is. Herself. And the Three. Everyone else is expendable. They didn’t even care when Darcy was killed. They moved on like it was nothing, replacing her without thought. They leveled up the prior Protector and voted on a new one. And I was supposed to just move on and work with the new Seeker?” 
 
    “I know why you’re angry,” I said. “But I’m not brainwashed, like you think. Beat and I…we almost left. We talked about it a lot. I thought about everything that you told me. But what if they do care?” I remembered Minertha’s mournful cry after Dravon’s death. Even if the Three were physically missing their hearts, they weren’t as completely heartless as Vrill seemed to think. 
 
    Vrill opened her mouth to speak, likely to contradict me, but I cut her off. “What if death has become so commonplace to them it’s lost its meaning? Why would they get close to anyone if they could die in the next Black, or the one after that?”  
 
    I thought Vrill might snap at me again, but she didn’t. Her expression morphed into one of sadness. “Is that how you want to live? Black to Black?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that, but after so many years of death and failure…I don’t know how I would be.” 
 
    “I know what the monster corpses are being used for,” Vrill said, changing the subject so swiftly it took my breath away.  
 
    “What? You do?” 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip. She paused, as if trying to decide whether to tell me.  
 
    “Vrill, please,” I said. “What you know could determine the fate of Tor.” 
 
    She nodded. “The fate of this planet is already determined. But I will tell you. The Blacks are getting longer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
    SEPARATION 
 
      
 
    Vrill explained how she knew. “While all you Warriors were running around fighting monsters, I was timing the Blacks.” 
 
    “Why would you even think to do that?” 
 
    “Because I noticed the monster corpses being dragged away before Eve did. There was a big battle a couple of weeks ago. One of the smaller tribes of Outcasts was taking on a horde of demons they had no chance against. The demons lost many, but when the dust settled the tribe was decimated.” I knew little about these tribes of Outcasts, those ex-Warriors that had left Eve and the goddesses to fend for themselves. Still, it made me sad to hear about this horrible tragedy. “When the Black was over, the bodies of the dead monsters should have turned to smoke.” 
 
    “But they didn’t.” 
 
    “No, because they were already gone. Something had taken them all. There must’ve been fifty dead Maluk’ori.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Your human savior isn’t here.” 
 
    “Okay, so why did you think the missing stiffs had something to do with the length of the Black?” 
 
    “Stiffs?”  
 
    I guess Darcy hadn’t covered that human term. “Corpses. Bodies. The dead.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that, at first. But something felt off. I felt like there was less time between the Blacks. Or more time during them. So I counted. One Black, I counted. And then the next. My count reached a higher number the second time. It was a small difference, but enough to be concerning.” 
 
    “There are no clocks here,” I said. “Counting is hardly a scientific way of measuring time.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that? I repeated the test Black after Black after Black. That’s what I’ve been doing while you were watching your friends die. They are getting longer. My counts are not off. At first it was only fifty or sixty of your human ‘seconds,’ but now it’s hundreds of them. Minutes, as you call them. Next it will be an hour, almost double the time of the normal length of the Black.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Some kind of magic that requires a lot of dead monsters. The Morgoss are powerful. They are preparing.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked, though I already knew. 
 
    “War.” 
 
    “I have to go back,” I said.  
 
    “I know.” Vrill couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice.  
 
    “Come with me. We need you. I need you.” Vrill was the most capable person I’d ever met. She could make a huge difference in whatever was to come. Especially because she was a Seeker. The Three’s hearts needed to be found. Who better than her? However, even as I asked her, I knew what her answer would be. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sam. I cannot.” 
 
    We left it at that.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the warded canyon wasn’t as far as I expected. I’d never seen the ancient forest because it was hidden by the boulder field where I’d originally met Vrill. Five miles as the gargat flies, maybe six.  
 
    Shit. Even from a mile away, I could see the wrongness of the place I’d called home for the last couple weeks. The ward shields were generally invisible, except when disturbed by a powerful force—like a punch by a troll. Now, however, I could see a portion of the shield. Edges of what appeared to be spidery cracks shimmered in the bronze sunlight.  
 
    The monsters had finally done real damage to our greatest form of protection. Vrill was right—the wards would fall, and soon. What if she was right about everything else too? 
 
    I pushed the thought away and soldiered on, eventually reaching an uncracked portion of the shield. I preferred to go through the invisible part, just in case passing through the damaged portion would make things worse.  
 
    I barely noticed the familiar sucking sensation as I strode through, my eyes trained on the edge of the camp, where forms were rising and turning in my direction.  
 
    I released a deep breath. There were three figures silhouetted by the sun that had already started its descent. They were only shadows, by I’d recognize them anywhere. Beat’s sturdy, muscular form. Lace’s confident stance, her thin, curling tail flicking out at her side. And Millania, standing a head above them both, tall and wispy and alive.  
 
    The only one missing was Eve, but I assumed she was with the Three, where she normally spent most of her time. They’d survived the Black without me. Which was something to celebrate, even if the wards had sustained irreparable damage.  
 
    I walked on, watching as one of the three figures separated from the others to meet me.  
 
    When we came together in the middle, not far from the slither pit, Beat picked me up and squeezed the shit out of me. It was the first true bear hug I’d ever experienced. She set me down, gasping. “I’m glad you’re alive. Where the fuck have you been?” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I told the other Warriors my story about Vrill. About what she told me.  
 
    When I finished, I expected at least one of them to reject Vrill’s theory, to deny it and say that she was just trying to stir up trouble. None of them did.  
 
    Instead, Beat said, “More time in the Black? Bring it on.” 
 
    It was classic Beat, breaking the tension with a joke. We laughed, even Millania, her gills flaring. When the rare moment of amusement was over, I asked, “What happened in the Black?” 
 
    Beat thumped a heavy fist into her palm. “We kicked some monster ass. What else?” 
 
    Though she said it with the bravado and certainty of someone who’d just won a schoolyard brawl, I’d spent enough time in her company over the last few weeks to know when it was only a half-truth. “What are you not telling me? I saw the damaged wards.” 
 
    Millania, who rarely spoke, said, “We almost died.” There was no sadness in her tone—just fact. Grass is green. The sky is blue. We almost died. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Beat glanced at Lace who looked away. Then cleared her throat. When she spoke, all her previous bravado had leeched from her voice. “It was a suicide attack.” 
 
    “What?” I was frowning so hard my head was beginning to hurt. Or it could’ve been lingering pain from Vrill’s hammer tackle.  
 
    “They had a…weapon,” Beat explained. “An explosive device. Dark magic. It looked like a stone, but it was glowing and heavy-looking. It took three demons to carry it. They tried to hide it from sight as we attacked them, but Eve spotted the bomb. She warned us. She saved all our lives.” 
 
    Lace picked up where Beat left off. “The explosion killed all of our enemies and damaged the ward shield. Beat almost lost her foot but we got her to the ooze just in time to fully heal her.” 
 
    That’s why something was off in Beat’s tone a moment ago. “Jesus, Beatrice,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “Who’s Beatrice?” she asked, deadpan.  
 
    I wanted to chuckle—I really did—but the thought of the best friend I had in this place with a mangled, bleeding foot while I was nowhere to be found…it bothered me. I know I hadn’t made the choice to go with Vrill—she’d basically abducted me—but still. I should’ve been there when my friend needed me. I could tell Beat didn’t want to talk about what happened, at least not seriously, so I changed the subject. “Where’s Eve? I should tell her what I told you.” 
 
    Lace frowned, one of her fangs protruding over the edge of her lips. “She’s gone,” she said. “Off to Find more Warriors.” 
 
    Of course she was. We had a bare bones crew as it was. If she could add even a single Warrior to our number it would make a huge difference. “I should at least tell the Three. Or Two. Or however many are conscious and will listen.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Lace said. “The goddesses don’t like it when you show up if they haven’t summoned you. Or so I’ve heard.” Though she qualified her initial statement, it sounded like she spoke from experience.  
 
    “Well, tough luck. I’m going. If they expect us to defend them with our lives, they can sit and listen while I tell them what the Morgoss are up to.” 
 
    Lace raised an eyebrow. “Do you want us to bury or burn your body?” she asked. “Or…” She raised a single claw in the air. “…I can eat you. It would be an honor to devour your flesh.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was joking, but I managed a grim smile. “All three,” I said, turning and striding up the hill before the cat-woman could offer any further “encouragement.” 
 
    I made swift work of the vines, landing in the shadowy area between the cliffs. Though it was still daylight, the sun was at such an angle that little of its light found its way into the gully. The glowing vines provided some illumination, but only enough for me to see the outlines of the rocks, the shimmering edge of the crystalline pool, and— 
 
    My breath caught. Persepheus was atop her mossy boulder, sitting cross-legged. Her lithe form wasn’t more than a silhouette, which made it look like she was staring right at me. I frowned, trying to judge which direction she was facing but was confounded by the shifting shadows. I took a few cautious steps forward trying to be as quiet as possible, which wasn’t too difficult with bare feet. Until I stubbed my toe on a stone and cursed under my breath. So much for stealth.  
 
    “You have not been summoned, Sam Ryder,” the sea goddess said. I was close enough now to tell that she was facing away, toward the pool. Her arms rested on her knees, her hands open as if she’d been meditating. From behind, her color-changing skin accentuated the curve of her hips. She was at such an angle that I could just make out the swell of her breast on one side. She was breathtaking. Then again, I was pretty sure she could be standing on her head eating nachos and she would be breathtaking. The benefits of being a goddess…, I thought, before remembering what Vrill had told me about their hearts being taken from them by the Morgoss.  
 
    “I know,” I said. “But I have something to tell you.” 
 
    “No.” The answer was simple and unambiguous. 
 
    But I was feeling bold. After everything that had happened, I was unintimidated. If I’d come across this beautiful woman on Earth, I’d have been tongue-tied. It wasn’t the ripped body that made me bold, but the numerous near-death experiences I’d had since arriving on Tor. Things like that changed a person. Gave perspective. What the hell did I have to lose? “I’m going to tell you anyway,” I said.  
 
    Persepheus turned. I must admit, I flinched. Because her godsdamn eyes were glowing. They were bright blue, but swiftly changed to green, alternating between the two colors. “I’m not in the mood, Sam Ryder,” she said. She didn’t raise her voice, which smoldered like the embers of a dying fire. “The Three are not powerless—not yet. We can still crush bones and melt skin.” 
 
    That didn’t sound like much fun. Then again, they needed me, right? I hoped calling her bluff wouldn’t be the biggest mistake of my life. “The Morgoss are performing a dark spell,” I blurted out. 
 
    Persepheus’s glowing eyes brightened further and she moved.  
 
    Actually, moved does zero justice to what she did. All I knew was one moment she was on her boulder a fair distance away from me, and the next she was right in front of me, those eyes burning into me, her cold fingers clamped around my jaw. “I’m only going to say this once more,” she said. “Leave. And never speak of the Morgoss again.”  
 
    With that, she flung me to the ground with such power I heard a slapping sound as my skin hit the hard gully floor. For a few moments I couldn’t breathe, the air knocked right out of me. When I finally got my breath back, I said, “No wonder no one wants to help you.” 
 
    I expected another attack, so I raised my arms to defend myself even though I knew it wouldn’t make a difference against a powerful being like her.  
 
    When nothing hit me, I peered through my fingers. Persepheus wasn’t standing there with glowing eyes anymore. She was back on her rock, hunched over. Nothing glowed. Her head lolled from side to side, as if she was about to pass out.  
 
    Shit, I thought. I shouldn’t have done that. The Three were weak enough as it was, and I pushed her into using some of her little energy, her goddess powers, on a fool like me. No, I had not deserved such a reaction considering I was only trying to help, but still. She was dying. I needed to have a little more respect.  
 
    I was about to go apologize, but another voice, low and gravelly, stopped me. “Come here, little human.” Despite the unapologetic way in which Minertha summoned me, like calling a dog to fetch a treat, I knew I couldn’t reject her. And it wasn’t like Persepheus would appreciate my apology anyway. Plus, I still had information to impart. Maybe the earth goddess would listen where the sea goddess would not.  
 
    I approached the reddish-brown stone where Minertha usually slumbered, remembering the last time she’d summoned me. What she’d asked of me and how I’d rejected her.  
 
    I wasn’t sure I could do it again if I needed to. 
 
    I clambered up and around the boulder. She lay on her side, one hard, stone arm propping up her head while the other rested on her hip. She was every bit as gorgeous as Persepheus, but in a totally different way. Thankfully, her feminine bits seemed to be ‘clothed,’ by rougher, thicker clusters of stones in the shape of a short, red, sleeveless dress. 
 
    Still, I stopped well short of her. “Listen, Minertha, about before…” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, surprising the hell out of me.  
 
    “You’re welcome?” 
 
    She laughed. “I know it wasn’t easy—what you did before. Saying no to me. Stronger men than you have been unable to do so. But you were right. I wasn’t in a good place. I’m still not…” 
 
    It was strange to hear an immortal goddess show her weakness like that. I was certain Persepheus would never do the same. Minertha acted more human than her sister. She wore her heart—of at least the specter of her stolen heart—on her…rock arm. “It’s okay,” I said. “I liked Dravon. He was a good Warrior. He was welcoming when I arrived. I miss him too.” 
 
    “I loved him,” she admitted. “There have been others who I gave a piece of my”—she hesitated—“soul to, but he was different. Special.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m very sorry I couldn’t protect him.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said again. “And don’t listen to my temperamental fishy sister, she’s been angry ever since her heart was ripped out of her chest. Not that I can blame her.” She raised her voice at the last part. I glanced at Persepheus, and though she didn’t respond, I could tell she had stiffened at the comment.  
 
    “I…heard about that.” 
 
    Minertha laughed, though it felt forced. “Yes. It wasn’t our best day. We underestimated the Morgoss and—” 
 
    “Don’t speak that name,” Persepheus interjected. Her voice sounded weak.  
 
    “Why not? It doesn’t mean anything. Morgoss. Morgoss!”  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. Though they were goddesses, they fought like any other sisters. “Listen, Min, I—” 
 
    “Min?”  
 
    I froze. Had I really just nicknamed the goddess of the earth? “Uh, sorry, I just, well, on Earth we like to…” 
 
    She laughed again as I stumbled to explain, the sound full of an alluring kind of grit. “It’s fine. I kind of like it. Minnnn.” She drew out the nickname, as if she was tasting it. Then nodded. “Yes, please, call me Min from now on.” 
 
    “I will? Anyway, I have something to tell you. I don’t want to reveal the source of this information, because you won’t like it, but you should know the Blacks are—” 
 
    “Getting longer,” she said, finishing my sentence.  
 
    “Wait. You already know?” 
 
    “Mortals,” she said. The way she said it was affectionate. Like referring to a cute puppy dog. “You always want to solve mysteries when there are none. How quickly you forget how long we’ve lived. Before the Morgoss defeated us, we’d lived a thousand lifetimes. We would’ve lived a thousand more if we hadn’t been so arrogant.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Persepheus muttered. 
 
    “I am, sister. And for you. And for Air—” This time, Minertha cut herself off. For some reason speaking her other sister’s name was hard for her, almost as if… 
 
    “Is she…” I said, unable to finish my own question. 
 
    Minertha shook her head. “No, but she will not last much longer. She’s been saving her strength.” 
 
    I nodded, though I couldn’t truly understand what any of them were feeling. Was there any hope left? I needed to find out. “How do we stop the Blacks from getting longer?” I asked.  
 
    “You cannot. Only a Protector Level or above can.” 
 
    “But you haven’t chosen the next Protector.” 
 
    “It must be unanimous.” 
 
    “Lace has been here the longest,” I said. “She’s the best Warrior.” 
 
    “The best Warrior doesn’t always make the best Protector,” Min said. “Lace didn’t get any votes.” 
 
    “What? Then who?” I wasn’t trying to be modest. I really didn’t think I deserved any votes. I’d barely just arrived on Tor. Then again, so had Beat, and Millania was even greener. “Beat?” 
 
    “Beatrice received Perspheus’s vote.” 
 
    “And yours?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    My heart pounded, and I couldn’t help the swell of pride. I dashed the pointless feeling away. “Listen, you should change yours to Beat. She would be a tremendous Protector.” 
 
    “I know, but she isn’t the right choice.” 
 
    Once again, I was forgetting someone. “What about Airiel? Does she have the strength to cast a vote?” 
 
    Minertha nodded, a half-smile curling on one side. “She’ll vote with me. Persepheus is the lone holdout.” 
 
    My heart sped up. I was one vote away from leveling up. But is that what I wanted? To lead? I couldn’t make speeches like Kloop had, and I couldn’t fight the way Lace or Beat did. Then again, I knew if I was chosen I would do everything in my power to protect the goddesses. Hell, I’d had a chance to leave forever just last night and yet I’d come back. Maybe that counted for something.  
 
    “I will do what is asked of me,” I said.  
 
    “Not going to happen,” Persepheus said. Her eyes were glowing again.  
 
    “I’d better go,” I whispered. “Thank you for listening.” 
 
    “Any time,” Minertha said. “You can visit me without being summoned. I don’t mind the company of someone other than my sister.” 
 
    Persepheus entered the water with a small splash, apparently tired of her sister’s jabs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    NEW BLOOD 
 
      
 
    I was explaining the catch-22 to the other Warriors when Eve returned. 
 
    “Wait, so they can’t agree on the new Protector, but only the Protector can stop the Black from getting longer?” Beat said. She was digging a small hole in the ground with her strong fingers.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Well, almost. A Protector Level or above.” 
 
    “Which is the same thing,” Beat said. “We’re a bunch of Level 2s.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was the right time to point out that my good Lri-Ay buddy, Vrill, was a Level 4. Because she didn’t seem exactly keen to help us anyway.  
 
    “They should just pick someone already,” Lace said. “Who are they deciding between?” 
 
    Although she asked it evenly, it was a loaded question considering there were only four of us left. “I don’t know,” I lied. I felt bad about the deception but knew Lace wouldn’t take the news well. She most likely assumed she was one of the top candidates, given her experience.  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to answer any more questions, our attention shifting to Eve as she descended the hill toward our camp.  
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Nice of you to show up,” Eve said coldly.  
 
    “It wasn’t his fault,” Beat said, coming to my defense. I wanted to hug her.  
 
    “Right. It never is.” To her credit, she didn’t demand an explanation or a doctor’s note or anything. She even answered my initial question. “Seven.” 
 
    “Really?” Lace said. “You’ve never brought back more than six new recruits before. At least not since I’ve been here.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed the subtle differences in Eve. She was trying to hide her fatigue, but I could see written all over her. Her eyes were hollow, her cheeks gaunt. Her blinks were slow and methodical, like she had to force her eyelids open each time. Bringing back that extra Outcast had taken a lot out of her. “You should rest,” I said. “We’ll be fine tonight.” I hoped.  
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “Not until after the Circle.” 
 
    The Circle. I’d almost forgotten. Or maybe just deluded myself into pretending it wouldn’t be needed anymore. After all, we were desperate, right? Surely we couldn’t waste potential soldiers just because any survivors of the Circle were statistically more likely to survive longer in the Black. “Can I talk to you?” I said.  
 
    “We’re talking now.” 
 
    “In private.” 
 
    “Anything you need to say to Eve you can say in front of the rest of us,” Lace said, looking none too happy about my attempt to exclude her from the conversation. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I don’t think the new recruits should have to face the Circle.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Eve said, turning away as if I was nothing more than a pesky gnat buzzing in her ear. 
 
    “What if no one survives?” I asked. “What then?” 
 
    Eve stopped. “What if they all survive? If so, they’ll be the ones we need to defend the wards.” 
 
    “How many times has that happened?” 
 
    It was an honest question, but Eve took it as a shot to the mouth. “Learn to crawl before you walk, Warrior,” she said. She didn’t look back as she strode up the hill. I noticed she was moving much more slowly than usual.  
 
    “She’s right, you know,” Lace said when our Finder was gone. “A bunch of greenies who haven’t faced the Circle will be killed in their first Black.” 
 
    “Not if we train them well enough,” I argued. “Give them an idea of what to expect.” 
 
    “You can’t truly know until you’ve experienced monsters. And that pit of Slithers is nothing compared to what’s hiding in the darkness.” 
 
    All that was true, I knew. But still…there had to be a way to keep all the recruits without hurting their chances of survival. Figuring it out had the potential to change everything… 
 
    Unfortunately, I was drawing a blank. All I could think about was training them, which, as Lace had pointed out, wasn’t the same as true experience. It was like taking a management course in college and then expecting to graduate and become the CEO of a multi-million-dollar company. Unrealistic, impossible and doomed to fail. 
 
    “Dammit,” I muttered. “How long do they have?” 
 
    “Half a day,” Beat said, looking up at the sky. The silvery sun was just below its peak. The new Outcasts would be soaking in the ooze in their cocoons until just before the next Black, when they would awaken in the Circle, their bodies changed, their minds confused and scared—and surrounded by monsters.  
 
    We’d be lucky if one made it out alive.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I decided to take another shot at Eve, because I guess I’m a glutton for punishment. She looked none too happy to see me when I clambered down the vines into the gully.  
 
    “You have a death wish, Warrior?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “I did come back, after all.” 
 
    She sighed. “If you’re going to say the same shit as before—don’t. It won’t change anything.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I said. It was hard to focus fully on Eve because I could feel Minertha’s eyes on me, staring from around the edge of the rock atop her boulder. Persepheus was nowhere to be seen, for which I was relieved.  
 
    “Then you can shut your mouth and help me with the last one.” She stepped aside to reveal a body. It was a lioness, her fur turquoise, the color of a cloudless spring sky. The beast was much smaller than the other two blue lions I had met on this planet. And not just because she was female and they were male. No. Because this was her natural size, just as I’d been an out-of-shape programmer, my gaming fingers the strongest and most agile part of my body. Like I was when I arrived on Tor, the lioness hadn’t been changed by the ooze yet. She rested in the same place I had awoken, dazed and confused, trying to figure out up from down and dream from reality. She was asleep. More like unconscious, I thought. That’s when I realized: 
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to wake up here,” I said. “After you drugged me or whatever you did in my apartment, the first time I awoke was supposed to be in the Circle, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re not as moronic as you look, human,” Eve said.  
 
    Then how had I awoken? Eve had been arguing with Persepheus. Had she simply waited too long, thus allowing the drug to wear off? It explained certain things, but didn’t feel like the right answer. “Why do you use the word ‘human’ as an insult. Aren’t you human?” 
 
    Eve laughed. “Have you ever met a human like me?” 
 
    “I haven’t met a lot of humans,” I admitted, which made her laugh. Unless you count all the screenname friends I acquired over the years, I added in my head. “But no, humans that can travel between dimensions and abduct various alien races are hard to come by on Earth.” 
 
    “Lift her,” Eve commanded, and I obeyed, easing my hands beneath the sleeping lioness to get some leverage. Her fur was incredibly soft, like down. I could feel her heartbeat, steady and strong.  
 
    She was a magnificent animal. Talking animal. Whatever. She would make an incredible Warrior. If she could survive the Circle.  
 
    I lifted her. She was heavy, but well within my new limits. Eve busied herself with unspooling a tube of the cocoon-like material I’d awoken wrapped up in all those days ago. “Where does that stuff come from?” I asked.  
 
    “Airiel spins it,” she said.  
 
    Airiel, I thought. The mysterious third goddess who I’d never even seen. So weak she couldn’t do much other than rest and, apparently, spin cocoons.  
 
    “Like a caterpillar?” I asked. Outcasts go in and Warriors come out, I thought. Not dissimilar to caterpillars and butterflies.  
 
    “The comparison is close enough,” Eve replied. She laid the material flat on the makeshift bed, the long ends dangling to the ground on either side. “Down,” she said.  
 
    I placed the lioness on the layer of thin cocoon material and then stepped back. Eve shook her head. “Help me wrap her. Like this.” 
 
    Eve stepped closer to me and I could smell her. She smelled like perfume, which was odd, considering the place we found ourselves in. With surprising tenderness, she touched my hand, guiding it to the cocoon material. Together, we folded the material over the sleeping lioness, the skin of our arms brushing against each other.  
 
    Jesus. This place was trying to undo me.  
 
    Then her hip brushed against mine and I thought I was going to have to jump into the cool pool where Persepheus would likely devour my heart.  
 
    “You never answered my question,” I said, trying to distract myself from the lithe form working gently beside me. I’d never experienced this side of her before, so tender and…almost loving in the way she prepared this creature for the Circle. Was this how she’d prepared me? Or did she manhandle me, shoving me around angrily? I hoped it was the former.  
 
    In fact, I knew it was.  
 
    “I’m a quarter human,” Eve said. That, of course, begged the question as to what the other three quarters was. Unfortunately, she didn’t volunteer the information and I suspected her tenderness would wash away if I asked.  
 
    “Why’d you choose me?” I asked instead.  
 
    “I’ve been wondering the same thing myself,” she answered quickly. 
 
    “Hilarious. Seriously though. I know I was an Outcast, no job, no prospects, living alone with nothing but my stupid but awesome games to look forward to each night, but still…there are plenty of others like me on Earth. Why me?” 
 
    Eve seemed to seriously contemplate the question as we got started on the other side. She wrapped and I lifted the body so she could go underneath it. We settled into an efficient rhythm in the silence. Finally, she said, “You felt…right.” Which explained nothing and everything. I suspected the way she’d felt when she saw me was similar to how I felt on this planet, in this new body. Right, despite the fact that everything should’ve been wrong. 
 
    “So you have Finder radar?” I said.  
 
    She laughed, and my chest swelled at having been the source of the beautiful, musical sound.  
 
    “What now?” I asked when we’d finished cocooning our new Warrior prospect.  
 
    “The primordial ooze,” Eve said. She turned away and bent down—I swore the goddesses shone upon her backside as the edge of her little black dress rose to reveal her barely-there thong beneath—and picked up a stone chalice filled to the brim with a viscous-looking, clear liquid.  
 
    I blinked to clear the memories of Eve’s body and focused on the substance in the container. “What is it?” I asked, watching as Eve began to pour it over the cocoon.  
 
    “Goddess spittle,” she said.  
 
    I choked slightly. “Seriously?” I pictured Minertha and Persepheus passing around the chalice, each hockaloogying until it was full. Spitting seemed like such an ungoddesslike thing to do.  
 
    “Yes. In small amounts—just a dab or two—it has healing properties, which is why you’re still alive after your run-in with that gargat. In larger amounts, like this, it holds the key to transformation. What we call levelling up.” 
 
    There didn’t seem to be that much ooze in the chalice. “Why don’t you just level us all up again and again until we’re invincible?” I asked. Doing that would be like using a cheat code to build up your character’s skills and experience without earning it. I would normally be opposed to such cheating, but this was different, right? This was real. 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” Eve said.  
 
    “Of course not. How does it work?” 
 
    “The goddesses know when someone is ready for the next Level. Until then, no ooze. Only the first Level is free, like I told you.” 
 
    “What happens if you level-up someone who isn’t ready?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The ooze becomes like a poison to them. They die painfully, shriveling up as their skin is eaten away.” 
 
    I looked at the ooze differently after that. As the spittle waterfall hit the cocoon, it spread out, meandering to all edges of the web-like material. It vanished through the tiny gaps, sinking into where the lioness lay hidden. “The goddess spittle expands?” 
 
    Eve raised a thin eyebrow. “Indeed. She’ll…marinate…for a few hours and then start to wake up.” 
 
    “To monsters.” 
 
    “To a challenge. To a test of her strength and mettle.” 
 
    “And if she manages to prove her strength and mettle, she gets to fight for her life Black after Black until she’s eventually killed in an average of twelve days.” 
 
    “You really want to do this again? Like I said before, she would die in one Black, two if she was lucky, if we didn’t do it this way. You really want to argue with over a hundred years of experience.” 
 
    “No,” I said, raising my arms in apology. “Sorry. I just want to consider whether there might be a better way. Something in the middle. Look, I want to grow our group as much as you do.” 
 
    She studied me, but not with anger this time. “Fair enough, Sam Ryder. We can talk more when I get back. But this is going to happen just before the Black. The Circle is already prepared.” 
 
    That’s when I finally got to see how Eve did it. Brought new recruits back. Also, what made her so tired, requiring almost a week between trips. She placed her hands on the cocoon, her fingers intertwining. She closed her eyes and her hands began to glow.  
 
    And then she vanished, along with the cocoon.  
 
    Whoa. Yeah. Definitely not human. At least not fully.  
 
    She returned a moment later, almost toppling over. I reacted quickly, gripping her arm and holding her steady. “Eve?” I said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She cringed, her head wavering from side to side like she was dizzy. “I will be. I’m just weak after my trip. Even the short distance to the Circle is hard. But she is the last of them. Now we wait.” 
 
    To see whether any of them survive, I thought. I didn’t voice my thoughts, however, because I knew Eve wouldn’t be swayed and it would only make her angry. She needed to rest. “Do you need any more help?” I asked.  
 
    She looked at me, and something in her gaze felt like gratitude. In a way, I felt sorry for her. Forced to spend all these years toiling to build an army only to watch your soldiers die one by one. How hard that would be.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “No. You should sleep. The Black will be upon us soon.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I was unable to sleep. Not because I was worried about the next Black, though I was, but because I couldn’t stop thinking about that beautiful lioness. Soon she would wake up in the Circle, claw through her cocoon, and then— 
 
    Would she meet the same demise as the powerful blue lion that had been in my Circle? He’d had no chance. That was part of the problem. How could you tell how capable someone was when they were confused and lost and then a massive troll club squashes them? Shit, it was mostly luck and Vrill’s help that allowed me to survive. Did that make me any more prepared to face the Black than anyone else? Eve said the statistics proved her methods were the best, but the best is only the best because no one has figured out a better way.  
 
    “Go to sleep,” Beat said from her small hut. “I can hear you tossing and turning and thinking all the way over here.” 
 
    “You can hear me thinking?” I said.  
 
    “Loudly. And annoyingly.” 
 
    I snorted. “Okay, what was I thinking so loudly and annoyingly?” 
 
    “You know, heroic man thoughts. About the folks in the Circle and how you want to save them and build an army to fight the forces of evil. Oh, and about the luscious curves of Eve’s body.” 
 
    For once I was not thinking about the last thing, but now that she’d reminded me, all I could think about was the image of Eve bending over. Damn you, Beat! “Fine. So I think loudly. What else am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
    “You’re not sleeping either.” 
 
    “Because of all the noise you’re making.” 
 
    “You’re not worried at all about the new recruits?” 
 
    “I don’t know them. Plus, why worry about the things I can’t change? In the Black, I can help. I am strong. But the Circle is out of our hands. We are Warriors. Level 2. Let those above our paygrade worry about the bigger picture.” 
 
    It was probably good advice, but I couldn’t take it. It just wasn’t in my nature. I liked to understand things. For example, I’d needed to know the reasons why that pointless sales system at work had been so inefficient. I had torn it apart, inspected all the pieces, and then put them back together in such a way that it was better. Almost like the way the primordial ooze goddess-spittle stuff remade us. Then again, remaking the sales system hadn’t really worked out so well for me. “Maybe you’re right,” I said.  
 
    “Of course I am,” Beat said. “Hey, I’m guessing you’re not thinking about leaving anymore.” 
 
    Again, she was right. “No.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Neither am I.” 
 
    “I’m glad. Let’s kick monster ass together.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I finally fell asleep but felt like I was awoken thirty seconds later by Beat’s strong hand shaking my shoulder. “It’s time,” she said.  
 
    I blinked, immediately transitioning to alertness. The sky had darkened. The Black was coming. It felt almost like Christmas morning, except instead of running downstairs to open presents we’d be checking to see if Santa had burned down the house without even eating the cookies and drinking the milk.  
 
    Eve was waiting for us. Lace and Millania were already standing nearby. “Even now, the new…Warriors are awakening…and emerging from their cocoons,” Eve said. She was looking less exhausted now. Her rest had worked wonders. Still, she spoke slowly and took breaths at strange places mid-sentence. She wouldn’t be going out recruiting for a long time. Which made tonight’s Circle even more important. Please let some of them survive, I thought. I knew I was being greedy, so I rephrased the prayer in my mind. Please let one of them survive. 
 
    I wanted so badly to rush off and join the new recruits in the Circle. We could fight together. They would still get the early training and experience they needed, and we could ensure more of them survived.  
 
    Beat nudged me and shook her head. Reading my mind again. “Don’t do anything dumb,” she said.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I would follow Eve’s orders, like I had the last time when we got Millania.  
 
    This time, everything went exactly the way it was supposed to. We walked to the Circle while there was still an hour or so of dim light left. The Circle of boulders stood before us, packed so tightly the only way out was to climb them, as I had done with Vrill’s help. I searched the tops of the boulders for her dark, strong form, but the area was empty.  
 
    There was no troll, a fact that gave me great relief.  
 
    There were, however, inhuman screams.  
 
    At first I thought it was pain and fear, the sounds of the new recruits dying. But the more I listened, the more I realized it was something else. Something darker and more sinister. The cries of monsters. But what type? “What is that?” I asked Lace.  
 
    There was no amusement on her face now. “Vostra,” she said. “Burrowers. They move through the ground at speed. They eat their way through. They have no heads but many mouths. Their bodies are covered with gnashing teeth. I’ve fought them twice. They are rare and deadly. Deadlier than anything you have faced. They are the worst of the monsters who can survive during daylight. Bad luck.” She turned from the Circle and walked away.  
 
    The others did the same, Eve included. None of them had any hope that one of the Warriors could survive such monsters on their first attempt. 
 
    I stayed. I watched. I waited. Hoping against hope. I knew I needed to leave, the daylight waning. If I was caught out here in the Black on my own, I’d be toast too.  
 
    I waited another few minutes. Finally, I gave up. I was about to turn away when I saw something. A shadow cresting the cliff. Hauling itself up inch by inch. The blue lioness stood atop the cliff and roared, causing my heart to leap within my chest.  
 
    And then she was dragged back down into the Circle, her roar trailing away into deafening silence.  
 
    All the new blood had been spilled. 


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    TIME 
 
      
 
    No one could deny it. The Blacks were getting longer. They were at least double the usual length now. 
 
    The only good thing was that the last few attacks had been milder. There were no glowing rock-bombs. No direct attacks on the wards. None of us had died. We were all beating the averages. Except Millania, who still had two Blacks to go to make it to twelve. 
 
    Then again, it felt like the calm before the storm.  
 
    Eve hadn’t fought with us for a while as she needed to recover so she could do her blink-and-teleport thing again. Tonight, however, she joined us. She’d been quiet ever since the disaster during the last Circle.  
 
    I tried not to be angry with her, but I was. The loss of life felt like such a waste.  
 
    Not that I had any better ideas.  
 
    Despite my life being extended another day each time I survived the Black, I felt time running through my fingers, like primordial ooze through a fresh cocoon.  
 
    Eve stood beside me on the hilltop while we waited for the right time to head out. Her monstrous panther prowled nearby, radiating nervous energy, like a caged beast looking for an escape route. “I’m willing to talk about change,” Eve said softly.  
 
    I cocked my head in her direction, genuinely surprised. “Good,” I said. “We should all discuss it. Us, you, the goddesses.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The goddesses shouldn’t be involved. They are too distraught at what the enemy is doing. Ever since their hearts were taken, they’ve had an uncanny connection to the Morgoss. It drains them day by day. I fear the end is approaching.” 
 
    “Is it really that desperate? It’s been bad for years, right? Is this really any worse?” I hoped she would laugh and tell me it’s been like this for a decade or more. That we’d hit a bump in the road and things would flatten out again soon.  
 
    She didn’t. “The five of us might be the last chance to save them,” she said.  
 
    Super. I didn’t ask any more questions after that.  
 
    Without any of us needing to say anything, we started down the hill. Lace ran, always having to be first to the bottom. Beat and I walked side by side, her presence always a comfort. Millania stayed a distance away, as usual. Though she felt like a part of the group now, she kept us at arm’s length, rarely speaking. Eve rode Souza, the panther bounding with long strides, the air swirling Eve’s dress around her hips just as it had when I rode behind her on the motorcycle on the night that changed my meaningless life in so many ways.  
 
    Tonight, however, I felt a sense of dread. It wasn’t the usual sense of dread, stronger, palpable, like the air had a thickness to it. The landscape was already dark, the sky barely light enough for us to see where we placed our feet.  
 
    We lit demontorches just as the Black arrived like a vice of darkness clamping us between its shadowy prongs. I gripped my torch tightly, my knuckles turning white. 
 
    In my other hand I held my hammer. The weapon felt like an extension of my arm now. When I swung the mighty weapon, it was like swinging my fist. I could hit the precise spot I intended to hit. I was finally beginning to think of myself as a Warrior.  
 
    And yet I knew surviving another Black was like slapping a Band-Aid on a mortal wound. You might stem the flow of blood for a while, but eventually it would spill anyway. And then you would die. There had to be more we could do. More I could do.  
 
    With the others, I tossed my torch to the ground, creating our circle of light.  
 
    We waited.  
 
    There were sounds in the night, faraway. Howls. Screams. Shrieks. Unholy sounds that spoke of limbs being torn from bodies. I hoped the monsters were fighting each other. Then again, that would give the Morgoss more monster corpses to add to its dark-magic stew. The Black would lengthen until that’s all there was. And then it would be over. We needed to stop it somehow, but according to Minertha only a Protector would be able to. And the Three had been unable to agree on the new Protector. It was a vicious logic cycle.  
 
    I knew what I had to do—what I had to try.  
 
    The attack came in the middle of my thoughts. Not from the loud monsters in the distance, who couldn’t sneak up on us no matter how hard they tried, but from the ground, right beneath our feet.  
 
    The Vostra, I thought as a claw slashed my ankle. Dread washed over me but was swiftly combated by a surge of adrenaline through my veins. It was game time. Time to mash buttons and perform combination attacks until our enemies were laid low.  
 
    I almost ran away screaming when I saw my first Vostra. Lace—and some of the others too, before they’d been killed—talked of the Vostra often, describing them as waking nightmares, creatures you wouldn’t wish upon your worst enemy. As the first one emerged from the ground, crumbling dirt and stones falling away from its muscular body like water dripping from one stepping from a bath, I understood. Really understood.  
 
    Well, except for my old boss, Patricia Martin, I might make an exception for her. I wondered if UPS would deliver a Vostra to her house if I had it sedated and gift-wrapped.  
 
    The monster in front of me had at least a dozen mouths, each bristling with double rows of razor-sharp teeth. It had no head, just a weird neck-stump. The first mouth was just below the stump, with a cluster of two more on its chest. There was a row of mouths across its abdomen, and another where its private parts should’ve been. And when it swung a hand at me… 
 
    You guessed it. Another mouth, right there in its palm. Small but vicious, the teeth chattering at me like a deranged chihuahua hopped up on caffeine.  
 
    I bobbed low and to the right, the mouth-punch grazing my shoulder. My knees now bent, I sprang, driving my body into its chest like a nail from a nail gun.  
 
    Which, in hindsight, was stupid.  
 
    Even as I drove the Vostra backwards and to the ground, the damn thing’s chest-mouths were gnawing on me, shredding the flesh of my shoulder and burrowing into the muscle.  
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, rolling away and off the creature even as its mouths continued to snap at me. It shoved a foot in my direction and I had to scramble back because, yeah, another fucking mouth gnashed at me from its heel.  
 
    This was seriously messed up in a world that had a lot of that kind of shit.  
 
    I managed to fight to my feet and the Vostra did the same. I kept the creature in my peripheral vision while I did my best to survey the rest of the area. Around me was carnage. Beat grappled with one, her powerful hands holding it at arm’s length while it snapped at her. Luckily, she’d found a place on its arms to hold onto without being chewed up. Still, she’d been bitten at least once, a nasty bite wound dripping blood down her arm. Millania, who was an impressive warrior in her own right, had been forced to back away right up to the edge of the Black. Tendrils of darkness seemed to reach for her, preparing to drag her into the shadows. Two Vostra stalked her. Even Lace was in trouble. Though her catlike quickness allowed her to dodge most of the attacks, there were dozens of Vostra now, and more were still dragging themselves from their underground burrows. One grabbed her ankle as it emerged, biting down hard. She screamed and stabbed at it with a dagger and it released her, but the damage was already done. She hobbled away at half-speed.  
 
    The Vostra in front of me was joined by another. Then another. My heart sank. 
 
    I should’ve known based on what I’d been told and what I’d experienced thus far that this adventure wasn’t going to last forever, but something about this end felt wrong. And not just because I was about to be eaten by many-mouthed monsters. Because of the Three. They were ethereal beings of remarkable power, now drained of all hope and energy. It wasn’t right.  
 
    Not that the Vostra cared. They circled me, faking attacks and making me flinch. Seeming to relish the chase itself.  
 
    I took a deep breath and gripped my hammer, preparing to kill as many as I could before they killed me, which I hoped would be enough to give the others a chance.  
 
    That’s when I realized I hadn’t seen Eve and Souza when I’d surveyed the scene.  
 
    A glint of eye-shine on the edge of the Black caught my attention, hope springing up like a clogged fountain breaking through the muck. I swung toward the set of panther eyes and then swung back, attacking a different Vostra at the same moment as Souza leapt from her haunches, mauling the first monster from behind.  
 
    Instead of aiming my hammer blow high like I usually would—they had no head to hit—I targeted my enemy’s legs. Mobility was key here. The Vostra knew it, which was why they attacked from beneath, trying to injure our legs to render us immobile.  
 
    Well, two could play at that game.  
 
    Even as the Vostra tried to drive both its palm-mouths into the sides of my head, I ducked and brought my hammer across its knees. I heard bones snap as I followed through, the monster flipping over the top of me. I spun, seeing the aftermath. Its teeth were snapping wildly in all directions, but it couldn’t pull itself back up. It tried to use its powerful arms to drag its body toward me, but it was as slow as a slug now—its legs dead and useless.  
 
    Fuck yeah.  
 
    “Go for their legs!” I shouted, hoping the others were still alive and could hear me. I couldn’t risk looking for them, as the next Vostra was already coming at me, furious at what I’d done to its buddy.  
 
    Now that I understood the strategy, I felt invigorated. Confident in my ability to take these nightmarish creatures down.  
 
    First, I used my hammer like a spear, shoving the Vostra back. It tried to eat my weapon, but…metal. I almost chuckled. No head equaled no brain. These things were mindless killing machines with certain instincts that usually allowed them to emerge victorious. But that didn’t make them smart.  
 
    I faked left and went right, grinning as the many-mouthed monster fell for the feint, lunging in the wrong direction. I slammed my hammer down on the backs of its legs and it toppled over with a dozen simultaneous shrieks. As it sprawled face first, I noticed the mouths set into its back. Ugh.  
 
    For good measure, I pounded my hammer into its ankles, hearing a satisfying crunch of shattered bones.  
 
    The others were having more success now too. Astride Souza, Eve was almost untouchable, bounding around the lighted area and slashing her longsword across legs and ankles. Millania, who was drenched in her own green blood, had turned the tide against the two Vostra that had cornered her, using her favored three-prong trident to pierce their legs again and again until they lost strength and toppled over.  
 
    Beat, being Beat, had created a pile of four or five Vostra corpses, lighting them on fire with the demontorches. They screamed as their flesh sizzled and spat, eventually going silent.  
 
    A couple of the injured monsters tried to burrow back underground, and I finally got to see how they did it. They used their mouths like drills, chomping at the dirt to break it up before they swallowed the earth whole. The broken-up bits shot out from the mouth on their behinds, like a car spouting smoke from its exhaust.  
 
    Interesting to observe, but not so much that I hesitated before slamming my hammer down again and again on their bodies before they could escape. Eventually they stopped wriggling. Dead.  
 
    All counted, the six of us had taken out twenty-two of them (counting Eve’s massive panther). Pretty badass.  
 
    Still, it was a close call. The tide had felt moments away from turning against us, resulting in the massacre of the only ones left between the Morgoss and the Three.  
 
    I knew wars could be won and lost by a single battle. The next time we might not be so lucky.  
 
    As we helped Lace and Millania tie tourniquets on their many wounds until Eve could get them to the ooze, I resigned myself to the choice I’d made earlier. Protector or not, I’d need to go face the Morgoss’s dark magic before time ran out on all of us. 
 
    And I would need to go alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY 
 
    BLOOD AND DIRT 
 
      
 
    The others were sleeping. 
 
    Lace and Millania were both down in the gully, undergoing ooze treatment, as I liked to call it. They would need to be repaired all the way up until the next Black. We were all hoping they’d be ready by then, or else we’d be down another two Warriors.  
 
    Beat had taken three bites, not enough to require a full ooze bath, so Eve had wrapped her wounds with ooze-soaked bandages. She too was slumbering, snoring slightly in her hut.  
 
    My shoulder was still raw from being chewed, but I could feel my own ooze bandage working, knitting the mangled muscle and skin back together.  
 
    I planned to wait another hour or so, and then set out to find the Morgoss.  
 
    Eve found me watching the bronze sun climb the smoke-colored sky.  
 
    “Will Lace and Millania be okay?” I asked.  
 
    She answered without speaking, a single nod. She sat beside me, pulling her legs against her body, wrapping her arms around them. “You should sleep,” I said.  
 
    “So should you,” she retorted, not meeting my eyes.  
 
    She was right. The fight had taken a lot out of all of us. But she needed to rest for other reasons. As soon as possible, she’d leave this place to find more recruits. Which reminded me of what she’d said earlier, about being open to a discussion about change. “Did you mean it?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t say things unless I mean them,” she said, which reminded me of her angry words about me. Yeah, they were probably true too. I needed to be better. Every day. We all did.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about tactics. What if we abolish the Circle?” 
 
    “And replace it with what? Our recruits need to have real experience with monsters outside of the Black. The Black is too much for any newb to handle, even with us around to help them.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. I’m guessing the issue in the past has been the fear. The new recruits fold when their worst nightmares become real. Which endangers the rest of us. That happened with me, too, despite having survived the Circle. I got one of our own killed. You can’t deny it.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    That didn’t make me feel very good about myself, but it was the truth. I couldn’t hide from the truth. I shouldn’t. The truth was all we had to hold onto when the monsters came for us.  
 
    “Why do we all go into the Black every night?” I asked. I meant all the Warriors, excluding her and the Three, although lately Eve had been coming with us more often than not.  
 
    “To protect the wards. Without them, all would’ve been lost years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that. But why all the Warriors? Especially those with less experience.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we split our resources? That would mean—what? Two Warriors go out tonight, and the other two tomorrow. Do you really think that will work? We need numbers.” 
 
    “I agree. And I didn’t mean the group we have now. Clearly, that’s not feasible. I mean we should start somewhere—with your next batch of recruits. Rather than sending them into the Circle to be massacred, hoping that at least one survives, we train them together. Then, instead of taking six greenies with us into the next Black, we take one. Whoever we believe is the most capable. The other five stay back and live until they are ready. Meanwhile, the one we take gains experience and we protect him or her.” 
 
    “We could slowly give them all experience,” Eve said, her almond-shaped eyes finally meeting mine. They were excited and breathtakingly beautiful.  
 
    “Exactly. It’s not a perfect solution—and we know not all of them will survive—but eventually it might increase our numbers to the point where we can create separate squads for different Blacks. That will give those who aren’t on duty a chance to recover and train more. Our overall survival rates should increase. As our numbers grow, maybe we can go on the offensive, pushing our enemies back and giving us some breathing room.” 
 
    “It could work,” Eve said, her tone more even now. “But it will take time, and the Blacks will continue to grow longer.” 
 
    “I’m close to a plan for that too,” I said, feeling slightly ill. My plan was less a plan and more a suicide mission. 
 
    “Let me know when you come up with something. I’ll do what I can to help. And…” She placed a hand on my bare leg—it felt warm and wonderful. “…I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you. The last few weeks—hell, the last few years—have been hard. I haven’t always handled things…as well as I should.” 
 
    “That’s the past,” I said. “Let’s focus on the future.” 
 
    She nodded absently, as if lost in thought. “I’m glad I chose you,” she said. “Glad you’re here.” 
 
    Gods, those words sounded good to my ears. “Me too,” was all I managed to say in response.  
 
    Too quickly, she drew her hand back and stood, starting back up the hill. “Get some rest,” she said. “We have a few more Blacks to survive before we can test your new training strategy.” 
 
    I sighed, pretending to head in the direction of my hut, keeping half an eye on Eve the entire way, until she vanished over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    The moment she was gone, I grabbed my hammer and ran for the damaged area of the ward shield.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The cracks in the ward shield were even more obvious now, as if they’d been growing. They hung in the air, nasty-looking and foreboding. I didn’t fully understand the mechanics of the wards and what level of force they were capable of withstanding, but it didn’t look like they could take another direct attack.  
 
    I moved further away from our cliff fortress, feeling the suck-pop! as I left the boundary of our safe area. I paused to study the ground, which was furrowed with several shallow runnels and two deep ones. Formed when the monster corpses had been dragged away by something unfathomably strong. The same thing or things I was planning to find and fight.  
 
    The Morgoss. The same creatures who’d ripped out the goddesses’ hearts. 
 
    Smart? No. Necessary? Probably.  
 
    I started to follow the path left by the dragged bodies but stopped almost immediately when I heard a voice somewhere behind me. “Sam!” 
 
    I closed my eyes, crestfallen. The whole point of what I was doing was to prevent anyone else from having to do it. “Go back to camp, Beat,” I said without turning around.  
 
    “You go back to camp,” she said, her voice closer now. 
 
    “This isn’t about me.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.” I could hear her breathing now, heavy from the long run to catch me. She’d actually run after me. Like I meant something. I’d never had anyone do that for me until now. 
 
    “I can’t let any more of you die,” I said, staring at the mountains in the distance. The bronze sunlight made them spark gold at their peaks. In a way, they were beautiful too, even surrounded by the gray, desolate terrain.  
 
    “Let us die?” Beat laughed, but the sound was rough and mirthless. “Sam Ryder, you are a lot of things, but I know one thing you’re not: a god.” 
 
    I couldn’t help my own laugh. Truer words had never been spoken. Finally, I turned. Beat stood before me, her chest still heaving from the strain of galloping across the plains. She clutched a shield in one hand and her usual spear in the other. “I can’t stop you from coming with me, can I?” 
 
    She shook her head, grinning. “Why would you want to? I’m twice the Warrior you are.” 
 
    “And yet not a goddess,” I said, turning her own words against her.  
 
    “True. I’m not a lazy, sleep-all-day woman who summons Warriors for sex. Damn. Sucks to be me.” 
 
    Fuck. There was nothing for it, and it wouldn’t hurt to have some help. Still, I wished she would go back. The others would need her if I didn’t make it. Hell, they’d need her even if I did. But she was as stubborn as the Black was long. Double fuck. “Come on,” I said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “We’ll never make it,” Beat said, eyeing the distance remaining between us and the mountains. They were definitely closer—hulking forms like the shoulders of a row of giants. And yet we had miles to go.  
 
    The others would be waking soon, getting ready to face another Black—without us. They would wonder where we were. What would they think? That we abandoned them. I couldn’t fault them for it; Beat and I had considered doing just that. Still…it hurt that they would think I was a traitor to the cause.  
 
    Doesn’t matter, I thought, refocusing on those damn mountains. The runnels carved by monster corpses headed straight for it, like furrows dug by a farmer’s plough.  
 
    “Hellooo?” Beat said, waving her hands to get my attention. “Look, I know you’re not the best conversationalist, but…” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. I needed to be more responsive to the one person who always seemed to have my back.  
 
    “Where’d you go anyway?” 
 
    “Nowhere. Just can’t control my brain sometimes.” 
 
    “Ha!” she laughed. “You assume you have a brain.” 
 
    “Like you can talk. You’re the one who signed up to come with me on this suicide mission.” 
 
    “Good point. I’m an idiot.” 
 
    We continued following the tracks, the sun tumbling toward the mountains ahead of us. Another hour or so and the Black would be upon us. We’d be caught out here in the open, like a couple of struggling swimmers in an ocean of sharks. Good plan, I thought.  
 
    “We need to find a place to hide,” Beat said, which was the same conclusion I’d reached.  
 
    “This part of Tor is empty.” We could run for the boulder fields, but our chances were slim of reaching them before nightfall. There was only one feature visible on this featureless landscape: the monster corpse tracks.  
 
    “Oh hell no,” Beat said, reading my mind. “I might not be the prissiest chick around, but I gotta draw the line somewhere.” 
 
    “We might not have a choice. Think about it.” 
 
    We walked on, and I noticed Beat’s eyes flicking toward the runnels from time to time. They were smeared with blood and ichor, now dried and crusty. I’d watched enough zombie flicks to know human smell could be a problem. Yes, we washed ourselves at camp, but it wasn’t the same as taking a hot shower. The monsters could probably smell us from a hundred miles away, especially the hellhounds. Masking our scent might save our lives.  
 
    I glanced up at the sun. The area around it seemed to ripple. Less than half an hour now.  
 
    “You ready?” I asked.  
 
    “No. But yes. Damn you, Sam Ryder.” 
 
    “You’re the one who crashed my party, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, so I could save your pathetic life.” 
 
    I chuckled, skidding down the crumbling side of the deepest track. One of the troll’s massive bodies must’ve created this one. When I reached the bottom, I couldn’t see over the sides. I dropped my hammer.  
 
    Beat galloped down behind me, cringing as she stepped in something wet—a pool of blood that hadn’t dried yet. “That’s just…ugh,” she said, tossing her shield and spear aside with a clank.  
 
    “Yup,” I send, reaching down to splash some of the troll blood across her chest.  
 
    “It’s on, motherfucker,” she said, kicking up a wave of the stuff. It splattered across my face because I was still bending down. I could taste it. It tasted like the bitterest radish. Yum.  
 
    We were past the point of changing our minds, so I sat down in the pool, using my hands to spoon the thick liquid over my shoulders like it was bath time. “Can you pass the soap?” I asked.  
 
    “Sure.” Beat dumped a double handful of blood over my head and I was forced to close my eyes. For being so resistant at first, Beat had really warmed up to the plan.  
 
    “Thanks,” I sputtered.  
 
    “Do me now,” she said. I used a small unbloodied part of my arm to wipe the blood from my eyes and then got to work, smearing the dark liquid all over her. Cheeks, arms, legs, back. Her body was as hard as rock. When I covered her abdomen, I could feel each individual muscle bulging. She was a specimen. My hands moved upward, but she slapped them away. “Nice try, but unless you want a few broken fingers…” 
 
    She finished the job herself, slathering blood on her cleavage. 
 
    “So hot,” I said, only half-joking. My man-brain managed to imagine the troll blood was chocolate sauce.  
 
    “I know,” Beat said. “I don’t need you to tell me.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Lace.” 
 
    She pretended to get hit by an arrow, clutching the invisible shaft where it had penetrated her heart. “That one hurts, Sam.” 
 
    “She’s not that bad.” 
 
    “She is. She reminds me of every mean girl I hated in high school.” 
 
    She was likely referring to the same mean girls I fantasized about as an overweight acne-faced pre-pubescent male. “Don’t forget that once she was an Outcast too.” 
 
    “Exactly. Which is why she shouldn’t act so damn cocky all the time. I heard her complaining to Eve about how she should’ve been named Protector by now.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “She has the most experience. The greatest fighting ability.” 
 
    “It’s not just about that,” Beat said. “People listen to you. Shit, even Eve listens to you, and she doesn’t listen to anyone.” 
 
    Her words weren’t far off from the ones Minertha had spoken to me, but I shrugged them off. “Look, I just want to stop the Morgoss from doing whatever it is they’re doing with all the monster carcasses. That’s what’s in my control right now. Everything else is noise.” 
 
    “My hero,” Beat said, adding a fake airiness to her tone to sound like a damsel in distress. “When you’re done slaying the monsters, take me to bed. It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    I laughed. She had a good sense of humor. It felt a little like a defense mechanism from her days back on Earth, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate it. “First let me cover you in blood and dirt,” I said, getting back to work on a couple of spots I’d missed.  
 
    “Ooh, kinky.” The silly banter was what we both needed, it seemed.  
 
    Eventually, however, we’d managed to bury our blood-soaked selves so that only our faces were sticking out, so we could see and breathe.  
 
    The shadows lengthened, and soon even our sight would be taken from us. 
 
    “Sam?” Beat said. Her voice was muffled because my ears were surrounded by dirt.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hold me.” 
 
    I snorted. “I would, but my arms are stuck.” 
 
    “Is this going to work?” she asked, growing suddenly serious.  
 
    “Fifty-fifty.” 
 
    “Not comforting.” 
 
    “Yet realistic.” Truthfully, I was probably being overly optimistic. 
 
    The Black fell like a performance-ending curtain of darkness. Neither of us spoke. We understood the dangers of this time all too well. We’d seen how swiftly death came to those who made mistakes during the Black. And if we died, it could mean the end for the Three. For all Vrill’s anger toward the goddesses, even she had to admit them dying wasn’t a good thing for this planet. They were connected to it somehow. To everything.  
 
    I could hear Beat’s breathing mingling with my own. In the silence, it sounded too loud, a blowhorn announcing our location to any monsters within earshot.  
 
    Other sounds obliterated our own. The sounds of the Black. Shrieking. Howling. Roars. Beasts and monsters. Monsters and beasts.  
 
    The hunt had begun.  
 
    I wondered whether, in our absence, Eve had called off tonight’s defense of the wards. I hoped so. With only two Warriors and a Finder, they might do more harm than good out there. And I hoped the monsters would forget about attacking the ward shields for this one night.  
 
    A growl erupted nearby, then the sound of snuffling. Jaws snapped, a clack-clack of teeth on teeth. A bark followed, then the sound of an animalistic scuffle. Hellhounds fighting. They were close, perhaps as near as the area just outside of our trench.  
 
    Great. If the hellhounds were anything like bloodhounds, they’d be able to track us down here regardless of the amount of troll’s blood we’d bathed in.  
 
    I realized I was holding my breath. I listened for Beat’s breathing, but she’d gone silent too.  
 
    The sound of the hellhounds’ fighting died down.  
 
    One of them growled low in its throat. Rocks and dirt skittered, making a sound similar to the one we’d made when we’d clambered into the runnel. Shit shit fuck shit, I thought, gritting my teeth together. I needed to take a breath, my lungs burning now, but I didn’t dare. I closed my eyes so the whites wouldn’t give me away. I kept my lips closed too. I hadn’t been able to use any whitening toothpaste lately, but my teeth were still bright enough to act as a shining beacon to monsters that were used to seeing in the dark.  
 
    The creatures snuffled closer.  
 
    Ohmygodsohmygodsohmy— 
 
    Hot breath splashed across my face and I almost screamed. Somehow I managed to remain completely still, my chest aching, yearning for a single breath I knew I couldn’t take. Something wet and hot splashed across my skin, pooling onto my lips. It burned, but I refused to move, absorbing the pain into my body. My chest heaved and I almost gagged at the noxious smell, a mix of foot odor and burning. Hellhound drool. Blech. 
 
    Padded footsteps pressed down on the dirt on my chest and I clenched my pecs and abdomen so the hellhound’s paws wouldn’t sink into the dirt and feel my skin.  
 
    They passed, the sound of snuffling moving away as the monstrous canines continued their search down the furrow.  
 
    We’d been lucky. The hounds hadn’t been on high-alert; therefore, no flames emerged from their maws, which would’ve illuminated our hiding space.  
 
    I breathed as quietly as possible, my throat raw. I heard Beat do the same. Neither of us spoke—there was no telling how far away the hellhounds were.  
 
    The rest of the too-long Black passed by second by second. We heard fights break out from time to time. The blood-curdling scream of a gargat. The stomping feet of a troll passing by. The bellow of a bludgeon, the orc-like creatures with stone teeth made for crushing bones.  
 
    Nothing else came near us, however. The inky darkness turned less…inky. Gray crept in. The monster sounds drifted away until they vanished completely.  
 
    It had worked. We’d survived.  
 
    I hoped our comrades back at base camp had managed to do the same. 
 
    Still, I said nothing until the first direct ray of silver sunlight reached my eyes. “Holy fuck,” I said.  
 
    “That was…intense,” Beat agreed. “I had to pee the entire time.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted, still tasting the hellhound drool on my lips. “I still do.” 
 
    “Pee with me?” Beat said. I could see her grin on the edge of my vision.  
 
    “It would be my honor.” We pushed the layer of dirt away, emerging from the earth like a couple of Vostra, but with only one mouth each. I wanted to hug her, and I sensed she had the same urge, but instead we turned away from each other and relieved ourselves.  
 
    “Oh gods, that feels good,” she said.  
 
    “The best,” I agreed.  
 
    When we were done peeing, we eyed the embankment on either side. The dirt was chewed up by several sets of pawprints, which littered the area around where we’d been buried.  
 
    “I owe my life to you and your stupid plan,” Beat said, which I thought was the closest thing to a thank you I might ever get from her.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” I grinned. “Shall we?” 
 
    First we located our buried weapons and Beat’s shield, prying them from the ground. Then we clambered up the side of the halfpipe, which was way steeper than it had seemed on the way down. I kept just missing the top, but finally managed to use my hammer to get a solid hold on the lip and haul myself up, reaching back to help Beat, who had to heft her shield and spear, do the same.  
 
    I fell onto my ass and she tumbled on top of me. She was covered in blood and dirt but it took nothing away from her statuesque face and body. I could hardly take my eyes off her. It wasn’t attraction exactly. Closer to awe. But then her eyes widened and I saw the surprise mixed with fear as she pushed off me and fought to her feet.  
 
    I rolled over and looked at what had caused her reaction.  
 
    Oh. Shit. 
 
    A horde of ten to twelve demons moved a hundred feet away, prowling along the edge of the runnel. One of them turned toward us and cocked its head to the side.  
 
    And then it grinned a toothy grin.  
 
    The Maluk’ori had found us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
    MOTHERFUCKING MORDOR 
 
      
 
    The leather-skinned demons ran on all fours, their front claws seeming to propel them forwards while their back legs churned behind them. 
 
    Running was no option, and these particular monsters didn’t fear the light of day.  
 
    Beat had already dropped into a warrior’s stance, her legs slightly bent, her spear clutched at her side with her shield positioned in front. I counted my lucky stars she’d decided to come with me. I could take a few of these bastards, but twelve would’ve killed me. Hell, they might still kill me and my badass companion. 
 
    A plan formed in my mind. “Use the drop-off to protect our rear,” I said. “I’ll cover the left ninety degrees and you cover the right.” 
 
    Beat nodded, and I didn’t need her to verbally confirm her understanding. I trusted her to do her part. It also left me somewhat in front, but she didn’t argue about that. I’m pretty sure she knew I wasn’t doing it to be heroic. If we were going to survive this, we’d both need to kill our share of demons.  
 
    Still, the wave of death reached me first, a trio of the racoon-sized buggers spitting and gnashing their teeth as they closed in. Batter up. 
 
    I set my feet and timed my swing just as the leader leapt from his haunches, all four claws angled in my direction. My hammer whistled through the air. The metal head was as large as the demon’s entire body, crashing into its side viciously. It arced away, disappearing into the runnel. If it survived, it wouldn’t get up any time soon.  
 
    The next one was already lunging, going low for my legs. I brought the hammer back the other way, swinging it low like a golf club this time, but only managing to land a glancing blow on its back legs. Its jaws clamped down on my ankle and it clawed at my knees. Meanwhile, the third demon had thrown itself at one of my arms, which was angled across my body in the direction of the hammer’s momentum.  
 
    This forced me to release my two-handed grip to grab at the creature, which was snapping at my jaw as its claws clutched my arm skin, biting deep.  
 
    Several demons raced past me, targeting Beat. I couldn’t worry about her, nor did she need me to.  
 
    I had my own life to save.  
 
    I flung my left arm to the side and shook it to try to dislodge the demon. Its head rocked from side to side, which likely gave it a bad case of whiplash, but, if anything, it dug its claws in deeper, sending a slash of pain through my nervous system.  
 
    The other demon was eating my leg, blood spurting from the wound and dripping down its face. Which hurt. A lot.  
 
    I tried to hit it with my hammer, which was still gripped tightly in my right hand, but these things were difficult to fight in such close range. Again, it wasn’t better than a half-power blow, and the thing only paused its chomping for a moment before diving back into its order of Sam sashimi.  
 
    Two for one special, I thought, flinging the demon on my arm back the other way and downwards, slamming one demon into the other. Their heads knocked together and I finally got the effect I was hoping for. The strength in their claws released and they tumbled away in a tangle of dark leathery skin and glistening fangs.  
 
    I brought my hammer down on one’s skull, then the other’s, both of which exploded like crushed grapes. Grossly satisfying. There was no time to dwell on victories two and three, however, because another three demons were closing in.  
 
    These ones implemented a different tactic, however, catching me by surprise as one clambered up another’s back and used the added height to leap at my head.  
 
    As it flew toward me, I was reminded of how I’d once seen a major league slugger try to hit a high fastball out of the park with two strikes already against him. Yeah. My own hammer swing was just about as effective. Or I should say ineffective. 
 
    Just as the slugger had struck out, I missed completely, my own momentum spinning me around. Thus, the demon landed on the back of my head, its claws piercing my scalp, digging in like an angry gargat’s talons as it swooped from above.  
 
    The other two demons attacked the backs of my legs, causing me to stumble and almost tumble into the pit I’d placed at my back, which was now at my front. My arms pinwheeled and I managed to catch my balance. On the leftmost edge of my peripheral vision, I saw a flash of movement, but I was already whirling around like a bull trying to dislodge its unwanted rider at a rodeo.  
 
    Claws and teeth bit into me. As I spun and stomped, I saw Beat in a similar situation. At least three demons were dead, bleeding from nasty spear wounds, but another three had infiltrated her defenses and were now clinging to various parts of her body.  
 
    As the demons tasted our blood, it seemed to send them into a frenzy, like sharks in the middle of an ocean of chum.  
 
    I dropped my useless hammer and reached over my head to grab the demon on my back. It bit my forearm, but I ignored the flash of pain, which was the equivalent of a single raindrop in a hurricane. My muscles popped as I used raw strength to tear the demon’s claws from my flesh, roaring as a fresh wave of agony hit me. I slung the demon to the ground and kicked it in the head, sending it sprawling.  
 
    The other two wrenched at my legs, bringing them too close together and throwing off my center of gravity. I fell, throwing down a desperate hand to stop myself, knowing all too well that to fall was to lose. To die.  
 
    The weight of the demons clambering up my legs to my back was too much, my wrist twisting and screaming in pain as I slammed to the hard ground.  
 
    My eyes found Beat’s. She was on the ground, too, three demons clawing at her skin, her own blood mixing with the troll’s blood and dirt.  
 
    Her eyes were shocked and wild. She didn’t want to die any more than I did. Unfortunately, the Maluk’ori had other ideas.  
 
    That’s when my Lri-Ay savior came to my rescue for the second time in the short weeks I’d spent on this planet.  
 
    Vrill’s wicked blade flashed in the silver sun and two demon heads left their stunted necks, bouncing and tumbling across the terrain. Another slash and two of the demons on Beat’s back became headless. Vrill dispatched the final demon by stabbing it through the back and picking it up like a hotdog on a skewer before kicking it off her blade and sending it over the edge of the halfpipe.  
 
    She stood between us, her eyes flicking back and forth, as if expecting another attack where there was none. Her armor shimmered, spotted with drops of flammable demonblood.  
 
    “Want a little company?” she asked.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I walked in the middle, with a badass “traitor” on one side and my badass loyal Warrior ally on the other. It was weird as hell. Neither woman spoke, our footfalls on the brittle ground doing all the talking. Beat and I were leaking blood from multiple wounds, but none of them were mortal, and the flow had slowed substantially from when the demons were gnawing on our flesh. Crunch, crunch. Crunch, crunch.  
 
    Eventually, however, I couldn’t stand the silence any longer.  
 
    “Look, Vrill, if you’ve come to talk me out of this, you can’t.” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here,” Vrill said, and I was surprised to detect a hint of injustice in her voice.  
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “You think just because I’m not with the Three that I’m not a part of this world, that I’m invisible?” 
 
    “No, I just—” 
 
    “Well that’s what the Three think. Eve too. Those tribes of Warriors who’ve betrayed them are dead in their eyes. We’re not dead.” 
 
    “I know th—” 
 
    “Do you?” Vrill stopped and grabbed my arm, pulling me to look at her. “Because if you did, you wouldn’t have questioned my motives.” 
 
    I looked into her compelling brown eyes, my mind ticking over the facts. She found us shortly after the Black, well away from any of her usual hideouts. She managed to sneak up on the Maluk’ori because she’d been in the troll-carcass furrow.  
 
    …I’m a part of this world… 
 
    It clicked.  
 
    “You’re hunting the Morgoss too?” 
 
    She nodded, a determined gleam in her eyes. “The Blacks are getting longer. That affects us all. I’m not doing it for the Three. I’m doing it for the planet.” 
 
    Gods, she’s beautiful. I couldn’t help the thought, because she was. She was a warrior amongst warriors, and though she’d abandoned the Three, she’d had her reasons. That didn’t mean she wasn’t better than us all.  
 
    Beat cleared her throat behind me. “Are you going to stand there making love with your eyes or should I get you a room?” 
 
    “What kind of room?” Vrill asked, narrowing her eyes slightly as she wasn’t familiar with many human expressions.  
 
    Beat snorted.  
 
    “We should go,” I said, we can’t waste any time between Blacks. “Thank you for saving our lives, Vrill. And welcome aboard.” 
 
    “I had the bastards right where I wanted them,” Beat muttered.  
 
    “Aboard what?” Vrill asked. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Ten more hours of walking and I was so tired I almost wished for the next Black. We could dig our holes and sleep for a while. Hell, I wouldn’t even care if an entire pack of hellhounds came by to drool all over my face.  
 
    “We need to rest,” I said, glaring at the mountains. They were definitely closer, looming monstrosities that I half-expected to stand up and squash me under a stone trod. And yet hours away. Maybe days. It was difficult to judge distances on these goddesses-forsaken plains. And the fact that the Morgoss had dragged massive fucking troll corpses all this way…it left a pit in my stomach. How could we hope to fight creatures that strong? 
 
    “Speak for yourself, pussy,” Beat said.  
 
    Vrill smirked at that. Great. They were teaming up on me. “I was. I feel ready to drop.” 
 
    “Chew this,” Vrill said, reaching inside the top of her breastplate and extracting several green leaves.  
 
    “Are those…” 
 
    “From a leafrat,” she confirmed. “When cooked they aren’t particularly potent. They provide some sustenance. But when consumed raw the effect is magnified.” 
 
    “What effect?” I asked, sniffing at the leaf. It smelled fragrant and earthy at the same time. I nibbled on the corner, shifting the greenery to a position in my mouth where my molars could grind it up. “Oh,” I said, feeling the effect almost instantaneously. My vision was sharper. My head clearer, like the fog had been burned away by a blazing sun. I felt a little tingly, like I had a surplus of energy just waiting to spill out of me. “It’s like a quadruple shot of expresso.” 
 
    “Exp—what?” Vrill asked. 
 
    “Coffee?” Beat said. “You know, caffeine?” Vrill looked at her blankly. “No? Energy?” 
 
    “Ahh,” Vrill said. “Like rejuvenation. Yes. It works for me too. Temporarily. It doesn’t have the long-lasting rejuvenation power that se—” 
 
    “Good stuff,” I said, cutting Vrill off and munching some more of the leaf. The last thing I wanted these two women to talk about was sex, especially because I knew Vrill would bring the conversation around to the two of us. Beat would have a field day.  
 
    Beat looked at me with narrowed eyes, but then let it go. “Gimme some of that.” 
 
    Vrill passed a couple leaves over and for a while we all basked in the sensation provided by the raw leafrat foliage. Yes, this will keep me going for a while. 
 
    More hours passed, and finally I felt like we were making real progress. I could judge the distance to the mountains. One, maybe two, hours at most. We would make it just in time, meaning we wouldn’t have to face another Black out here on the plains. Then again, would facing a Black in the mountains be any better? For all we knew, the place could be swarming with monsters.  
 
    “You ever been here?” I asked Vrill, trying to use conversation to quell my growing nerves. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    “Of course? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Beat asked.  
 
    “I was a Seeker before…I left. Me and…the other Seekers would come here often. That was our job. To scour the ancient lands seeking valuable magical artifacts, charmed weapons, that sort of thing.  
 
    And goddess hearts, I finished in my head. “What’s the coolest thing you ever found?” I asked.  
 
    “Coolest? Like cold?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Sorry. It’s another humanism. It means ‘best’ or ‘most awesome’.”  
 
    “Oh, Darcy used to say ‘awesome’ a lot.” She stopped, as if realizing that she’d spoken of her dead friend again. “I—we—found lots of ‘cool’ artifacts. This armor, for example. It’s thousands of years old and yet never shows its wear. It’s the only thing besides my blade I have left from those days. Except memories.” 
 
    “The Three took the rest?” 
 
    She nodded. “They have a trove of what has been found over the years. They stockpile it for their own use during the Final Black.” 
 
    “Final Black?” Beat and I asked at the same time, making eye contact. That didn’t sound good.  
 
    “D-Darcy called it Armageddon. She said humans had a similar concept on Earth.” 
 
    The pit in my stomach got bigger. “We do. It means the end of the world. Destruction. Chaos. Death. Pretty much all the worst stuff you can think of happening at the same time.” 
 
    “What is supposed to cause the Final Black?” Beat asked.  
 
    Vrill shrugged. The Three have never explained that to any of us, if they even know. It’s probably all—what’s that term you like to use? Ah, yes, bullshit.” 
 
    “Probably,” I said, not feeling confident at all. In this place, the end of the world seemed far more likely than on Earth.  
 
    “Friggin’ goddesses,” Beat muttered.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Hording weapons and shit. Making new Warriors choose from the leftovers. Unarmored. Wearing no better than bathing suits to fight monsters.” 
 
    She had a point. Unless there was some reason new Warriors—or any Warriors—couldn’t utilize the magical weapons and artifacts. Then again, Lace was allowed to use the magical bow and arrows, so that was something. But if there were more weapons like that, why not share them with the Warriors who were trying to protect them? I looked to Vrill for an answer.  
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not certain as to the reason. I never handled one of them until I leveled up to Seeker. But I wouldn’t put it past the Three to deny their Warriors valuable things they could use. They are selfish and cold.” 
 
    I’d certainly seen that side of Persepheus, but I’d also seen a hint of another side. Or perhaps a clue that her coldness was all an act. And Minertha…she’d been nothing but warm, going so far as to grieve for Dravon when he was killed. I didn’t point all of that out to Vrill, however, because I knew she didn’t want to hear it. All these years later, she was still grieving for her lost friend. Grief made it hard to think logically sometimes.  
 
    As for Airiel, I didn’t even know for sure whether she existed. 
 
    The area before us was growing darker, but not just because of the sun’s frantic descent toward the horizon. Because of the shadows. The mountains seemed to radiate darkness, even though the position of the sun was such that they shouldn’t have cast any shadows in our direction. It was freaking intimidating. “Is this…normal?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Vrill said. “This is where the real Black lives.” 
 
    “Because of the Morgoss?” 
 
    “Yes. And those creatures beholden to them. Their spawn.” 
 
    “Wait…what?” Beat said. “The Morgoss gave birth to the other monsters? How is that possible? Each species looks so different.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” Vrill confirmed. “The Morgoss birth their soldiers through dark magic, fashioning them from the mountain’s molten earth, using parts from other dead monsters.” 
 
    “Sounds Frankensteinian,” I said.  
 
    “It’s like we’re one person sometimes,” Beat commented. Apparently, she’d had the same exact thought.  
 
    Vrill wouldn’t have gotten the reference, but she ignored it and continued talking, gesturing toward the largest mountain’s peak. “Allomir. The place where the sky meets the earth meets the sea. Or at least where it once did.”  
 
    Before the ocean dried up and the sky turned to ash and the mountains to darkness.  
 
    “This was the Three’s kingdom,” I said. “Their palace. Their home.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vrill said. “It was. But that was a long time ago.” 
 
    We walked on, into the ever-deepening shadows.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I expected to have to fight through hordes of monsters, ten deep on every side. What I got was zero resistance.  
 
    “Um, this feels too easy,” I said. We were in the mountain’s foothills now. The Black was perhaps an hour away, but the shadows radiating from the earth itself made it almost impossible to see. Luckily, we’d found a few gnarled trees growing resiliently from cracks in the rocks. We’d broken three brittle branches off and smeared them with the demonblood still stained on our skin, before clacking stones together to generate a spark sufficient to light the flammable ichor.  
 
    “It always did,” Vrill said, a faraway look in her eyes as they flickered with demonlight. “Until it didn’t.” 
 
    “Could you be any more dramatic?” Beat said. Despite her attempt to show confidence, I could hear the nervousness in her tone.  
 
    “Truth is never dramatic,” Vrill said.  
 
    “I can see why you like her,” Beat said. “A barrel of monkeys wouldn’t contain more laughter.” 
 
    “What are monkeys?” Vrill asked.  
 
    “I’ll explain later. Where does this trail lead?” 
 
    “There are no maps for Annakor.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was called Allomir? And that you’ve been here many times?” 
 
    “The Morgoss renamed it when they overthrew the Three. Annakor means death of sky, earth and sea. And I have been here many times—that’s not the problem.” 
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
    “The paths change.” 
 
    “Change? How is that possible? It’s…rock.” I wasn’t such a dummy that I didn’t know that the earth could change due to erosion by water and wind and seismic activity. But that took years. The way she was describing this phenomenon made it sound like the changes occurred overnight. 
 
    “Like I said before…this is a place of dark magic. It just does what it does.” 
 
    Awesome. So we were navigating blind now. For all we knew, this very path could lead us off a cliff.  
 
    It didn’t. Instead, the path grew steeper and steeper, until we were forced to grip our torches and weapons with one hand so we could use the other to claw our way up. The Black was fully upon us now, and yet we still hadn’t seen a single monster. Or heard one for that matter, which was eerie as hell.  
 
    The path leveled out abruptly, moving forward a few yards before veering sharply to the right and out of sight around a large outcropping.  
 
    “We are close,” Vrill commented.  
 
    Her words felt true. But close to what? 
 
    We followed the path around the boulders, our three haloes of flickering demonlight creating a glowing Venn diagram, intersecting in a tiny area toward the center, pulsing like a beating heart.  
 
    Rather than continuing its path upward, the trail skirted the edge of the mountain, rounding the side and circling around behind it. Even if we wanted to, backtracking would be a time-consuming endeavor, especially if the path had already changed behind us. In my mind, we’d passed the point of no return.  
 
    Cliffs rose on both sides of us now as we passed between two competing mountains. If monsters surrounded us on both sides now, we’d have no choice but to fight through them to escape. Clambering up or down the hillside was no longer a possibility.  
 
    The end of the cliffs appeared at the edge of our torchlight, like a massive door reaching all the way to the black sky. Or at least so it appeared. In reality we couldn’t see how far the “door” stretched upwards, because it was swallowed by the Black.  
 
    “We’re here,” Vrill said, stopping just before the end of the cliffs. I craned my neck to see what was out there. There was only blackness, until we stepped forward and the cliffside no longer obscured my vision. 
 
    Whoa. That thought was the understatement of my entire time on this planet. Where I should’ve only been able to see darkness, there were hundreds—no, thousands—of stars, flickering in the distance. Not stars, I realized. Torches. Like ours.  
 
    Demontorches.  
 
    They rose from the ground, where they were the most numerous, into the starless sky, angling toward a central point, with fewer and fewer torches on each layer. Like a pyramid of lights.  
 
    No, I thought. Like a fortress. 
 
    “Welcome to the Blight of Annakor,” Vrill said.  
 
    “Looks more like motherfucking Mordor,” Beat said.  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. There was nothing for it. “Let’s go kill Sauron and destroy the Ring,” I said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO 
 
    A RIDDLE SOLVED 
 
      
 
    Vrill was still hung up on the whole Mordor-Sauron-Ring thing. “So this was a story? What does it have to do with Annakor and the Morgoss?” she asked in that innocent way of hers. It was endearing, if I’m being honest. She was the perfect mixture of innocence and complexity. I liked that.  
 
    “On Earth, it’s common for people to compare real life situations to popular culture,” I explained. “It breaks up the monotony of our boring lives.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, though I wasn’t sure she really understood. Her world seemed so different to ours. I mean, shit, they used group sex—or maybe my man-brain was just fantasizing that it involved groups—to rejuvenate themselves, the same way humans ate food together. Or at least some humans did. I usually grabbed a frozen dinner and ate alone with my virtual friends and the colonies of aliens trying to eat my space marine’s face off.  
 
    “Shh,” Beat said. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    I didn’t at first, my mind still full of my own noisy thoughts. I concentrated, tilting my head toward what Vrill had referred to as the Blight of Annakor, that dark fortress lit with a thousand demonfires. There. A thumping sound, dull and distant, like the beating of a drum, or the bone-vibrating bass of a tricked-out car sound system.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked.  
 
    “Birth,” Vrill said.  
 
    “Birth of what?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here to find out. Come on.” 
 
    She started down a twisting, turning path, leaving us no choice but to follow. The path narrowed, the terrain falling away on each side, until it felt like we were Olympic gymnasts on a balance beam. Beat used her spear to center herself, a tightrope walker’s pole. My giant hammer was less useful, and I had to lean to the opposite side to counteract its weight. Vrill danced along the narrow stone causeway like it was as wide as the Golden Gate Bridge.  
 
    I made the mistake of looking over the edge.  
 
    At first all I saw was abject darkness—not a surprise considering we were well into the longest Black yet—but then… 
 
    Eyes. Hundreds of them, as red as hot coals, burning deep in the abyss.  
 
    My mind spun and took a wrong step, one of my feet clipping the edge of the path. My leg buckled at the knee and I knew I was a goner. Whatever was down there was about to feast. On me.  
 
    Something hit me hard under the armpit, arresting my fall. With one foot on and one foot off the bridge, I looked at Beat. She stood like a female goliath, her legs slightly bent and even with her hips. Her lips were sewn together in determination as she held my bulk aloft with her outthrust spear. Then, inch by inch, she hefted me back to safety.  
 
    Something snarled from in the pit, angry at having its supper stolen from it.  
 
    “Thanks,” I gasped.  
 
    “You owe me,” Beat said with a grin. She turned and continued down the bridge without another word.  
 
    I took two deep breaths and then followed. My heart was still pounding in time with the “Birth” drums, but I wasn’t scared. Which amazed me. Back on Earth, with my limited experience—okay, no experience—in life-or-death situations, I would be shitting my pants right now, curled up in the fetal position and sobbing.  
 
    I barely resembled that guy anymore. In the short time since I’d landed on this planet, I’d gained a measure of courage I used to only have when I played A-Civ.  
 
    Don’t get cocky now, I reminded myself. The Black is young—you could still get eaten by something with three rows of teeth.  
 
    With that sobering thought battering around in my head, I made it to the end of the narrow, twisting bridge, where my companions were waiting. Beyond them was a door, or at least that was the closest comparison I could come up with. It was twice as tall as me, and thrice my wingspan. The barricade appeared to be made of heavy-looking metal, banded with long iron buckles that crisscrossed in several locations.  
 
    It was one big ass door. 
 
    “Should we knock?” I said, trying to overcompensate for the fact that I’d almost died.  
 
    Vrill looked at me like I was mad.  
 
    Beat sniggered. “First we should check for a doorbell.” 
 
    Vrill aimed her what’s-wrong-with-you-people look at my fellow Warrior. “It’s a door,” she said, enunciating each word like she was speaking to someone slow. “You just open it.” 
 
    With that, she dug her heels in and shoved against the right side of the massive metal door. For a moment nothing happened, but then, with a groan, the slab began to move.  
 
    “It’s a door, dummy,” Beat said, flashing a grin in my direction.  
 
    “I thought it might be locked.” 
 
    We joined Vrill, helping her shove the door far enough open that we could slip inside. When we were clear, the door sprang back as if on a spring-loaded hinge, slamming behind us with a thud that reverberated through my teeth. 
 
    The sound of beating drums stopped instantly, though I couldn’t tell whether it was because the door blocked the noise or because whoever was beating them realized we’d entered their domain. I shoved that thought aside and focused on the door. 
 
    There was no handle on the inside, and I couldn’t imagine any of us would be able to get our fingernails far enough into the seam to provide the leverage to haul it back open.  
 
    Which meant we were trapped. In a monster castle. Great. This night kept getting better and better.  
 
    Vrill said, “We won’t be leaving this way,” and marched off, thrusting her torch in front of her to chase away the shadows.  
 
    Beat said, “She’s a tough bitch—I like her,” and gave chase.  
 
    After staring at the door for another long second, I followed. I angled the light from my own torch to the opposite side, peering into the retreating gloom. A massive pillar rose before me, disappearing into a ceiling of darkness. The column was painted with scenes that once might’ve been nice. It was hard to even think that word—nice—in this place, but it was the only way to describe the scenery that previously filled the curved sides of the pillar. Horses roaming a lush countryside. Flowers blooming on hills painted with gold hemlock. In the distance, a white fortress nestled amongst majestic purple mountains.  
 
    I knew that’s what lay behind the current paintings the same way you could squint and make out the scene behind a frosted window in winter. Now, however, the artist’s whimsical landscape had been altered, limned with kohl-black streaks and red slashes that transformed the horses into winged monsters with eyes of fire. The blossoms bled from their petals, crying tears of crimson. The landscape was harsh, ash-covered stone with jagged edges. And the fortress, which I now realized was the transformation of Allinor to Annakor, was black, its trio of vaulted spires piercing the sky like the spikes of a thrust trident.  
 
    So the monsters are grim artists, too, I thought. I could just make out the original colors as they sought to pierce the stranglehold of blacks and reds.  
 
    “Hey, you coming?”  
 
    I glanced up, seeing Beat’s muscular form illuminated by her torch as she looked back at me. Unconsciously, I’d stopped to stare at the pillar painting while the others moved further away. I blinked and shook my head. I needed to be more focused or I could screw things up for all of us.  
 
    I was about to cross the gap between me and my companions when I noticed a pot resting beside the pillar. I frowned and stuck my torch in its direction to see what was inside. Is that… 
 
    Yes. Paint. It appeared to be white, though it was hard to tell in the fiery lighting, which tinted everything orange and red amongst the pressing shadows.  
 
    The pot of paint looked utterly out of place in this room. I felt…drawn to it. Which I knew was weird and dumb, because, well, we were in a monster fortress hunting the worst of the worst monsters themselves, so the last thing I should be thinking about was paint.  
 
    I fought off the urge to inspect the pot further, catching up to Vrill and Beat, who were standing before a wall, looking up. The wall was painted black, save for strange markings etched in white. It looked like an ancient language, the kind you might find scrawled on the walls of an old tomb filled with cobwebs in a classic Indiana Jones flick.  
 
    Illusa allora, the words said. 
 
    “Is that Latin?” I guessed, though I knew nothing of the origin language. I took three years of Spanish in high school, though I had to admit I didn’t get very far beyond gracias and Feliz Navidad.  
 
    Vrill shook her head. “I don’t know what Latin is, but this is the language of the stars, also known as the language of the gods.” 
 
    “Like the Three?” 
 
    “Yes. It is not spoken often, even here, but this language is said to hold great power.” 
 
    Where was a good gods-language translator when you needed one? 
 
    “I think it’s a riddle,” Vrill said.  
 
    Wait…what? “You speak god…ish?” I said.  
 
    “I’m not fluent, but I’ve picked up a few things over the years. Eve knows the language well enough, and we used to be…friends.” 
 
    Mind. Blown. Twice. I wasn’t sure which was more surprising, that Vrill could speak this strangely beautiful god language or that she and Eve had once been anything more than spiteful enemies.  
 
    “What’s it say?” Beat asked. 
 
    “Begin anew,” Vrill said.  
 
    As soon as she spoke the second word, bad shit started to happen. There was a groaning sound not unlike when we’d opened the big ass door.  
 
    That’s when the slithers started falling from the ceiling, turning this into a real scene from Indiana Jones.  
 
    One of them landed three feet away, its head twisting around as its beady eyes met my stare. It hissed and then struck.  
 
    I was ready. I landed a blow with my hammer on its head, but my blunt weapon wasn’t the most effective against snakes. Instead of being a good snake and dying, its tail wrapped around the handle and it twisted its head around once more, snapping at my arm. I flinched back, dropping the hammer and barely avoiding those inch-long fangs.  
 
    Beat was already on the move, shoving past me to stab it through the mouth. The tip of her spear went all the way through and out the back. Gods, I was lucky to have a Warrior like her at my side.  
 
    I couldn’t dwell on how lucky I was, however, because everything else was beginning to feel pretty damn unlucky. The room now had more than a dozen slithers undulating across the floor. All of them were focused on us.  
 
    “We need to solve the riddle,” Vrill shouted, slashing her blade twice to chop one of the snakes into three pieces. Blood spilled out, filling the cracks between the stone floor tiles.  
 
    Begin anew. As soon as I thought the two words Vrill had spoken, they were replaced with: What has the nasty hobbitses got in its pockets? It wasn’t an exact quote from The Hobbit, but close enough for me to feel like our present riddle was as unsolvable as the unfair question Bilbo had posed to Gollum in order to escape with the Ring of Power.  
 
    Begin anew? WTF?  
 
    Another snake coiled and snapped at me, and this time Beat was busy with her own snake. I simply…reacted. I bobbed to the side like a boxer avoiding a knockout punch and lashed my hand upwards to grab the snake just beneath its fanged maw. The serpent wriggled and squirmed in my grasp, but I was determined to do my best impression of the late Steve Irwin, except not because I loved snakes, but because I despised them.  
 
    I squeezed. Hard. So hard that the snake’s eyes bulged and its tongue flicked out and its mouth gagged open. So hard that my hand went through the godsdamn snake’s scaled body, which erupted in a torrent of blood and filth, pouring over my arm as its head flopped from its body.  
 
    I released a rough battle cry and grabbed my discarded hammer from the floor, unwrapping the dead snake carcass that was coiled around it. I flung the lifeless snake aside like dirty laundry and then charged into the mass of snakes.  
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be the one to solve the riddle, but I could give Vrill and Beat the chance to figure it out. Snakes struck at me as I plowed through the center of the space, but I managed to block them, using my hammer as a shield, shifting it from side to side. I miraculously reached the opposite side unscathed, spinning around to check whether my plan had worked.  
 
    Yep. Every last slither had spun in my direction to pursue me.  
 
    Which made me wish my plan had been a little less successful.  
 
    Instead of batting at the first slither that attacked, this time I pretended its head was a stake that needed to be hammered into the ground. The serpent tried to dodge the blow, but the head of my hammer was so wide it couldn’t move fast enough. I smashed its brains out. Yay for me.  
 
    The next snake learned from the one before it, skirting wide to the side and approaching on an odd angle, giving its compatriots a chance to attack from the opposite direction. Awesome. They’re learning to flank. Since when did snakes understand battlefield strategy? 
 
    I backed away, trying to improve my position, but then slammed into something I hadn’t expected to be there. The pillar with the savage painting.  
 
    It was something, at least, a barrier I could use to my advantage. 
 
    I slipped around the perimeter, hoping the snakes would flow to one side or the other. My foot glanced off something and I almost kicked over the pot of white paint.  
 
    For some reason, Vrill’s translation of the riddle popped into my head the moment I saw that pot. Begin anew.  
 
    I froze, which almost got me killed, because the slithers were hot on my heels now. I managed to block another strike with my hammer, dropping my torch to scoop up the pot in the other hand. There were hisses all around me now. I was already past the point of being out of time, so I just reacted based on instinct, slinging the pot haphazardly at the mural painted on the outside of the pillar.  
 
    The pot exploded just above it, thick, white liquid bursting out, slapping against the pillar and oozing down. White fingers reached downward, obscuring the graffitied artwork, erasing the dark lines and red slashes. Bye-bye demon horse. Bye-bye bloody flowers. Bye-bye Annakor. 
 
    A slither struck at my ankle and I lifted my leg away before stomping down to crush its skull. Another slithered in from the side, rearing up like a cobra and snapping at my face. I ducked, grabbing my dropped torch and shoving it upward. There was a sizzling sound as the demonfire scorched its scales and it jerked back with a hiss.  
 
    The smell of burnt meat lingered.  
 
    The paint oozed—more than three quarters of the picture was blotted out now.  
 
    Begin anew.  
 
    Vrill and Beat had raced across the room and thrown themselves upon the slithers from behind, splitting the army of snakes’ attention in two directions.  
 
    More snakes dropped from the ceiling. One landed on my head and it’s possible I squealed like a little girl who’d dropped her ice cream. I used my hammer like a catapult, shoving the head into the snake’s bulk and flinging it across the room where it slammed into another wall. A wall that now seemed to be moving.  
 
    At first I thought it was a trick of my eyes, but then I saw something beyond. A light.  
 
    “Vrill! Beat! There!” 
 
    I glanced at the painting as I pointed, except there was no painting, just a pillar blotted with a patch of white paint. The next artist could literally begin anew, creating their own artwork from scratch, free to use their imagination to mold the world in any way they chose.  
 
    I’d solved the fucking riddle. Eat your heart out, Bilbo Baggins! I wanted to scream, but at present I had bigger concerns than taunting one of my favorite childhood fictional characters.  
 
    I backpedaled rapidly, looking for a gap in the ever-growing ocean of hissing serpents. I took two big steps to the right to reach the side wall and then raced along it, tiptoeing like a wide receiver trying not to step out of bounds. The slithers came at me on an angle, trying to catch me before I could speed past them, instinctively knowing their prey was about to escape.  
 
    The demontorch, however, was enough of a deterrent to prevent any additional strikes. Beat and Vrill had waited for me, holding their own hissing opponents at bay until I could reach them. We stepped backwards through the gap in the wall, which slammed shut behind us, crushing several slithers as it locked back into place.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-THREE 
 
    LET’S GO FOR A BLOODY SWIM 
 
      
 
    We stood with our backs to the wall, panting and laughing. We’d made it.  
 
    “Good job,” Beat said, using her spear like a walking stick to lean on. The tip was covered in slither blood and even a few tattered scales. I realized my hammer was coated with similar ichor. Which was gross, but also satisfying. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Why didn’t you know how to solve the riddle?” I asked Vrill. After all, she said she’d been here before. Hell, she’d opened the big ass door like she was walking into her own house.  
 
    “The fortress changes every time,” she said with a shrug.  
 
    “Information that would’ve been useful…” 
 
    “Yesterday,” Beat finished. Which was scary and funny at the same time. Maybe we really did share a brain.  
 
    “How?” I asked. “And why?” 
 
    “The Three’s security system,” Vrill explained. “Their palace fortress had magical defenses, ever-changing, ever-shifting. But when the Morgoss finally overthrew the goddesses, they managed to modify the traps for their own use. The tasks remain those created by the Three, but the consequences are different.” 
 
    “Like a herd of slithers falling from the ceiling?” 
 
    She nodded. “And worse. That was rather tame compared to some of the tasks I’ve had to complete.” 
 
    Thanks for diminishing my accomplishment. Beat snorted. Vrill didn’t seem to realize her words might’ve been offensive, moving into the next room, scanning it while maintaining warrior stance.  
 
    The light we’d seen through the wall came from candles rimming a chandelier hanging from a chain from the ceiling. I squinted, because neither the chain nor the chandelier reflected the light, as you would expect from something constructed of metal.  
 
    Frickety frack. 
 
    It wasn’t made of metal. “Are those…bones?” Beat said, having followed my gaze.  
 
    They were. The chains might’ve been tendons, long and sinewy, braided together. The central portion of the chandelier was formed of several sets of ribs tied together, each branching out with arching spinal vertebrae before ending in hands, the bony fingers curled to hold the flickering candles.  
 
    It was frigging morbid, like something you might find at an elaborately decorated Halloween party. Except there was no doubt those were real bones.  
 
    The rest of the room was empty, save for a break in the floor, like a narrow canal. Whatever had flowed through the channel had dried up long ago, leaving behind a coppery residue.  
 
    This time, at least, there was a way out, a set of stairs winding up and out of sight. The only problem: 
 
    The exit was blocked by iron bars.  
 
    I was tired and injured, my shoulder wound aching. I was ready to get to wherever it was that we needed to go. Thus, I stormed toward those iron bars and swung my hammer so hard it made a whistling sound as it displaced the air.  
 
    The impact reverberated through my arms, causing my shoulder to scream out in agony. The hammer shook in my hands and it was all I could do not to drop it on my own foot.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    “Males,” Vrill said, and Beat nodded, as if that single word explained everything. “You can’t smash your way through this place. You have to think your way through. Like you did before, with the riddle.” 
 
    “Fine. Where’s the clue for this room?” I asked, my eyes roaming across the featureless walls as I tried to take my mind off the pain coursing through my body.  
 
    “The last room was unusual,” Vrill said. “The clue is rarely spelled out so clearly.” 
 
    Clearly? It was a godsdamn riddle. Still, I tried to focus on what was around me—which wasn’t much. There was the flat, unadorned walls and ceiling. The floor. The barred exit leading to the set of stairs. And the stained trough running down the center. I peered into the trough and swiveled my head to look down its length in either direction. There was no piping or holes leading into the canal, which meant it could only be filled by manually dumping stuff into it, like feeding time at a pig farm.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said.  
 
    “Neither do I,” Beat agreed.  
 
    Vrill ignored us, walking across the room, probing at the walls with her sword. Checking for weaknesses. Beat and I followed her lead, using our own weapons to poke and tap. After a few minutes, we met back in the center by the canal, as stumped as before.  
 
    “So we eventually die in here from dehydration,” I said.  
 
    Vrill shook her head. “That’s not the way Annakor works. The Morgoss didn’t modify the Three’s security system for their own protection—they did it for their own entertainment.” 
 
    I frowned. “You think they’re watching us?” 
 
    “Observing,” Vrill said. “Waiting. Hoping we’ll find a way to make it to the next room and then the next. Hoping we’ll get all the way to them, so they can destroy us.” 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t so keen to escape this room, its four walls and ceiling feeling like my own personal shields.  
 
    That’s when the trough began to fill.  
 
    With blood.  
 
    It started as a trickle, but soon turned into a steady flow, gallons of crimson life rising up the sides. “What the actual fuck?” Beat said, which echoed the thoughts in my head.  
 
    “There were no holes into the trough,” I said. “I checked.” 
 
    “With your hands?” Vrill asked, a small smile telling me she already knew the answer.  
 
    “I looked. There was nothing.” Even as I said it, I knew I was being naïve. “My eyes deceived me.” 
 
    “This place is hard to get used to,” Vrill said. “The barred exit must be a decoy. The real way out is somewhere in the trough. The blood must be coming from somewhere.” 
 
    Which meant…yeah. Damn. Time for a bloody swim. I wasn’t an Englishman with an accent. I meant literally bloody.  
 
    “Sometimes I hate this planet,” Beat muttered, though I knew her well enough to know she didn’t really mean it. Even forced to swim in blood, she would choose this life over the meaningless one she’d come from. Which was sad, in a way. Then again, I was in pretty much the same boat.  
 
    Right now, I wished I had a boat.  
 
    There was nothing for it. I took a couple of steps back, preparing to launch myself into a bloody cannonball. Ha, I thought, even as I told myself to stop with the bad puns. I charged forward, but suddenly both Vrill and Beat grabbed one of my arms and held me back. “What?” I said, hoping they’d figured out another way to escape.  
 
    They said nothing, just pointed at the rising blood. My own blood, which was happily hidden inside my skin, ran cold. Dark lines intermittently broke the blood’s surface before vanishing once more.  
 
    Fins. Like sharks. Except on Tor, I knew they wouldn’t be just normal sharks, which would’ve been bad enough. I’d been told about these monsters, which were called shreek. 
 
    “We can’t swim out of here,” I said.  
 
    “If you’ve got a better idea…” Vrill said.  
 
    The blood was more than three-quarters of the way to the top of the canal, and the dark forms of the blood-breathing monsters were appearing more frequently, as if whipping themselves into a frenzy.  
 
    Oh gods.  
 
    A face appeared, almost human but grotesque, not unlike the faces on the winged gargats I’d faced before. It snarled and dove again, powerful tail sending a wave of blood over the edge, washing across my feet.  
 
    It would’ve been bad enough if all we had to do was swim through the monster-infested blood. Now, however, there was a time limit, the blood spilling over the edge. The red fluid wasn’t content to fill up the trough, now determined to flood the entire room.  
 
    We backed up as a group, avoiding the spill of blood as it swarmed across the floor.  
 
    One of the monsters leapt from the trough, its body spraying bloody droplets in all directions. Its skin was dark and smooth, like that of a sea lion, its face that grotesque snarl I’d seen before. On its back was an elongated shark fin, which ran all the way down to its dolphin-like tail. It also had fore- and hindlegs, each clawed like those of a crocodile but with webbing between each toe to help propel it through the water—blood.  
 
    It landed with a wet slap in the blood, snapping its deformed head from side to side before settling on us. More precisely, on me. It charged, making a weird and frightening gurgling sound from the back of its throat.  
 
    “Jump,” Vrill commanded.  
 
    I hesitated for a second. I was white, for one. Plus, I’d never really played basketball or anything else that would require me to go airborne on a regular basis. You know, on account of my lack of coordination.  
 
    Then again, I wasn’t that guy anymore. I’d slayed monsters. I’d bedded gorgeous women. Jumping? Piece of cake.  
 
    I bent my knees and leapt as high as I could, bringing my hammer to bear, fully prepared to slam it down on the shreek’s head.  
 
    The creature reared up like an angered bear, snapping at my legs.  
 
    And exposing its underbelly, which Vrill and Beat attacked simultaneously, stabbing through its soft flesh. It squealed like a pig and fell backwards awkwardly, smacking the bloody stone floor with a sound akin to that of a fat dude jumping off the high dive belly first. I’d made that sound before. Once. In sixth grade. My chest had been red for weeks. The not-so-creative nickname I’d earned—Bellysmacker—had lasted through all of middle school, until I turned invisible in high school.  
 
    But I digress.  
 
    The new Bellysmacker flopped around like a fish out of water, black blood mixing with the red kind, creating hypnotic swirls as it squirmed, eventually going still. Dead. 
 
    Like a fish out of water. Although the term didn’t really apply to these creatures, it still made sense. They could attack on land, but they were far more dangerous in the blood, where they could use their powerful tails and fins to their advantage.  
 
    The only problem: The other shreek seemed to have learned from their overeager predecessor’s mistake. We still saw the dark flashes of their fins from time to time, but none of them emerged completely.  
 
    “How many?” I asked, trying to count. It was hard to tell whether each fin that emerged was a new one or the same two or three popping up repeatedly. I’d dropped my demontorch when I’d jumped, the ever-burning fires sizzling and spitting and finally being snuffed out as the blood covered them, but the bone chandelier was bright enough to illuminate the entire room. 
 
    “At least four,” Vrill said, casting her own torch aside. They were useless here and to escape we would have to get rid of them anyway. She was concentrating hard, trying to count in her head like me. We were now about ankle-deep in the blood. By the time the fluid got to our midsections, the shreek would have a major advantage.  
 
    Being the typical male that I was, I said, “I’ll distract them while you make for the exit.” 
 
    “We don’t even know where the exit is,” Beat pointed out, but I’d already thought of that.  
 
    This place wasn’t exactly predictable, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t narrow it down. The blood had started on the side of the trough opposite to where the barred gate stood. “That end. I bet the trough wall isn’t really a wall.” 
 
    Vrill nodded in agreement. “Makes sense. But how will you get there after you distract the shreek?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” I said. Translation: I don’t have a fucking clue.  
 
    Beat and Vrill exchanged a look and then seemed to decide something. Vrill said, “Okay. But we’ll do what we can to draw the shreek’s attention after we locate the false wall.” 
 
    It sounded like a damn good compromise. “Deal.” Before I lost my nerve, I took off at a run. Speed was key here, especially with the blood halfway to my knees. I high-stepped to reduce the drag from the blood, but it slowed me down. I was hoping it wouldn’t be enough to prevent me from completing the maneuver I’d planned in my head.  
 
    I heard the telltale sounds of Vrill and Beat splashing through the blood in the opposite direction, angling for the suspected exit.  
 
    At this point, the blood was so high I didn’t know exactly where the stone floor would give way to the trough’s depression, so I was forced to guess based on memory alone. Still, I gave myself a small margin of error as I approached, planting one foot and propelling myself toward the wall right above where I thought the trough began.  
 
    A dark fin appeared below me and then a hideous face emerged, its mouth spewing blood as it snarled. The rest of its powerful body burst from the crimson surface, launching itself toward me.  
 
    I might’ve been slightly reckless, but I had also expected the monster’s counter maneuver. Thus, my hammer was already whistling through the air, defending the space on my right side, exactly where the shreek was heading. My heavy weapon slammed into the side of its jaw, knocking it off-kilter, its tail whipping around toward me but falling short. At the same time, I kicked off the wall like Jackie Chan, adding much-needed distance to my leap and allowing me to clear the shreek-filled trough.  
 
    I splashed onto the opposite side, the blood now knee-deep.  
 
    The shreek I’d hit had vanished back below the surface, but another monster quickly took its place, throwing caution to the wind as it burst over the trough’s edge. The blood level wasn’t high enough that it could swim toward me, but it could half-swim, half-crawl, which made it far faster than the first one we’d killed.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vrill and Beat dive into the blood at the opposite side of the room. 
 
    I could only hope all the shreek’s attention was on me.  
 
    I galloped through the blood, drawing the shreek further away, but sensing it gaining on me with each step. When my instincts told me I was out of distance, I threw myself to the side, feeling more than seeing the monster’s lunge as it tried to clamp down on my feet.  
 
    I came up half-blind and sputtering, blood flowing down my face. I scrubbed at my eyes, hoping my sense of direction was working as I blindly waded to the right and back toward the trough.  
 
    My vision cleared, bringing me face to face with another shreek. I swear it smiled at me.  
 
    I rabbit-punched it in the face, which erased its smile and made it angry.  
 
    It attacked, but this time I didn’t dive left or right, but straight down, plunging all the way to the floor, my belly scraping along the stone. I raised my free hand and ran it along the monster’s sleek underbelly, feeling its clawed feet kick past, puncturing my back in several places. But then I was free, emerging from the blood without vision but not needing it, seeing the shreek’s moves in my mind as clearly as if I could see through the waterfall of blood.  
 
    I spun and struck. The shreek’s face was right where I expected, right where I needed it to be, my hammer thudding with the impact. I followed through, ensuring maximum effect, a lumberjack’s final swing through a tree ready to fall.  
 
    Timber! roared through my head. I felt energized and powerful, as capable as I’d ever felt in my life.  
 
    Adrenaline is a powerful force, allowing hundred-pound mothers to lift cars off their children.  
 
    Friendship didn’t hurt either, however, and both Vrill and Beat were true to their word. A sound rose up from the opposite side of the room, a clanking as Beat banged her spear on her shield and Vrill tapped her sword against the wall. The blood was up to their chests now.  
 
    All I could hope for was that the two shreek I’d hit were still seeing stars and that the other two—if Vrill’s count was correct—were distracted enough not to eat me.  
 
    I dove, bringing my feet together and kicking like Michael Phelps swimming the hundred-meter butterfly. Unable to see through the blood, I relied on my sense of direction, hoping I’d get close to where my friends were, and that they’d still be alive when I resurfaced.  
 
    I felt something, but it was rubbery and slick. A shreek. I screamed but only a rush of bubbly blood came out, the coppery taste invading my mouth.  
 
    Without thinking about it, I grabbed the flesh in front of me, my hand wrapping around the shreek’s tail, propelling me forward, the blood rushing around my body. I’d never swam with dolphins, but I suspected the experience would’ve been similar, except the dolphins wouldn’t be trying to eat me. 
 
    The shreek’s forward progress stopped suddenly but mine was not and I was flung over the monster’s back heels over ass, spinning like a sock in a tumble dryer.  
 
    Something grabbed me, but there was no pain, no feeling of claws puncturing my skin.  
 
    And then I was airborne again, landing hard on unforgiving ground that felt… 
 
    So good.  
 
    Because there was no liquid. No blood. I gasped for air, still tasting copper. I spat to the side, my chest heaving. My arms and legs were tangled up with other arms and legs. I lay on my back, staring up at a silver-lit ceiling. Where I saw myself looking back at me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    REFLECTIONS 
 
      
 
    “You good?” Beat asked, propping her head on her hand. Vrill was positioned upside down in relation to us, having spilled through the false wall backwards. She seemed to be okay too.  
 
    “I think so,” I said. “I’m not dead, so that’s something. Can the shreek follow us?” 
 
    I glanced at my reflection in the ceiling. It was unnerving, especially because my reflection wasn’t bedraggled and covered in blood like I was. That version of me looked like an underwear model, his muscles rippling as I shifted position.  
 
    “No,” Vrill said. “I’ve never seen the dangers in one room appear in the next.” 
 
    Well that was something. Not dead—check. No shreek—check. I was liking this room better already. Except for the creepy inaccurate reflection of myself on the ceiling.  
 
    “Thanks for waiting for me,” I said, feeling a swell of emotion. These two strong, remarkable women were the closest things to friends I’d had in a long time—maybe ever.  
 
    “Thanks for distracting the shreek so we could find the exit,” Beat said. “It was pretty fucking awesome.” 
 
    I felt warm at the compliment, especially coming from her, who was pretty fucking awesome herself. “Thanks,” was the best response my tongue-tied voice could offer. 
 
    “Save it for later,” Vrill said, bringing us back to the present. “Most of these rooms have a time element. The faster you solve them, the less likely you are to die.” 
 
    She spoke with such experience. I wondered exactly how many times she’d faced the dangers of Annakor as she sought to locate magical artifacts for the Three. I wondered how exactly Darcy had died.  
 
    I shoved to my feet and looked up to find my reflection doing the same, but in reverse, looking down at me. Obviously, it was a mirror, lit from the back somehow, though I couldn’t figure how the reflection was me but without all the wear and tear from my latest adventure. Even his shoulder was uninjured, the skin smooth and unbroken by so much as a scratch.  
 
    I followed the mirror until it vanished into the shadows. The rest of the room remained shrouded in darkness. Now I wished we hadn’t lost our torches in the last room. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked, peering into the gloom. 
 
    That’s when I finally realized something. The only reflection on the mirrored ceiling was mine.  
 
    A chill ran through me, and I wished I had more than a loincloth for warmth.  
 
    “Do you guys think it’s weird that only my reflection shows up on the ceiling?” I asked. 
 
    Beat and Vrill glanced up at the ceiling and then back at me. Beat spoke first. “Unless you’ve grown breasts in the last few minutes, I’m the only one with a reflection in the mirror.” 
 
    “What?” Vrill said, her almond eyes narrowing further. “I only see me.” 
 
    We stood in silence for a few moments, each puzzling over this new information. What did it mean, if anything?  
 
    “Come on,” Vrill finally said. “We should explore the rest of the room before the monsters arrive.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “We lost all our torches.” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling that won’t be a problem.” To demonstrate, she took a few steps forward. The backlit mirror on the ceiling seemed to follow her. At least that was how it appeared, the shadows receding before it. Really, I knew, the lights were just coming on, as if motion-activated.  
 
    It was kinda cool, in a freaky I’m-about-to-be-murdered-by-Freddy-Krueger kind of way. Beat and I exchanged a quick glance and then followed our more experienced leader. The light continued to expand above us. However, as we left the previous area behind, the light dimmed and then darkened completely. It was like being lit by a spotlight on stage, the operator tracking your every movement. Surreal.  
 
    More lights appeared ahead, these ones from other mirrors that stood upright in our path. My reflection looked back at me, and given I couldn’t see Beat’s or Vrill’s reflections, I assumed they were seeing something different than I was.  
 
    I stepped closer to the mirror, my reflection doing the same, until we were face to face, almost touching.  
 
    I ran a hand over my bald scalp and my reflection mimicked the movement. Everything was the same except for the lack of blood and wounds. It was me fully healed, as if I’d just been rebirthed from the primordial ooze.  
 
    Something felt off.  
 
    Holy shit, I thought when I realized it. My reflection wasn’t blinking.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I had less than a second to react as the form—me but not me—burst from the mirror, which rippled like the disturbed surface of a pond. I managed to bring my hammer up, but my weird doppelgänger had one too, slamming it down on the shaft of my own weapon, sending tendrils of pain through my hands, wrists and forearms.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one in a fight for my life. Nearby, Beat was grappling with…well, with nothing. At least nothing I could see. She might’ve been pretending, but the strain on her face looked real enough as she struggled to hang onto her spear while fighting with her own screwed- up version of herself.  
 
    Vrill was swinging her blade around like a swashbuckling pirate and it was clear it was meeting resistance, though not anything I could hear or see.  
 
    Plus, I had my own problems. The sleeker, brighter version of me swung the hammer once more.  
 
    Instead of blocking again like it (I preferred to think of it as an it) might’ve expected, I ducked, feeling a rush of air from the near miss. I jabbed the head of my own hammer into its gut and it doubled over. Its mouth didn’t fly open with a gasp, which was when I realized it wasn’t breathing—didn’t need to breathe. Freaky-deaky.  
 
    Despite the powerful blow I’d dealt, it recovered almost instantly, its arm shooting out and grabbing the shaft of my hammer. It was Hulk-strong, nearly ripping the weapon from my grasp when it yanked back sharply. Somehow, however, I managed to hang on, falling forward. My evil twin had its own surprise move. It dropped its hammer and punched me in the face.  
 
    Stars exploded before my eyes and the bones in my nose crunched. Warmth flowed from my nostrils down my lips, dripping off my chin. Instinctively, I released my hammer and brought both hands up to my face.  
 
    I realized my mistake just as the thing swung my own hammer at my head.  
 
    If the blow had connected, I was dead. Luckily, Beat stumbled into me at that exact same moment, locked in a struggle with her own foe only she could see. I saw everything in slow motion, her head replacing the spot my own had been a moment earlier, the hammer arcing down toward her, and then— 
 
    It passed right through her and my heart skipped a beat. It was the only positive for our current situation: our doppelgängers couldn’t hurt each other. Beat fell on top of me and rolled away, stabbing her spear at the air as she came up to a kneeling position.  
 
    An idea flitted on the edge of my mind, borne of too much time spent on role-playing games. I didn’t have time to consider it, however, as I was forced to roll hard to the side, breathing from my mouth, my nose clogged with blood.  
 
    The hammer smashed into the ground, chewing up chunks of rocks.  
 
    I fought to my feet and ran. Not because I was scared, but because I needed time to think. Plus, my twin was only able to hurt me, which changed the game completely. I couldn’t protect Vrill and Beat and they couldn’t help me. We were all on our own for this test.  
 
    I remembered the way my reflection incarnate had taken my powerful hammer blow to the gut like a champ, recovering almost immediately. I had the crappy feeling I could pound it a thousand times in the head and never so much as bruise it.  
 
    It was unkillable.  
 
    Which meant another tactic was necessary, the one my mind had toyed with before being distracted by almost dying.  
 
    I scampered around the mirror my twin had emerged from, coming face to face with another backlit mirror. There was no reflection.  
 
    Yes, I thought. Has to be.  
 
    I could hear my twin’s footsteps in hot pursuit, but I slowed my gait, coming to a full stop but not turning. Waiting. Plotting.  
 
    Listening. 
 
    The footsteps were close now and I could picture the perfect version of myself hardening its expression, reasserting its grip on the hammer, preparing to crush my skull… 
 
    I waited a beat more and then dropped like a sack of potatoes, flattening myself on my stomach.  
 
    As soon as I felt its feet catch on my abdomen, I twisted around and reach up to prize the hammer from its powerful grip, taking advantage of the element of surprise. It tumbled over me, crashing headlong into the mirror. The glass didn’t shatter the way it would if a real, living creature slammed into it. Instead it turned amorphous once more, rippling and swallowing the unliving, undead thing.  
 
    I knew it couldn’t be that easy.  
 
    The thing skidded to a stop, spinning rapidly to glare at me, its eyes burning with hate. It hated me because I was everything it wanted. For it was nothing more than an idea. A shell without a soul. A chest without a heart. A head without a brain. A monster created by the same soulless beings that had usurped the Three’s thrones and created the Black, which was now expanding its control over this planet.  
 
    Which should’ve been a scary idea. And yet I wasn’t scared, not in this moment, because I’d faced down worse and survived.  
 
    “Fuck you,” I said, swinging my mighty hammer.  
 
    The creature charged, reaching the edge of the mirror just as my hammer crashed into its reflective surface. Still, one of its hands managed to breach the edge before the glass exploded outward, razor-sharp shrapnel tinkling across the ground and piercing my skin.  
 
    The thing’s hand was severed, and it flopped to the ground, writhing around like a worm chopped in half before going still. It sunk into the ground and was gone.  
 
    “The mirrors!” I shouted, instantly remembering my friends. “Get them into the mirrors!” 
 
    I was exhausted from the battle, emotionally drained, but hefted my hammer over my shoulder and raced back to where I’d last seen Beat and Vrill.  
 
    Beat was still there, but was lying on her back with her spear held in both hands shoulder-length apart. Something was slowly pressing the spear down toward her throat. The veins in her forehead were bulging through her skin from the strain. The muscles in her strong arms were taut as she fought the powerful force.  
 
    I couldn’t help her physically. This was her fight. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t help.  
 
    I crouched down beside her. Cupped a hand to her cheek. “You can do this,” I said. “Get her in the mirror and send her back to whatever hell she came from.” 
 
    Beat glanced at me, her teeth clenched. I could see the fire in her eyes. She wasn’t the type to quit. She nodded once and then roared, shoving the spear backwards with everything she had. Simultaneously she rolled forward to her feet and ground her toes into the ground, lowering her head like a linebacker tackling a dummy.  
 
    The invisible force caved before her until the long shaft of her spear clattered into the mirror from whence the evils had originally emerged. I was right there to shove her aside and shatter the mirror with my hammer.  
 
    She looked at me with wide eyes. “Is it over?” 
 
    I nodded. “For you and me, but where’s Vrill?” 
 
    Her eyes darted around the part of the space we could see. “She was right here a minute ago. She was over there.” She pointed to the far wall, where another mirror was positioned from floor to ceiling. It was dark, visible only because of the dim lighting provided by the mirror on the ceiling above us.  
 
    “There!” I said, seeing a light emanating from another part of the room. We raced forward, dodging other standing mirrors as we made our way toward the light.  
 
    We curled around a mirror and saw Vrill struggling against a force only she could see. She was close to a large mirror, and Beat shouted, “Shove the bitch into the mirror!” which was exactly what Vrill seemed to be trying to do.  
 
    She spun once, so graceful it was almost like a dance, and then released. I saw the mirror ripple, though I couldn’t see what had caused it.  
 
    Vrill’s momentum carried her around a hundred and eighty degrees, so that she was facing us, a victorious smile creasing her statuesque face. I tried to shout a warning—because she hadn’t broken the mirror—but then her eyes widened and she was dragged backwards, her lips forming a meaningless sound.  
 
    And then she vanished into the mirror.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shouted, which was pointless and yet the most natural thing in the world to say in that moment. I ran to the mirror, Beat just behind me. My fingers crumpled against the hard surface as I tried to reach inside it.  
 
    I could not.  
 
    I could not save her.  
 
    I pressed my back to the mirror and slid down to the ground, blood trickling from my broken, clogged nose.  
 
    Vrill had saved me more than once, but I wasn’t there for her when she needed me the most. Neither of us were, caught up in our own struggles.  
 
    “We failed her,” I said.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Beat said, in her usual direct way. “Nothing is over. Not yet. We don’t know where that mirror leads. Where she might emerge. I don’t know Vrill as well as you do, but from what I’ve seen she’s as badass as they come. If anyone can survive whatever she’s facing now, it’s her. So don’t give up.” 
 
    Damn, I needed to hear those words so badly. I set my jaw and accepted Beat’s offered hand as she pulled me up.  
 
    “Let’s find the exit,” I said. “And then let’s find Vrill.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    DARK MAGIC 
 
      
 
    Now that our evil reflections were back in the mirrors, escaping the room was easy. The remaining mirrors lit our way as we crossed the space unmolested.  
 
    At the far side there was an arched doorway blocked by a final mirror. “You can do the honors,” I said to Beat, offering my hammer. She glanced at it but didn’t take it. Instead, she planted one foot and kicked out with the other one, jamming her heel high into the center of the mirror. It shattered in the center with cracks spiderwebbing out.  
 
    “Nice work,” I said, offering my own kick, this one going right through. The mirror caved in, tumbling down around my shoulders. I was already bleeding from a dozen places, so what were a few more minor injuries? If we ever escaped this fortress, I was planning on taking a very long bath in the primordial ooze.  
 
    We tiptoed through the shards of broken mirror, being careful not to sustain any serious damage to our calloused feet. 
 
    Once clear, we took in the next room, which was lit by a series of demontorches on each side. The new space was cavernous, its ceiling so high I couldn’t see it. Large stone pillars soared high above. There were steps, but they didn’t go up. Instead, they descended into the floor, curving away.  
 
    I didn’t particularly want to go down there. But Vrill needed us and I refused to abandon her after all she’d done for me.  
 
    Without a word, I led the way down the winding, torchlit staircase.  
 
    A sound echoed up from the deep, the familiar Thoom-Thoom, Thoom-Thoom of the drumbeat we hadn’t heard since we entered the fortress. The ground shook and vibrated with each beat, tiny rock chips and dust tumbling onto our heads.  
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Beat said, which was just badly funny enough to draw a smile to my lips, breaking the tension.  
 
    “Not into the heavy bass?” I asked.  
 
    “Not when the drums are made from stretched human skin and being beaten with femurs.” 
 
    Damn. She had a grim imagination. But she was probably right. “If we lose, you think they’ll make us into drums?” 
 
    “Why not? Just because they want to eat us doesn’t mean they’re not the type to recycle. We should get some Save the Monster Planet t-shirts made up.” 
 
    I was about to offer another pointless and highly ridiculous comment, when the staircase ended, spilling into another wide, tall room that smelled faintly of metal.  
 
    The orange-red glow of demonfire crackled up from a pit in the center of the room. Shadowy forms moved about it, hard at work.  
 
    Monsters. Dragging other monsters. Dead ones. Corpses. Some were small—the Maluk’ori—and others required several monsters pushing and pulling to shift their bulk. For example, one of the stone-handed bludgeons was being pulled across the terrain by a few many-mouthed Vostra, the chompers set into their arms and hands nibbling at the dead flesh as they worked. A massive troll attempted to help, but all the Vostra’s mouths hissed at it and the lumbering beast backed off, scratching its head.  
 
    The Vostra managed to manhandle the dead bludgeon to the pit and then shove it in. Ever-burning flames leapt up to receive the corpse, hissing and spitting sparks.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Beat whispered, and I noticed her gaze had drifted elsewhere, to the far side of the room, where a pocket of shadows seemed to hold back the firelight. Within the darkness of the pocket were six glowing red eyes.  
 
    I knew immediately. It was a sense of evil, of creatures that weren’t born of darkness but that had created the darkness, a presence so sinister that to look upon it was to stare into the face of your own mortality.  
 
    I could feel the hate wafting off them like a bad odor.  
 
    Those six eyes seemed to be staring right at us. Not good.  
 
    But where was Vrill? Had she even been brought here? Or was she trapped in some netherworld within the mirrors, another dimension that rarely intersected with our own?  
 
    Either way, I had to find out.  
 
    “This way,” I said, scampering around the edge of the room, hugging the wall where the shadows were thickest. 
 
    The sextuplet of red eyes followed us.  
 
    Fire shot into the air in a blaze of sparks when another large monster corpse was dumped into the center pit. The demonfire was changing, morphing, its flames transitioning from red to orange to blue to green to an eerie black-light purple. Instead of spewing smoke like normal fire, shadows poured from the pit. Darkness. The Black. It wafted toward the ceiling and then up through a chute, heading for the outside world, feeding the ever-lengthening nights.  
 
    We were in the presence of the dark magic, but how could we stop it? We could kill all the monster workers, but that would only pause the magic. More monsters would come. We couldn’t kill them all, could we? No, we either needed to disturb the dark spell or destroy the Morgoss. I wasn’t sure which task was more formidable.  
 
    “What now?” Beat asked when I stopped, eyeing the pit.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. The question was directed more to the universe than to Beat. I’d spotted something glowing across the room, near where the six eyes were watching us from.  
 
    Beat followed my gaze. “An artifact,” she breathed.  
 
    As soon as she said it, I knew she was right. This was the sort of thing the Seekers came here for—what Vrill had once lived for, until her friend had been killed on just such a mission. I knew Vrill’s armor was badass, but what other sorts of artifacts were there? Were they really worth all the effort and risk to obtain them?  
 
    Vrill didn’t think so, but maybe she was wrong. The Three seemed to want them pretty badly. That had to count for something.  
 
    “I’m going for it,” I said. “Cover me.” 
 
    Beat snorted. “I left my assault rifle in my other loincloth.” 
 
    “Just…kill some monsters, yeah?” 
 
    “Now that I understand. Be careful.” 
 
    “You too.” With that said, I took off running, still tight against the wall, tracked the entire way by the three sets of eyes, which presumably belonged to the Three’s archenemies.  
 
    Behind me, I heard the telltale sound of Beat’s spear being hammered against her shield. “Dinnertime boys!” she called. “Come and get it.” 
 
    In my peripheral vision I saw every single monster turn toward her, which made me want to turn around and go back to help her. I couldn’t lose another friend on this mission.  
 
    Then again, I needed an advantage or I might lose everyone and everything I had left on this desolate planet.  
 
    I refocused on that glowing object on the far side of the room, finally breaking away from the wall. The monsters were fully distracted—none gave chase. I heard growls behind me and then Beat’s war cry. If I was fast enough, I could get back before she had to face too many of the monsters on her own.  
 
    That’s when the three sets of eyes emerged from the shadows. 
 
    Except they weren’t three sets of two eyes each. It was one set of six eyes. 
 
    I was only facing one of the Morgoss, which should’ve been a relief. At the moment, however, all I could feel was a suffocating sense of dread as I stood before the six-eyed architect of the defeat of goddesses.  
 
    The creature peeled itself away from the wall. I couldn’t make out the shape of its body, its form amorphous, shifting, like spilled ink on a flat surface. It moved like smoke, roiling, twisting, painting the air.  
 
    Shit. How do you fight something without a concrete form or body? 
 
    I didn’t have much time to contemplate the question, because the Morgoss swooped toward me with a speed that defied its prior slow, methodical movements.  
 
    Swinging my hammer at smoke felt pointless, so I pretended I was on fire. 
 
    Yep, that’s right. I stopped, dropped and rolled.  
 
    I felt the coldest of cold sensation as the Morgoss whipped past, like an icy wind in a Chicago winter. I clambered back to my feet and spun around.  
 
    Holy holy holy… 
 
    The Morgoss was no longer smoke, having solidified into a bipedal creature of darkness that stood about four heads taller than me. Its legs were thick, knotted with muscle and bone and dark red veins, all of which were on the outside. The creature had no skin. Which meant I could see its organs and skeleton and even its heart, pulsing back and forth between bright red and shadowy darkness. With each beat, a puff of the Black shot up, following the demonfire’s emissions into the shaft in the ceiling.  
 
    The Morgoss had not only created the Black, they were the Black. The dark magic they’d created was only furthering it, taking the night to a whole new level.  
 
    Its face was haunting—its eyes empty black pits, its nose twin slits directly in the bone, its mouth devoid of teeth. Despite its lack of chompers, I sensed this creature could devour me with a single bite if I let it get too close.  
 
    I also realized something else: 
 
    It was vulnerable in this form.  
 
    When it was the amorphous smoke I couldn’t hurt it. But it couldn’t hurt me either, or it wouldn’t have transformed. Like this, it could hurt me—kill me—but maybe I could also kill it.  
 
    Something was happening around the area of its fist. Lightning roiling around a dark center, growing, elongating. Forming something. A weapon. A blade forged of shadows.  
 
    Oh fuck, I managed to think just as it swung the shadowblade. I ducked and simultaneously brought my hammer up to block the blow. Which, in hindsight, was a mistake.  
 
    The impact was like being punched by a hurricane itself, rocking me back and lifting me off my feet. I landed hard on my ass and skidded several feet. My hammer was torn from my grip and tossed somewhere behind me.  
 
    I didn’t have time to contemplate the throbbing in my hind parts or the location of my missing weapon, however, because the Morgoss was advancing with a speed that belied its ten-foot height and surly disposition.  
 
    I did my best impression of a crab as I scooted on all fours back and away, before colliding with a solid wall of rock. Black poured from the Morgoss’s mouth as it roared, sensing victory and stabbing its sword directly for my heart.  
 
    I dove to the side, scraping my elbows on the unforgiving floor. This time I managed to fight to my feet, glancing back to find the monster’s shadowblade stuck in the wall. It growled as it tried to drag the weapon back out. Which gave me enough time to search for my hammer. Which, of course, was on the opposite side of the Morgoss, which might as well have been on another planet.  
 
    Somewhere beyond the demonfire pit, I heard Beat’s war cry. Good. She’s still fighting. Still alive.  
 
    Still, she couldn’t last forever on her own. I needed to either end my fight with the Morgoss or die trying.  
 
    I whirled, searching for anything I might be able to use as a weapon.  
 
    The glowing artifact caught my attention. I’d forgotten about it in my haste to not die. It hovered in midair, spinning slowly. Is that a… 
 
    It was. A boomerang. It was like I’d taken a trip Down Under, except instead of kangaroos and koalas there were less-than-cuddly monsters. I didn’t know how to throw a boomerang, and such a small weapon didn’t seem like something that could fight off an enemy like the Morgoss, but I was out of options.  
 
    I ran for the artifact, chased by the sound of dozens of fist-sized stones being torn away from a rock wall, clattering across the floor. The Morgoss had pulled its sword free. Heavy footsteps pursued me just as I reached for the boomerang. 
 
    There was a bright flash of light as my fingers closed around the artifact and I spun, preparing to throw it with everything I had.  
 
    I stopped.  
 
    The Morgoss was gone.  
 
    Thud!  
 
    Ohcrapohcrapohcrap! I thought as I turned. The Morgoss must’ve done its smoke-flying thing before returning to physical form behind me, its sword already reforming.  
 
    It swung. This time I didn’t have the time or energy to dodge, so I whipped the boomerang overhead like a tomahawk.  
 
    It spun from my grasp with a mind of its own, whistling as it displaced the air.  
 
    The magical artifact connected with the shadowblade in midair with an explosion of dark and light, each object hurled back. Instinctively, I reached up to catch it, the impact stinging my fingers. The boomerang was warm to the touch, but still intact.  
 
    The Morgoss stared at me, darkness trickling from its lips.  
 
    I liked my new weapon.  
 
    I wound up and threw it again, sidearm this time.  
 
    The Morgoss’s body went all smoky and the boomerang cut right through it, twisting around the room in a long, slow sideways arc. And then right back into my hand, as if I knew what the hell I was doing.  
 
    Which, just for the record, I didn’t.  
 
    The smoke monster soared overhead before ploughing into the ceiling, which immediately began to shake. Damn. I didn’t like my foe’s new strategy, which seemed to be destroy-its-own-fortress-to-bury-me-alive.  
 
    An apple-sized hunk of rock clipped my shoulder, sending spikes of pain down my arm and almost causing me to drop the boomerang.  
 
    “Beat!” I shouted. “We gotta go!” 
 
    “You think?” she replied. “Kinda busy here!” 
 
    I watched her launch her spear into the troll’s eye, the lumbering creature releasing a roar of anger and pain as it yanked the spike out and tossed it aside. Beat ran to retrieve her weapon, and I dodged falling rocks to grab my hammer.  
 
    The entire room was shaking now, as if tectonic plates were moving past each other just below where we stood.  
 
    The troll was making matters worse, stomping about half-blind and smashing its fists into the walls and ceiling. I glanced at the demonfire, which continued to spit tendrils of Black. The flames were dying down now, no longer fed by monster corpses. If this room caved in, would it break the dark magic’s spell? Would it be enough to reverse the effects, shortening the Black periods back to their normal duration?  
 
    There wasn’t time to run any experiments or test any theories. If we stayed here, we’d be crushed. I could only hope that filling in the pit with rocks would mark the end of the magic’s power.  
 
    “Come on!” Beat said, dodging a kick from the troll and motioning for me to head for the only way out of the room: up the staircase. The other surviving monsters seemed to have the same idea, fighting with each other to escape the collapsing cavern. A bludgeon landed a stone punch on a Vostra, which hissed in response, snapping at its arm. The troll stumbled, its heavy feet tangling together. It fell, crashing into the wall near the exit.  
 
    Something cracked. The wall or the creature’s skull or both.  
 
    Definitely the wall, I thought, watching as the dark slash grew, running from base to ceiling, before branching out. The structural integrity of this place was swiftly devolving into cheesecloth.  
 
    I caught up to Beat, who grabbed my elbow and pulled me toward the exit.  
 
    “Look out!” I shouted, jerking back hard to stop her forward momentum. We collapsed in a heap as a massive chunk of ceiling was torn from its moorings by gravity. It landed with a thunderous crash, just missing Beat’s outstretched leg.  
 
    And blocking the exit.  
 
    We were trapped.  
 
    The remaining monsters seemed to realize the same thing, which sent them into a frenzy, snapping and clawing at each other as they tried to climb the walls. A few of the Maluk’ori managed to clamber up and across the ceiling, vanishing into the vertical shaft.  
 
    There was no way we would be able to fit into such a small opening, not unless some of Santa’s chimney-climbing ability was magically passed onto us.  
 
    Two of the monsters were locked in a grapple, spinning around and accidentally hurling themselves into the demonfire pit, which surged with flames once more, creating another cloud of Black.  
 
    It also gave me an idea.  
 
    “Change the status quo,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Beat said, covering her head with a forearm as several small stones glanced off her skin.  
 
    “The Morgoss’s dark magic,” I said. “It’s fed by monster corpses. We are not of this world. We can’t create the Black. Only creatures born of darkness can.” 
 
    “Get to the point, Ryder!” Beat said, dodging another stone. I dipped my head to avoid another. She was right. We were out of time.  
 
    “The pit,” I yelled above the roar of the shaking room. “It’s the only option. If we jump in it, we might screw with the dark magic and break the spell.” 
 
    “Have you gone mad? We’ll be burned alive!” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, grinning and holding up my glowing boomerang. “But I also got myself a magical artifact, so I’m feeling rather lucky. C’mon.” I stood, gripping both my hammer and boomerang in one hand, and hauled her to her feet, keeping one eye on the ceiling for any large chunks of rock that might knock me senseless and ruin any chance I had of going through with my insane plan.  
 
    My heart skipped several beats as we ran hand in hand for the pit. The flames had died down once more, giving off an eerie red glow. “Shit!” Beat shouted, pulling me sharply to the side just as a pumpkin-sized rock landed in the direct path I’d been on a moment earlier. I was losing count of the number of times we’d saved each other’s lives.  
 
    And then we were there, staring into the pit, which was slithering with snake-like flames. I couldn’t tell how deep the chasm was, or whether it had a bottom. All I knew was if we were going to die in this place, I wanted to die in a way that might stop the infernal lengthening of the Black night. If that improved the chances of people like Lace, Millania, Eve and the Three dying goddesses, it’s what I needed to do.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” I said. “If I don’t die, you can follow.” 
 
    “Screw that, Ryder. You wanna play hero? Well two can play that game. We go together or we don’t go at all.” 
 
    It was such a Beat thing to say that it made me grin. “Fuck it. On three.” 
 
    “One…” Beat said, her hand gripping mine harder.  
 
    “Two…” I said, sucking in a deep breath and closing my eyes. 
 
    As it turned out, we didn’t get to three, because the ceiling collapsed. All of it. We tumbled into the pit amidst falling rock, the heat of the flames all around us. Now I knew what it felt like to be a turkey on Thanksgiving.  
 
    Even if I ever made it back to Earth, I might never celebrate the holiday again.  
 
    To my surprise, we didn’t hit bottom after one second, nor two. Instead, the flames died away and we plummeted into darkness. My heart was in my lungs, my stomach full of air. Everything went quiet as we fell.  
 
    And fell. 
 
    And fell.  
 
    “Whatthefuckishappening?” Beat managed to get out. I couldn’t see her, but her voice was close, her hand still entwined with mine.  
 
    “No clue,” I breathed. “But we’re still alive, so that’s something, right?” 
 
    At least another minute of freefall ensued, displaced air rushing over our exposed skin.  
 
    We stopped falling. There was no impact. No collision. No breaking of bones. Just…silence.  
 
    “Holy…” Beat said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, breathing heavily, like I’d run a great distance.  
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    The darkness was unfathomably deep. “A hole?” I said, a bad attempt at a bad joke.  
 
    “Great. Let’s start climbing.” Gods, it was nice to have someone around who actually got my sense of humor.  
 
    That’s when I spotted a patch that was less dark, a smudge of gray against the blackness. No, I thought. Not a smudge. A rectangle. Tall and wide.  
 
    Like a door. “There,” I said, lifting Beat’s arm to indicate the direction I was referring to.  
 
    “A way out?” 
 
    “If we’re the luckiest couple of Warriors on Tor,” I said. We headed in the direction of the gray rectangle, which grew brighter the closer we got. Through the door, I saw a stone bridge. Beyond was the mountain we’d hiked around to reach the fortress of Annakor.  
 
    We stopped just before the exit, which was also the entrance we’d originally come through. Vrill had been wrong when she said we wouldn’t be leaving the same way we’d entered. I had no idea how we’d gotten here, but couldn’t help the sense of relief that filled me. 
 
    Just as quickly, it was replaced with a sense of dread.  
 
    “What about Vrill?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re no good to her if we’re dead,” Beat said, tugging at my arm. This time I let her pull me through the door, because she was right. If Vrill was still alive, there was still hope. But we needed to take care of ourselves first. 
 
    Still, I hated myself for leaving her behind, trapped somewhere in the dark, monster-infested fortress.  
 
    Once outside, we ran across the narrow, winding bridge. We ran through the canyons and along the trail that led past the front of the mountain before descending into the foothills. We ran across the cracked plains. We ran and ran, all the way into the silver sunrise.  
 
    We ran until we came within view of the familiar hills that were home to the Three, the goddesses we were sworn to protect.  
 
    We stopped cold. We could see the ward-shields. All of them, spread around the safe zone like the walls of a fortress. They were cracked from top to bottom, side to side. The equivalent of a white picket fence missing most of its planks, standing by sheer will alone.  
 
    One particular section was even worse off, where the monsters had exploded the glowing rock bomb. There was a gap in the shield, like a door blown off its hinges. Clawed footprints depressed the ground, leading through the gap and toward the hill.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Beat said.  
 
    The ward-shield had been breached.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SIX 
 
    PROTECTOR 
 
      
 
    My skin tingled as the ooze bath worked its magic.  
 
    The small cuts where my skin had been pierced by glass shards or jabbed by monster claws had already healed. The worse wounds, like where my shoulder had been gnawed to ribbons, were pretty much healed too, the new skin glossy, pulled tight across the areas where raw skin had been a few moments before. Even my nose felt straight and whole again. I sucked in a sweet breath of air through my nostrils.  
 
    Thank the goddesses for the ooze, I thought. Even if it is their spit. 
 
    Beat had left a while ago, her own healing bath finished. She said she wanted to check on Millania and Lace, both of whom were apparently back on their feet and resting in camp. While we were gone, they’d had the fight of their lives too…and they’d survived. They’d saved the Three every bit as much as we did, fighting off the monster horde that had breached the ward shield while we were trapped in Annakor.  
 
    I noticed someone watching me, though she’d arrived so quietly I hadn’t heard her soft footfalls. Eve. I wondered how long she’d been sitting there on a nearby rock, her dark dress riding high up her thighs. “I have to leave again,” she said when my eyes flicked toward her.  
 
    “I know,” I said. “Bring us more Warriors.” 
 
    “I will. We will train them your way. Together.” 
 
    I liked the way she said that. “Yes. All of us.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The others can help, but they will be your responsibility now.” 
 
    “What?” I said, frowning. What was she implying? 
 
    She stood and sauntered over, her lips parting slightly. One of her hands was hidden behind her back.  
 
    Gods, she was beautiful. “Kiss me,” she said, leaning over the bath.  
 
    Her request was so unexpected I couldn’t find the words. But I wanted to. Kiss her, that is. So I lifted my head and rose to meet her lips, breathing in her intoxicating scent.  
 
    With a flash, she grabbed my chin and brought her hidden hand over my face, squeezing one of those glowing white fruits, dribbling the bittersweet liquid onto my tongue. I gagged for a second as the liquid tried to breach my throat but then it ran down, warm and relaxing. Eve released me and I sank into the ooze, the sky spinning overhead. “Relax,” she said. “I’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    The last thing I saw was Eve unspooling the web-like material in her hands.  
 
    She was making a cocoon. For me.  
 
    Which meant only one thing:  
 
    Level up.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Protector. 
 
    Protector. 
 
    You have been chosen. 
 
    Arise. 
 
    Protector. 
 
    The words spiraled through my mind as if spoken from a dream world, whisper soft, the caress of a gentle wind in my ears.  
 
    Just before I opened my eyes I remembered resting in an ooze bath. I remembered my lips pushing toward Eve’s, like they’d done back in my apartment what felt like twenty lifetimes ago. I remembered my realization before I drifted away.  
 
    Level up.  
 
    “Protector. You have been chosen. Arise.” 
 
    This time the words were not in my head but spoken aloud by a familiar voice as sultry as a summer’s breeze. “Min?” I said, cracking my eyelids.  
 
    Everything was dim and blurry at first, but then I lifted my hand and wiped away the ooze film that covered me. Everything clarified.  
 
    Minertha was there, hovering over me, her rich, brown eyes full of something akin to amusement, her playful pink lips parted just enough to be utterly enticing.  
 
    “Min?” another familiar voice said. Persepheus. “I didn’t realize you were on such familiar terms with our Protector, sister.” 
 
    “Jealous?” Min said, winking at me but not looking away.  
 
    Protector. Can it really be true? Have I been chosen by the Three? 
 
    I bit my lip as I realized Lace wasn’t going to take it well. My concerns were washed away, however, when Min leaned down and planted a kiss on my cheek. Her lips brushed against my ear. “The ritual is almost complete,” she said, sending tendrils of pleasure down my spine. What ritual? The whole emerging from the cocoon thing? I wondered if I looked any different, like I did the last time I leveled up. Am I a giant now?  
 
    To my surprise, Min slid her lips down to my throat, painting it with hot kisses, her tongue trailing.  
 
    This was different than before, when the horny goddess was distraught and looking to use me as a distraction from her sorrow. This time I could sense it: 
 
    She wants me as badly as I want her.  
 
    But that wasn’t all.  
 
    Persepheus appeared behind her sister, her blue-green skin rippling as it changed colors. Her smooth, slender skin was perfection given form. “Our rituals are important,” she said.  
 
    “This is a tradition?” I asked, my throat tight.  
 
    “Do you not like it?” Persepheus said, stepping closer.  
 
    “No. I mean, yes,” I said, stumbling over my words as I tried to understand the right answer to the question. “What if the Protector was a woman?” I asked, a dozen random thoughts rattling around in my man-brain.  
 
    “We don’t discriminate,” Minertha purred, looking up and running a perfectly smooth stone hand down my chest.  
 
    “No, we don’t,” Persepheus agreed. And then she leaned forward and kissed me on the mouth, her tongue finding its way between my lips, teasing playfully at my own. I groaned, lifting my head to kiss her back, her lips warm and beautiful against mine.  
 
    I tried to comprehend what was happening, but everything in my mind was obliterated as Min’s lips moved lower, down my chest, playing with my nipples. Lower still… 
 
    Persepheus’s lips tugged at my bottom lip and then she moved higher, dragging one of my hands to her breasts, where I could feel her hard nipples.  
 
    I was undone.  
 
    I rose up to kiss her breasts while my hands roamed further south, trailing sparks along her skin. I half-expected to find her mermaid tail, but at the moment her form was entirely, deliciously human, her ass round and taut.  
 
    She ground against me as her sister kissed my abdomen.  
 
    If not for my twice leveled-up body, I wouldn’t have lasted long.  
 
    Instead, the stirring moved wonderfully slowly, each touch igniting a new nerve ending.  
 
    That wasn’t all.  
 
    There was one more surprise.  
 
    As I continued to breathe in the goddess that was Persepheus, she pulled back and away, leaving me gasping. “She comes,” she said, which might’ve been bedroom speak if not for the way she glanced backward. “Nice of you to join us, sister.” 
 
    “I’ve been gathering my strength for this moment,” a new voice said. If Min’s voice was sultry and raspy and Persepheus’s as sharp as a knife one moment and as smooth as silk the next, the newcomer’s tone was a gentle wind, airy and dramatic.  
 
    Min’s lips hadn’t stopped working on my skin, hungry now, devouring me, and it was all I could do to force my attention to the approach of the enigmatic third of the Three. Airiel. Goddess of the sky. Her hair was as blond as sunshine, draped to either side of her porcelain white face, her lips painted cherry red. Her eyes were the color of an Earth sky in summer, cerulean. She wore a shimmery white shift that was just see-through enough for me to see her round nipples in the center of each of her perfect breasts. Her legs went on forever.  
 
    And, oh goddesses, she had wings.  
 
    They rose above either shoulder, fairylike, the opposite halves of a gossamer heart.  
 
    The wings fluttered and she lifted slightly off the ground, moving overhead, until she was looking down upon me. “Our Protector,” she said. “My sisters told me what you’ve done for us. How you’ve sacrificed. Consider this an act of gratitude.” 
 
    Persepheus shifted position slightly to give her sister space to descend. Her wings continued to beat as her soft body pressed against mine. I didn’t know her like I knew the other two, but this was a temptation I had no hope of resisting, not when Min’s mouth had moved even further down, tracing circles on my thigh with her tongue.  
 
    Airiel kissed me, and it truly was like tasting the wind, gentle and warm and breathy.  
 
    One of my hands settled on the strap of her barely-there shift, teasing it away from her shoulder. It dropped away easily, her breasts emerging like twin peaks. My lips found them and for the next few minutes I alternated between Airiel and Persepheus, relishing the soft sounds of pleasure they made at my touch.  
 
    Min was tasting my erection now, her tongue hot and hungry, licking every inch.  
 
    I couldn’t believe I wasn’t spent yet. This new body…was awesome.  
 
    I didn’t want this to be all about me. I already knew the Three could enjoy pleasure the same way humans could—Min was evidence of that—so I made damn sure I took care of each of them. They rode me one at a time, their lithe bodies as different as the earth from the sea from the air. Each perfect in their own ways.  
 
    And when we were finished, we collapsed in a heap of skin and hair and beating hearts.  
 
    Except I was the only one with a beating heart, because theirs had been stolen, sucking the life from them day by day. 
 
    I was their Protector now. And I knew I would do everything in my power to protect them.  
 
    No, I thought. I will do more than that, more than the Protectors who came before me. I will save them. 
 
    I will save them or die trying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    GROWTH 
 
      
 
    Eighteen eyes watched the single, leathery egg as it pulsed in the dark. Each of the Morgoss was acutely aware that they had been lucky. The true purpose of the dark spell they’d conjured had not been discovered by the human Warrior and his comrades.  
 
    The spell that had extended the Black had been a ruse. Yes, turning this world to a never ending Black night was the ultimate goal, but the Morgoss were as patient as spiders, just like they’d been when they originally overthrew the Three and ripped out their hearts. Above the egg the hearts rested, beating slowly.  
 
    They couldn’t be destroyed—the Morgoss had tried—but enough time outside of the bodies of the goddesses would eventually stop them.  
 
    Hence, the egg. The spawn of darkness. The monster of monsters. When it hatched, everything would change. The cracked ward shields that had now been breached would finally fall completely, along with the pitiful band of Warriors.  
 
    The Morgoss were not so delusional as to believe it would be easy. No. They knew the human male would be the key. Take him down and the rest would fall like scattered stones.  
 
    Inside the egg, the black dragon grew rapidly, its claws and teeth beginning to form. Soon it would be ready to hatch.  
 
    All that was left was to find it a rider.  
 
    Luckily, one had stumbled right into their lair.  
 
    Her name was Vrill, and she was stubborn and headstrong. Even trapped in the dark world behind Annakor, the Morgoss’s original home, she refused to go quietly. No, she fought like a wildcat, her blade spinning as it hacked off the heads and limbs of the many monsters that sought to bind her.  
 
    She had been a thorn in their side for too long. 
 
    Now she will be our champion, the Morgoss said as one.  
 
    She would fall eventually.  
 
    First her body. Then her mind.  
 
    We’re coming. 
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    Greetings reader! Thank you for reading the debut novel of my Men’s Adventure Fiction penname, I hope you enjoyed it. My real name (and my primary author name) is David Estes, author of the #1 Amazon bestselling series, The Fatemarked Epic. So if you enjoy epic fantasy sagas with detailed worldbuilding, mythical creatures and races, and, yes, dragons, check it out today. You can get started for the price of a Starbucks coffee or for free via Kindle Unlimited. The entire series is available, so no waiting for sequels! Keep reading for a sneak peek.  
 
      
 
    GET FATEMARKED HERE 
 
      
 
    As for the sequel to Warrior…Protector is already out!  
 
      
 
    GET PROTECTOR HERE 
 
      
 
    Keep reading for a sneak peek. So if you enjoyed Sam Ryder’s journey from unemployed, geeky gamer to goddess-bedding, monster-slaying warrior, get ready for another action-packed adventure.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "The best new fantasy I've read in the last decade." - Book-Absorbed Reviews 
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    They are the fatemarked. Misunderstood. Worshipped. Hated. Murdered at birth. Their time to step into the light has come. 
 
    An ancient prophecy foretold their coming, the chosen few who will bring peace to a land embroiled in a century of mistrust and war. When kings start dying, that hope and belief swiftly turns to fear. Roan Loren is one of the fatemarked, but has hidden his mark of power his entire life, fearing the damage it might cause to those around him. 
 
    A great evil is coming. He can't hide anymore. 
 
    In the spirit of fantasy epics like Throne of Glass and The Lord of the Rings, enter a world of magic and dragons, kings and queens, and victory and defeat, during a time when honor and valor still meant something. Fatemarked is now a #1 Amazon bestseller in three categories.  
 
    Start your 4,000+ page epic adventure today. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 A sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, available NOW! 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    The Northern Kingdom, Silent Mountain (circa 518) 
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    The newborn babe awoke in an empty cave, lit by a swathe of green moonlight. The weather was cool, but dry, and a warm blanket swaddled his arms and legs. For a moment he did nothing but stare at the point of a stalactite overhead, which stared right back at him. He was hungry, but he did not cry. 
 
    Heavy footfalls echoed from an indeterminate distance.  
 
    The cave mouth was soon filled by a mountain of a man, near as wide as he was tall, which was saying something considering his eight-foot-tall stature. He’d been called many names in his life, and none of them out of kindness: troll, ogre, beast, monster. I am all of those things, he thought. 
 
    To his friends, who were few, he was known simply as Bear Blackboots, his birth name lost decades ago, squashed under his thunderous trod and what he had become after his mother had been murdered.  
 
    Bear stood over the child, and his long brown beard tickled the nose of the swaddled babe, but the infant didn’t smile nor fuss. 
 
    In one hand, Bear held a book, its brown leather cover worn, its pages yellow and brittle. In the other he held a torch, which he waved over the child’s hairless scalp. 
 
    In a blaze of light that sent the shadows running, a mark burst into being, like a single glowing ember in the midst of a dying fire. The mark was a perfect circle, pierced in eight points by four fiery arrows that split the symbol into eight equal portions, like silver scars from an octagonal mace. 
 
    The enormous man yanked the torch away from the babe with a gasp, and the mark vanished in an instant, leaving the child’s head pale and smooth once more.  
 
    So it’s true, Bear thought. After over a century of searching, his life extended well beyond that of most mortals, he’d finally found his true purpose, the one his mother had foretold the day before she died.  
 
    Because of you, child, the Four Kingdoms shall suffer, Bear thought. Unless I slit your throat now. 
 
    He raised a meaty hand, thick and strong enough to crush small boulders. The edge of a knife glinted. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, he dropped his hand with a sigh, letting the blade fall from his fingers. “What shall be, shall be,” he murmured, his voice grainy and rough from years of disuse. 
 
    Who am I to destroy one with such a destiny, and only an infant who will never know his mother’s breast? Mother? Are you proud of me? Of course, no one answered. She hadn’t answered him for many years.  
 
    From one of the many pockets inside his worn leather overcoat, he extracted a milk jug, capped by a drip cloth. “Eat,” he said. 
 
    The child ate, and for fourteen long years he thrived under the mountain man’s surprisingly gentle care. Bear only referred to the boy by one name as he grew: 
 
    Bane.  
 
      
 
    One 
 
    Fourteen years later (circa 532) 
 
    The Southern Empire, Calyp 
 
    Roan 
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    “Out of the way, cretin!” the horse master shouted as the royal train galloped past, charging for the trio of pyramids in the distance. 
 
    Roan barely managed to fall backwards without getting trampled, his lungs filling with fine dust kicked up under dozens of hooves. As he coughed, he used a hand to cover his mouth with the collar of his filthy shirt. The tattered cloth was brown (though at one time it had been white, its true color eternally lost under layers of Calypsian dust) and as stiff as a leather jerkin.  
 
    Royals, Roan thought, slumping against the side of the sandstone hut he’d crashed into when he fell. He’d been living on the streets of the City of the Rising Sun ever since he’d run away from his guardian, a large, gruff Dreadnoughter by the name of Markin Swansea, six years earlier. Three years ago, Markin had been murdered. As far as Roan knew, his guardian had gone to his grave still protecting his secrets, something he remembered every day of his life.  
 
    “Are you injured?” someone asked, drawing Roan’s attention away from the passing cavalcade.  
 
    “I’m no worse for wear,” Roan grunted, trying to see past the shadows of the stranger’s gray hood, which hid his face from the fiery Southron sun. It wasn’t unusual garb for a Calypsian, their long cloaks designed to protect against both sun and dust.  
 
    The hooded stranger extended a gloved hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, Roan took it, allowing the newcomer to pull him to his feet. “Thank you, …”  
 
    “No one. I am no one,” the stranger said, his voice of a timbre that reminded Roan of sand being gritted between teeth.  
 
    “Well, No One, thank you all the same. I’m Roan.” He was genuinely appreciative—in Calypso acts of goodwill were rare and far between. In a gesture that was automatic, if pointless, Roan shook as much of the loose dirt off his clothing as possible. Stubbornly, his shirt remained brown and filthy.  
 
    “You can see me?” the stranger asked. 
 
    Roan eyed him warily, wondering whether the odd man had been chewing shadeleaf, which was known to cloud the mind. “Yes,” he said. “I can see you.” 
 
    The royal procession continued to thunder past while Roan and the stranger watched it without expression. Throngs of dark-skinned Calypsians lined the streets. Though the plague—a strange flesh-eating disease transmitted by touch—had been running rampart through the city for years, the city dwellers obviously weren’t letting it affect their day to day lives. They wore colorful cloaks that stood out against the beige sandstone huts. Some cheered their leaders, but most remained silent. Perhaps they were weighed down by the heat.  
 
    Amongst the horses in the cavalcade were several guanik, long, reptilian creatures armored with black scales. As they impressively kept stride with the horses, their pink, snake-like tongues flicked between rows of dagger-like teeth. Their riders were the guanero, the royal guardians of Calypso.  
 
    While Roan watched the guanik and their hooded riders with narrowly disguised disgust, an authoritative voice suddenly shouted, “Halt!” Like appendages attached to a single creature, the line of horses and guanik reared to an abrupt stop, raising yet another cloud of dust. 
 
    When the fog cleared, Roan saw a broad-shouldered man wearing leather riding armor slide from his guanik’s scaly shoulders. His black hair was spiked in a dozen places, held up by some kind of shiny liquid.  
 
    Roan knew exactly who he was, and hated him for it.  
 
    The shiva, the master of order in Calyp. This man had the authority of House Sandes, the empire’s governing family. Roan had once watched him run down a woman in the street for some crime she’d never had the chance to defend herself from.  
 
    And now he was walking toward Roan and the hooded man standing beside him. 
 
    “Ho, beggar!” the shiva called. 
 
    Roan said nothing, but was dimly aware of the way the stranger beside him tensed up, shuffling back a step.  
 
    “You are a stranger to these parts, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “I have not once asked for anything,” Roan said. “Therefore I am no beggar. And just because I’m a stranger to you doesn’t make me a stranger to Calypso.” 
 
    Regardless of whether he was or was not a stranger, Roan didn’t understand why this man would waste a moment on him. The shiva scowled at Roan. He was garbed from head to toe with leather armor marked with the royal sigil, a silver dragon over a rising red sun. He eyed Roan and the stranger warily, his dark eyes darting between them. “I spoke not to you, but to your companion.” 
 
    Roan glanced at the hooded stranger. “He is not my companion. We’ve only just met.” And yet Roan found himself stepping in front of the man, blocking him. Defending him? 
 
    “Then move aside.” 
 
    Roan didn’t, and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he showed me kindness. Perhaps because he cared. 
 
    The shiva sneered at Roan. “What are you going to do, peasant?” 
 
    Nothing, Roan thought. Choke on dust. Burn up under the sun. Help no one but myself. Live the only life I was ever offered.  
 
    “Oh no. Not again,” the stranger murmured behind him. Confused, Roan looked at the man, who had thrown back his hood and was staring at his gloved hand in horror. The gray glove had a slight tear in it, on the heel of his palm, exposing a sliver of white flesh.  
 
    Roan was instantly drawn to the man’s face, which was much younger than his voice had suggested. His skin was the palest Roan had ever laid eyes on, as white as the eastern clouds or the northern snowfields, a physical trait that was extremely rare in Calyp. His flesh was also parchment thin, doing little to mask the bright blue veins running beneath the surface. But more than any of that, Roan noticed the man’s eyes, which were as red as sunrise.  
 
    And those red eyes were staring at Roan. “I’m sorry,” he said, stumbling backward, throwing his hood back over his head. He turned to run, tripping over his own feet before catching his balance and darting into an alley.  
 
    Odd, Roan thought. Then again, he’d met a lot of strange people growing up as an orphan in Calypso.  
 
    “Gods be with us,” the shiva said, jerking Roan’s attention back to the halted procession. The shiva was backing away, scrabbling at his leather breastplate, attempting to yank it over his mouth and nose.  
 
    Roan frowned. The rest of the royal guards were backing away, too, the fear obvious in their eyes. “The plague,” someone said. Then, louder: “He’s afflicted with the plague!”  
 
    A woman screamed, high-pitched and piercing. 
 
    Roan shook his head. What are they talking about?  
 
    That’s when he felt it. An itch on his cheek. He reached up to scratch his face and noticed something on his hand. A bump, red and puffy. He inhaled sharply, dropping his hand to rest beside the other. Before his very eyes, dozens of fiery bumps rose to the surface of his skin, seeming to jostle for position.  
 
    Roan fell to his knees, still staring at his diseased hands. Beyond him, he could see the shiva’s black boots standing in the dirt. 
 
    For some reason, he crawled forward, reaching for the boots, feeling the need to touch them. Maybe my hand will go right through them. Maybe this is a dream. In his heart, however, he knew it wasn’t.  
 
    The moment before his fingers brushed the shiva’s boots, a shadow closed in from the side, swinging a weapon of some kind, which thudded against his skull with a vicious crack.  
 
    He collapsed, his cheek pressed to the dust, a set of dark eyes materializing overhead. The shiva vanished from sight as he was pulled away by his guardsmen, who created a human wall around him.  
 
    Roan’s vision was obliterated as a thick sack was thrown over his eyes. 
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    When Roan awoke it was dark. The sun had long retreated beyond the horizon, and the night held an unnatural chill so foreign to Calypso that he instantly knew he was no longer in the city of his childhood.  
 
    But if not Calypso, then where?  
 
    Roan tried to think, but it was difficult when his head was pounding. He reached up to feel the side of his scalp, which was bulging and crusted with blood. His ear was badly damaged too, and he wondered if his hearing would be affected. Not that it mattered. 
 
    He touched his face to find his once-smooth skin covered in bumps on top of bumps, each filled with heat. He scrubbed at them with the heel of his hand, which was also bumpy and burning. He had the sudden urge to run. To where, he did not know. 
 
    As Roan fought weakness and fear to push to his knees, the wind howled over him, and he shivered.  
 
    The first strange thing Roan noticed: Even after the breath of wind dissipated, its mournful howling continued like an echo through the night.  
 
    The moan was filled with pain, and sadness, and hopelessness.  
 
    The nightmarish events rushed back through his mind, pounding away like the throbbing in his skull: the royal procession; the gray-hooded stranger; the unexpected words spoken between he and the shiva; the torn glove; the fear in the eyes of everyone who stared at him. 
 
    The plague.  
 
    He had the plague, and he knew exactly who had given it to him. 
 
    The stranger with the porcelain skin. Not again, the man had said.  
 
    Something clicked in Roan’s mind. The plague had been tormenting Calyp for half a decade. No one truly knew its origin, or whether it could be stopped. Some said it was conjured by the Phanecians, a silent weapon in the ongoing civil war that had ripped through the Southern Empire for twelve long years. Others, however, whispered of the Beggar, whose simple touch supposedly transmitted the disease. The most superstitious believed him to be a wraithlike demon, while others said he was simply a man borne with evil inside of him.  
 
    Now, after seeing the sadness in the stranger’s eyes, Roan knew the truth: The Beggar was a young man, like him, cursed with something he never asked for. Despite what the stranger had done to him, Roan felt sorry for him.  
 
    Something scuffled nearby, and then a heavy force bashed into his side, knocking him off balance. A woman’s hot breath splashed against his face. A foul odor filled his nostrils.  
 
    “Help me!” the woman cried, her plea punctuated by the howls of her companions, who suddenly surrounded Roan. They appeared to be Calypsians, all of them, their skin as dark as night. One of them held a torch, waving it around like a sword, illuminating grotesque faces that Roan knew would haunt him for the rest of his life.  
 
    Their eyes were bulging from their skulls, their tongues lolling from their lips, their mottled skin dripping from their bones.  
 
    Even as he thought the word monsters, he knew it was not true. For they were merely human victims, like him, transformed by the fast-moving disease.  
 
    Gnarled hands reached for Roan, as if to embrace him, but he swatted them away, feeling a burst of energy rush through his blood as something he’d kept hidden for a long time flared from his chest, right over his heart. For there he bore what the southerners referred to as a tattooya—a mark of power. In the west they referred to the very same as sinmarks, while in both the east and north they simply called them skinmarks. One of the southern princesses, Fire Sandes, even had one—the firemark. But he’d heard of a half-dozen others, too, spread throughout the Four Kingdoms.  
 
    He was one of them.  
 
    But perhaps not for long. 
 
    The heat spread from his chest to his face to his torso, flowing outward to his limbs like a ripple in a pond.  
 
    This time the heat wasn’t from the plague. This time it was his own curse, the curse that led to his life as an orphan in a foreign land. For once, his curse felt almost like a blessing.  
 
    His body healed as he ran, dodging arms and legs and bodies, each more horrifying than the one before. Bodies littered the ground, most unmoving, and Roan tripped on one, his ankle turning sharply. He cried out, but his yell was cut short when he came face to face with a living skull, its teeth rattling as its jaws opened and closed. What was left of the victim moved slowly, reaching for him.  
 
    Roan slashed his elbow across the skeleton’s skull, knocking it away.  
 
    Should be dead, should be dead, should be dead, he thought, shocked by how long the plague kept its victims alive before eventually turning them to dust. It was unnatural. Then again, so am I, he reminded himself as heat rushed to his ankle, healing his stretched tendons.  
 
    He was on his feet again a moment later, winding a ragged path through the corpses, sighing in relief as the wails and moans faded into the distance.  
 
    What now? Roan wondered, even as he realized exactly where he was. They called it Dragon’s Breath, an island off the coast of Citadel, the northernmost city in Calyp. The island, located in the glassy waters of Dragon Bay, was once home to a vicious tribe of cannibals, but the Calypsians had decimated them and rebuilt the land to quarantine all plague victims until the disease finished them off.  
 
    According to city gossip, the island was surrounded by an immense wall. Victims were dropped over the sides. They should die from such a fall, but the plague wouldn’t let them. The plague held no mercy, only pain and torture to the very end. Roan must’ve been dropped, too, stumbling feverishly across the terrain to where he ended up. If not for the power of his own tattooya, he’d probably already be too far gone.  
 
    Roan wheeled about in a circle—a dark shape surrounded him, rising up toward the red, green, and gold stars. The wall is real, Roan thought. Which might mean the other obstacle was real, too, but he chose not to think too hard about that. Not yet. The wall was first, then whatever came next.  
 
    Although he could sense the plague all around him, hanging thickly in the fetid air, Roan did not have the plague. Not anymore. He’d used his curse to take care of that little problem.  
 
    Unfortunately, healing himself had left him feeling drained and ashamed. All of these people were in need of what he could offer, and he selfishly chose to help himself. But there were too many to help. Even if he wanted to, he would collapse from exhaustion before he could heal them all. And then he would die. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to focus. His legs felt like lead, but he forced them forward, toward a part of the ground that seemed less littered with bodies.  
 
    Dark shapes stumbled across the open terrain, the living dead wandering without purpose.  
 
    What felt like hours later, Roan reached the wall, which appeared to stretch all the way to the heavens. All along the base of the wall were bodies in various stages of decay. They formed a pyramid, not unlike the enormous pyramids of Calypso, except constructed of flesh and bone rather than stone and mortar. At its apex, the ramp reached nearly halfway to the wall’s summit.  
 
    Despite its morbid nature, the human pyramid strategy was an interesting one. Plague victims continued to flock toward the wall, climbing the bodies, eventually succumbing to the disease at the top, becoming new building blocks for future victims to climb. For those afflicted with the plague, climbing the wall would be next to impossible, but perhaps for Roan, who still had his strength… 
 
    Roan started his ascent, using his hands to steady himself on the unbalanced terrain. His power flared up each time the plague attempted to infiltrate his body, holding the disease at bay. Other climbers noticed his progress, and tried to grab him, their mouths opening to reveal toothless maws. He knocked their disease-weakened arms away and fought onward.  
 
    When Roan reached the top of the human pyramid, he was exhausted, his knees trembling, his back sore. Even his bones felt weary, the constant use of his power sapping them of all strength.  
 
    Three plague victims were trying to grasp the stone, but their dark skin was slippery with sweat from the fever burning through their bodies. Hearing Roan’s approach, they turned, their lips contorted with pain. “Help me,” one said, his teeth chattering. “Please,” said another. “Please.” The third one only reached blindly for Roan; her eyes were milky and unseeing.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Roan said, trying to dodge around them. 
 
    The largest one, a man who might’ve once been as tall as Roan before the plague hunched his back and bent his legs, moved far quicker than Roan thought possible. Like him, he might’ve been a new arrival, not yet fully broken. He grabbed Roan around the neck and slammed him against the wall, his breaths coming hot and quick. Spit flew from his mouth as he demanded, “Give me a boost, boy!” 
 
    Roan could feel the plague trying to squirm inside him, the force of his tattooya fighting back valiantly. His vision began to blur from the effort. He had the sudden desire to stop fighting, to give in to the disease, to embrace the darkness and relief it would eventually bring.  
 
    His legs wobbled. His heart stuttered. His breath clawed in and out of his throat with ragged gasps.  
 
    And then he remembered his mother. Not her, exactly, for he couldn’t remember anything about her. Only what his guardian had told him about her, how strong and good she was. How she’d sacrificed everything so he could live. 
 
    Could he really throw away her sacrifice so easily? 
 
    He couldn’t and he wouldn’t. “I will help you,” he choked out, feeling the sting of the lie in his throat, even as the man released his grip.  
 
    The second he was free, he used the wall for leverage and kicked out, knocking the man down the human hill. He smashed into the blind woman, sending her flying as well. The third victim tripped of his own accord, screaming in pain. 
 
    Roan’s stomach hurt from what he had done, but he forced himself to turn back toward the wall.  
 
    He had two choices, die or climb, and that was no choice for a man like Roan.  
 
    Mustering what strength he had left, he raised his arms and began to climb.  
 
    Thankfully, the wall was hastily constructed and eroded by steady ocean winds, and he had no difficulty finding hand and footholds. Still, with his last reserves nearly depleted, the biting wind threatened to tear him from the wall with each inch he gained. Every time he stared up, the apex seemed farther and farther away, an unreachable goal. 
 
    He refused to look down at all the poor souls he had abandoned.  
 
    He began to growl with each step up, his feet aching, his hands cracked and bleeding from gripping the rough stone. He was no longer capable of healing himself.  
 
    But then, like a rocky coastline disappearing into the sea, the wall ended. He sprawled on the broad windswept surface, unable to hold back a sudden burst of laughter. His chest rose and fell. His hands dripped blood. His muscles spasmed and cramped.  
 
    And, despite the gnawing hunger he suddenly felt in the pit of his stomach, Roan drifted off into a deep sleep.  
 
    Beneath him, just outside the island’s walls, the slumbering dragon’s chains rattled as it began to stir. 
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 A sneak peek at PROTECTOR, the sequel to Warrior, available NOW! 
 
      
 
    ONE 
 
    PROTECTOR 
 
      
 
    “Protector, huh?” Beat said. “You look like a mafia leg-breaker working for someone named Uncle Guido.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue. After receiving my…reward…for leveling up from the Three goddesses, I had the opportunity to take a long look at myself in the clear pool down in the gully while Persepheus, Minertha and Airiel slept.  
 
    I was a behemoth. Before, when I’d leveled up to Warrior, I’d thought I was Hulk-huge. If so, now I was Hulk-on-steroids huge. Wearing only a comedically inadequate loincloth, my legs were like marble columns, my arms like cannon shafts, my fists like Christmas honey-baked hams. My chest was a cast-iron pot, except without the tinny echo when you tapped it. And my skin… 
 
    Hard. Like stone. It was partly because of the layers of corded muscle beneath, but also because of the effects of the primordial ooze as I marinated within a cocoon for the second time. Previously, I’d been informed by our Finder, Eve, that the ooze was goddess spittle, which should have been disgusting. It wasn’t. Nothing about the three beautiful, dying goddesses was disgusting. I’d learned that firsthand.  
 
    “Did leveling up make you deaf and mute, too?” Beat asked.  
 
    I hadn’t answered her initial question, my mind on one of those carnival rides that spins around and around until you want to puke up all the hot dogs and cotton candy you ate just before you got on. “You’re not that lucky,” I said, plastering a smirk across my broad face.  
 
    I realized other eyes were on me too. Millania, the tall, lanky sea-dweller from a planet appropriately called Oceania. She was the quiet type, but a formidable Warrior in her own right. Though she was out of water, the gills on the sides of her green neck flared from time to time. Her gaze was curious, her head cocked to the side slightly. She nodded and I nodded back, and then she turned away. It was the only gesture necessary to confirm she was with me one-hundred percent.  
 
    Lace, on the other hand, stared daggers at me. The sexy cat-woman’s lips were parted just enough to make out each of her fangs. Her lithe body was as taut as a bowstring, her retractable claws shimmering in the bronze light. The first of the two suns hovered high in the sky, which meant we still had hours until the next night, or the Black as it was known on the planet of Tor.  
 
    Lace, unlike Millania, did not turn away. She stalked right up to me.  
 
    “Uh oh,” Beat said, which wasn’t particularly helpful.  
 
    I said nothing, allowing Lace the opportunity to get whatever she needed to off her chest. She stopped a few feet away, her eyes roaming from my feet to my head and back down again, as if sizing me up. As usual, she wore her small bikini-like coverings that had been the only clothes afforded to her when she was brought here. We’d had a fling once, which had been way better than her eating me, so I knew her skin was covered in a thin layer of fur you couldn’t see with the naked eye. Her hourglass curves weren’t quite to the perfection of the Three, but not far off either. Had we been back on Earth, she would’ve been the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. Her tail switched from side to side, reminding me this was no human, even if she had many of the same parts.  
 
    “You?” she said, her lips curling in disgust.  
 
    “Lace, I’m sorry.” It was all I could think of to say. I knew she’d wanted—expected—to be named the next Protector.  
 
    “Sorry? You and…” She redirected her dagger-filled glare at Beat. “…her, take off in the middle of the Black, leaving the rest of us to face the monsters on our own, and they make you Protector?” 
 
    I didn’t think correcting her would help, but technically we hadn’t left during the Black, though two Blacks had passed while we faced the horrors of the demon stronghold known as Annakor, which translated loosely to: the death of sky, earth and sea. In other words, the end of the Three goddesses’ reign.  
 
    “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Beat said, but I raised a hand to stop her. Though I appreciated the way she always tried to defend me—a true friend—nothing she said would help calm Lace right now. She was pissed off and needed an outlet. As the new leader of the Warriors, I was willing to take everything she had to give and more. Eventually, I would need her to fight.  
 
    “No?” Lace said. “Explain it to me. Explain what could possibly be more important than defending the ward shields? In case you didn’t notice, they were breached while you were gone. The first time in over a century. Millania and I…” She shook her head, and I could see the pain of the memory reflected in her eyes. “We should be dead.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked.  
 
    Her lips pursed together. Because leveling up hadn’t removed my man-brain and replaced it with something more useful, I couldn’t help but remember how good she’d tasted. I felt movement beneath my loincloth. Though I’d been with the Three only a few hours before, it seemed leveling up had also increased my libido. A lot. 
 
    Any thoughts of sex, however, were banished when she said, “There were six types of monsters.”  
 
    Oh man. I immediately understood the ramifications. This monster-filled planet was a dangerous place, but what had always given it balance were the rules, which had been stable for many long years before I arrived. For example, the monsters generally attacked in packs formed by type. The demon horde, the Maluk’ori, always fought together, while hellhounds, winged gargats and the other types of monsters stayed together and out of each other’s ways. Trolls were loners, partly because there were fewer of them, and partly because they didn’t play well with the other monsters—like babies that grabbed a toy and said, “Mine! Mine! Mine!” unwilling to share with the other babies.  
 
    However, since my arrival the rules had started changing, and not for the better. Once I’d been involved in a skirmish just outside the ward wall where demons fought alongside hellhounds. There’d even been a troll. None of them attacked each other. Battling three different types of monsters at once had been scary enough—six would’ve been hell.  
 
    “We were nearly overrun,” Lace continued when I didn’t respond. “Eve showed up with Souza just before Millania and I would’ve been killed. The panther’s presence changed everything and the monsters started fighting each other again. Too bad the damage was already done.” 
 
    I understood how Eve’s massive panther could’ve freaked out the monsters and made them revert to their old ways. She was a formidable steed.  
 
    Still, we’d been lucky. If Eve hadn’t arrived when she did, Beat and I might’ve returned to camp to find everyone dead and the goddesses held hostage or worse.  
 
    “And yet they made you Protector,” Lace pointed out again. “Why might that be, considering I’ve been here ten times as many Blacks as you? Might it have something to do with the giant penis you’re hiding under that cloth?” 
 
    Beat snorted. “I don’t know about giant…it’s all relative…” 
 
    “Lace, I know you’re angry,” I said. “I get it. I don’t know exactly why they made me Protector either. Even Eve admitted you’re the best Warrior we’ve got. But it’s what the Three decided and we all have to live with it. All I can say is that I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, her body tensing even more. For a second I thought she might attack me. But then the fight left her. She spun on her heel and walked away, her tail snapping once across my face, stinging my nose.  
 
    “Nice talk!” Beat called after her.  
 
    I watched her go, hoping I hadn’t just ruined things with someone I very much needed on my side. When a general only had three soldiers, losing one would be disastrous, especially one as capable as Lace. Then again, I was hoping to get more soldiers as soon as possible. Eve was out on a Finding mission, but probably wouldn’t return with a new lot of Level 1 Outcasts for at least a Black or two. Which meant I needed to rally the troops, so to speak. We needed to survive until reinforcements arrived, and we needed to do so with a badly damaged ward shield that now had a big-ass hole in it, as if we were inviting every monster on Tor to come on in. I was tempted to place a Welcome Monsters doormat just outside the breach. 
 
    “Want me to go talk to her?” Beat asked.  
 
    “No,” I said, much too quickly. The thought of Beat trying to talk Lace off a cliff made me want to skin myself alive. I could see it ending in the brawl to end all brawls. Both women would need to soak in an ooze bath for a week afterward to heal their injuries. Assuming either of them were still alive. 
 
    “Joking,” Beat said, smirking. “Give her space. She’ll come around.” 
 
    I hoped she was right. “What now?” 
 
    The question was meant more for myself but Beat answered anyway. “You tell me, fearless leader.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “What do we do about Vrill? Should we go after her?” 
 
    I cringed. The stark reminder that we’d abandoned the first friend I’d made on this world, the very woman who’d saved me that first day in the Circle, sent a pang through my chest. I remembered the lost look on her face when her evil doppelgänger had dragged her through the magical mirror and locked her inside.  
 
    Vrill, are you still alive? I wondered. More than anything, I wanted to run all the way back to the shadowy mountains and search for her. If Lace had been named Protector, I might’ve done just that. But the Three had not chosen Lace—they’d chosen me, Sam Ryder. They’d put their faith in me, and now I had responsibilities for the three surviving Warriors, as well as protecting the damaged ward shields.  
 
    “No,” I said, the single word seeming to tear pieces of me off as it emerged from my throat. “We can’t go.” 
 
    “Then what’s the plan? We can’t just leave her there.” 
 
    “I…” I honestly didn’t have a clue. I should’ve been tired, but I wasn’t. Possibly another effect of the cocoon ooze bath that lifted me from Level 2 to 3. Before Protector Kloop died, my only responsibility was to fight, eat and sleep. Rinse and repeat, Black after Black. When he died, everything happened so fast. I wasn’t trying to be a leader—it just sort of happened. I did what I thought I had to do to help the Three and protect the other Warriors.  
 
    Which led me to what I knew I had to do now.  
 
    Which made me groan.  
 
    “What?” Beat said.  
 
    “First, I’ve got to talk to Lace.” 
 
    Beat’s eyebrows rose to her scalp. She was still mostly bald—the result of the ooze bath that initially leveled her up to Warrior—but a thin cap of hair had begun to sprout. It was odd how the ooze bath affected different people differently. That fact was on a long list of Shit I Wanted to Understand. “You’re a glutton for punishment, you know that?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Wait,” Beat said, stopping me with a hand on my shoulder when I started to walk toward the hut Lace had disappeared into. I turned toward her, frowning, waiting for her to impart some wisdom or advice. Instead, she grinned and said, “Want me to smother you in teriyaki sauce before Lace eats you?” 
 
    Hah-larious. “Yes, please,” I said. And then I headed for a dinner where I would be the main course. Just another day in the office on Tor, I thought.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Get. Out,” Lace said when I entered the hut. Her cat-like ears were tilted in my direction, though her eyes remained closed. She was sprawled out on one of the thin pads we slept on, her tail curled around her lithe form.  
 
    I was off to a good start.  
 
    “Hate me if you want,” I said, “but I didn’t abandon you and Millania.” 
 
    Her yellow eyes flashed open and I barely managed not to flinch. The size of her pupils fluctuated from wide to narrow and back again. Like a scope trying to lock in on a target. They stopped. Target acquired. “Explain,” she said, her voice a low growl. I had a feeling the quality of my answer would determine my fate. 
 
    All I had was honesty. “I trusted you. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t—couldn’t—have left. I trusted you, Beat and Millania to handle whatever was coming. I didn’t expect Beat to come with me, but I couldn’t deny her. Plus, I needed her help. I wouldn’t have been successful without her. And we were successful. We destroyed the pit of dark magic. The Blacks won’t get any longer.” I swallowed as I remembered how we’d lost one of our own—Vrill—when she’d been dragged into that magical mirror by a darker, evil version of herself. I locked away the thought for now. “But I knew you would survive. I knew you would protect the Three, on your own if you needed to. You think Eve and Souza saved you?” I shook my head. “I reject that. Even if they hadn’t shown up, even if Millania hadn’t been around, you would’ve survived. You would’ve won.” 
 
    When my speech was finished, Lace’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t realize leveling up would give you a silver tongue, Protector. But I’m not some naïve fool. Without Millania, Eve and Souza, I’d be dead. Now leave, I need to rest. The Black will be here before we know it.” 
 
    “So you’ll fight?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll fight, dumbass. Just because I’m pissed off at you and the Three doesn’t mean I’ll abandon my post.” 
 
    That was good enough for me. I glanced at her one final time as she rolled over and went back to sleep.  
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
    MONSTER PARTY 
 
      
 
    The worst thing about the Black was that you couldn’t postpone or cancel it. It was like the job that you hated but could never call in sick to, or take a vacation from, or even get a weekend off.  
 
    Oh yeah, and let’s not forget about all the things that go bump in the night trying to eat you. That sucked too.  
 
    As usual, the last rays of the dying Bronze fell swiftly, shadows descending like sword strokes. We lit our demontorches, which were basically metal clubs painted with highly flammable and ever-burning demon’s blood. Handy in a pinch when you needed light.  
 
    If not for the torches, we literally wouldn’t be able to see our hands in front of our faces. Even with the torchlight, the darkness seemed to press against us, the unnatural flames providing only a small halo of visibility.  
 
    Lace hadn’t said a word to me after she woke up, grabbing her bow and quiver of arrows as she’d shouldered past me. She walked silently ahead of us now, her movements as smooth as melted butter with all the grace of a cat on the prowl.  
 
    Millania, as usual, walked slightly apart from the rest of us, her three-pronged trident cupped in one hand and resting on her shoulder like a Civil War soldier’s rifle and bayonet. Next to Beat’s ripped frame, the ocean dweller was reed-thin. I wondered what she’d looked like before she’d been leveled up.  
 
    Beat walked beside me, her shield and spear clanking slightly as they brushed against each other every few steps or so. We’d marched into the Black together more than a dozen times now, but her presence was always a comfort. Especially after what we’d survived in Annakor.  
 
    As we approached the edge of the ward shield, I felt my mouth go dry. Not from fear, but because of what I saw. Cracks in the air, a visual representation of the damage sustained to the wards that had helped protect this place for many decades. Worse than any of that, however, was the gaping hole, a ragged entrance cut through the shield. When I’d first arrived on this planet, I couldn’t even see the wards. They were completely invisible. Now, in the daylight, they were visible all the way around, full of cracks that seemed more numerous by the day, like a damaged windshield slowly shattering.  
 
    None of us said anything as we passed through the wards, the familiar suck-pop! pulling at our bodies as we emerged on the other side. We didn’t need to say anything. As we’d been trained by Protector Kloop before he’d died, we lit more torches, setting them on the rough ground in a wide circle to give us as much lead time as possible if attacked. Then we positioned ourselves in the center of the lit space, like an island in the midst of a tempestuous ocean infested with sharks.  
 
    “Shall I ring the dinner bell or do you want to?” Beat asked.  
 
    “Be my guest,” I said. Under Kloop’s leadership, we would generally wait in unnerving silence until the monsters inevitably came. But I wasn’t Kloop, and why delay the inevitable? 
 
    Beat lifted her spear high in the air, letting it hover for a moment, the tip catching the red-orange light from the demontorches, reflecting tongues of flame. And then she brought it down with a clang! She repeated the motion several times: Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    “Idiots,” Lace hissed.  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. But then again, sometimes being idiotic when faced with monsters was the only thing that prevented my nerves from uncoiling like a dropped spool of yarn. Still, I gripped my hammer’s shaft harder, feeling adrenaline begin to course through my veins.  
 
    A sound arose from somewhere in the distance. Like a gruff cough. It was answered from the other direction. Then from another direction still.  
 
    “Fucking bludgeons,” Beat said. “I hate bludgeons.” 
 
    It was Beat’s standard comment when facing any monsters. She hated them all. Then again, so did I.  
 
    “Better than the six types of monsters Mill and I faced last night,” Lace growled, a not-so-subtle reminder that Beat and I hadn’t been around to help during a crucial moment.  
 
    “There were at least that many at the black-magic pit,” Beat fired back. “And one of the Morgoss. So maybe you should shut the fu—” 
 
    “Not the time,” I said, cutting my friend off. “We’ve all faced dangers. Our only hope is to stand together now. Hold your positions. Survive two Blacks and then we’ll have reinforcements.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Lace muttered, but the four of us reasserted our positions, back to back to back to back, a tight knot in the center of the lighted space. 
 
    Heavy footfalls approached, the stomp stomp stomp of creatures who didn’t know the meaning of the words sneak or tiptoe.  
 
    That was the good and the bad thing about bludgeons: they came at you fast, with no surprises. It was scary as hell, but at least they were predictable. 
 
    The first one burst from the darkness at a gallop, hunched over with its flat, hard head trained forward like a battering ram. It was heading right for Millania, the one least equipped to take on this particular monster in a one-on-one showdown. 
 
    For a split-second, I almost expected to hear Protector Kloop’s familiar musical voice call out a command. My hesitation almost cost at least one life.  
 
    But this was my show now, and I needed to prove to Lace—or maybe to myself—that I was the right choice for Protector. Or at least a good choice. “Gap the circle!” I shouted, taking one large step forward. 
 
    The others acted just as quickly, separating from each other. The out of control bludgeon plowed forward with reckless abandon, passing through our midst without stopping. Millania, who was the closest to the monster, was not idle. After obeying my command, she stepped into a lunge, planting her feet and jabbing her trident between the bludgeon’s feet as it passed.  
 
    Like a stick shoved into the spokes of a bike tire, the weapon caught, almost getting yanked from her hands as the stone beast fell. Beat stabbed at its hard flesh as it tumbled to the ground, but penetrating a bludgeon’s hide was almost impossible.  
 
    There were two ways to kill it: through the eyes or through the mouth.  
 
    Lace, who had stepped out of the path of the falling bludgeon, calmly fitted an arrow to her bowstring, took aim, and fired. Her magical arrow split into three, although she didn’t need the assistance this time. One arrow flew into the monster’s gaping mouth, while the other two each penetrated one of its eyes.  
 
    Overkill.  
 
    “Get clear!” she shouted, though it was an unnecessary warning. We’d all seen what happened next when Lace shot her arrows.  
 
    Millania was forced to drop her weapon, which was still tangled in the bludgeon’s legs, as she scrambled away. Beat barged into me as we both dove for the ground, covering us with her massive shield. I didn’t see what happened to Lace, but she was the most agile of all of us, and was likely well out of range of the— 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    All three arrows exploded while still embedded in the stone monster’s head. For a few seconds after the blast there was an eerie silence, but then the rock shrapnel began to rain down on us. Tink tink tink! Beat’s shield deflected most of the projectiles, but wasn’t large enough to prevent several heavy, rough-edged stones from slamming against my legs.  
 
    There wasn’t time to nurse our injuries, however, because the other three bludgeons arrived. “C’mon,” Beat said, shoving to her feet. One of the bludgeons was already upon us, swinging a huge fist made of stone. Beat ducked the attempted haymaker and slammed the butt of her shield into its gut, the clang resounding through the Black like a struck gong. If the bludgeon felt the blow at all, it didn’t show it, merely dropping to all fours and charging headfirst into her midsection, rocking her backwards. 
 
    I was in the direct path and only managed to avoid getting trampled by rolling to the side. 
 
    I came out of the roll with my head up, taking stock of the situation. Shit. We were in trouble. Though bludgeons were extremely dumb, the equivalent of a sample of Middle Earth orcs with the lowest IQs possible, they were also unbelievably powerful. Unfortunately, we were short on power in our squad right now. Beat and I might be able to go toe to toe with the heavyweight monsters, but Lace and Millania were less effective in this particular situation.  
 
    I watched as Millania shoved her trident into one of the bludgeons, aiming for its eyes but catching the side of its face. Two of the three prongs bent to the side. Her eyes widened and she barely had time to duck as the monster swiped at her. Even still, she was too slow, the punch catching her on the shoulder. She flew…literally…her feet leaving the ground as the force of the impact picked her up and tossed her aside like she was made of air. She landed hard, groaning, clutching her shattered shoulder.  
 
    Lace was in an equally dire situation. Though she was extraordinarily quick, when she’d dodged the exploding bludgeon she’d gotten too close to the edge of the Black and another bludgeon had emerged from the gloom just behind her. She’d been knocked over, losing her bow in the process. 
 
    This was the bludgeons’ strategy. Get their opponents on the ground and then squash them like a Mediterranean winemaker stomping grapes in a barrel. What they lacked in brains they more than made up for in brawn.  
 
    Two of my three remaining Warriors were about to be flattened. And Beat had her hands full with the third bludgeon, which meant I had an impossible choice to make and less than a second to make it.  
 
    It turned out the impossible decision was the easiest choice of my life. 
 
    I fought to my feet and bolted directly into the path of one of the rampaging bludgeons, turning sharply, squaring my shoulders with my feet set the same distance apart, my massive hammer gripped in two hands.  
 
    I waited for the pitch and swung. The bad thing about bludgeons was how freaking huge they were. In this case, however, it was a good thing. I couldn’t possibly miss its head, which was the size of a Costco watermelon.  
 
    I didn’t miss.  
 
    There were only two ways to kill a bludgeon: through the eyes or the mouth. 
 
    But I was Level 3 now, my strength sufficient to win any number of Olympic weightlifting competitions back on Earth. I created a third way to kill a bludgeon, turning their own name back on them.  
 
    My hammer shattered the monster’s face, twisting it around as it crumbled under the weight of the impact, which rattled my bones and sent shockwaves up my arm.  
 
    I heard the clatter of stones as the dead bludgeon fell, but didn’t see its demise because I was already turning in the direction of where Lace had been about to be trampled, hoping against hope that my calculated choice had been the right one.  
 
    The jury was still out.  
 
    The good thing was that Lace wasn’t dead. She’d managed to squirm far enough out of the danger zone to avoid having her chest or head caved in. The bad news was that the bludgeon had stomped on one of her arms, pinning it to the ground. Now it was trying to use its other leg to squash the rest of her as she dodged each time it slammed its huge stone foot into the unforgiving terrain.  
 
    At the same time, she reached over her shoulder and grabbed an arrow from the satchel strapped to her back.  
 
    The dumb beast tried to headbutt her and she struck, jamming the arrow into its eye.  
 
    The monster’s body went limp and it sprawled overtop of her, its weight dead now. 
 
    She screamed and then the bludgeon’s body exploded as the arrow ignited.  
 
      
 
    Click HERE to continue reading! 
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