
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    PROTECTOR: Monster Slayer 
 
      
 
    Book Two of the Monsterworld Saga 
 
      
 
    Sam Ryder 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Copyright 2018 David Estes 
 
      
 
    Kindle Edition, License Notes 
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
    ONE 
 
    TWO 
 
    THREE 
 
    FOUR 
 
    FIVE 
 
    SIX 
 
    SEVEN 
 
    EIGHT 
 
    NINE 
 
    TEN 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    TWELVE 
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
    NINETEEN 
 
    TWENTY 
 
    A sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, available NOW! 
 
    A sneak peek at SEEKER, the third book in the Monsterworld Saga, available SOON! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    My name is Sam Ryder. I was abducted from Earth and brought to a planet called Tor, a world of dying goddesses and deadly monsters. I was Leveled up—twice now—transforming me from a slightly overweight gamer with no real career prospects into a man-beast capable of slinging a massive hammer around like it’s made of feathers and cotton.  
 
      
 
    At this point I’ve already faced one of the massive demon overlords known as the Morgoss—those who are responsible for the overthrow of the Three goddesses and the predicament we find ourselves in. But I survived, along with several of my allies.  
 
      
 
    This is the continuation of my story. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 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. But I knew it wasn’t what she would want me to do. She’d given her life to helping the new Warriors survive the Circle, and now that I’d managed to get the cruel practice abolished, I needed to be here to help them survive the Black. Vrill would want me to do just that. But I also knew I would go after her eventually, once things had calmed down a little. Rescuing her felt like the most important thing in the world.  
 
    “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 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.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I felt horrible, and I wondered if this was how Protector Kloop felt on an almost nightly basis, each time one of his Warriors were killed or badly injured because of a decision he’d made.  
 
    Lace wasn’t dead—at least not yet. She was in an ooze bath, fully submerged because of the extent of injuries she’d sustained. Her arm had been crushed by the bludgeon’s heavy trod, but that was the least of her wounds. The exploding arrow that had saved her life had also almost ended it. When I had rolled the bludgeon corpse off of her, my breath had caught and my heart had skipped a beat. Half the cat-woman’s beautiful face had been missing, one of her eyes bulging out, her teeth and jaw visible from the side where her skin was gone. Blood leaked from her neck and chest, which was also ripped open. Thankfully the heat of the blast had cauterized enough of the injuries to prevent all her blood from pouring out.  
 
    Still, as I’d carried her back to camp, run up the hill, and clambered down the vines into the gully, I could feel her heart slowing, her breaths weakening. I could sense the final grains of sands running through the hourglass of her life. 
 
    It had freaked me the hell out.  
 
    Now I sat by the stone tub she was submerged in, silently praying to all the gods of Earth and the Three goddesses of Tor that she would make it through, that her body could still be repaired.  
 
    Beat had left a little while ago to get some food, offering to bring some back for me. I declined. I wasn’t hungry in the least. My first Black as Protector had almost ended in disaster. And Lace wasn’t out of the woods yet.  
 
    I was holding my head in my insanely big hands when the earth goddess awoke from her slumber. It was the first time I’d seen any of the Three awake since they’d Leveled me up. They’d even been oblivious as I’d stumbled into their domain, trying to save Lace’s life. Persepheus, the sea goddess, continued to sleep on her mossy rock, while Airiel, goddess of the sky, was absent as usual.  
 
    Minertha spoke now, her gravelly voice soothing despite its rough texture. “Protector,” she said.  
 
    I didn’t respond, my teeth gritted together.  
 
    I want to talk to any of the Three right now.  
 
    But Min was a goddess, so she already knew that. “You don’t have to say anything. Just come to me. I can make you forget the pain of the Black.” 
 
    I knew she could. As weak as she’d become, she was still a goddess, and had a vibrancy about her that dwarfed that of any other person I’d ever met.  
 
    For a while she could give me a reprieve from my dark thoughts. Once, she’d asked the same of me and I had refused her for her own good. But now that she was offering it to me, I wanted desperately to accept her offer. 
 
    And yet I said, “No.” 
 
    I needed to feel this. I needed to feel the pain of near loss, of fear for the life of one of my own. Else how could I serve my Warriors to the best of my ability? Their lives needed to be my number one priority. Kloop had taught me that. Time and time again. If I could become one half of one percent of the Protector he was, I’d consider it a small victory.  
 
    “You are an enigma, Protector Ryder,” Minertha said. “Not much surprises me anymore, but you have a knack for it. What happened out there?” 
 
    “You don’t already know?” I asked, finally peeling my hands away from my face to look at her. My breath caught, as it always did when I laid eyes on the rock goddess. She sat cross-legged on her stone mount, her smooth, hard skin endless. Her feminine parts were barely covered by rougher stone “clothing” that she seemed capable of creating or removing at will.  
 
    “We can sense things,” she said. “But we aren’t all-knowing. If we were, we might not be so helpless. I know it was the cat-woman who was badly injured, and I know you think it was your fault.” 
 
    “Do you know if she’ll survive?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if it was an answer to the question or if she was actually saying Lace would survive. “Do you want to know?” she asked, clearing things up. 
 
    I took a deep breath, then shook my head. Again, it was my duty to not know, to feel the pain of not knowing all the way until Lace recovered or her heart stopped beating.  
 
    “Enigma,” Min said, her voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    I told her everything, pouring out my feelings to a being that in her prime had more power in her toenail than I had in my entire leveled-up body. When I finished, she said, “You chose to save Millania because you trusted Lace to save herself.” 
 
    I didn’t need to answer because it wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway.  
 
    “You made the right choice,” she said. 
 
    I already knew that, but it still helped to hear it from her. The temptation to fall into her grace and forget the last several hours was stronger than ever.  
 
    I steeled myself and turned away, focusing on the tub of primordial ooze.  
 
    Minertha didn’t speak again after that, and eventually when I looked back, she was asleep again.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I’d fallen asleep when Lace finally emerged from the ooze.  
 
    The sound of the displaced liquid drew me from my dreamless slumber. I closed my eyes and then opened them to confirm I was actually awake and seeing reality. 
 
    Lace was gasping and coughing, dispelling the ooze from her lungs and throat, the goddess spittle dripping off her chin and ears. She turned to the side and threw up what was left of the ooze.  
 
    Her face, shimmering with the fluid, had been reconstructed. Her damaged eye was intact. From what I could see, the injuries to her neck and chest had also been repaired, the bones of her shattered arm knitted back together.  
 
    On Earth people would’ve called it a miracle and come to worship the Three, asking them to spit in their hands. Here, it was just another night.  
 
    I said nothing, waiting for Lace to finish vomiting. Her head slowing turned toward me, our eyes locking across the short space between us.  
 
    “You chose Millania over me?” she said, her voice full of accusation. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Fuck you,” she said. I accepted her words because I deserved them. I was, however, shocked by her next words. “I would’ve done the same thing.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. You know I don’t need help. Millania is a good Warrior, but she was outmatched by that bludgeon. Me, on the other hand, had the bastard right where I wanted him.” 
 
    I thought it might be too early for a joke, but that was the only way I knew how to handle these kinds of situations. “On top of you?” 
 
    She glared at me. “If you must know, yes. I’d dropped my bow, so I needed to stab it with the arrow by hand.” 
 
    “You knew it would blow up in your face and you did it anyway?” 
 
    “I’ve been here almost a hundred Blacks now. I should be the godsdamn Protector, not you. But that’s not how things went down. But I already told you I would keep fighting. Not for you, or even for the Three, but for myself.” 
 
    She was the same old Lace, and I couldn’t help but grin, especially because I knew at least part of her selfish words was a lie.  
 
    “Wipe that grin off your face.” 
 
    I did, because I thought if I didn’t she might scratch my eyes out.  
 
    A moment later, Eve appeared nearby, her legs crumpling beneath her. She fell into a pile of bodies, having brought back at least four others with her. Her massive panther, Souza, also appeared, landing on all fours and springing clear. Blood leaked from a long gash on the panther’s side. All the newcomers were unconscious, except for Souza and Eve, who was holding her midsection, trying to prevent her intestines from falling out.  
 
    Our Finder had returned a day early. 
 
    And she’d been attacked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
    BRING ON THE NEWBS 
 
      
 
    “Uhhhh!” Eve groaned between clenched teeth. 
 
    “We’ve got to get her into the ooze!” I said, not that Lace needed any urging—she was already clambering from the tub, dripping all over the place.  
 
    Eve’s eyes were wild, her teeth grinding together so hard I thought they might shatter. Her little black dress was torn and bloody. 
 
    I could see into her stomach.  
 
    I knew I needed to hurry, but I forced myself to be gentle, picking her up gingerly under her knees and in the small of her back. If I jostled her too much the stuff on the inside might spill out and there might be no chance of saving her.  
 
    As I maneuvered her toward the tub Lace had just vacated, my mind churned through the possibilities of what might’ve happened. A horrible accident—had to be. 
 
    Still, something about the answer didn’t feel right. Eve didn’t have accidents. She was as sure-footed as anyone I’d ever met, and never did anything she didn’t plan to do. Plus, her panther had a slash down its side that looked anything but accidental. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, I lowered her into the ooze, holding her head above the surface. Her eyelids fluttered over her almond-shaped eyes.  
 
    She gasped, her eyes widening suddenly and locking on me. Her pink lips parted and she only managed a single word before losing consciousness: 
 
    “Trap.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “This has never happened before,” Persepheus said. The sea goddess was perched on her mossy stone, arms folded around her knees, which were tucked to her chin. Like this, she almost looked childlike and innocent, rather than the immortal being who was missing the very heart in her chest.  
 
    “What did happen?” I asked, hoping the sea goddess would have a logical explanation. I’d sent Lace to get Beat and Millania when Persepheus awoke, sitting up on her rock. 
 
    Persepheus shifted position slightly, her skin changing color from blue to green before settling on a color somewhere in between. Though the last time I’d seen her she and her sisters had been rewarding me for Leveling up to Protector, there was no awkwardness between us. She was a goddess, after all, and had been with countless mortals over her lifetime. I was surprised she remembered my name half the time.  
 
    She took a long time answering, combing a hand through her long hair, which resembled the color of seaweed. “The residents of one of the Eight have figured things out,” she said. The Eight were the major inhabited planets within our galaxy, which Eve visited about once a week to Find new recruits to bring to Tor. I counted them off in my head: Earth, Tor, Lri Ayem, Oceania, Primo, Askander, Corrun and Protos. Lri Ayem was where Vrill once called home, while Millania was from Oceania and Lace from Protos.  
 
    Persepheus’s response wasn’t the answer I was hoping for or expecting. Even if our Finder had been attacked, I was hoping it was a one-off. Then again, Eve had used the word trap, so it shouldn’t have been a surprise. I glanced over at the unconscious bodies of the four new recruits, which I’d untangled and situated in a row on the ground. There was a gray-skinned female from Corrun, where Protector Kloop had been from, her snout sporting a sharp-looking spike. Beside her was a small creature of unknown gender covered in white fur. An Askandian, I knew. Third was a human, another female. She wore glasses that had been cracked and mangled during the melee, and had a distinctive librarian look to her. The fourth was clearly from Lri Ayem, his skin as dark as night. He was strong looking, and I wondered how much stronger he would be after he’d been leveled up. “How?” I asked Persepheus. “How could this happen?” 
 
    I thought about when Eve had found me. From a practical standpoint, she’d selected well. I had no family or close friends who would notice I’d gone missing. At least not for a while. My parents usually checked in once every few months or so, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it took them a year to realize I’d never responded to their e-mails. I’d just been fired from my job. My landlord would continue to get paid automatically from my checking account until it ran out of funds. Then she would simply evict me and rent it to someone else. Even if I was eventually labeled a ‘missing person,’ there would be no extensive police search—the cops had limited resources and too many unexplained cases like mine.  
 
    Oops, I realized. My mind had spiraled again, which was something it did when I was stressed. And I was stressed. Though I was technically the one leading the Warriors now, Eve was my safety net. She had the experience and the strength to hold things together. If she died…I wasn’t certain I’d be able to fill her shoes. 
 
    I also realized Persepheus was gone, having slipped from her rock and into the pond without making so much as a splash. Beneath the water, her long legs morphed into a long tail and she vanished.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Like this,” I said, demonstrating the technique that Eve had shown me the last time she’d brought back new recruits. Beat, Lace and Millania had arrived in a hurry, sliding down the glowing vines and dropping into the gully ready to help. Lace had apparently explained what had happened as they’d run up the slope.  
 
    There was nothing we could do for Eve right now. But we could take care of the newbs. Level them up from Outcasts to Warriors. 
 
    I wrapped the gossamer, cocoon-like material around the first of the recruits—the one from Corrun. “Lift her,” I said, and Beat’s strong arms were there to pick her up as I circled her body with the material, wrapping her like a mummy. Out of respect for the females, I’d turned away to remove the clothes of the dude from Lri Ayem and replace them with the standard loin cloth while the women had handled the human female and this gray-skinned lady. Now she was clad in a loin-bikini, her small chest rising and falling under the fabric.  
 
    After watching a little more of the wrapping technique, Lace and Millania started working together on the white-furred creature, which didn’t seem to need any clothes at all because of its thick fur. 
 
    Beat and I switched roles so she could practice wrapping. As she worked, she said, “What the fuck happened?” in her usual no-nonsense way.  
 
    “Eve and Souza were attacked. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Do we know which planet?” 
 
    “Not Earth,” I said, making an educated guess. “Anyone talking about abductions there would just be mocked and/or locked up.” Which left six other potential planets, each of which we knew very little about.  
 
    Lace, having overheard, jumped into our conversation. “It could be my people,” she said. “We’re a highly evolved and violent race.” 
 
    “Do those two things really go together?” I said.  
 
    “When intellect meets instinct—yes,” she said, baring her fangs. She and Millania were making short work of wrapping the small white-furred creature. Because of its small stature, they would finish before we were done with our newb.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, glancing at the alien woman in front of me with her horned snout. Though she wasn’t particularly large, Kloop had been massive and I suspected others from their planet would be capable of goring a hole through Eve’s stomach. And the slash down Souza’s side… 
 
    My eyes found the sleek, black panther. She rested on her haunches, staying close to where Eve continued to soak in the ooze bath. Thankfully, the large animal seemed none the worse for wear. The wound, it seemed, was superficial, and had stopped bleeding on its own. Which saved us from trying to care for a beast that might take one of our hands off if we touched it.  
 
    “What now?” Lace asked. The white-furred creature was fully mummified, resting on the slab.  
 
    “The ooze,” I said, gesturing to a tub of the good stuff resting nearby. I’d never actually seen the goddesses spitting into the tubs to provide the potent ooze, but they always seemed to find the energy to provide a sufficient amount. The cocoon-like webbing was also well-stocked, which was Airiel’s role to play. Though I’d only seen the beautiful sky goddess once—an experience I would never forget—I imagined her lying on a cloud spinning the material with her delicate feet.  
 
    “Not too much!” I commanded, barely stopping Lace and Millania from dumping the entire vat of ooze onto the new recruit’s cocoon. Lace fired darts at me with her eyes and I got the distinct impression she wanted to leap over and eat my face off. Good to have you back, cat-woman, I thought. “Pour a little, then rub it in.” 
 
    Instead of eating my face off, Lace complied, allowing a small amount of the ooze to dribble from the pot’s spout. She and Millania used their hands to spread the ooze out. The liquid seemed to multiply, filling in all the cracks as it seeped through to the body.  
 
    Lace looked back at me with her eyebrows raised and I nodded. “Good. One down.” 
 
    Beat and I finished up on the Corrunese woman while Lace and Millania got going on the Lri Ay guy. “He’s attractive,” Lace said, eyeing his sculpted chest like he was dinner. “Most Outcasts aren’t so attractive until after leveling up to Warrior.” 
 
    The reminder almost made me laugh. It had certainly been true of me. I hadn’t ever turned a head back on Earth, but here I was considered desirable. Weird.  
 
    When Beat and I were done oozing our first subject, Beat lifted the human woman onto the next slab. Wearing the leather bikini, I could see just how thin she was. Her ribs were practically poking through her skin, which was mottled with bruises. Had she been injured during the trip to Tor?  
 
    I imagined what her life might’ve been like back on Earth. Was she really a librarian, like I thought? If so, did she enjoy it? Did she have any friends?  
 
    I removed her glasses, setting them aside. She wouldn’t need them anymore. The goddess spittle was better than Lasik for eyes. Because she was so thin, Beat and I finished wrapping her about the same time as Lace and Millania finished with the guy.  
 
    We stepped back to judge our work. “Not bad,” Millania said, a rare statement from the quiet Warrior from Oceania.  
 
    “Not bad at all,” I agreed. “Good work. Eve would be proud.” My own reminder at the present state of our Finder brought back a flood of worries. What if she died? What if— 
 
    “That bitch is tough to kill,” Beat said, doing that usual mind-reading thing of hers. “She’ll pull through.” 
 
    I nodded, taking comfort from her words. 
 
    “What next?” Lace asked. “How do we get them to the Circle?” 
 
    That was one question I knew the answer to. “No Circle,” I said. “We’ll be doing things a little differently from now on. All these Warriors are going to survive to fight in the Black. Our army is about to start getting a helluva a lot bigger.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The newbs awoke an hour or so before the next Black.  
 
    We watched together, eager, almost like soon-to-be awaiting the birth of their children. In the back of my mind, memories of my own violent rebirth played. I wondered if the others were experiencing their own memories of the Circle. I hoped not. 
 
    Over the last few hours, the cocoons had lifted off the slabs, hovering in the air of their own accord—a final piece of magic.  
 
    The goddesses were noticeably absent for the event. Eve was still in the ooze, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow. Souza had vanished a while ago, presumably off to hunt.  
 
    The first to break through the cocoon was the horned female from Corrun. She was at a distinct advantage, her sharp snout piercing the white shroud as she bucked her head.  
 
    “Whoa,” I murmured. The horn was several times larger than the one Beat and I had covered. I should’ve expected it, but still…the power of the ooze was a sight to behold. Outcasts had gone into the cocoons, but Warriors would emerge.  
 
    The other cocoons were moving now, too, hidden hands and feet shoving against the insides. It was tempting to help them, but I knew at the least the newbs needed to do this on their own.  
 
    The Corrunese female punched several holes in the barrier with her powerful arms and feet, her horn severing the space down the middle. She spilled from the hammock to the ground, landing hard on her shoulder. She was only slightly taller than when she’d gone in, but noticeably broader. Her muscles were larger and rounder, her horn bigger and longer. It was interesting how the ooze had different effects on each of the different races. For example, Lace was still a lithe creature compared to the bodybuilders Beat and I had become. Millania likely grew taller, but she was still as wispy as a reed. I wondered if the effects varied depending on the genetical makeup of the individual too. I suspected I was about to find out.  
 
    We watched as the rhino woman fought onto all fours, dripping ooze. Her eyes darted from side to side as she tried to make sense of the situation she found herself in. Her gaze found us and she froze.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, trying to make my voice sound as soothing as possible.  
 
    She grunted, “Get away from me!” and began to reverse. The effect of my attempt at a soothing voice was likely erased by my hulking form.  
 
    “Let me handle this,” Lace said, but to everyone’s surprise, it was Millania who stretched out an arm to stop her. 
 
    “Let me,” the gilled woman said.  
 
    For a second I thought Lace might bite her way clean through the Oceanian’s arm, but then she grinned a fanged grin. “Knock yourself out, but don’t blame me when you end up with a hole in your gut.” 
 
    Millania moved forward without another word. The rhino woman took another step back, her head dipping slightly as if preparing to attack. Millania stopped several paces away. “I am Millania. What is your name?” 
 
    The gray-skinned woman cocked her head to the side. “Where am I?” 
 
    “A planet called Tor. You were taken from your home and brought here. For that I am sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Yes. The same was done to me and my companions. We are in this together.” 
 
    The rhino woman seemed to finally realize that her body had been changed, her eyes roaming down the expanse of her leathery skin. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “We call it leveling up. You are a Warrior now. Stronger. Faster. Tougher. It was necessary because of the dangers of this planet.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be here,” the woman said, unshed tears sparkling in her eyes.  
 
    In that moment, I felt horrible. More horrible than I’d ever felt in my entire life. It didn’t matter that I’d been her not that long ago. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t the one who’d abducted her. It didn’t matter that I wouldn’t return to Earth even if I had the chance. All that mattered was that she hadn’t been given a choice.  
 
    Was there a better way to handle this? Was there a way to give our new recruits a choice before bringing them here? 
 
    At the same time I wondered whether I would’ve come if I’d been given such a choice.  
 
    Millania stepped forward. “I know,” she said. “Neither do I.” 
 
    Those five words provided more insight into the ocean dweller’s mind than I’d received in the ten or so days I’d known her. In my own mind, I’d rationalized my lack of effort by the fact that she’d been quiet and made no effort of her own to get to know me. Now, however, I knew that was wrong, selfish. I should’ve tried. I should’ve asked. If I was going to lead, I needed to be better.  
 
    Regardless, Millania’s words and gentle nature worked like a charm. The rhino woman became less defensive, practically melting to the ground as Millania moved to comfort her. While we watched, she spoke to her in soft tones. Explaining things, I supposed. When she finished, the rhino woman nodded. Millania turned back to face us, her eyes meeting mine. “Her name is Floot. Take her above,” she said. “I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. And then to Floot, I said, “I’m Sam. Sam Ryder. This is Beatrice, though I wouldn’t recommend calling her that unless you like getting hit. She prefers Beat. The one who looks like she wants to make a meal out of you is Lace. And you’ve already met Millania. You’re one of us now. Follow me.” 
 
    With that, I turned away, gesturing for the others to come, save for Millania, who stood waiting for the next newb to emerge. 
 
    We climbed the glowing vines to the cliffs above. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Floot was sniffing at the charred leafrat curiously, yet to take a bite. She had, however, drunk a bunch of water. She had yet to speak or ask any questions, but I was prepared to answer anything and everything she asked when she was ready. I didn’t want secrets to be kept from the newcomers, like they’d been kept from me.  
 
    The white-furred creature, Guz, had been the second to clamber from the gully. He—it?—looked much the same as when he’d gone into the cocoon, except for the fact that his fur was matted and tangled from the ooze. He was sitting beside the fire across from Floot, nibbling on his own leafrat. Our caretaker, Hunch, was a gnarled old alien I knew little about. He busied himself around the camp, cleaning and cooking more leafrat.  
 
    The third newb to arrive was the dark-skinned dude. I grinned as he strode down the slope. As expected, his strong form looked even stronger—more so than even Dravon had been. He looked every bit the Warrior that he now was.  
 
    “I’m Protector Sam,” I said. “I mean Protector Ryder.” Beat snorted. She and I had talked a lot about what would sound better, Protector Sam or Protector Ryder. And yet I still sounded like a dumbass. 
 
    “Jak,” the Warrior dude said, sounding cooler than me by a megaton. “I feel like I’ve done some hard drugs. But this is real, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded. “You’ll get used to it. Grab a bite to eat. The leafrat’s not half bad.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”  
 
    I mentally facepalmed. “Right. The Lri Ay don’t require food for rejuvenation.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose, surprised. “You know of my people?” he asked as he sat. 
 
    “I’ve met two of your kind,” I said. 
 
    “Where are they?” He looked around our camp, which was looking pretty sparse.  
 
    I was trying to decide how best to answer the question, but Beat, well, beat me to it. “One was devoured by a monster called a hellhound, and the other was trapped in a cursed mirror.” 
 
    The guy didn’t flinch. “Intense,” was all he said. He slumped down, looking tired.  
 
    That’s when Lace sauntered up, looking unfathomably sexy in her tight, form-fitting bikini. “Need a boost?” she asked. Just like that. Not even starting with, “Hiya, I’m Lace. Wanna bang?” 
 
    “You mind?” 
 
    She grinned a cat grin. “I’ll take one for the team, if it’ll help.” 
 
    “It’ll help.” Jak pushed to his feet and accepted Lace’s outstretched hand. They walked to one of the huts and disappeared inside.  
 
    Beat punched my shoulder. “Jealous?” 
 
    I wasn’t. Yes, I’d been with Lace, but there was nothing exclusive about this place. I’d also been with Vrill—twice—Minertha—also twice, including a foursome with her two stunning goddess sisters. I shook my head. “For him, it’s just like eating dinner. And Lace deserves to have a little fun.” 
 
    Beat rolled her eyes, unconvinced. “Whatever you say, Protector.” She had a way of making my title sound like Clown, which was probably closer to the truth.  
 
    I changed the subject. “Millania has a way with the newbs,” I said. They still looked shell-shocked, except for Jak, but at least they weren’t backing away from us like cornered animals anymore. That was progress in my book. 
 
    “Surprising, right?” Beat said. “I wonder what other tricks she has hidden up her gills.” 
 
    I was thinking the same thing.  
 
    That’s when the last newb arrived, making her way down the hill slowly, tentatively. My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. Holy holy holy shit. 
 
    She still had that quiet, timid manner about her, but it was like she’d been on Extreme Makeover: Librarian Edition. Unlike Beat, she hadn’t become a female bodybuilder version of her old self. She was no longer too skinny, her body having developed some meat, including toned arms and legs and a washboard-ab stomach, but she’d also gained curves, like the hairpin turns on some hardcore racetrack. She’d grown a few inches too, and now her legs went on forever, her skin still slightly moist from the ooze.  
 
    Her leather loin-bikini hugged the spare inches that it covered.  
 
    Her hair was red, a stark contrast to her pale white skin and emerald green eyes.  
 
    “You’re staring,” Beat said, and I forced myself to look away. The last thing I wanted was for the human newb to think I was some creeper. Which I wasn’t.  
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
    “Pull up a rock,” Beat said. “The leafrat is still hot.” 
 
    “Why is this happening?” the human woman said, her accent a lilting twang reminiscent of a southern upbringing. “I was…happy…on Earth. And this body, it feels like a stranger’s.” 
 
    My not looking was feeling less normal than my staring. I tried a more…neutral…approach, finding her face as she sat by the fire, her gaze darting nervously to first Floot, then Guz.  
 
    Inspiration struck. “If you were truly happy on Earth, I will ask Eve to take you back once you recover,” I said. What was I saying? We needed every Warrior we could get and I was going to start turning them away? Hell, I didn’t even know if the effects of the ooze could be reversed. Would she even want me to if I could? Beat was looking at me like I’d grown an extra head. What the fuck? she mouthed. I shrugged. Why not give new recruits more of a choice? Before this latest batch we sent them to be killed in the Circle anyway. And if we only took those who wanted to be here, we’d have a stronger core, right? Less attrition to the tribes.  
 
    “I want to go home,” she said, and then immediately burst into tears.  
 
    Shit. I was not helping. I sat there awkwardly, uncertain how to respond. The others looked equally uncomfortable, but none more so than Beat, who hissed, “Do something!” and then got the hell out of there. Thanks for the support! I wanted to shout after her. 
 
    Guz turned his back on the human newb, almost pretending she didn’t exist. I was quickly learning that his kind—Askandians—didn’t have a lot of emotional intelligence. Floot looked up from her leafrat, which she’d started nibbling, and began to set it down and rise, but I stopped her with a hand. “Leave us,” I said. “Please.” 
 
    She opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but then nodded and left. Guz got the hint and followed shortly after. I stood and made my way around the firepit. The human woman had tucked her head into her hands. She wasn’t making any sound, but her shoulders shook as she wept. Nice pick, Eve, I thought. This woman doesn’t belong here. Beat had been a natural Warrior from the beginning, but this woman seemed tender-hearted and gentle. At least she did from where I was standing, hovering over her like a weirdo, trying to figure out what to say or do.  
 
    I remembered the promise I’d made myself after I was named Protector. Be honest. That was all I had. The truth. And I knew what to do.  
 
    “I’m going to hug you,” I said. “Please don’t scream.” She froze, peeking out from between her fingers like a scared mouse. Then, barely perceptible, she nodded. 
 
    I crouched down beside her and wrapped my arms around her. At first she was as stiff as a wooden plank, but then she seemed to fold into my arms, her body once more wracked by sobs. “Shhh,” I said. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie, exactly, but it was also far from the truth. But it was the form of the truth she absolutely needed to hear in that moment. I held her for a long time, a complete stranger and yet one of mine. My Warrior. I remembered how protective Kloop had been of me when I first arrived and I think I finally understood why.  
 
    Millania arrived, placing a hand on my shoulder. I arose, allowing her to take my place. She held the newcomer, whose name I didn’t even know, while I ascended the hill once more to check on Eve.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
    WANNA FUCK? 
 
      
 
    To my utter surprise, Eve was awake when I arrived back in the gully. All three of the goddesses were absent, perhaps hiding somewhere and replenishing our supply of ooze.  
 
    Our Finder was still in the bath, her arms draped along the sides, her mouth open in satisfaction as she stared up at the sky.  
 
    “Eve?” I said. “You all right?” 
 
    “Never better,” she said. “It’s been a while since I almost died. Puts things in perspective.” 
 
    She’d been here a long time—and yet I’d never thought to ask how many near death experiences she’d had. A dozen? A hundred? A thousand? 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Primo happened.” 
 
    “Lions and giants,” I muttered. Primo was the planet where the massive blue lions and real live giants came from. I guessed they mostly lived in harmony there, despite their differences. “They know about us? How?” 
 
    “I was sloppy, I guess,” she said. “They might not know about Tor, exactly, but they know about me. They were ready. I was lucky to escape with my life. Anyway, not sure if I’ll be able to Find there again. It’s a big loss.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Right when we were taking steps in what felt like the right direction, we lost the source of some of our best Warriors. I had an idea, but before I could voice it, Eve cut me off. “Wanna fuck?” she asked, a sly smile playing across her lips.  
 
    Holy balls. From the moment I’d met the seductive, badass woman I’d wanted her. I couldn’t help it—she was alluring as hell and a master of the art of the tease. But that’s all she’d ever been—a tease, using her sex appeal to pull my strings like a master marionette. And I’d fallen for it each and every time.  
 
    But she’d never been so direct, and this time I knew she was no longer teasing.  
 
    As if to demonstrate, she rose from the ooze, dripping slime down her form-fitting black dress, which had been repaired along with the gouge in her stomach. She pushed off the edge of the tub and hopped over the side, spraying liquid. Her dress clung to her body like a second skin, draped around her hips just enough to cover her. Her long slender neck descended into the swell of her breasts, her cleavage moist and shimmering with ooze. 
 
    She stepped toward me with the grace of a dancer, stopping so close I could feel the energy of her body even without us touching. She craned her head to look up at me. “Level 3 suits you,” she said.  
 
    “Why now?” I asked. I mentally berated myself for questioning anything in this moment, but I was like that curious little monkey from children’s literature. I liked to know things. And cracking the code of this enigmatic woman was something I’d wanted to do for a while now. 
 
    “Like I said: perspective. I almost died. I probably should’ve died. I didn’t. So why should I refuse myself something I want? Plus, I like guys that are big.” She reached down and touched me through my loincloth.  
 
    Gods, how I wanted her too. Even having been with the Three all at once, there was something about Eve that stole my breath. And yet I had four newbs down in camp, confused and leaderless every second I was here being selfish. Doing what I wanted to do. Maybe one day, one time, would be right for this, but it wasn’t this day, this time. This wasn’t about Eve or me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Eve,” I said. “Another time?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed for a split second before returning to that playful sparkle. “Playing hard to get now?” she purred, stroking my erection. Oh gods… She released me, rising on her tiptoes so her lips could brush against my neck. She kissed me, nipping at my skin, and my wall of resistance almost shattered. Thankfully, she pulled away and said, “I’m going to talk to the Three. I expect you to whip the newbs into shape. No pressure. If your plan fails, we’ll all be dead.” 
 
    With that, she walked away, a trail of ooze dripping behind her. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Back in camp, everyone was asleep. I peeked into each hut just to be sure. Lace was snuggled up against Jak, both of them as naked as newborns. I turned away quickly. Right beside the fire, Millania was spooning the new redhead, their soft exhalations blending together. Guz and Floot each had their own huts and seemed peaceful enough.  
 
    Beat also had her own hut at the moment, though we usually slept near each other.  
 
    I wasn’t tired in the least. Part of the problem was Little Sam’s dissatisfaction with the choice I’d made in turning down Eve’s proposition. He was still hard as a rock. Surely I could’ve given in to temptation, especially since all the newbs were sleeping anyway. More than ever before, I had an excuse to burn off steam. Right? 
 
    Maybe. But I also knew this was a critical time for us. New Protector. New blood. The attack on Eve. We needed to get things right, and it was up to me to choose the direction.  
 
    First things first. I wanted to take a better look at the boomerang I’d obtained while in Annakor. I’d hidden it in the corner of the hut Beat and I usually slept in.  
 
    It was gone. The fuck? I wondered if one of the other Warriors had “borrowed” it without asking, but immediately discarded the thought. It didn’t make sense. But something else did, because of things I’d heard from Vrill, about how the Three confiscated the majority of the artifacts brought back by Seekers over the years, hording them.  
 
    Fuming, I went back outside. 
 
    I sat down and found a sharp rock. Then I began to draw a To-Do list in the dirt, as much to take my mind off Eve as to plan for the future.  
 
    1. Survive 
 
    I chuckled at my own bad joke, wishing Beat were here to participate. She would’ve laughed too, and added her own thoughts to the list, something like “Kill monsters and shit”. 
 
    I crossed it out and started over, trying to be serious. I thought about our priorities. Yes, survival was the number one priority, or at least number two after protecting the Three. But how could we accomplish that, practically speaking? What were the most critical problems we currently faced? 
 
    1. Repair the ward shields 
 
    That felt right, but I didn’t even know if it was possible. If Eve hadn’t been so…distracting, I might have asked her if she knew. If not, I’d have to try one of the goddesses. Minertha didn’t mind talking to me, and even Persepheus had been nicer ever since I’d been named Protector. If there was a way to repair or at least fortify the wards, it could buy us much needed time.  
 
    2. Rescue Vrill 
 
    Damn. My own selfish mind was reasserting itself. I crossed it out. In fact, I crossed out the number one next to the first item on my list. I changed it to number two. Because there was something more important than the wards right now: 
 
    1. Train the newbs 
 
    2. Repair the ward shields 
 
    I was on a roll now.  
 
    3. Increase the number of Warriors 
 
    4. Request artifacts from the Three (including MY boomerang!) 
 
    I didn’t know if the Three were open to sharing with us, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. Vrill had told me about the many artifacts that Level 4 Seekers had brought back over the years, few of which had been shared with the Warriors. The weapons we currently had were not magical artifacts, just basic weapons. The exception being Lace’s bow and her explosive arrows. When she was done with Jak, I’d talk to her about how and why the Three had allowed her to have such a powerful weapon while hoarding all the others. Previously she’d said she didn’t know, but I wondered if she’d been completely honest. 
 
    Which reminded me of something else: the tribes.  
 
    Vrill was a rare ex-Warrior loner, surviving on her own in the Tor wastelands. According to her, however, there were numerous other tribes of ex-Warriors, those recruits who had decided they no longer wanted to work for the Three and had created their own mini-armies. I’d never seen any of them, but had heard them fighting monsters in the Black on multiple occasions. I added a number five to my list: 
 
    5. Connect with the tribes 
 
    I wasn’t sure how that would go. Given their rocky history with the Three, they’d likely tell me to go for a long hike during the Black, but hey, what could it hurt? There was something to be said for strength in numbers.  
 
    6. Find Vrill 
 
    I put it on my list because I had to. For myself. I needed it. Beat and I had failed Vrill when she’d done nothing but support us, even when she didn’t have to.  
 
    Still, the five items before number six felt like they would take years to accomplish, which meant six was a pipedream.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Vrill,” I said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
    NEWB WHISPERER 
 
      
 
    “Want me to train them?” Lace asked, lifting one edge of her lip to reveal a single fang.  
 
    “Yeah, because you’re so good at it,” Beat said, making no attempt to hide her sarcasm. 
 
    We were watching the newbs as they inspected our small cache of weapons. Jak was manhandling a large two-handed, double-edged sword, whipping it around and hacking at invisible foes. Guz was licking the edge of a small throwing knife, his pink tongue flicking between his tufts of white fur. Floot was carrying a spiked club, testing its weight. The three, to my delight, seemed to be warming up to their new life here. 
 
    Of course, that might all change after they faced their first Black.  
 
    “I trained you and our fearless Protector, didn’t I?” Lace growled. “And you’re still alive.” 
 
    “Not because of you. Because we have bachelor’s degrees in Badassery,” Beat fired back. 
 
    Their bickering faded into the background as I watched Millania with the redhead. I’d learned her name was Belle. Yep, that’s right. She was a real Southern Belle. Har har. The curvaceous woman accepted a weapon offered by Millania—a short sword that gleamed in the silver light. Belle looked uncomfortable with the weapon, almost dropping it as she held the sword like it might be a snake. I’d consider it a win if she didn’t impale her own foot before the day was done.  
 
    “She’s like the Newb Whisperer,” Beat said. Having finished her argument with Lace—the cat had stalked off to go talk to Jak—Beat was now watching Millania and Belle. Millania was speaking in a soft voice to the human woman, showing her various grips on the weapon and how to slash and thrust.  
 
    “I should be helping,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, because you’re our mighty Protector,” Beat said, rolling her eyes. “Look, Sam, you’re not supposed to do everything. If this is going to work, you’ve got to trust us to do some things too.” 
 
    “Like have Lace train the newbs?” I joked. 
 
    “She was training Jak all day from the sounds of it,” she said.  
 
    It was true. Each time the pair had awoken, the sounds of passion had arisen from their hut. Seriously, how much rejuvenation did one guy need? A lot, apparently. 
 
    “I just…what do I say to them? Hey everyone, guess what? Your old lives are over. Deal with it. From now on you fight monsters every night until one of them eats out your eyeballs or rips off your arms. Good talk.” 
 
    “Yes. Say that. Exactly that. Dumbass.” And this was why I liked Beat so much. She didn’t give a crap who I was or what Level I was at. She’d give it to me straight. “You’re not Kloop, so you don’t have to be inspirational. And you’re not Lace, so you don’t have to be cold and cruel. You’re Protector Ryder and you’ve faced one of the Morgoss, looked the demon bastard in the eyes—all six of them—and lived to tell about it.” 
 
    Though all of that was technically true, she made it sound more impressive than it really was. In truth, I’d gotten lucky in a lot of ways. I’d lost one of my team during the expedition, and without Beat I’d never have escaped at all. Still…I was the Protector now—there wasn’t room for self-doubt, not when these Warriors’ lives were at stake.  
 
    I clapped my large hands together loudly. They were dirty and a bit of dust flew up, almost making me sneeze. To my surprise, everyone stopped what they were doing to look at me. “Uh, hey,” I said. Bravo champ! Greater words have never been spoken! I swallowed and remembered what Beat had said, which basically boiled down to be yourself. “Four of you are new to this. I get it. I’ve been there. Not long ago. Only a few weeks. But I’ve learned in a short time that our fearless Finder, Eve, doesn’t make mistakes when it comes to who to choose. She selects those who have the most Warrior potential. That is you—all of you.” 
 
    “I’ve never even been in a fight,” Belle said. She looked ready to cry again. OK, maybe not her. Eve really screwed the pooch on that one.  
 
    Luckily, I had a snappy comeback for her concern. “Then how do you know whether you can fight or not?” I asked.  
 
    She didn’t have an answer to that, but it quieted her for the moment. “I was like Belle,” I said. Well, not exactly like Belle. She was a thousand degrees of hotness while I’d been sub-thermal. “Before I was brought here, I’d never been in a fight, unless you counted the video games I played. When I arrived, I was scared too.” 
 
    “Who’s scared?” Jak said.  
 
    Belle slowly raised her hand.  
 
    “Regardless,” I said, “we are going to help you. That’s what Warriors do. We support each other. A wise Protector who came before me said that.” 
 
    “What happened to the old Protector?” Belle asked.  
 
    Why couldn’t the woman just keep her mouth shut in the middle of my inspirational speech? I sighed. I couldn’t really blame her. I didn’t want to sugarcoat their new life—not when all that sugar would be blasted off the second they set foot in the Black. “He was killed by monsters.” 
 
    Belle whimpered and Millania whispered something to her. 
 
    “But that’s not what’s going to happen to you—not unless they get through me first.” I meant every word. I don’t even know why. I’d just met these four, and already I was willing to give my life for them? It was true. Something about being a leader and having a flock to protect…it changed a person.  
 
    Right on cue, Beat stepped forward. “And me.” 
 
    Millania echoed the sentiment, but more quietly. “And me.” 
 
    My eyes found Lace, who was standing close to Jak. She released an exasperated sigh. “Fine, fine, whatever, they’ve got to get through me too. Happy?” 
 
    I laughed. Yes, I was happy. Inspirational Warrior-bonding speech—check. Next up: the plan. “Here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The choice of which newb to bring into the first Black was an easy one. Jak was ready. Almost eager, his weapon of choice—the massive double-edged sword—never leaving his hand once he got a grip on it. Each newb got to take a shot at the slithers, but unlike Lace had been during my own encounter with the deadly serpents, we were ready to step in and assist if needed. Jak had needed no assistance, hacking his foe into sashimi before the snake could release a single hiss.  
 
    Floot had done well too. She’d stumbled at one point and I’d almost jumped in to protect her, but then she’d recovered and bashed its head in with her spiked club. 
 
    Guz was more capable than he looked, too. He’d leapt away from the snake’s attack, grabbed its tail and slung it back into the pit. He hadn’t killed it, technically, but he also hadn’t died, which was always the point of any fight.  
 
    Belle, well, let’s just say she was the weakest of the four. I had promised her she could go home if that’s what she wanted. After taking one look at the Slithers, I thought she would make exactly that request. She didn’t, just released a whimper and backed away, refusing to participate. Under the old regime, she’d already be dead, killed in the Circle. Then again, all three of the others might’ve met the same demise, so I considered it progress, statistics be damned.  
 
    Now, the Black was fast approaching. Millania prepared each of the three—Floot, Guz and Belle—for what was coming. Even though they were being left behind, they needed to be prepared for the utter darkness of night. The last thing we needed was for one of them—most likely, Belle—to freak out and run off into the Black, accidentally stumbling through the ward shield.  
 
    Thankfully, the trio sat by the fire to eat leafrat and sip water while the rest of us prepared for whatever was to come. Strangely, Jak seemed almost excited, which made me wonder what his life had been like back on Lri Ayem. Not good, I presumed.  
 
    Eve didn’t show up, which didn’t surprise me. After her ordeal, she needed to rest. I was hoping our new system would prevent her from needing to fight in another Black so she could focus on Finding us new recruits.  
 
    As the light began to wane in earnest, we set off toward the mountains. Beat had the honor of messing with Jak, pulling him through the ward shield when he wasn’t ready for it. He wasn’t offended and seemed to find it quite funny, and I was glad we had the traditional rite of passage to cut through the tension.  
 
    A curtain of darkness fell, but we’d already lit demontorches. Something shrieked in the night—the familiar hunting cry of a gargat having left the darkness of whatever hole it had crawled inside to sleep away the day.  
 
    “Whoa,” Jak said.  
 
    While we waited for something to come and try to eat us, Lace told the newb about the various types of monsters and what sorts of techniques were best for killing them. It was something we probably should’ve done before the Black, but we were all new at this and we’d run out of time.  
 
    Another gargat shrieked, nearer now, and it was swiftly answered by another. 
 
    We’d been spotted.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Just as the first rays of bronze light crept over the horizon, we headed for home. We were exhausted but happy. Who knew happiness could be defined by the simple fact that no one had died? If nothing else, this place gave one perspective, just as Eve had said.  
 
    Jak had performed exceptionally well in his first Black, taking down a gargat all on his own and assisting with another. All said, we’d killed seventeen of them—not an easy feat when outnumbered more than three to one. Beat had slaughtered six herself. 
 
    The only injury was a minor one to my shoulder—the winged demon’s claws having slashed across my skin as I strangled it. A flesh wound that would be healed by a small ooze patch. Overall, it was the best possible result. 
 
    This could work, I thought.  
 
    All my optimism was washed away, however, when I heard the shouts back at camp.  
 
    We ran, and I soon fell behind with Jak, who was strong but slow. Beat was well ahead, while Lace and Millania raced through the deserted camp and up the slope where I could just make out three profiles, shadows against the bronze backdrop.  
 
    Halfway up the slope, my chest heaving, I realized what was happening.  
 
    Not good. 
 
    Belle was a distance away from the others on the edge of the cliff, looking down. Facing away. Even from behind, I could tell she was sobbing.  
 
    Floot and Guz were looking uncomfortable, unsure of what to do or say. Lace looked ready to sprint toward the girl and drag her back from the cliff, but Millania had placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her. It was a good move—Belle was so close to the edge that even a sudden movement might be enough to dislodge her.  
 
    Beat turned back to look at me, and I could see the concern written all over her face. She could be snarky and tough as nails at time, but she still had one of the biggest hearts of anyone I’d ever met. She didn’t want to see this sad, broken girl die. Neither did I.  
 
    It was when I finally realized something I’d been too stupid to figure out earlier.  
 
    Belle didn’t want to go back to Earth. But she also didn’t want to stay here. She was an Outcast—Eve hadn’t been wrong about that. Unfortunately, she also didn’t want to live at all. Not here. Not there. The horrors of her old life had simply been replaced with the horrors of this one. Despite all Millania’s efforts, this newb was beyond whispering.  
 
    Still, Millania was determined to try. She started forward slowly, speaking in soft tones. “Belle. Let’s talk about this,” she said. Like she’d faced this situation a hundred times before.  
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about,” Belle drawled, her voice monotone. Her shoulders were no longer shaking, which wasn’t good. She’d resigned herself to her fate.  
 
    “There is. You have people here who care about you. I’m sorry we haven’t convinced you of that yet.” 
 
    Belle laughed, the sound full of scorn. “I’ve heard that before. But there was never enough makeup and apologies to cover the bruises.” 
 
    Fuck. Righteous anger burned through me. If I could find the person or persons who’d hurt this woman, I would feed them to a many-mouthed Vostra or ten and not feel one shred of remorse. No wonder she was so broken, her confidence stripped away. She deserved so much more than what life had given her.  
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you,” Millania said.  
 
    “No?” Belle finally turned back to look in our direction, and I could see the tear tracks already drying on her pale cheeks. She still looked beautiful, but in a sad-doll-on-a-shelf way. “Yet you want me to march into that freakish darkness to fight monsters? Yeah, thanks for looking out for me.” 
 
    Each word had been getting louder, more certain, and before she’d spoken the last one I was already moving, some sixth sense driving my legs forward while everyone else stood still, afraid to breathe.  
 
    I shoved past Millania, knocking her aside as I took the most direct angle toward Belle, who’d turned away, her calf muscles tightening in preparation for her final act. Her fists clenched too, her arms bending at the elbows.  
 
    And then she jumped.  
 
    I took two big steps and launched myself from the cliff, extending one arm toward her while the other dropped to search for something, anything, to grab onto.  
 
    My forward arm curled around Belle’s lithe, firm form, pulling her against my chest and abdomen and roping my legs around her torso. My left hand brushed against something rough—a vine!—but I couldn’t get my fingers around it, slipping past, ripping several leaves away as we fell.  
 
    Belle screamed, and it was a sound that said something different to what she’d expressed atop the cliff. It said, I don’t want to die. 
 
    I roared in response, jerking my body as hard as I could back the other way, against the momentum that had carried me away from the cliffside, my left arm stretching for a cluster of glowing vines that protruded more than the others.  
 
    My hand closed around them. 
 
    My massive twice-leveled-up weight fought against my grip, the vines ripping the flesh from my palm, biting into the undersides of my knuckles, threatening to tear me loose.  
 
    I roared again, refusing to let go, even as we slid down the vine, still moving too fast but slower than when we’d been in a freefall. The pain in my hand was immense, radiating up my arm as the gnarled vine’s friction bit into my palm, shredding my skin. 
 
    My feet hit first and I was aware enough to bend my knees to prevent my legs from shattering on impact. I toppled partly to the side and partly backwards, an attempt to shield Belle from a collision with the hard ground that might break her spine into two pieces.  
 
    I skidded several feet, the rocky terrain cutting up my back. 
 
    I came to rest with Belle on top of me, her eyes wide with wonder, no longer wet. “You saved my life,” she said.  
 
    My response slipped from my mouth without thought. “It was worth saving.” 
 
    Movement caught my attention as Beat slid down the vines far more gracefully than I had. She landed with a thump, her eyes meeting mine. “Holy shit,” she said. “You’re the newb whisperer now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    STALKER 101 
 
      
 
    Belle, who was, remarkably, unscathed, insisted on helping with my treatment, dipping the patches into the ooze before applying them to the torn skin on my back and hands. She was gentle and efficient, which made me wonder how many times she’d patched herself up after her violent husband or boyfriend had beaten her up after a drunken night.  
 
    Neither the goddesses nor Eve were around, resting somewhere further into the gully. In a way, I was glad. This was Warrior business, and it didn’t concern them. My only regret was not being able to ask them about my stolen boomerang. 
 
    I’d sent the other Warriors away, because I had a feeling Belle needed to do this on her own.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said when she’d finished. I flexed my hands and they burned.  
 
    “Thank me?” the redhead said, blinking. “What you did was…” 
 
    “Stupid?” I offered. 
 
    “I was going to say courageous, but even that isn’t a strong enough word.” Everything about her tone and demeanor had changed from before, like she was a different woman. That’s when she kissed me.  
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    Not that it was a bad kiss. In fact, quite the opposite. Her lips were full and as soft as pillows. For a second, I returned the kiss, relishing the feeling of desire that came along with it, but— 
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    I pulled away, feeling awful. I’d gone too far already and going any further would be the very definition of taking advantage of her. It felt like Minertha after Dravon’s death all over again, only worse. At least Minertha had been trying to forget her pain when she’d propositioned me. Belle felt like she owed me this, her judgement warped from years of mental and physical abuse.  
 
    She owed me nothing.  
 
    “Let me,” she said, her soft hands roaming along the hard skin of my chest, dropping lower.  
 
    I caught her hand. “Belle,” I said. “Thank you, but…” 
 
    “But what?” Her eyes were full of questions she thought only I could answer. I wished I could, but there were some things in life one needed to answer on their own. For this woman to rebuild herself, she would need to start answering her own questions.  
 
    “We’ve been through an ordeal. We need to rest and think.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to think about. You saved my life. Now let me thank you the way I want to.” 
 
    With that, she used the hand I wasn’t gripping to untie the upper part of her bikini loincloth, the leather fabric falling away. Her breasts spilled out and I released her hand. Now both hands moved toward her bottoms. Jesus, she was hot.  
 
    But that didn’t mean this could happen, no more than the night before with Eve could happen. I’d had the best sex of my life on this planet, multiple times, but that didn’t mean I could view it as some commodity to be snatched whenever I wanted it. To think that way would demean everything that mattered.  
 
    “Belle, you are beautiful. You were beautiful before, and you’re beautiful now. But we really should rest. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, I…I don’t know what got into me. Of course. You’re injured and I’m—” She seemed to realize her nakedness and covered her breasts with one arm, crouching to collect her top, tying it back on with deft fingers. “I’ll let you rest. She turned away, craning her head in my direction one final time to say, “Thank you again, Protector Ryder. I will never forget what you did for me.” 
 
    Looking tentative at first, she began to climb the vines, eventually reaching the top and disappearing.  
 
    It was only then that I breathed again, wondering what I’d gotten myself into.  
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The next several Blacks were surprisingly mild. It almost felt like the monsters were going through the motions, only attacking because they felt it was their role to play in this hellish world. Now that Jak had popped his monster cherry, Floot was the next in line to face the Black. Jak had wanted to come again, but I asked him to watch over Belle. Though she seemed better now—upbeat and positive in camp—I wasn’t going to take any chances.  
 
    Floot had performed well, showing her mettle as she assisted Lace in killing a decent-sized hellhound. Guz had been next and had actually killed two Maluk’ori—the smallish but nasty demon horde who had an affinity for the gnashing of teeth. 
 
    I knew Belle was still far from being ready to face the Black outside the ward shields, so I gave her a pass, then another, cycling through the other three. No one died. Just as I’d hoped when I came up with the idea, we were beating the odds.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Eve in days, and I was getting worried, so I went looking for her.  
 
    The lighting in the gully was dim, as usual. There were still hours of daylight left, but the high cliffs surrounding the area blocked out all but a few clever rays of silver sun that managed to reflect their way to the base.  
 
    The gully was deserted. No goddesses. No Eve. The surface of the crystalline pond was so still it might’ve been frozen.  
 
    No sound. “Eve?” I said, my voice sounding as loud as the blast of a cannon to my own ears. Nothing. Technically, it was past the time she was supposed to go out Finding again, but for some reason I’d expected her to wait a bit longer. Perhaps because the last time she’d gone to recruit she’d almost died. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my own foolishness. This was Eve I was talking about, not some newb. She was afraid of nothing. Hell, she’d probably gone back to Primo first. Which scared me quite a lot. I bit my lip and waited, half-expecting her to appear from nowhere, wounded and bleeding.  
 
    The gully remained still and silent until— 
 
    “You love her, don’t you?” 
 
    I just about jumped out of my own skin, which was difficult considering how tightly it was stretched across my hulking muscles. 
 
    I turned to find, of all people, Belle. She stood a few feet away, her head downcast. She looked defeated. Jesus, this woman moves with all the stealth of a hunter, I thought, wondering how she’d managed to clamber down the vines without me hearing so much as a rustle.  
 
    “Belle, what are you doing here?” I asked, still trying to make sense of her question. 
 
    “I followed you. I wanted to see for myself. You’ve brought me hope in a dark time.” 
 
    “I’m glad, but I don’t understand.” I really didn’t, though in hindsight it was pretty obvious.  
 
    “You’re in love with Eve.” A statement not a question. A statement that couldn’t be further from the truth. I was attracted to her, of course. But that was about a million miles from love. I didn’t know if I could ever love a woman who was willing to sacrifice so many lives to save just three.  
 
    “Belle, you haven’t been here very long, but I can assure you I’m not in love with Eve.” Shoot, I realized too late. I’m not helping the situation. 
 
    Her entire body, which had been pulled into a tight line, relaxed at my words. “You’re not?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I work with Eve,” I said. “As the Protector, I must work closely with the Finder to ensure the Three are safe.” 
 
    She stepped closer, her smile as wide as the Sahara. “I just thought…never mind. I was being stupid.” 
 
    “But look, Belle, we’ve only just met, and I don’t think—” 
 
    “Lace and Jak just met too,” she said, taking another step, a hairsbreadth from invading my personal space.  
 
    “That’s different,” I said. “Jak is a Lri Ay. He requires rejuvenation through…intimacy.” 
 
    “So do I,” she purred, emboldened once more as she moved closer still. I knew this woman was a cracked vase that might shatter if I said or did the wrong thing. But I also could not lead her on. If she wanted a casual thing, I was happy to oblige—she was drop-dead gorgeous after all—but I could tell from the stars in her emerald eyes that she wanted much more.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, holding my ground. If I stepped away she might shatter. Instead, I reached out and held her hands like I might hold the hands of a family member, mostly to prevent them from touching me. “I’m not in the right place for a real relationship,” I said. That was the truth. I was trying to hold things together, to move us forward. “Plus, I’m the Protector and you’re one of my Warriors…” I was hoping she’d get the gist that any sort of relationship would be inappropriate, like that of a supervisor with a staff member. 
 
    Oh, she got it. She got it a little too well.  
 
    “You misunderstand my intentions, Protector Ryder.” Her accent was tantalizing, even more so because she lifted onto her tiptoes to whisper into my ear. “I want you however I can get you.” Somehow, by twisting her arms and bringing them together, she managed to break my loose hold on her hands. 
 
    She stepped all the way forward, until her pelvis was touching me, where Little Sam had grown into Big Sam. She moved her hips hypnotically, grinding her body against me. “Don’t you want me too?” 
 
    Maybe I’d totally misread her. I’d saved her life in a rush of adrenaline, some of which still needed to be spent. That was all. We both needed it. Clearly.  
 
    The release.  
 
    And, yes, I wanted her. How could I not? 
 
    My hands found her hips and helped her move against me, before rising to drag her leather bikini away, closing over the swell of her pale breasts, finding her nipples hard and waiting. A soft murmur of pleasure escaped her lips which made my own mouth drift toward them, kissing her. Her tongue shot out and tasted mine. She dropped her chin, her lips finding my neck, where she nibbled and then bit. Kind of hard. Not that I minded, because one of her hands had traced a line from my bulging pecs to my stone-hard abs, slipping beneath my loincloth to grasp my shaft. With a swift tease of the strings, my only covering fell away and then I could feel her body against me—at some point she’d pulled off her own bottoms.  
 
    We ground against each other while she kissed my neck, biting every so often, before finally drifting lower to take me into her mouth, her tongue tasting every inch as she moved me in and out, in and out— 
 
    I groaned with pleasure, not wanting her to stop, not ever.  
 
    But then she did, rising so swiftly it took my breath away and left me wanting more as her breasts rubbed against me. My hands drifted behind her and I picked her up, her legs wrapping around my back as she straddled me. I tried to enter her, but she managed to get a hand down to keep me away. “Not yet,” she commanded, and she might’ve asked me to retrieve the silver sun from the sky and I would’ve tried. Why had I resisted her advances in the first place? She was beautiful and clearly wanted me, and I wanted her, so what was the big deal? 
 
    My mind tried to latch onto some reason to stop, but I could barely remember my own name at this point.  
 
    She kissed me again, more urgent now, one of her hands running up and down my penis while the other stroked the back of my neck.  
 
    In between kisses, she said, “Not. Yet. Not. Yet. Not. Yet…now!”  
 
    She squirmed from my grasp, landing gracefully and spun around to face away from me, reaching back to grasp my hips and pull me toward her. Her ass was round and beautiful, her hips as full as an Earth moon. I grabbed them on either side as I entered her from behind. I pumped her toward me and away, repeating the motion as pleasure washed over me. She seemed to be experiencing something similar, a cry of delight escaping her lips as her skin slapped against mine.  
 
    She reared up, throwing her head back so her long red hair brushed my face. Still using one hand to press her against me as I thrusted, I brought my other hand around her to cup her breasts, teasing her nipples. She moaned and I’m pretty sure I was too, the sensations growing larger and larger like the early formation of a tsunami. Blood rushed to all the right places as she screamed, her voice joining mine, half-pleasure, half-effort from the strain, pushing, pushing… 
 
    I released my payload in a burst, and then the rest in slower spurts, bit by bit, thrust by thrust, until I was finished. Her curvaceous body sagged and she sighed. I was panting from the effort. I pulled myself out of her and she turned to press her body against mine, resting her cheek on my chest.  
 
    “I love you,” she said.  
 
    Oh crap. I’m an idiot. 
 
    I remembered the reason I wasn’t supposed to have sex with her.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Beat said, the hint of a smile curling the edge of her lips. “Damn, Ryder, you can’t seem to keep it in your loincloth.” 
 
    “It’s this place,” I said. “Everyone is so attractive and I have almost no experience. I’m making up for lost time.” 
 
    “You do realize you broke the first rule of Stalker 101?” Beat said. “Don’t sleep with your stalker.” That didn’t make me feel any better. I had sex with an emotionally unstable, mentally and physically scarred woman. Yes, she had done everything in her power to convince me that it was casual, but deep down I’d known it wasn’t—at least not for her. I’d let hormones decide rather than my small brain.  
 
    “I’m screwed.” 
 
    “Want me to talk to her? Woman to woman?” 
 
    “You’d do that?” 
 
    “It’s better than watching all the improvements we’ve made to this place come crashing down because of a bunch of drama on Big Brother: Monsterworld Edition.” 
 
    It was an extremely generous and tempting offer. I wanted to just say, “Yes! Take care of my shit for me.” But that was wrong on so many levels, and it wasn’t fair to Beat or Belle. “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. “I’ve got to be the one to tell her.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
    THAR BE DRAGONS 
 
      
 
    I waited until after the next Black. It was the quietest night in a while. We heard evidence of monsters roaming, but there were no attacks on our demonfire circle. “Are you going to talk to her?” Beat asked as we walked back. We had the entire new crew for the first time ever. Well, except for Belle, who had yet to leave the ward-shield perimeter.  
 
    “Yes. No. Maybe.” 
 
    Beat snorted. “Good to know you’ve made up your mind.” 
 
    “What if she tries to kill herself again?” 
 
    “Sam, it’s not on you. How many times do I have to tell you that we’re all adults here. We all make our own decisions.” 
 
    Even though I knew my wise friend was right, I still couldn’t bear the thought of any of the newbs dying on my watch. I could finally relate to Protector Kloop and all the Protectors who had come before him. Rationally, I knew saving everyone in this dangerous world was impossible, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to try. I was about to tell Beat exactly that, but a distant shriek cut me off.  
 
    Beat and I turned simultaneously, just ahead of the rest of our crew. “A gargat?” Beat said, although we all knew that was impossible. The winged gargoyles couldn’t survive the sunlight, their wretched bodies shriveling up and dying before turning to dust.  
 
    Plus, we’d all heard the cries of the dark hunters as they soared across the Black enough times to know this sound was something else. “Lace?” I said. Though I was Protector, she was the most experienced. If anyone had heard this particular call, it would be her.  
 
    She shook her head. “None of the day monsters make that sound,” she said, her feline brow furrowed in concentration. “At least none that I know of.” 
 
    “Something new?” I wondered aloud. I’d learned firsthand that the Morgoss played around with dark magic, so it was realistic that they’d find ways to create new monsters to plague us. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Millania said in her quiet way. “None of us have been here for that long. There could be countless monsters we haven’t seen.” It was true, but not a very comforting thought.  
 
    We stared in the direction the shriek had originated from: the mountains. More specifically, the largest mountain, behind which I knew the demon fortress of Annakor stood. The peaks were still dark, the sun having not risen high enough to shed anything more than a dim glow across this part of the planet. A shadow seemed to detach itself from the mountains, rising up, up, up, higher and higher and then— 
 
    Another spine-tingling shriek. 
 
    From this distance, the creature looked small, but I’d been to those mountains. They were far. If an airplane was flying over them it would look small too. Which meant the creature wasn’t small. Quite the opposite.  
 
    It had to be huge.  
 
    Shadow wings beat against the backdrop of the lightening sky. It was growing larger already, heading right toward us, moving unfathomably fast. A journey that had taken Beat, Vrill and I almost a day walking and several hours running was nothing to this powerful flying creature.  
 
    “We’ve got to get behind the wards,” I said, which felt like the right thing even though I suspected what was left of our magical shields would shatter under the weight of a direct attack by this monster.  
 
    Still, no one needed further urging. We ran toward the visible wards, the edges of their cracks glinting as the morning light found them. A hundred yards away. Eighty. Fifty.  
 
    There was another shriek, so much louder now, and I glanced back. At that very moment the silvery sun breached the horizon, splashing across the winged monster, which was now close enough for us to feel the displaced air from its beating wings. Its skin was the darkest of dark obsidian, its eyes glowing red coals. Its broad wings were thin, almost translucent, ending in clawed knobs at each extreme. It also had strong-looking legs and smaller arms that reminded me of a T-Rex. Its snout was long and narrow, and when it shrieked again, its multiple rows of dagger-like teeth were revealed, flames licking at the edges. Then I saw something else, the barest glimpse. 
 
    I almost tripped, barely managing to catch my balance as I whipped my head forward, a single word echoing with each beat of my heart.  
 
    Dragon…dragon… dragon… 
 
    Twenty yards. Ten.  
 
    I could feel the dragon’s presence now, like the air itself had weight. My fellow Warriors were already disappearing through the damaged wards. Lace, Millania and Floot were already through, as well as Jak, who moved remarkably well for his size. Which left only Beat and I, and I could tell she was holding back to stay with me. The dragon screamed, an ear-splitting cry that made my body tremble. “Go!” I urged, shoving her with one hand even as I dove for the amorphous wall.  
 
    The wards sucked at me and then I popped free, tumbling across the terrain and smashing into Beat. Behind us, the wards shook from the impact of the dragon as it tried to bash its way through them.  
 
    Still on the ground, I twisted to look, watching as the wards quivered again and again, more cracks forming on the surface, spiderwebbing out. From this side of the shields, we couldn’t see the dragon, but there was no doubt it was there, trying to break through our defenses.  
 
    “Can it squeeze through the breach?” Jak asked.  
 
    Millania answered. “Too big,” she said. “The troll barely squeezed through last time, and that thing is at least ten times larger.” 
 
    I agreed, but it was little solace considering the growing damage to our magical wall.  
 
    “Will it hold?” Beat hissed in my ear, careful not to let her voice carry where any of the newbs might hear.  
 
    I didn’t see how, but I knew little about the inner workings of ward shields, especially ones that had stood unbroken for over a century. Then again, there was already a hole in it, so that didn’t bode well. “I hope so?” 
 
    “Love the optimism.” 
 
    I wished I had more to give her, but my mind was focused more on something else. Or, more accurately, someone else. And this time it wasn’t Belle and how I was going to diffuse her advances without further damaging the emotional leaf she was clinging to.  
 
    No, I was thinking about someone I’d known longer. Someone I called a friend.  
 
    The one I’d seen riding the dragon. Though I’d only gotten a glimpse, I would know that strong, athletic form anywhere. 
 
    Vrill.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “You call them…drag-oons?” Jak asked as we sat around the fire, a row of leafrats wrapped in their own ruffage roasting on a spittle. Hunch scurried here and there, preparing our daily meal. I thought I could detect a hint of an accent, though I knew some kind of magic was translating his language into English, just as my words, to him, were translated into his language.  
 
    “Drag-uns,” I said, emphasizing the second syllable.  
 
    “And you have faced such a monster before?” 
 
    Beat and I exchanged a look. “Yeah. Of course. Many times.” Only none of them were real. Video games hardly seemed like relevant experience handling winged reptiles. I didn’t bring up the fact that I’d seen an ex-Warrior riding the dragon. As far as I knew, no one else had noticed.  
 
    A few hours earlier, we’d waited helplessly as the wards had trembled, again and again and again, until… 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    The dragon had apparently grown bored and flown away. We waited about half an hour to be sure, but when I finally poked my head through the wards the terrain and sky were empty all the way to the mountains. The reprieve was temporary, I knew. The dragon would return.  
 
    And yet that wasn’t what scared me the most. No. It was the look I’d seen on Vrill’s face as she’d ridden the dragon bareback.  
 
    Rage. 
 
    She looked like she wanted to murder and burn and tear down the very essence of the world. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I’d never seen that look on her face before.  
 
    What did they do to you, Vrill? I thought, feeling a swell of guilt in my chest. We’d abandoned her and now she’d been brainwashed by the Morgoss. Or they were controlling her with dark magic somehow. The real Vrill was trapped in her own body, chained and helpless. It was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    The others had continued talking about the dragon while my mind had drifted. “It’ll be back,” Lace said. “We need to come up with a plan.” 
 
    Belle, who’d been listening without speaking the entire time, finally piped up. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Protector Ryder will slay the monster.” 
 
    With her accent, her words sounded lovely, but they were miles away from the truth. I was bigger and stronger now that I was Level 3, but that dragon was more than a single Warrior could handle. Hell, even if we had an entire army of Warriors I wasn’t certain we’d have more than a fool’s chance.  
 
    We needed more. We needed magic.  
 
    “I’m going to go speak to the Three,” I said. “We need their counsel.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Beat caught up to me halfway up the hill.  
 
    “I saw her, too,” she said, taking me by surprise. “Vrill.” 
 
    My heart sank. I was hoping my eyes had played tricks on me. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to say anything, Sam. But you haven’t been talking to me the way you used to. You’re doing that thing where you close yourself off because you’re planning to do something crazy. Alone. Remember what happened the last time?” 
 
    I did, all too well. “You followed me.” 
 
    “Damn straight. And I’ll follow you again. If you’re going back to Annakor, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “I’m not. Well, not right away. But if I do, I want you with me.” 
 
    “I swear to the Three that if you’re lying to me…” 
 
    “Truth,” I said, stopping to look her in the eye. “And I’m sorry for keeping so many of my thoughts to myself lately. I’m feeling the pressure, but I should talk to you. I always feel better after I do.” 
 
    “You make me sound like a therapist, or a priest,” Beat said with a wry smile as we continued trudging up the hill. “Now tell me: What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. That wasn’t Vrill riding the dragon—not the real Vrill. She’s been brainwashed or mind-controlled or something.” 
 
    “Because of the collars?” 
 
    “What?” I stopped, scrunching my face. “What coll—” I remembered now. Something had glinted on the dragon’s neck, wrapping around. Everything had happened so fast I hadn’t given it a second thought. The dragon had been wearing a collar. But Beat had said collars. Plural. “Vrill was wearing one too?” 
 
    “No, she was wearing two collars,” Beat said. “The dragon had one, she had two.” 
 
    “Dark magic,” I said. “I need to speak to the Three.” We started walking again. 
 
    “You think they’ll know how to reverse whatever freaky spell the Morgoss have cast?” Beat asked. 
 
    “I don’t know anything. But I’m hoping they’ve got something for me.” I rattled off the list I’d made previously in the dirt and committed to memory, holding up a finger for each one. “One- train the newbs. Two- repair the ward shields. Three- grow our Warrior numbers. Four- get better weapons. Five- connect with the tribes. Six- find Vrill.” 
 
    We’d reached the top of the hill. “It’s a good list, but not all of those things are on you. Number three is all Eve. And I can take the lead on training the newbs.” 
 
    I nodded. It felt better having her point out the obvious. The weight of the list had been growing in my mind day by day. “Thanks. Now I need to go visit the Three. Alone. They seem to respond better that way.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me—you’re going to sleep with our bosses to get another promotion?”  
 
    “Hey, I’d already gotten the promotion when I slept with—” I stopped trying to defend my prior actions when I realized she was joking. “Ha ha. Funny.” 
 
    “I thought so. Give my regards to the Three. Tell them to give us some fucking weapons and tell us how to repair the ward shields and save Vrill.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “That’s been good enough so far, Sam Ryder. And I’ll make sure you’re not interrupted by your southern stalker.” 
 
    With that, she started back down the hill.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The air in the gully was cool beside the still pond. As before, there was no sign of the goddesses. Minertha’s usual rock was empty, and there was no evidence of Persepheus in or out of the water. Airiel, of course, was absent as well, though that was typical of the sky goddess.  
 
    I hadn’t ever explored the rest of the canyon. All the action had always happened in this main part. Now, however, the time had come to explore.  
 
    I didn’t feel great about it, almost like entering someone’s house and looking at all their stuff without being invited. 
 
    I reminded myself that I was the Protector and had to get stuff done. If that meant invading the goddesses’ privacy, so be it.  
 
    The main area was surrounded on three sides by rock walls, two of which were mostly covered by the glowing vines we used to climb in and out of the Three’s domain. The other side was open, stretching the canyon lengthwise for a distance I estimated at three football fields placed end to end. Three hundred yards. Not particularly far, but not short either. Who knew what mysteries the goddesses had hidden throughout the canyon? 
 
    I steeled myself and exited the main area, which was blocked in by several large boulders, including Persepheus’s usual mossy perch.  
 
    The first thing that surprised me was that the pond extended well beyond the edge of the main area. Though its width grew smaller and smaller until it was more a river than a pond, the telltale sounds of moving water was pleasant, like I was walking around the inner workings of a spa retreat. More boulders blocked my vision forward, and I was forced to clamber over and around them. I could’ve just jumped in the water and swum, but I didn’t like the idea of not knowing what might come up beneath me.  
 
    I scrabbled up a rise, small rocks crumbling under the weight of my feet and hands, and then looked out over the rest of the canyon, which I could see clearly now. There was an empty space covering the next hundred feet or so. Well, not entirely empty—just free of the large boulders. Instead, the area was filled with pots of various sizes. Gravity pulled me down the small hill, and I peeked inside one of the pots, immediately recognizing the viscous fluid. Primordial ooze. Shit, I thought, that’s a lot of goddess spittle. I was surprised to discover the supply was so plentiful. Then again, the goddesses had a lot of spare time on their hands, and the number of Warriors had been dwindling for a long time. I tried to picture the Three sitting around a pot, hocking loogies from the backs of their throats. I’d seen a few different sides of the goddesses—angry, playful, sexy—but I couldn’t picture them in such a raw and uncouth manner. Regardless, it was good to know we were covered for a while.  
 
    I slalomed through the field of ooze pots to the other end. This time there was no climbing necessary to move forward—a narrow walkway split a pair of towering boulders on either side. The boulders were carved into the likenesses of the Three goddesses. Minertha and Persepheus were on one side, the statues remarkably accurate, capturing their beauty and power as they loomed over me. The opposite boulder was all Airiel, her wings arcing over her porcelain face. I’d never seen them like this—so strong and confident—and I wondered if the sculptor had known them before they’d had their hearts ripped from their chests.  
 
    I passed between the statues, a shiver running down my spine. There was so much I didn’t know. Knowledge that could change our approach to everything. Just like back on Earth, I felt an insatiable need to understand the world around me. If only I had my smart phone so I could watch the YouTube video on The History of Tor. 
 
    The narrow path spilled into another wide clearing. The ground was no longer hard, bouncing beneath my feet as I trampled on piled layers of the cocoonlike material used during the Leveling up process. There must be thousands of square feet of the stuff, I thought, reaching down to touch the fabric. Eve had explained that the cocoons were spun by Airiel whenever she had the strength. This supply must’ve been created over years, maybe even decades. Again, it was comforting to know there was plenty. If my plans for growing the Warrior army were realized, we’d need a lot of cocoons, not only to level up Outcasts to Warriors, but hopefully to one day begin further leveling up more Protectors and, eventually, Seekers.  
 
    I shook my head because I was getting way ahead of myself. Our ward shields were making their last stand and the Three were the weakest they’d ever been. Training the newbs was a crucial goal, but Beat had agreed to take the lead on that and I trusted her implicitly. Which meant my main task was number two on my list: Repair the ward shields. Or create new ones. Or reinforce them. I didn’t know how the magical defenses worked, but I was determined to find out.  
 
    I crossed the bouncy terrain, marveling at the raw cocoon material piled up on all sides like the wares of a rug factory.  
 
    The other side of the space was blocked by a sheer wall of rock. There were no glowing vines on either side to use to scale past the barrier. There was, however, the slowly moving stream that flowed from the pond in the main area. It moved along the wall, slipping past the stone barrier toward whatever was beyond.  
 
    There was nothing for it. I jumped in, not even bothering to remove my shoes or clothes. Oh wait, I didn’t have shoes or clothes. My loincloth would dry eventually.  
 
    The water was wonderful, the perfect temperature for swimming. I wondered why I hadn’t tried it out earlier. Eve certainly liked to swim in it. I treaded water to prevent my bulky body from sinking, letting the gentle current carry me forward. Soon, however, the small stream picked up speed as it narrowed further, the water rushing together to funnel through a tight squeeze between rocks.  
 
    Oops. Somehow I’d managed to go whitewater rafting without a raft.  
 
    I tucked my arms together against my chest and used my feet to protect the rest of me from getting slammed into the bone-shattering rocks.  
 
    My breath was sucked from my lungs as I was propelled forward into the bubbling froth. It was like being part of a stampede, jostled on all sides. I was rushed into a smooth stone chute, almost like a water slide, which ended far too quickly at a sheer drop off.  
 
    “Oh fu—” I said, but the end of my curse was cut off as water spilled around me and I fell. As I tumbled, I imagined shallow water at the bottom, sharp rocks poking up to crush my body. No one would find me to administer the ooze. I would die broken and alone. 
 
    I landed in a deep pool of water with a monumental splash that would’ve earned scores of zero had I been a competitor in the Olympic high dive event. My feet never reached bottom, however, and I kicked hard to resurface, coming up spluttering.  
 
    Still kicking, I wiped water from my eyes, clearing my vision. Whoa. That single thought was a major understatement as I took in this final space. On all sides were waterfalls, spilling from holes in the cliffs, defying the laws of physics, thousands of teardrops shimmering beneath the silver sun, before tumbling into the pool. 
 
    It was breathtaking. It was also confounding. This was the end of the line, so where were the goddesses? 
 
    That’s when I noticed how some parts of the waterfalls looked different than others. Some had soft brown colors mixed in with the water, earthy and rich, while others were darker, almost shadowy. There are caves behind the darker ones, I realized. Which made a lot of sense, and also explained why I’d only seen Airiel once. She was hidden away most of the time. Because she’s the weakest of the Three, I remembered. A slice of fear cut through me. If the other two goddesses had joined her in the caves, what did that mean? Were they so weak now that they needed to hide themselves too? 
 
    Did I really care? I wasn’t sure. They were basically the architects of multiple abductions resulting in the deaths of numerous people from all different planets. But…if they died it could embolden the monsters and make everything worse for the rest of us. For the Warriors I was trying to save. If protecting the Three meant saving those under my umbrella of responsibility, I would do it.  
 
    I swam toward one of the darker portions of the waterfall, pushing the water to either side and behind me. When I reached the waterfall, I stuck my hand through slowly, in case I had been wrong.  
 
    I wasn’t wrong. My hand went right through the cascading water and into the empty space behind.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I plunged through, shoving my hands onto the ledge I found for leverage, drawing my bulk behind me like a fat kid trying to get out of the swimming pool without using the ladder. 
 
    Behind the waterfall, I blinked. Very little natural light made it past the sheet of water, but I could still see because of the demontorches planted on the walls. Dozens of stalactites and stalagmites descended from the ceiling and rose up from the ground, many having met in the middle, forming stone columns that took a large space and broke it up into smaller compartments, not unlike a colony of bees’ honeycomb.  
 
    I made my way around a particularly large column, seeing evidence of habitation. There was a bed made of large white feathers and several empty bronze chalices. Shelves cut into one wall contained ancient-looking books with dusty covers that couldn’t have been touched in years. I moved along the bookshelf, inspecting the titles. Artifacts of the First Decade, Artifacts of the Second Decade, etc. The volumes became thinner as they got closer to the present. I flipped the last one open, which only had a few pages filled in, the rest of the book empty. I scanned the items listed, an inventory of sorts. Armor of Ages, was the first item I read. Beside it was what appeared to be a date that made little sense to me, followed by the status—stolen. In parentheses was a name. 
 
    Vrill.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    TOR HISTORY 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I realized Vrill was the last Seeker. Since then, no one had ascended to Level 4, or if they had, they’d been unsuccessful in locating any artifact before being killed. I knew this because there was only one additional artifact listed after Vrill’s armor.  
 
    Boomerang of Drith. The status was Inactive.  
 
    I flipped back through the few pages in the book, noting the word Active crossed out for each item and replaced with Inactive.  
 
    What the hell? What did that even mean?  
 
    I slotted the book back into place and grabbed another. Same thing. Dozens of items listed, things like Spear of Destiny and Gorrumund’s Revenge and Meteor Storm. All were notated as Inactive without explanation.  
 
    Frustrated, I slammed the book back into place, a plume of dust rising from the impact. I stormed into the next room and froze, my jaw dropping open. It was the motherload, the result of decades of Seeking, a weapons cache so large it could outfit an entire army of Warriors. Swords of many types—long, broad, two-handed, one-handed, dual-edged, sabers and scimitars and katanas and everything in between—hung from scabbards dangling from hooks. There were barrels filled with bows and arrows, blocks set with knives of all shapes and sizes. Within glass cases, there were finer-looking weapons, some of them glowing slightly, some inlaid with brilliant multi-faceted gemstones, others etched with strange rune-like markings. There was armor and shields too.  
 
    Anger rose within me. Because we wore loincloths and wielded old, chipped weapons that looked ready for retirement. We fought monsters with not much better than hand-me-down weapons and equipment while the Three sat on a vast supply. This is what Vrill had warned me about. She’d told me this, but I hadn’t really understood. She’d said the Three kept the supply as a last resort in the event they were overrun. Which, at the time, had made sense, but only when I thought the supply was a few weapons and magical knick-knacks. Not this.  
 
    I spotted the boomerang I’d found when Beat and I destroyed the pit of dark magic that was lengthening the Black. I took a step toward it, but then stopped when a voice spoke from behind me. 
 
    “You should not have come here.”  
 
    I turned to find Persepheus standing in the room’s entrance, her seaweedy hair spilling over her shoulders and covering all but the edges of her breasts. A rough, lichen bikini bottom was the extent of her clothing, her shimmering blue-green skin changing colors as she breathed.  
 
    “Why?” I said, unable to hide the sharpness from my tone. “So I would be blind like everyone else? Serving you and your sisters while you serve none but yourselves?” 
 
    “Let me talk to him,” another voice said. Minertha. Of all the Three, I trusted her the most. She seemed the most human, as real and flawed as anyone I’d ever met. Then again, based on what I’d just seen, all of the Three were flawed. And liars. 
 
    “No,” a third voice said. “This is my responsibility.” The airy voice could be none other than the enigmatic third sister, Airiel, the sky goddess herself.  
 
    “Sister, you should be resting,” Persepheus said, but she stepped aside anyway, clearing my view to find Minertha peeking around the corner. A light appeared, growing brighter as Airiel danced into view, her every movement as graceful as a ballerina. Her pale skin shone as if it was illuminated from within. She wore a sheer silk shift, which left her arms and legs bare. The fabric was slightly thicker around her hips and chest, hiding all but a hint of what lay beneath, while the thin material at her abdomen revealed her flat stomach and bellybutton. I couldn’t see her wings, which meant, presumably, she’d tucked them behind her.  
 
    The aura she gave off was that of an ethereal being not of this world or any other. For the first time I realized something I should’ve known from the beginning: 
 
    She was the leader, the eldest. Maybe she was the weakest of the Three, but that wasn’t why she remained hidden, spending her days spinning the material for the cocoons. No, her sisters were protecting her, the last line of defense. She was more important than they were.  
 
    I knew it because of the way they deferred to her now, stepping aside as she passed.  
 
    “Leave us,” she said, and they obeyed, moving beyond the pillars. 
 
    Despite the fact that I was completely and utterly enthralled with the creature standing before me, I was determined not to let her dictate whatever happened next. I owed that much to the other Warriors, especially the newbs, who already seemed to trust me the way I’d once trusted Protector Kloop. I owed it to Vrill.  
 
    “I want answers,” I said. “I want the truth.” 
 
    “And you’ll get it,” she said, her voice soft and powerful all at the same time. “Do you mind if I sit?” she asked, gesturing to another of the beds constructed of soft-looking white feathers.  
 
    Was she seriously asking for my permission? “Please,” I said. Though her very presence seemed to command my attention, I could see the weakness in her body as she slowly lowered herself to the bed.  
 
    When she was situated, she said, “These weapons cannot be wielded by your Warriors.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because they choose who can use them. Otherwise, they will curse the wielder, leading to a swifter death.” 
 
    It didn’t sound like a lie, and yet… “I used the boomerang. The Boomerang of Dirk, or whatever it’s called. It saved me when I faced the Morgoss.” 
 
    “The Boomerang of Drith,” Airiel said, her tone full of what sounded like weight. The weight of memory.  
 
    “Who’s Drith?” 
 
    Airiel shook her head, her sunshine-blond hair shifting ever so slightly. “It’s not important.” 
 
    After coming face to face with a dragon being ridden by the first person on this planet who showed me any degree of kindness, I was feeling bold. “It is important. Everything about these artifacts is important. You and your sisters made me Protector for a reason. I have plans. Screw the status quo. Screw playing defense. We need to grow our numbers and take the fight to the Morgoss. But to do that, we need weapons. From where I’m sitting you’ve got plenty. So who is Drith and why does he have a boomerang named after him?”  
 
    Airiel’s sky-blue eyes met mine, and they were so piercing I was forced to look away despite my previous confidence. They were limned with kohl and as clear as a warm, summer’s day. “Drith was a demigod,” she said.  
 
    “Meaning…” 
 
    “The product of a god and another species—in this case a human.” 
 
    “Wait…what? I don’t understand.” My eyes roamed back to her to find her sheer shift had drifted upward toward her hips, revealing almost the entirety of her smooth, porcelain legs. For once, however, my addled mind wasn’t due to her goddess beauty.  
 
    “You see, when a god or goddess loves a woman or man…” 
 
    Despite myself, I laughed. Mostly because I didn’t expect the airy third sister to have a sense of humor. “No, I mean—I didn’t realize there were humans here even before your kingdom was overthrown.” 
 
    “There were always humans here,” Airiel said. “Come. Sit. I will tell you the story of Drith.” She patted the featherbed beside her.  
 
    Jesus Christ. How was I supposed to concentrate sitting next to her? I walked over, turned around to face away, and slumped down unceremoniously onto the bed, my weight sinking deep into its softness.  
 
    Airiel laughed and, my gods, I swear it was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. I would make a fool of myself a thousand times if it meant I could keep hearing that laugh. She placed a soft hand on my leg, just above my knee, and I shivered. “You are a good man, Sam Ryder,” she said. “I am sorry for the position we have put you in.” 
 
    I was shocked. It was the first time any of the Three had apologized for bringing me—or any of us, for that matter—to this place of horror and violence. “Thanks for saying that,” I said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Airiel said. Thankfully, she removed her hand from my knee and combed it through her long, silky hair. “This place has always been filled by a mixture of gods, goddesses and citizens of the Eight planets, including Earth.” 
 
    “How did they get here?” I asked. As far as I knew, this planet hadn’t even been discovered by humans, and other than unmanned probes, long-distance space travel was only a thing in popular science fiction.  
 
    “We brought them. Just like now, my people sought out the down-trodden in other civilizations. Those who were ready to give up. We brought them here.” 
 
    Holy shit. I wondered how many of the “crazy” people who told stories of alien abductions or UFO sightings were really crazy. I almost slapped my head. All of them, I thought. These goddesses didn’t require spaceships. Not when their own Finder could travel through space and time with nothing but a thought and a bit of rest. “Go on,” I said.  
 
    “Most of my people loved the other races. We intermingled with them, mated with them, filling this world with our offspring—the demigods. Drith was one.” 
 
    She paused, taking a deep breath. I could sense the weariness in her, and I hated it. She was dying day by day, the life sucked out of her by the empty space in her chest where her heart should be. I longed to fill that space. I fought off the thought, because I needed to take this one baby step at a time. Follow my list. The priorities were weapons and the ward shields.  
 
    “Where did he get his boomerang?” I asked.  
 
    “Drith was a great warrior,” Airiel continued. She leaned to the side, away from me, propping her head on one hand and settling the other hand on her hip. Even without trying, she was completely and utterly distracting. I trained my eyes on the boomerang, which was resting on its mount within the glass case. “Even back then, this world was plagued with monsters. Despite all the power at our disposal, evil continued to pop up. Your Warrior predecessors hunted them from the Land of Shadows to the Black Forest, killing thousands. For a while, there was peace. At the time, Drith was the Protector. As a reward for his great victory over the monsters, he was given that boomerang, which was infused with my mother’s tears as it was carved.” 
 
    “Your mother?” I said. It was hard to think about these powerful women as having been born, the product of some love affair between a god and goddess. “Who was she?” 
 
    “A harsh goddess,” she said. “For the most part, she was intolerant of those she considered to be of lesser species. But she loved Drith. For Drith was her son, the product of one of her many concubines, a chance creation when she believed she was beyond the point of fertility.” 
 
    News flash: goddesses are concerned about birth control. Except…I’d bedded all of the Three—my “reward” for leveling up to Protector—and they hadn’t seemed too worried about getting pregnant. I wanted to ask, but there were more important matters to discuss now, and I could tell Airiel would need to rest soon.  
 
    “So Drith got a magical boomerang, and then what?” I asked.  
 
    “The Black,” she said, dark undertones creeping into her voice. The clearness in her eyes clouded over, and I could sense that the memory of that time, even now, was hard for her to face. “The Morgoss organized the monsters.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “Not even the goddesses know,” Airiel said. “The first Black was frightening. The night used to be my favorite time of day, when the sky was lit with a billion stars and Tor’s seven moons played games across the heavenly firmament. Since that night, I haven’t seen a single star nor moon.” 
 
    “The monsters came to Allinor,” I guessed. “Your home.” 
 
    Airiel shook her head. “Not that first night. No, the Morgoss had been planning their attack for years. Hidden away, they’d been breeding their army. During the first Black they attacked those cities in the Outer Bounds of the realm. They were largely unprotected, the number of Warriors assigned few. It was a slaughter. 
 
    “It was a time of fear, although my parents, the king and queen, were arrogant. They sent some reinforcements, but held back the main body of their army, convinced it was a minor uprising and that the Black was nothing more than an aberration.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” I said.  
 
    She shook her head. “No. It was the start. The Morgoss had created it. When they breathed, it wasn’t air but shadows that emerged. The next wave of Warriors was killed too. So my parents sent more and more Warriors, arming them with all manner of magical weaponry. The souls were lost, along with their weapons.” 
 
    “The artifacts.” 
 
    “Yes. Drith begged my mother to send him with the full strength of the army, but she refused. She pretended the monsters were naught but pesky gnats buzzing around her head, but I could see the fear in her eyes. That was the scariest thing of all, because I’d never seen her scared. My father had long despised Drith because he was the evidence of the queen’s infidelity. So he went behind her back and commanded Drith to eradicate the monster threat and discover the source of the Black. My demigod half-brother took his blessed boomerang and ten thousand able-bodied Warriors, departing Allinor while my mother slept.  
 
    “When she awoke and discovered my father’s treachery, she flew into a rage, but it was too late. He was gone. Day by day, news arrived of his prowess in battle and the success he was having. He’d created a system of fighting we still use today, forming circles of Warriors in the Black, battling back to back and drawing the monsters to them with demontorches.  
 
    “They won battle after battle, pushing the monster front back into the Shadowlands—a place neither the Silver nor the Bronze daylight could ever seem to reach. My half-brother was a stubborn demigod, fearless to a fault. He always thought that if he believed he would win, then victory was a foregone conclusion. In his defense, he’d never lost, so in his mind he’d proven his theory.” 
 
    “The Morgoss emerged from the shadows,” I guessed.  
 
    “Worse. Drith went into the shadows to face them. He never came back out. In fact, less than a hundred of his ten thousand ever returned, and their minds were shattered. The little information we could glean from them came from their ravings while they slept. Eventually, they all killed themselves.” 
 
    “And his boomerang?” 
 
    Airiel glanced at where it rested on the pedestal. “It hadn’t been seen until you returned with it.” Her eyes were fluttering now. I didn’t have long to get more answers.  
 
    “Why did you take it? Why can’t I use it? Or one of my other Warriors? Or the rest of these weapons?” 
 
    “The weapon chooses the master,” Airiel said, our conversation coming full circle. “When you threw the boomerang, it worked like a boomerang should—even better, in fact, because of my mother’s tears. But”—she managed to raise a hand in the air—“the full extent of its powers didn’t manifest themselves. Because it didn’t choose you.” 
 
    “And the rest of these weapons? Should I try them out to see if they choose me?” I couldn’t hide the frustration from my tone.  
 
    She shook her head, her chin drooping to her chest. “I already know the answer, for I am their keeper now. I will know the moment the right Warrior comes along for one of them. Just like I knew the Bow of Destiny belonged to Lace.” 
 
    Her eyes were fully closed now, and she settled her head in the crook of her arm. “Wait,” I said. I finally understood why these weapons were useless to us, even if I couldn’t quite comprehend the whole weapons-choose-their-masters thing. But I hadn’t even had a chance to ask about the ward shields and how they might be repaired. 
 
    Unfortunately, however, Airiel was already asleep.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I left the weapon’s cache even more frustrated than before. Who knew how many new recruits we would need to bring to Tor in order to find someone who could use one of the magical weapons? If only Airiel was well enough to travel with Eve, the goddess could identify the right Outcasts. But that was a pipedream—the sky goddess could barely have a ten-minute conversation before she needed rest.  
 
    Then again, what I’d learned was valuable, and reinforced my plan to bring and train as many new recruits as possible. If we could grow our numbers enough, surely at least one would be able to handle one of the magical weapons. Then maybe we could start creating multiple armies, leveling up new Protectors and, eventually, more Seekers to gather additional artifacts, further increasing our chances at a match.  
 
    I froze, my racing mind stopping like the second hand on a broken clock. Minertha and Persepheus lay together on a feather bed…kissing.  
 
    Oh…my…goddesses… 
 
    Minertha’s stone-like clothing was nowhere to be found, and Persepheus’s lichen bikini had vanished. There were only miles of earthy brown skin and ever-changing sea-green flesh, the goddess sisters tangled up together.  
 
    Most of the time, I knew, the pair could hardly get along, but now…they were getting along so well I could barely breathe. There was so much to do, and the next Black would soon be crashing over Tor like a dark wave, and I needed to ask these two goddesses questions about the ward shields, but… 
 
    Seriously? What’s a guy supposed to do?  
 
    I cleared my throat.  
 
    The goddesses’ lips unlocked. Persepheus lazily twisted her head around to look at me, a smile playing on her lips. Minertha didn’t have to move at all for her eyes to find mine. “What took you so long?” she asked. “We got bored.” 
 
    Fuck me. “I—I had a lot of questions for your sister.” I wasn’t sure what was harder—me or the rock walls. 
 
    “Is that what they’re calling it these days?” Persepheus said.  
 
    “No, seriously, she gave me a history lesson—told me about—” 
 
    “Booor-iiiing,” Minertha sang, feigning a yawn. She didn’t look tired at all. “Join us, Protector Ryder. We could use a real man in our bed.” 
 
    My legs moved without me willing them to. My mind was trying to remember something—the questions I had for them—what did I need to know again? 
 
    Who the fuck cared? 
 
    I crawled into bed and the sea goddess immediately slid her hand along my thigh and beneath my loincloth. “Ooh,” she purred. “He’s ripe.” 
 
    “Hey,” Minertha protested. “Sisters should share.” She slid her own hand up my other thigh, her red-brown fingers disappearing beneath the cloth. As the sisters took turns stroking me, they kissed either side of my neck, obliterating any and all logical thoughts.  
 
    I crisscrossed my arms and managed to get one hand on each of their perfect breasts as they began to grind their midsections against the sides of my hips. Fully synchronized, they tore off my loincloth. Persepheus brought her fingers to her mouth and sucked on them, moistening each one with her tongue before drawing them back down and continuing to stroke. Primordial ooze lube, I thought. If I could bottle the stuff and sell it on Earth, I’d make millions.  
 
    The thought of monetizing goddess spittle was washed away as Minertha lithely changed position and licked my erection while Persepheus continued to run her moistened fingers up and down. This brought her hips near my mouth, and I slipped my tongue between her legs. She responded, moaning as her back arched and her torso moved into me, her shaven skin flush with my face as I devoured her.  
 
    Persepheus swooped in from the side, tickling my ear with her tongue and then licking the side of my face before forcing her own tongue in with mine. I turned toward her, our tongues rounding each other’s before I dipped my head to find her breast, tracing a wet circle around her nipple and then flicking it in and out of my mouth.  
 
    “Take me, Protector,” she groaned, touching herself as I continued to suck. 
 
    Minertha now had me fully inside her mouth and she was bobbing up and down, tasting every inch. I was torn between the two goddesses, wanting desperately to satisfy them both even as my entire world seemed to explode with pleasure. My head shifted back and forth between Minertha’s vagina and Persepheus’s breast, doing my best to give them both what they wanted, my stamina beginning to wane as Min’s mouth and tongue grew even more vigorous in their movements.  
 
    When I was nearly spent, Min suddenly shifted again, grabbing my penis and maneuvering it into her sister, who was wet and waiting. She mounted me, her skin shifting from blue to green and then to a shade of fiery red, something I’d never seen her do before. “Ohhhh Ryder,” she sighed as she thrust her hips against mine. I felt the explosion coming, but held it back like a damn fighting a surge of water after a storm.  
 
    Min scrambled back around, pressing in beside her sister and grinding against us both. She dropped down and her breast landed in my mouth. I ate and licked her hard flesh, biting her nipple slightly. She shrieked and laughed in short succession. “Full of new tricks, Protector,” she said, panting slightly as Persepheus fell to the side and I slid out of her.  
 
    Minertha grabbed me again and then I was inside her, somehow still going, clinging to the spare moments before climax by the thinnest of threads, my new body like that of a racehorse.  
 
    She arched her back again and I rose to kiss her chest once more, my hands grasping her ass and pushing her against me harder and harder and— 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!” I breathed, spilling all I had left into her, still thrusting with everything I had, my mouth full of hard nipples and smooth, stony flesh.  
 
    Even the ending seemed to last an eternity, my stores full to bursting despite the fact that it had been less than a day since I’d taken Belle from behind.  
 
    Protector was a stressful position, no doubt, but it certainly had its advantages.  
 
    Minertha collapsed with me still inside her. Persepheus lay on the opposite side, her head nestled against my shoulder. The two naked goddesses slept, and so did I.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE 
 
    SPLITTING UP 
 
      
 
    I awoke slowly, my mind trying to remember where I was and how I’d gotten here.  
 
    I was alone. In a cave. Flashes of memory returned. Seeing Airiel again. The story about the demigod, Drith. My latest sexual odyssey with her sisters. I slumped back down onto the featherbed, just breathing for a moment before I remembered something else.  
 
    The Black.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I threw myself off the comfort of the soft bed and landed awkwardly on my bare feet, stumbling slightly. I headed for the wall of water that was too dark for comfort. Night was on the verge of falling and I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. Because I was a freaking selfish idiot. Why couldn’t you have kept it in your pants? I asked myself. Because they were so hot! I argued back. Tell that to all your dead Warriors. 
 
    The last thought was sobering and I was about to burst through the waterfall and swim for it when a breathy voice stopped me. “This way,” Airiel said.  
 
    I whirled and she stood behind me, looking exhausted. She was pointing toward the back part of the cave, which I hadn’t even had a chance to explore because I’d given in to my carnal desires.  
 
    I understood. “Another way out?” 
 
    She nodded. “Go. There’s not much time.” 
 
    There never is. I ran in the direction she pointed, into another part of the cavern, with walls covered in the glowing vines that adorned the cliffs surrounding the gully. I didn’t see a way out, and I was about to turn back to ask, but then I pushed my hands through the foliage. There was no wall behind them, just the taste of cool air.  
 
    I whipped my head around to offer my thanks to Airiel, but she was already gone. Dammit. I hadn’t even had a chance to ask her about repairing the wards.  
 
    Her soft, melodious voice drifted to me from the other room, the one with all the artifacts. “The Syrene,” she said. “They have a powerful elixir. It may bond with the wards and strengthen them. But they will not part with it easily.” 
 
    My mind was spinning, trying to make sense of whether “the Syrene” was someone or something I’d heard about before. It didn’t ring a bell. But I was also out of time—I could always come back and ask follow up questions later, now that I knew this place existed and that there was a back entrance.  
 
    I ran out into the night just as the Black fell.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The battle was in full swing when I arrived, hammer in hand.  
 
    I felt a swell of satisfaction when I realized the Warriors were in perfect formation, guarding the hole in the ward shields. My satisfaction evaporated when Beat spotted me. Her expression was one of annoyance. No, worse than that. Betrayal.  
 
    “Nice of you to show up, Protector,” she spat, stabbing her spear into the eye of one of the fyrisia, a lizard-like fire demon that enjoyed spitting green globules of acid that caused third-degree burns if it hit its target.  
 
    The demons, which had scaly bodies that periodically flared with bursts of flame, were everywhere, but at least there were no other monsters. To date, I’d never seen a fyrisia with any other monster species, and I was hoping that trend would continue.  
 
    “I was gathering information,” I said as I leapt into battle, though the excuse sounded lame even to my ears. I brought my hammer down on a lizard’s head and it made a squishy sound. (That’s a technical Warrior term, in case you were wondering.) 
 
    “For twelve hours?” Beat blocked a spray of acid with her shield, which sizzled and spat in response. Indentations began to form as the acid bit into the metal. Luckily, we didn’t come across the fire demons too often—probably because they didn’t play well with the other monsters—otherwise we would run out of weaponry pretty quickly.  
 
    “I might’ve fallen asleep,” I said. Again, lame.  
 
    “Kloop never missed the start of the Black,” she pointed out, which stung. Kloop had pretty much been the perfect Protector. Big shoes—or feet, rather, since we didn’t wear shoes—to fill.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I whacked at a fyrisia that tried to sneak in from the side, but missed, the momentum of my swing carrying me all the way around.  
 
    Where Lace stood at the ready, leaping past me and stabbing the creature through the head with a dagger. At least she wasn’t using exploding arrows within close range tonight.  
 
    “Saved your ass,” she said. “You owe me.” 
 
    I owed them all, and I was determined to make it up to them. Other than Belle, every Warrior was fighting. Millania impaled demon after demon on her trident, which was dripping gore from each of its three spikes. Guz was a white-furred whirlwind as he hacked and slashed at anything reptilian that moved. Jak was a force of nature, reminding me more and more of Dravon, and not just because they both hailed from Lri Ayem. And Floot, well, the rhino woman was becoming a beastly Warrior in her own right. Not quite to Beat’s level, but not far off either.  
 
    Beat stopped making me feel bad, which was almost worse, but I took advantage of the silence to focus my entire attention on the battle, smashing fire demons like it was my job. Oh yeah, it was. I took some acid to the back and chest, but I relished the burn and used it as fuel to fight even harder.  
 
    When it was finished, I looked at my fellow Warriors and said, “I’m sorry. I should’ve been there.” There was no room for beating around the bush as Protector, and I’d promised myself I’d be as honest as possible with them. “I was trying to get important information to help us. But then I fucked up. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Lace flicked me with her tail. “Don’t worry, Protector. It happens to the best of us,” she said, before stalking away. Geez, I thought, she’s almost like a different cat-woman now that Jak is around. Floot said nothing, just nodded in my direction. Guz muttered something incomprehensible under his breath. I was pretty sure he’d cursed me out. Jak strode over and slapped me hard on the back. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. Millania was reserved as usual, but I could tell she was annoyed too. She said nothing, however, and headed back toward camp.  
 
    “Dumbass,” Beat said, which was when I knew she’d forgiven me. It felt good, but I still hated that I’d let her down just for a piece of tail, or I should say two unbelievably perfect pieces of tail.  
 
    “That pretty much sums up my existence,” I said, hoping the self-deprecating humor would restore the equilibrium of our friendship. As we walked back, the rest of the conversation went something like this: 
 
    Beat: “How’d it go, anyway?” 
 
    Sam: “Uh, it went well. I think. I learned some things.” 
 
    Beat: “So you didn’t have sex with any goddesses?” 
 
    Sam: “Umm…” 
 
    Beat: “Gods, Ryder! You get more play than a game of Super Mario Kart at a nerd party!” 
 
    Sam: “The Three are distracting.” 
 
    Beat: “Spill. I want to know everything.” 
 
    Sam: “Everything?” 
 
    Beat: “Everything.” 
 
    So I told her everything, including the naughty details of my romp with Persepheus and Minertha—because she insisted, mostly to see me blush, I think.  
 
    Then, back at camp around a nice fire with the aroma of roasting leafrat filling our nostrils, I told the others the same story, minus the X-rated parts.  
 
    “Trollshit,” Lace said when I’d finished. I’d just told them what Airiel had said to me just before I left, the thing about the Syrene and their magic ward-restoring elixir.  
 
    “You’ve heard of them before,” I said, seeing the recognition in the curl of her nose.  
 
    “You could say that,” Lace said. She was resting with her head on Jak’s chest while he scratched her behind the ears. “Apparently in the old days some Seekers journeyed to the Syrene to try to find this magical ward-repairing elixir. But no one ever returned.” 
 
    “Wait, you knew about it and didn’t say anything?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed into a soul-devouring scowl. “Don’t you judge me, Protector.” I was surprised she used the honorific at all, though it didn’t sound like she was doing it out of respect for my position. “I hadn’t really thought about it. It’s not like we have any Seekers anyway. Plus, the whole no-one-ever-returned part? Doesn’t exactly sound like the type of risk we should take right now.” 
 
    I wasn’t thinking ‘we’. Beat, being Beat, immediately called me on it. “Don’t even think about it, Ryder. You’re not going on some hare-brained mission while we cover for your ass during the next few Blacks.” 
 
    “Hear me out,” I said. Hunch handed me the first leafrat skewer, which was traditionally doled out in order of experience with the Protector being the exception—always getting the first meal. Thus far, I’d taken full advantage of the benefit—fighting made one hungry—but this time I passed it to Lace. A peace offering of sorts. She glared at me, but then accepted it, licking her chops. “We are out of options,” I continued. “That dragon will return. The monsters will continue to grow stronger, especially if they continue working together the way some of them have. Even if we grow our army twenty-fold, we can’t survive with our front door standing wide open. Not forever. Something’s got to give, and if bringing back this elixir will make a difference, it’s a risk worth taking. But I agree with Lace, we can’t all go. This could take several Blacks, so most of us need to stay back to guard the ward shields.” 
 
    To my utter shock, Belle, who’d been quiet the entire conversation, said, “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” Lace immediately retorted, speaking around a mouthful of fragrant leaves and meat.  
 
    My initial thought had been similar to Lace’s, but then I really considered it. She wasn’t doing any good here, and she did need experience in the Black or she’d never survive on this planet.  
 
    Beat was watching me like a hawk. “You’re not seriously considering this, are you? If anyway should go with you, it should be me.” 
 
    “I need you here,” I said, trying to convey just how much I meant it. Beat was the only one I fully trusted to take care of business while I was gone. Lace was too volatile and Millania too quiet. The other three had only been here a short time. Eve would be back with new recruits soon, so I needed all three of my most experienced Warriors around to train and protect them.  
 
    “Godsdammit, Sam Ryder,” Beat said, but I could tell she’d gone through the same thought process as me. I was also glad she didn’t point out that I was breaking another rule of Stalker 101 by bringing Belle along with me.  
 
    Then again, maybe it would be an opportunity to convince her I wasn’t the right guy for her, especially because of my recent series of flings.  
 
    Or it could blow up in my face.  
 
    Definitely one or the other.  
 
    “It’s decided then,” I said. “After a meal and a rest, Belle and I will leave immediately. The sooner we get the elixir, the better chance we’ll have against that dragon. Now Lace, tell us everything you know about the Syrene.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the Syrene were Sirens. Go figure. You know, the mythological sea creatures who like to lull sailors into a trance with their beauty and songs before slitting their throats and drinking their blood? 
 
    Yep, those ones.  
 
    Awesome.  
 
    The bloodthirsty vixens were supposedly somewhere in the opposite direction to the mountains. All of Tor’s oceans had dried up, but apparently there was at least one body of water remaining—a giant lake—which was where the Syrene had made their home. According to what Lace had heard, they weren’t friendly with the Morgoss. So that was a plus. The minus was that they weren’t exactly friendly with the Three or anyone associated with them either.  
 
    I glanced toward Belle occasionally, watching as her initial excitement at the prospect of going on a trip with me morphed into the realization that this wasn’t going to be like a honeymoon. Still, to her credit, she didn’t bail.  
 
    Maybe it was a bad idea to bring her with me, but I knew Beat wouldn’t let me go alone—even if going with Belle was almost the same thing—and I didn’t want to drag anyone else away from camp.  
 
    When everyone had gone to bed and Belle remained sitting by the fire, staring into the embers, I approached her. “Hey,” I said.  
 
    Her eyes flickered up to meet mine, and I could tell she’d been lost in some memory. “Hello, Protector,” she said. She tried to offer one of her dazzling smiles but it wilted like a dying flower.  
 
    “Please, call me Sam. Look, Belle, you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. If you’re not ready to face the Black, you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “The thing is, I am ready. I’ve been ready for a while, but no one has asked me to come.” 
 
    That surprised the crap out of me. “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “Almost dying does that to a person. I know you all think I’m weak and scared of my own shadow.” 
 
    “No one thinks that,” I said, which was a lie. I’d been thinking almost exactly that.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “But I’m not fragile anymore. Maybe I was at first, but even that was a lie. You don’t know what I’ve been through, but you can probably guess. I’ve been that scared woman for so long, and I’m exhausted. This planet, as scary as it is, finally feels like a chance to start over, to be a different version of myself. A better version.”  
 
    Wow. If she’d told me she was the tooth fairy I wouldn’t have been any less surprised. Maybe Eve hadn’t been wrong when she chose this woman. She sounded almost like the Outcast Warrior that she was. “I’m glad to hear you say that.” 
 
    “I can hear the doubt in your voice, but that’s okay. I’ll prove myself to you.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. “Now get some rest.” 
 
    I got up and headed for one of the huts, the one already occupied by Beat, hoping that would dissuade Belle from trying to follow me. Also to my surprise, she didn’t offer me anything.  
 
    Maybe she really was trying to change.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Belle was waiting when I emerged from the hut. Before I’d left, Beat had rolled over and muttered, “Don’t get yourself killed, dumbass,” and then rolled back over.  
 
    As Protector, I’d wanted to offer her some words of wisdom regarding duty and honor and protecting the Three before I left, but I knew she would recognize it for what it was: a steaming pile of bullshit. So I said only, “Love you, too,” which earned me a chuckle. 
 
    Belle stood facing away with her hands on her hips, watching the bronze sun make its way across the sky. Fit and trim with a sword—a katana—dangling from a loop on a belt she’d knotted around her waist, the southern beauty looked pretty badass.  
 
    “Nice weapon,” I said, picking up my hammer where it lay. “You know how to use that thing?" 
 
    She turned and said, “I’ve been practicing.” 
 
    It was news to me. Whenever we returned from battle, bloody and weary, she was lounging around the fire. And during the day, she slept most of the time like the rest of us. Or did she? “You have?” 
 
    “Millania has been helping me. Did you know Oceania is only ninety percent water?” 
 
    I didn’t know much about Oceania at all, but given the name I figured it was all water. Just another thing I should’ve asked about. I shook my head.  
 
    “Millania’s people spend equal time underwater and on land. The land area is so small, however, that battles with the other locals—these nasty clawed creatures called Shellbacks—occur frequently. All Oceanians must train in combat.” 
 
    That explained a lot. The two Oceanians I’d met thus far—Merlin (deceased) and Millania (alive)—were awesome Warriors. In truth, it felt kind of pathetic that I didn’t know more about Millania by now. Or Lace. Or anyone other than Beat. Yes, Beat and I were both human and tended to gravitate toward each other, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t make an effort to get to know the rest of my Warriors. I vowed to do a better job when, if, we returned from this mission. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked, thinking she might be delaying our departure. I immediately felt bad that I’d thought that, especially because she responded without hesitation.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting an hour for you.” She offered a sly smile. “Unless you’re not ready.” This new, eager version of Belle would take some getting used to.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, grabbing the pack that Hunch had prepared for us without being asked. I glanced inside. It contained some roasted leafrat skewers, torches coated with demonblood, water skins, and even a small jar filled with primordial ooze. It was a Tor survival pack if I ever saw one.  
 
    A few minutes later we reached the gap in the ward shield. I walked right through it, though I could’ve just as easily passed through the ward field itself. I looked back to find Belle standing just on the other side, her lips pursed. I waited. This wasn’t a time to give advice or encouragement. There were some things a person had to do all on their own.  
 
    She took a deep breath, and then rather than walking through the gap, sidestepped, vanishing from sight behind the wards. A moment later her slender fingers and wrists emerged as she felt her way through the amorphous magical substance. The rest of her followed, her eyes full of wonder. A smile flitted across her full lips, and then she laughed.  
 
    I understood why, having experienced the suck-pop! sensation many times. It was strangely pleasing. “Cool, right?” I said.  
 
    “I should’ve done that sooner,” she said.  
 
    I disagreed. “Before you and the others from your recruiting class, we used to force newbs to fight monsters immediately, the moment they awoke in their new bodies.” As soon as I said it, I wondered whether it was something I should have admitted.  
 
    “Really? I would’ve died.” 
 
    “Probably,” I said, hoping the truth wouldn’t get me into trouble. “Most did. Some were great Warriors, but they died anyway. It was a harsh thing to do, but supposedly it increased the chances of survival in the Black for those who managed to make it through that first day.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think everyone is different. I think everyone deserves a chance.” 
 
    “That’s why you saved my life?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She went silent after that and I hoped it wasn’t because I’d offended her in some way. We walked on, skirting the edge of the ward shield until we were facing directly away from the dark mountains to our backs.  
 
    The day was hot, and soon we were sweating. We stopped for a rest when the sun was halfway from its apex to the horizon. To the right I could see the boulder field in which I’d hidden with Vrill during my first Black on this planet. Past the boulders was the forest I’d only discovered after Vrill had grabbed me in the middle of a Black, thinking she was rescuing me. Weird how so much of my knowledge of Tor’s geography was based on experiences I’d had with the Lri Ay Warrior.  
 
    Images of her face flashed in my mind. It was the stoic, statuesque face of the woman I knew. Atop the dragon’s back, she was like anger incarnate, a visual representation of the Morgoss’s desire to destroy us and the Three. Once more, the urge to abandon all my other plans and go after Vrill arose like a tempest.  
 
    If Beat was right about the collars, saving her would require removing them to break whatever invisible magical chains the Morgoss were using to control her. 
 
    “Want some?” Belle said. Her hand hovered in midair between us, holding one of the leaf-packed chunks of leafrat. 
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed away all thoughts of a heroic rescue. I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I knew I should eat, so I accepted the meat. “Thanks.” 
 
    We ate in silence for a few minutes, and despite the fact that we weren’t in any room and there were certainly no elephants around, I could feel the imaginary elephant in our metaphorical room. As Protector, it was part of my job to clear the air, and I’d been delaying this conversation for too long. 
 
    “Look, Belle, I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl. I make my own decisions.” 
 
    Gods, that accent… “I know, but I’m also supposed to be the Protector, and more experienced on this planet. I shouldn’t have…we shouldn’t have…” As I struggled to find my words I could hear Beat’s voice in my head: Keep it in your pants, Ryder! 
 
    “Why not? If we’re all going to die soon anyway, why not feel something? Didn’t you enjoy it?”  
 
    “Um, I did. Very much. You are beautiful.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem? We are two consenting adults. It’s not like you took advantage of me or something. Believe me, I know what that feels like.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She cut right to the core of why I felt awful. “You’ve been…hurt…before. I don’t want you to ever feel that way again. Last time, you said you, uh, loved me.” 
 
    She laughed at that. What was I missing? “Oh that.” She waved it away with a hand. “I always say that after sex. I get all emotional. Can’t help it. I’ve said those same three words to men I despised—but I don’t despise you. I don’t love you either. Don’t get me wrong, you’re a fantastic lay and I’d do you again in a second…” 
 
    “You swear?” 
 
    “That I’d fuck you again?” 
 
    Whoa. “No, I mean you don’t love me, right?” 
 
    “Ohhh. Yeah, I swear. I mean, I like you a lot, but clearly you don’t want any strings. Am I right?” Despite her efforts to shrug the whole thing off, I could still hear the hopefulness in her voice.  
 
    “Sorry, no. There’s just too much on my plate right now for any sort of real relationship. I hope you can understand.” Please gods understand. 
 
    She smiled, though it looked forced. “I do.” She shifted slightly. “So…do you wanna…” She licked her lips and then bit the bottom one. Despite everything my logical mind had been telling me for days, I couldn’t help but to find her extremely sexy. But I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.  
 
    “We don’t have long until the Black,” I said, looking up toward the slowly darkening sky. “We should seek cover.” 
 
    That reminder paled her even more than she already was. “Oh gosh, I’d almost forgotten,” she said. “Will there be monsters? Like those slithers you tried to make me fight?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, not mentioning that if all we ran into were slithers that we’d be very lucky. “Either way, we shouldn’t take unnecessary chances. And remember your sword training with Millania? You got this.” 
 
    As she stood, her hand instinctively went to her katana’s hilt. “I—I’ve never killed anything in my life. You saw me with those nasty snakes, I was hopeless.” 
 
    “Can I tell you a secret?” I asked, motioning for us to keep walking. Daylight really was running out on us. She nodded. “Before I came here, I’d never killed anything either. Well, maybe a mosquito—once. But I felt bad about it. I played video games and pretended to be this real badass. But I was really just a wannabe.” 
 
    “Really? But you’re so…manly.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “That’s what happens when the goddesses level you up—twice. Before I came here I had a dad bod and I wasn’t even a dad!” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m trying to imagine it, but I can’t. All I see are muscles.” 
 
    “Not a bad improvement, eh?” 
 
    “Not bad at all. I’m just glad you didn’t see me before they changed me.” She blushed and looked away.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was idiotic to tell her, but I was committed to being as truthful with my Warriors as possible. “I did see you,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Her eyes flashed back to mine, and I could tell she was horrified by what I’d said.  
 
    “You were good looking before and you’re good looking now.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say that.” 
 
    “Look, it’s true. Back on Earth, I only dreamed of being with a girl like you—the real you. Most guys—except for the dumb ones—would feel the same.” 
 
    “You’re gonna make me blush,” she said, though she was already blushing. Complimenting her also seemed to bring out her accent even more. “Plus, none of my exes seemed to think I was very special.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “They’re the dumb ones I was referring to.” 
 
    Another smile. It really was her best expression and I didn’t mind making her do it. At the same time, I knew Beat would be rolling her eyes and telling her I was an idiot and breaking all kinds of rules of Stalker 101. But hey, I’d already told Belle that a relationship was out of the question, so what was the harm in trying to build up her self-esteem? “You’re sweet,” she said. “A real gentleman. I didn’t know guys like you existed.” 
 
    Shit. This was the harm. I needed to reel things back in a little. “Trust me, I’m no gentleman. I’ve slept with half the women in this place.” Well, technically more than half—at least the ones I knew about.  
 
    “Yes, but you don’t lie about it. My exes all slept around but they pretended like they didn’t and liked to hit me when I called them on it.” 
 
    Jesus. This poor woman had been so mistreated that all she wanted was a little honesty. Well, I could give her that. But I also had questions for her. “Belle, coming out here with me was brave. But why did you do it? You would’ve been safer back at camp.” 
 
    She squinted as the sun glinted off the ground and reflected onto her face. Her freckles glittered. “Y’all have been doin’ ever’thin’ for me. Protectin’ me. Savin’ my life when I tried to end it. Bein’ nice to me. I’m tired of relyin’ on others for ever’thin’, you know? I just want to stand on mah own two feet.”  
 
    I guess I could understand that. I just hoped it was the true answer. Time for some more truth. “So you didn’t come out here to be with me?” 
 
    That earned me a half smile. “For bein’ such a gentleman you’re awfully high on your own horse, ain’t ya?” 
 
    It was my turn to blush. “I just thought…” 
 
    “Ya thought I was pining after you like a lovestruck teeny-bopper.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it…” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I liked the way she said that word. Faaahn.  
 
    “I’m glad.” Now that we’d gotten all the touchy feely stuff out of the way, we had maybe two hours until nightfall. “You feel like running?” 
 
    She nodded. “I won the state championship in the 1,500 in high school.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Hell no,” she said, flashing another smile. “I hate running.” 
 
    “Perfect. Me too. Let’s hate running together.” 
 
    With that, we veered right, toward the cover of the forest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
    CREEPY CRAWLIES 
 
      
 
    The forest seemed to close its wooden arms around us as we entered at a jog, our breaths fast but steady. The two-hour run would’ve killed me back on Earth, and I suspected Belle too, but with our new bodies we handled it. Not to say I wasn’t exhausted.  
 
    Not a moment too soon, either. The Black was almost upon us, the shadows seeming to rain down like a meteor strike.  
 
    “Sam,” Belle said, using my first name for the first time. I could hear the fear in her voice. 
 
    “We need to climb,” I said, remembering how Vrill and I had survived the Black high in the boughs of one of the thick trees.  
 
    “Now that I can do.” 
 
    “Let’s get a little further in. The plains are dangerous.” 
 
    We felt our way through the forest while there was still the smallest amount of light, just enough gray to see plants and trees before we ran smack into them. When I could sense the Black was less than a few minutes away, I stopped us. “This one,” I said, tapping the trunk of a nice thick tree that I was certain would rise high above the forest floor.  
 
    The tree didn’t have any low-hanging branches, but it did have several knotholes and bark so rough our bare feet could get a decent grip. Belle hadn’t been joking when she said she could climb. Her long arms and legs allowed her to reach the best hand- and footholds, and she quickly reached the first of the thick, high branches. I looked up and watched as she swung her very fine behind onto the branch and looked down. “Admirin’ the view?” she said.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said, trying to keep things light. Although I was glad she was able to maintain the banter, I could hear the quiver of fear in her voice. “Go higher so I can keep admiring.” 
 
    She did, and rather than watching her toned body climb, I focused on my own climb. Though I also had length on my side, the bulk of my body made climbing far more difficult. Still, I eventually managed to drag my heavy ass up to where she sat waiting, nestled in a well-covered spot where three branches had grown together to create a natural seat.  
 
    “This work?” Belle said.  
 
    “Perfect.” I looked for where I might be able to squeeze in, and she shifted enough to make room. “Thanks.” 
 
    Even though she was narrow, I was not, and our hips were smashed together with our backs against the tree’s trunk. All around us, smaller branches forked off the main ones, bursting with leaves. Above us were more leaves, an entire canopy separating us from the darkness. The leaves began to disappear second by second, until I couldn’t see them at all. I waved a hand in front of my face just to be sure. Yup. Nothing.  
 
    The Black had arrived.  
 
    Here we go, I thought.  
 
    “Will we be safe up here?” Belle whispered.  
 
    “The Black is never safe,” I said, remembering how Vrill and I were chased from a cave by gargats and then forced to separate. It resulted in my first kill. If I hadn’t killed the winged gargoyle, I wouldn’t have been sitting in a tree at that moment.  
 
    Belle went quiet after that. “Try to get some sleep,” I said. “I’ll wake you if necessary.” 
 
    Her hand found mine and squeezed. It felt good—the human contact. The Black was all about fear and violence. Holding hands felt like a way of fighting the mental aspect of the unnatural night. Soon Belle’s breathing slowed and her head lolled onto my shoulder.  
 
    Good, I thought. Let her sleep through the whole thing. The Black used to be about an hour by Earth’s reckoning, but ever since the Morgoss used dark magic to extend it, night now lasted almost two full hours.  
 
    I felt tired too, but there was no way I was going to sleep, not when something might tear out my throat while I slumbered. If we survived the next two hours, I could catch some Zs first thing in the morning before we continued our journey.  
 
    I jolted slightly when my ears caught a noise. A shuffling through the undergrowth, similar to the sound of a scavenger busying itself in a forest. On Earth, a sound like this one would conjure images of squirrels or chipmunks. Or perhaps a bird, hopping from leaf to leaf, pecking at the ground in search of worms.  
 
    But here, in the Black, my mind cycled through memories of the various monsters I knew of, all of which I’d fought at one time or another. The only problem: none of them were particularly quiet. I wondered if Belle’s suggestion that we might face slithers was about to come true. The long, thick snakes were the only monsters I could think of that might rustle through the forest. Still, I didn’t hear the telltale hissing that usually came with the anaconda-like snakes.  
 
    What then? 
 
    Logically, I knew there must be other monsters on this planet. We occupied a tiny part of it, and I knew little to nothing about the rest. Hell, I’d only just learned about the Syrene, deadly creatures that didn’t obey the will of the Morgoss. Who knew how many other types of monsters there were? It was possible even the Three weren’t aware of all of them. 
 
    Which meant whatever was making the noise below the tree was probably something I’d never seen or even heard of. Damn. I wished Vrill were here. This forest was one of her favorite spots to ride out the Black. She’d probably know exactly what was creeping around down there and how to handle it.  
 
    That’s when I realized the sound had stopped. I leaned forward, craning my ear to listen for something, anything to indicate where the creature was.  
 
    There’s nothing more frightening than being hunted in absolute darkness.  
 
    I had the urge to light one of our demontorches so I could see whether something was creeping up on us. But, of course, that would be foolish. More than likely, the creature had just moved away from earshot. More than likely, nothing was even aware of us up in this tree. Lighting a torch would be like sending up a signal flare that said, “Hey! We’re here! Come eat us!” The visual equivalent of ringing the dinner bell. 
 
    Right? 
 
    I felt the brush of something spiky on my leg and jerked like the doctor had tapped my knee with one of those little reflex hammers. Something stabbed into my skin and I immediately felt the burn, like fire being injected into my veins. I was about to cry out, to warn Belle, but my tongue didn’t seem to work right, my lips refusing to open. My entire body went numb, slackening like a string dropped from one end.  
 
    I couldn’t move, couldn’t scream. I couldn’t do anything but stare straight ahead into darkness, unable to even blink. And I knew something was scurrying across my skin, even if I couldn’t feel it. I wished whatever poison I’d been injected with would knock me out, so I didn’t have to be awake for whatever was about to come. Most likely, being eaten alive.  
 
    Belle must’ve awoken when my body reacted to the touch of the hairy creature. Because I heard a sharp breath and an inaudible word. Which meant at least my ears were working. I heard the sound of her blade being drawn and then a feminine grunt as she used it. I pictured her stabbing blindly, as likely to impale me as whatever venomous foe we faced.  
 
    If she accidentally stabbed me, I was pretty sure my numb body wouldn’t even feel it, leaving me to bleed out while I was slumped helplessly.  
 
    She didn’t hit me, however, because I heard a freaky high-pitched screech and then the sound of something heavy thumping off a branch somewhere below us. There was a bare moment of complete silence, and then the louder sound of the creature crashing into the undergrowth.  
 
    Holy shit. Belle had killed the monster.  
 
    “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” Belle said rapidly. “Sam. Sam, are you okay?” 
 
    I could imagine her touching me, squeezing my hand, feeling for my pulse maybe. I wanted to answer her, to tell her I was alive but incapacitated, but nothing worked except my ears. Was my heart even beating? Was I breathing? I couldn’t tell.  
 
    “Unconscious,” she breathed. Though she spoke in a frightened whisper, I could hear her clearly, which meant her face was close to my ear. Her verdict meant I must be breathing or my heart beating, something that told her I was still alive. That was good, at least. I wondered how long the venom would last.  
 
    Forever, my annoyingly pessimistic mind informed me. Which, on this planet, might be correct, but I was still hoping the effects would be temporary.  
 
    “Okay,” Belle said. “We’re okay.” I could tell she was trying to calm herself down.  
 
    This should be a time for celebration—she’d killed her first monster! If not, I’d probably be half-eaten by now. Instead, we were stuck in a tree hoping the rest of the Black would pass without event.  
 
    Instead, the harsh silence was filled with shrieks.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Belle had learned a few tricks while the rest of the Warriors had been off fighting in the Black. The first thing I heard her do was rummage through the pack, which she must’ve pulled off my numb shoulder.  
 
    A few moments later I simultaneously heard the telltale sound of steel striking flint and saw a spark of light in the darkness. Which meant my eyes still worked. Presumably, she was trying to light one of our demontorches. Yes, the light would give away our position, but so would the dead monster at the base of the tree. At this point, a little light would only help.  
 
    Or so I hoped. 
 
    More steel striking flint, more sparks, and then— 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    The torch caught with a blaze of flames that would’ve singed Belle’s long red hair if she didn’t instinctively snap her head back. Gods bless her, the first thing she did was shine the light in my direction to check on me. “Sam?” she said. I wanted to answer her, to give her some sign that I was okay and watching her, but I couldn’t even manage a single blink. How long could one go without blinking before their eyes dried out, shriveled up, and popped from their skull? 
 
    To her credit, she didn’t tear up or grab me and shake me. She shifted the torch’s position, aiming it outward and slightly down.  
 
    I focused on my eyes, willing them to follow the reach of the light, but they refused to budge, content to stare straight ahead, where all I could see were branches and the attached foliage.  
 
    And then eyes.  
 
    They weren’t the six red eyes of the Morgoss gleaming in the Black. No, that might’ve been a welcome sight compared to what we saw. This was worse. Much worse. Hundreds of eyes shined back at me, pale and unblinking. 
 
    Belle must’ve noticed them at the same time, or else saw even more eyes down on the ground below, because she gasped and tried to scrabble back, almost shoving the torch right in my eye.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her, I might’ve done the same if I wasn’t paralyzed.  
 
    “Dammit all to hell and back ag’in,” she said, her accent strangely pleasing even as she released her fear-induced curse.  
 
    However, once again, she surprised me. The woman who’d tried to throw herself from a cliff to her death was long gone. Because she raised her sword in one hand and the torch in the other and said, “Come and fuckin’ git it.” Even still, her words quivered slightly. I could see her chest heaving beneath the leather bikini and I feared she might hyperventilate or have a heart attack.  
 
    More shrieks in the dark, as the monsters seemed to be communicating. I tried to make out what they were around Belle’s body, which was now partially obscuring my vision.  
 
    Then one stepped into the light and Belle screamed.  
 
    It shrieked in response, the spidery creature opening its mouth to reveal twin fangs on either side of a dozen other sharp teeth. Its legs were covered in black, bristly fur and I didn’t need to count them to know there were eight of them, no different than Earth spiders. That was, however, where the similarities ended.  
 
    For one, its size was way bigger than anything we had on earth. This particular spider was the size of Belle’s head, which wouldn’t be too bad all things considered, except for the fact that I could tell from the size of its dozen pale eyes compared to the hundreds of other eyes shining in the Black that it was one of the smaller ones.  
 
    Some of the other eyes were as big as dinner plates, implying the spiders were larger than we were.  
 
    Even worse, its hairy legs ended in spikes, the edges as sharp as swords.  
 
    Dammit all to hell and back again, I thought, echoing Belle’s curse in my mind.  
 
    The spider stopped shrieking and ducked its head to reveal an even worse surprise. Over its head rose a long, curving tail sheathed in shining black armor-like plates. The tail ended in a wicked looking barb. The whole set up reminded me distinctly of a scorpion that had been eating its Wheaties.  
 
    Great. A super-sized spider-scorpion. A real two-for-one special.  
 
    The barbed tail began to quiver from side to side, making a weird buzzing sound. Like a rattlesnake’s warning rattle mixed with a hive of angry bees. It was about to strike. I wanted to shout a warning, but, of course, could not.  
 
    Plus, I didn’t need to. Belle got the gist of what was happening and ducked just as the spider struck, its tail snapping forward like a thrust spear. It passed over her head, right where her chest and the beating heart beneath had been a moment earlier. Adrenaline must’ve kicked in, because Belle slashed upward with a roar, her blade slicing across the plated tail.  
 
    The creature withdrew, shrieking at her. I could tell its tail was fully intact, the plates remarkably strong if they could withstand sharpened steel.  
 
    And now the creature was wary, retreating back a few steps along the thick branch, regrouping and planning its next attack.  
 
    There were so many eyes behind it, but none of the others had revealed themselves. I wondered why not. A guess sprang to mind. A test. Even animals—and maybe monsters—had their own rituals and traditions. Was this a rite of passage for a young spider-scorpion? I didn’t know whether these creatures had a name, but the hyphenated one I’d come up with was clunky. I needed something better. Creepy-crawlies. Yeah, perfect.  
 
    Aaaand, I’m an idiot. Thinking up nicknames for the creatures about to eat me and my friend. Still, it helped clear my mind, considering the rest of me was so helpless. 
 
    From behind, I could see Belle’s chest heaving, could hear her sharp exhalations. She held the torch out while gripping the sword in the ready position. Waiting.  
 
    The creepy-crawly changed tactic, scurrying beneath the branch and using its climbing ability to its advantage. I’m not certain if Belle acted on instinct, fear or sheer dumb luck, but she stepped forward quickly along the branch. 
 
    Not a moment too soon, either. The strike came from the side as the creature skittered beneath the branch’s edge, its tail snapping around like a propeller blade.  
 
    It caught only the air that Belle had just vacated.  
 
    She was already whirling around, slashing the katana across the creepy-crawly’s bulbous head, popping half-a-dozen eyeballs in its wake.  
 
    This time the monster’s shriek had a different timbre—agony.  
 
    Stab it! I screamed in my head. Slashing at it would do some damage and piss it off, but the only way to kill it quickly would be to shove the blade deep into its brain, which was apparently what Belle had done to the first one, whether on purpose or by accident.  
 
    She wasn’t thinking clearly, however, merely trying to survive. I couldn’t blame her, especially considering this was her first taste of true battle. She hadn’t wet herself, which was better than I would’ve done.  
 
    The eight-legged creature recovered, its shattered eyes oozing black pus. It tried to back up to regroup again, but ran right into the tree trunk, disoriented by the pain it must’ve been feeling. This time, Belle made no mistake.  
 
    With a roar, she launched herself forward, stabbing at the same time as the barbed tail whipped down at her. She dove at the last second, the tail piercing the tree branch while she stabbed the spider through one of its few remaining eyes.  
 
    It didn’t shriek this time—it screamed. Determination hardening her jaw, Belle shoved the blade in deeper. And then twisted.  
 
    The creepy-crawly’s legs went slack and its tail went as limp as lifeless rubber. Belle drew the sword back sharply and shoved the torch against the monster’s face for good measure, charring its flesh and pushing it backwards off the branch.  
 
    I saw the creature catch fire just before it disappeared from view.  
 
    Round two goes to the Southern Belle, I thought.  
 
    There was a light in her eyes I’d never seen. The thrill of inflicting violence on one who would’ve inflicted violence on her. This was a moment she’d dreamed about, fantasized over. Punching, kicking, maybe even shooting, all those deadbeat guys who had abused her, treated her badly, most of them drunks or simply dudes with anger management issues. She’d taken all that history, all those desires and her pent-up rage, and used it to kill the creepy-crawly.  
 
    She looked godsdamn beautiful as the light of victory crossed her face.  
 
    The only problem: 
 
    There were a hundred more of the bastards. At least.  
 
    She seemed to realize the same thing as she whirled around, her blade dripping black blood. This time, the others didn’t hold back, releasing a series of shrieks in short succession. Plotting. Scheming. They came from all sides, literally. Some dropped from higher branches, sliding along gossamer threads that they spun behind them. Others scampered up the tree trunk. And many more leapt from other trees, landing within the reach of the torchlight.  
 
    Belle fought, stabbing and slashing and spinning, hacking off legs and popping eyeballs and occasionally even killing some of the smaller ones. The bigger creepy-crawlies, however, were too strong, their hides to thick, and even when she stabbed them her blade was turned away by their natural armor.  
 
    That’s when the largest of the large creepy-crawlies appeared. Or I should say only a leg appeared, as hairy as a wooly mammoth. The surrounding tree branches sagged under the beast’s weight as it clung to it, looming over us. The other creatures skittered away, as if they feared this monster as much as we did. 
 
    I didn’t even see the attack, the snap of its massive barbed tail so rapid it might’ve been a lightning strike. Belle never had a chance. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she toppled backward. Which was lucky, in a way, because she landed on the thickest part of the branch, near where I was already slumped. If she’d fallen any other way, she’d have gone over the side and broken her neck on the ground below.  
 
    Her eyes rolled forward again, settling in an unmoving stare on my own. Unable to move or speak, we stared at each other until the creepy-crawlies returned and began to bind us in their webs.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Now that I couldn’t see again, all I had was my hearing, which was pretty much useless. There was scraping and rustling and the occasional shriek that made me want to pee myself, but I had no idea what was happening. Clearly, we’d been given the cocoon treatment, wrapped up like flies caught in a web. 
 
    Which gave me a flicker of hope. Why wrap us up if they were going to eat us right now? No, they were saving us for later.  
 
    You know your life sucks when you’re happy to realize you might be eaten later.  
 
    Still, it was something. Also, from what I could tell, they also hadn’t bothered to pry our weapons from our paralyzed fingers. Instead they’d just wrapped everything up together. And I mean everything, because they’d done us both at the same time, shoving our bodies against each other until we were face to face like two lovers in missionary position.  
 
    Eventually, however, they’d snuffed out the lingering light of the demontorch, Belle’s eyes vanishing into darkness.  
 
    Hours passed in silence. Or it could’ve been days, it was impossible to tell. I might’ve drifted to sleep, every minute like a waking nightmare where I was buried alive in a casket, unable to move or call for help.  
 
    And then, suddenly, I felt something.  
 
    Something horrible.  
 
    An ache in my leg, a burning, radiating ache that moved into my torso and then my ribcage and spine, eventually forcing my teeth to grind together. My mouth was as dry as a sandbox, my eyes stinging from lack of moisture. I managed to blink. Once, twice, thrice and then closing completely. Small victories.  
 
    I tried to move other body parts, but I was bound so tightly I couldn’t even wiggle a finger. My arms and legs ached from being locked in this position, mummified while still alive.  
 
    At least my question regarding whether the venom was temporary—it was—had been answered.  
 
    “Belle,” I managed to say, my voice as raspy as a cigarette-smoking country singer.  
 
    No answer. She’d been stung after me, and by the largest creepy-crawly in the brood, so it might take much longer for her paralysis to wear off. 
 
    Think, I thought. Which technically meant I was thinking, even if I was only thinking about thinking. Which made no sense. Or did it? My mind was addled, still trying to fuse one coherent thought into the next.  
 
    I could feel the shaft of my hammer pressed into my palm, my knuckles sore from being forced to grip the weapon for so long without changing position or flexing. My weapon of choice relied on my ability to swing it, generating raw smashing power through acceleration and momentum. Even if I could move it a few inches from side to side, it wouldn’t be useful in our current predicament. No, our only chance was Belle’s katana, which I was pretty sure she still had.  
 
    If only I could get to it.  
 
    I tried to wiggle the fingers of my other hand but could barely get them going at all. Not because I couldn’t feel them, but because of how tightly they were pressed against my hip bone.  
 
    Still, I kept trying, because what else was I going to do?  
 
    Back and forth, back and forth, wiggle, wiggle, wiggle… 
 
    Yes! The overstated victory cry in my head was because I’d managed to generate enough space to slide my hand. A few centimeters only, but still…it was something. I kept wiggling and wriggling, until my hand moved a few more centimeters.  
 
    I kept at it, ignoring the pain as best I could. I felt skin that was not my own. It was kind of rough to the touch, totally different to the last time I’d touched Belle, whose skin was as smooth as melted butter. Her loincloth bikini. It had to be. I continued to skirt along the fabric, which grew narrower as it wrapped around her hip. I tried to remember how long her arms were. Did I need to move up or down her body to find her hand? Down, of course. Most people’s arms hung past their hips.  
 
    I stopped. My arms were longer than hers. Which meant I might find her sword before found her hand. Which wouldn’t be good. I imagined how dumb I would be if I slit my own wrist on her blade and then bled out while pressed tightly against her.  
 
    I moved even slower, centimeter by centimeter, probing with a single finger, feeling for metal or skin or something.  
 
    I found a knuckle. I took a deep breath, which wasn’t easy considering the press of Belle’s body against my chest. Air seemed to find its way through the webbing, so that was good. Apparently the creepy-crawlies didn’t want their food to lose any of its freshness.  
 
    I slid my finger along the knuckle and then down her finger, past another knuckle, probing between her grip.  
 
    Finding the hardness of her sword’s hilt. Now for the really difficult part.  
 
    One by one, I shoved my fingers underneath hers, prying them away from the hilt, until my hand had replaced hers. Still unmoving, her fingers rested on top of mine, which made things even more challenging. There was simply no space left for me to move the katana.  
 
    Believe me, I tried. And tried. And tried. I could feel my arms bulging and my muscles popping as I strained to move the sword up or down or anything. I needed a sawing motion, but I couldn’t get the smallest movement.  
 
    “Uhh,” Belle said. I could feel her lips flutter against mine—that’s how close we were packed in the cocoon.  
 
    “Belle?” I said. 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “I know. I heard…your voice…before. But I—I—I couldn’t…answer.” She was still struggling to speak, the venom slowly wearing off.  
 
    “You fought like a badass,” I said. 
 
    “You saw?” 
 
    “Every kill,” I said. “Ten, I think.” 
 
    “Eleven,” she said, her tongue glancing off my lip. “One must’ve been out of your field of vision. But who’s countin’?” It was good to hear that accent again. Even better to hear she could make a joke at a time like this.  
 
    “We need to move your sword like a saw,” I said. “I’m holding it now but it won’t budge.” 
 
    “Lemme try to move my hand.” Mah hand.  
 
    I felt her fingers twitching against my knuckles, but they didn’t slide the way I’d hoped. If so, I would have enough space to maneuver the katana. Which might be all we needed to cut through the barrier.  
 
    “I can’t,” she said.  
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    “Sam…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can I kiss you?” 
 
    We were so close she was practically already kissing me. “Umm, is this really the time?” Had she completely forgotten our previous conversation? 
 
    “Men,” she said. “Always thinking they’re all women want. Just trust me on this one. Kiss me, Sam Ryder. Like you mean it.” 
 
    I still wasn’t understanding, but I had nothing to lose at this point. I kissed her. Like I meant it. Which I did, because she was damn attractive, even if I couldn’t see her. Her voice was sexy as hell and I could picture her moist lips and her body as it whirled about, fighting the creepy-crawlies.  
 
    Her tongue found mine and they danced. We kissed harder, trying to turn our heads to change the angle, managing it, barely.  
 
    Blood rushed through my veins, energizing me. I tried to slide my hand upward, but it was still held tight. I felt her trying to do the same. 
 
    And then, instead of vacating the area near my hand to give me space, our hands managed to move. Together. It was a small movement, but it opened enough room to slide back the other way. As our lips moved in tandem, so did our hands, sawing back and forth, back and forth, incremental motions at first, but then longer strokes.  
 
    In front of me, Belle’s lips tensed and she almost bit off my tongue as her teeth clacked together. 
 
    “Belle?” I said. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she growled. “Keep going.” 
 
    I wasn’t certain if she meant with the sawing or the kissing, so I continued both. She didn’t kiss back, but I didn’t stop, tasting the outside of her lips.  
 
    I wanted to stop when I finally grew a brain and realized what was happening—the blade is cutting her leg at the same time it’s cutting the layers of web—but she snapped, “Don’t you fuckin’ stop, Sam Ryder!” so I kept going. More space opened up and I made damn sure I pushed the blade out as far away from her skin as it would go as I continued to saw.  
 
    Which seemed to help, because she stopped gritting her teeth and kissed me once more. There was no way I would deny her anything at this moment—she’d earned whatever she desired through her bravery. So I returned her kisses, eventually managing to withdraw my other hand from my hammer as the web pod began to sag, the katana biting through each layer. I ran my hand up her body, from hip to abdomen to chest to neck to jaw, stroking her as I kissed her.  
 
    She sighed into my mouth just as the katana sliced through the last layer and dim silver light fell onto us. Belle’s face was pale, her eyes distraught. Oh no. I looked down at her thigh, which was slick with blood, still bubbling up from the long gash that stretched along the whole of her leg above the knee.  
 
    She’d allowed her own sword to do that to her in an attempt to save us both.  
 
    At that moment, the sides of the web pod gave way on both sides, which was when I realized we were dangling from a tree, high above the forest floor.  
 
    Belle’s eyes went wide as she tumbled out.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I twisted around and flung my arms out. One hand grabbed Belle’s wrist as she fell, while the other snapped to the side and snatched my hammer, which had also decided to let gravity do its thing. I managed to clamp my feet around the clump of webbed material, swinging gently back and forth. 
 
    Belle looked up at me with wide, green eyes. A river of blood continued to cascade down her leg and drip from her foot.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have died,” I said, keeping my voice low and gesturing with my head. At least not right away, I thought. Belle looked down to see what I meant. Dozens of massive spiderwebs created canopies between the trees. If I hadn’t caught Belle, she would’ve fallen ten feet or so and then stopped as she landed on one of the webs, which looked more than thick enough to hold her weight. I wasn’t certain they could handle my bulk, but I didn’t want to test my theory. 
 
    There was this other thing too: 
 
    Resting along the surface of the webs were mounds of additional webbing of varying sizes. All of them were roughly the same shape—semicircles. Though the webbing was thick, I could just make out the tufts of fur sticking through.  
 
    Creepy-crawlies. Hundreds upon hundreds of them.  
 
    As I dragged Belle back up to our devastated web pod, understanding dawned. “They can’t survive in the daylight.” 
 
    “What?” Belle said, her brow crinkling as she managed to grab a knot of webbing and position herself as one might sit on a hammock. She began snatching handfuls of webbing and stuffing them into the long gash on her leg. A creative way to stop the bleeding, but it’s not like we had gauze and bandages. 
 
    I managed to drag my heavy ass up onto the makeshift platform of mangled webbing to sit beside her. “The creepy-crawlies hunt during the Black but must rest away from the sun during the day. Most monsters here need to be completely out of the sun, but some can tolerate a little light, so long as they aren’t overexposed. Those kinds like to creep in the shadows, sticking close to boulders or overhangs.”  
 
    “Or in forests?” It sounded like farests when she said it.  
 
    Regardless of her pronunciation, she was right. “Exactly. The leaves and branches filter the light enough so all the eight-leggers have to do is cover themselves with a bit of webbing and take a long nap until it gets dark enough to come back out.” While I spoke, I ripped off threads of webbing and began to braid them into something resembling cord. 
 
    “To hunt,” Belle said. 
 
    I nodded but didn’t offer the other part. That before they hunted, they would probably eat. And we were the main course. They wouldn’t be happy to find us gone. Which meant we needed to get the hell out of the farest as fast as we fucking could. “Here,” I said, handing her the first rope. “Tie it around the webbing. Make sure it’s tight enough to apply pressure.” It was the best tourniquet we had at the moment. Once we were out of the danger zone, we could get to the small supply of primordial ooze I’d brought with us.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, getting to work. Her fingers were nimble and she made short work of tying the first rope. Her knots looked decent. Maybe she was once a girl scout and had earned a rope-tying merit badge. When she finished, she began braiding the next one.  
 
    It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Belle cry since those first few days. Even now, when she must be in terrible pain from her injury, not a single tear leaked from her eyes. Despite all the horrors of this world, I had a feeling she’d been through worse. She was tougher than everyone, myself included, thought she was.  
 
    While she worked, I looked up to try to judge the position of the sun—who knew how long we’d been entombed in our web pods? My gaze landed somewhere else first: 
 
    On the dozens of web pods, similar to how ours had presumably looked before we sliced it open, swinging back and forth from branches. 
 
    We weren’t the only ones on the menu.  
 
    “Who do you think they are?” Belle asked, her gaze having followed mine after she tied off her second rope.  
 
    I shrugged, feigning nonchalance, my heart pounding in my chest. “Other monsters? Or animals, maybe. I mean, it makes sense there would be other animals here. Like the leafrats. To the creepy-crawlies we’re probably a delicacy.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Belle said. “Is the sun on the way up or the way down?” Her eyes had made it past the other web pods to where I’d been trying to look before.  
 
    I squinted. It was hard to tell through all the foliage. All I was sure of was that the sun was pretty far from its midday peak. If it was making its descent, we didn’t have long. Maybe an hour. Two if we were lucky.  
 
    But how to get down? The tree we were attached to looked decent for climbing, with plenty of rows of well-spaced branches and a knotty trunk. The issue was our current position, which was probably fifteen to twenty feet from the trunk, at least ten feet below the branch we were hanging from. Below us and slightly off to one side was another thick branch, but it was a twelve-foot drop, which would make landing difficult.  
 
    “I think it’s better to go up first, then down,” I said.  
 
    “Shimmy up the web that’s holding us?” Belle said.  
 
    I reached up and grabbed it, giving it a hard yank. Which, in hindsight, was a stupid way to test its strength considering it was all that was currently keeping us from falling more than a hundred feet to the ground, crashing through the webbed canopies like Aladdin escaping the po po after stealing a loaf of bread.  
 
    Luckily, the rope held. It was braided similarly to the ropes we made for Belle’s tourniquet. The only problem: For some reason, the kind of rope-like webbing used to hang the web pods wasn’t sticky like the rest of the stuff. Instead, it was more like dental floss, glossy and slick. Even Belle, with her strong arms and light frame, would struggle to get enough grip to clamber up it. “Shimmying is out of the question,” I said.  
 
    Belle ran her own fingers along the thread and grudgingly agreed. “What other option do we have?” 
 
    “You ever joined a circus?” I said. 
 
    “Did the poison get into your brain?” Belle replied.  
 
    Considering what I was thinking… “Possibly. We’re going to become trapeze artists and I’m going to throw you up to the branch.” 
 
    To Belle’s credit, she didn’t reject my plan outright. But she did ask a very smart question. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll figure that out next.” 
 
    “This is crazy.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Beat.” 
 
    “She must be smart, though I don’t think she likes me very much.” 
 
    “She thinks you’re weak,” I blurted out. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “It’s fine. I haven’t given her—any of you—a reason to think otherwise.” 
 
    “Now you have,” I said, motioning to her leg. “On this planet, people have a tendency to change their minds in a hurry if they have a reason to. Now c’mon, let’s get moving so we’ll have the chance to tell them all our story.” If they’re still alive, I couldn’t help adding in my head. Though I had my own problems to deal with, I always worried about what was happening back at camp when I wasn’t there, even more so since becoming Protector. “Take my hands.” 
 
    Belle reached out and I met her halfway, our hands clasping tightly. “You trust me?” I asked.  
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. “Hard not to when you’ve saved my life twice now.” 
 
    “Depending on how you count all the spiders you killed, you’ve saved mine more times than two.” 
 
    That thought seemed to buoy her up and she raised her chin. “I trust you. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Once more, I secured my legs around the webbing and then flipped upside down, dangling for a moment with Belle hanging freely beneath me to ensure my grip was secure. And then I began to swing.  
 
    Back and forth, back and forth, small movements at first. Soon, however, each swing became wider as we gained momentum. Like the pirate ship at an amusement park, we began to gain altitude each time we reached one side. Halfway there, I thought.  
 
    My hands were getting sweaty, but I refused to let them slip.  
 
    Higher and higher.  
 
    Despite my commitment, my sweaty hands didn’t care—they were slipping now, and I was forced to reestablish my grip on each hand in quick succession, which meant letting go and grabbing her again, higher, somewhere around her wrists.  
 
    Belle gasped, but I was too focused to reassure her, putting my entire body into the next swing, which carried us three-quarters of the way up to the branch.  
 
    It might’ve been high enough, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Our momentum slowed and then stopped, before we headed back the other way even faster, the displaced air cooling my skin as it hit the layer of sweat.  
 
    My fingers began to slip once more.  
 
    “Sam?” Belle said.  
 
    “Not yet,” I growled between gritted teeth. I can hold her for another swing. I can. 
 
    We reached our peak on the other side, and if I’d reached up I might’ve been able to grab the branch myself. Of course, then I’d have to hold Belle with one hand and haul us both up. I’d done similar already, but again, why risk it? Instead, I let gravity drag us back in the other direction.  
 
    As we swung like a pendulum, I waited for the penultimate moment when we were still accelerating upward but were close enough to the branch that Belle would get there. My hands were slipping but I waited a second longer and then said, “Now!” releasing her a split-second before I would’ve lost her anyway. I followed through with my arms to give her as much momentum as possible.  
 
    She flew, our bodies drifting apart as I was pulled back down into the next swing.  
 
    I watched as she flung her hands out, reaching for the branch… 
 
    And grabbing it, glancing back at me as she pulled herself up.  
 
    Hell yeah! I wanted to scream, but instead I focused on my next swing, which I hoped would carry me high enough to follow suit.  
 
    Unfortunately, the webbed hammock chose that moment to judder, dropping me a foot, leaving me well short of the branch even as I reached the peak of my swing.  
 
    I looked over at the gossamer rope that had held us for so long already. Clearly it was strong. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was that all our swinging had caused it to move back and forth along the rough branch. All that rubbing had chewed through several of the woven strands, which had snapped.  
 
    I swung back the other way, trying to come to terms with the inevitability of my fall. As soon as the remaining threads were worn away, I would drop. I needed to be read— 
 
    The drop came way before I thought it would, just after the strands made an audible snap! I was still descending from the peak of my previous swing, so I didn’t even hang in the air for a second before dropping. No, I pretty much plummeted.  
 
    Upside down.  
 
    Wearing nothing but a loin cloth.  
 
    You should’ve been there—it was a spectacle. Ball sacks bouncing around. Penis flapping like one of those dancing air-filled abominations that used car lots and mattress warehouses sometimes use to attract attention to their end-of-year mega sales.  
 
    I didn’t even need to reach out to grab the thick branch below me. Because it grabbed me first. I literally landed right on top of it, the tree’s wooden appendage punching me in the chest and knocking the air from my lungs.  
 
    Owie.  
 
    I lay there for a minute, gasping like a fish out of water, trying to get some o2 through my throat and into my lungs. All the while, I heard Belle calling down, “You okay? Sam?” Her voice drew closer and then her feet touched down on the branch right in front of my face. “What happened? You take a shot to the nuts or somethin’?” 
 
    That was the only good thing: my nuts had been spared, the rest of me taking the brunt of the hit. Without access to a nice ooze bath, I’d be sore for weeks. Sore, but alive.  
 
    So far.  
 
    “Gimme a minute,” I said, focusing on breathing, something I’d never really had to think about before. Funny how we take all these automatic bodily functions for granted. I finally understood how asthmatics felt. Or old people who needed to haul oxygen tanks around with them like metallic pets.  
 
    “Sam,” Belle said after two minutes, which was a minute more than I’d requested. “The sun is definitely on the way down, not up.” 
 
    Shit. She was right. Shadows were creeping along the branches. Already I could tell the lighting was dimmer within the forest.  
 
    “I’m good,” I said, which might’ve only been partially true. Still, I managed to sit up without any additional wardrobe malfunctions. Yay me. 
 
    “Can you climb?” Belle asked, her expression dubious.  
 
    “Yep. Right behind you.” I pushed as much confidence into my voice as I tried not to show the true pain I was in. After all, she had a two-foot slash down her leg, which was still bleeding, the blood just beginning to show through the makeshift tourniquet, the white webbing turning pink.  
 
    I wondered if the creepy-crawlies could smell blood like many of the other monsters could.  
 
    Belle gave me another long look, so I said, “I’m fine. Seriously. Go ahead.” 
 
    That seemed good enough for her, so she moved back along the branch to the trunk. She carefully lowered herself down, finding a good foothold in a knot in the wood. I could tell she was favoring her injured leg, but it didn’t seem to affect her too much.  
 
    I waited a beat longer before following, my chest screaming at me to Stop! I bit back the pain and scooted along the branch, taking a similar path down, mimicking Belle’s movements since she was a damn good climber.  
 
    We passed the first of the canopy beds used by the slumbering creepy-crawlies. They seemed to be fast asleep, which meant we still had time.  
 
    Maybe not, I thought as we passed the next webbed platform. I could see one of their legs poking out from its sleep pod, twitching slightly.  
 
    That’s when I noticed movement from a few of the other pods as more shadows fell upon the forest. The Black might still be a half-hour away, but these monsters might be able to come out early because of the coverage provided by the tightly packed trees.  
 
    “Hurry,” I hissed to Belle, though it was unnecessary—she’d gained quite a bit on me already.  
 
    I listened to my own advice, taking greater risks and skipping the safe holds to stretch as far as possible with each step. I slipped and almost fell but managed to grab a branch and then hang-drop to the next one, using the trunk to steady myself. My hammer smacked against my hip where it was hanging from its scabbard. 
 
    I was almost down. In fact, Belle had already reached the ground, looking back at me and waving her hand to urge me on.  
 
    It was still a thirty-foot drop, somewhere between broken back and broken legs. In front of me was the final creepy-crawly canopy. The amount of movement from within the pods was substantial now, and I even saw one of the smaller creatures emerge from its cocoon, its body and stinger quivering slightly, shaking off the grogginess of sleep.  
 
    I was out of time. I slung my body over the edge of the branch, gripping it tightly and stretching as far down as I could, trying to lessen the distance as much as possible. 
 
    And then I let go.  
 
    There was a rush of wind around me and probably more ball-bouncing, penis-flapping action—Belle would be scarred for life—and then I landed with me knees bent, tucking my head and rolling to deaden as much of the impact as I could.  
 
    Even still, I felt the ligaments in my knees pop and my bones shudder. My hammer twisted around to smash into my pecs. My bruised chest screamed, You sadist!  
 
    I crashed into something solid and hairy, flinching away because I thought I’d just come face to face with a creepy-crawly. Forgetting the pain I was in, I scrabbled back like a crab before realizing the spider-scorpion I’d collided with was dead. One of Belle’s victims from the night before. In fact, the area all around us was littered with them. There must’ve been at least a dozen. Pretty freakin’ impressive for a woman who’d never held a sword until a week or so ago.   
 
    “Sam,” Belle said, grabbing me under the arms and urging me to stand up. I sensed something in her voice—a shred of fear. Which was certainly normal considering our situation, and yet I instinctively knew there was something more to be worried about then the hundreds of spiders that were about to wake up in the trees.  
 
    I stood and saw where she was looking, what had freaked her out.  
 
    It was a mountainous web pod. Unlike the other pods, it was resting on the ground. My mind flashed back to the memory of the enormous monster that had been Belle’s undoing the night before. The Queen of the Creepy-Crawlies. 
 
    As we stared on, one of her massive legs jabbed through the pod.  
 
    That’s when we ran.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was like Arachnophobia times a billion. Spiders dropped all around us while others scurried along the branches overheard, doing that spine-tingling shrieking thing. At this point, I was certain they were communicating, plotting our demise or calling out claims on body parts. The eyeballs are mine! Dibs on the feet! 
 
    A medium-sized crawly landed directly in front of our path. We’d both already drawn our weapons, but Belle was quicker to react, slashing out and hacking through three legs at once. The loss of appendages threw the monster off-balance, giving us just enough time to skirt past it and continue running. There was no point in trying to kill them—there were simply too many. Escaping the forest was our only chance. 
 
    Belle was doing remarkably well considering the damage that had been done to her leg. Blood was already seeping through the makeshift web tourniquet. But I couldn’t think about that now. Escape first, then deal with any injuries. 
 
    “Which way?” Belle asked as she was forced to dart right to avoid two more spiders that had dropped to block the way forward.  
 
    I’d always had a decent sense of direction, but it was kind of hard when I’d been knocked out with venom, shrink-wrapped and then fallen from a tree.  
 
    Not to mention the fact that the crawlies seemed to be herding us in a particular direction. Probably back toward their queen, who was sharpening her legs in preparation for impaling us.  
 
    As we crashed between two gnarly bushes, the branches stinging my skin like whiplashes, I tried to recall the positioning of the bronze sun. I was pretty certain it was behind us, though it was extremely difficult to tell while in the woods. But if I was right, we were heading in the exact wrong direction if we wanted to cross the shortest distance out of the forest. Which made sense, at least from the spiders’ perspective. If they were herding us, they’d want to force us further into the woods, where they could methodically surround us.  
 
    Which meant we needed to go left, where half a dozen crawlies were skittering along the ground. Most weren’t too big, relatively speaking, only the size of pitbulls, but the largest was my height. At this point in my leveling up, I was around six-six, NBA basketball player height with the bulk of an NFL linebacker.  
 
    The spider was even bigger, if you included the wide reach of its eight sword-like legs.  
 
    “We’ve got to break the line,” I said, hot on Belle’s heels as she swerved around a tree. 
 
    “You first,” she said, which would’ve made me laugh if not for my heaving chest. I veered left and she followed my lead this time, which meant she had to slow down a little. From the right, I heard a series of shrieks, the spiders protesting our change of course.  
 
    Ahead, I could see the line of spiders, as well as several that had taken up position on branches overhead. There were gaps, but these mothers could move fast. I had a feeling they were almost baiting us now, trying to force us into a specific space where they would trap us. Instead of making for the largest of the spaces between the crawlies like they might’ve expected, I looked for the weakest link in their hairy chain.  
 
    There! The furthest to the left were three smallish spiders all in a row. Small like fully grown pot-bellied pigs. So not actually small, just small relative to the other behemoths.  
 
    I grabbed Belle’s hand and charged straight for the one in the middle, which skittered back a couple steps in surprise. Its many large eyes reflected an image of Belle and I running right for it. 
 
    I released Belle’s hand, reasserted both hands on the shaft of my hammer, and swung.  
 
    Bull’s-fucking-eye.  
 
    Ichor splattered across my face as the creepy-crawly’s bulbous head exploded. I think I even felt an eyeball rebound off my cheek. Icky.  
 
    But I didn’t have time to contemplate when I might get the chance to take my next bath because my peripheral vision had caught a glimpse of another spider scuttling in hard and fast from the side. As the first spider fell, I stomped over its body and then spun to whip another mighty swing.  
 
    Crunch-ch-ch! My hammer shattered three of the next spider’s legs, breaking through each one and continuing to the next. The crawly hissed at me and jabbed one of its remaining legs awkwardly at my head. I managed to duck and then dive away as it tried to stomp on me. When I came out of the roll I was facing partly away, which allowed me a view of Belle, who’d stabbed her own foe in at least three places, gooey blood leaking out.  
 
    She was doing well, which meant I could focus on my own enemy. I had this strong desire to go toe-to-toe with the spider like I was facing the heavyweight champion of the world. The only problem: if this took too long, we’d be surrounded and overrun. So, for once in my life, I did the smart thing.  
 
    “Belle!” I shouted, and I saw her head jerk halfway toward me without letting the injured spider out of her sight. “We’ve got to run. Now.” 
 
    I saw her hesitate for just a moment, so I added, “GO!” and took off running. Thankfully, she followed, and not a moment too soon, because that’s when the reinforcements arrived. The line of spiders had closed in on our spot, collapsing like an avalanche of sharp, hairy legs and pale eyeballs.  
 
    While we’d fought, I’d been subconsciously aware of all the shrieking in the distance. Now I knew what was happening. Like soldiers on a battlefield, the spiders were changing their strategy to respond to our unwillingness to be herded deeper into the forest.  
 
    As we shoved branches and bushes out of the way with our arms, I saw the result of all that shrieking. 
 
    At least a dozen of the spiders had gotten in front of us, guessing our direction before even I was sure where we’d go. They were a mix of sizes, and once more I charged for a cluster of smaller ones I thought we could handle.  
 
    I might as well have stepped on a pit covered with flimsy leaves.  
 
    Because it was a trap.  
 
    The three small spiders had a pair of big brothers with them, each of which dropped from somewhere high above, landing with a series of thumps on either side.  
 
    It got worse. 
 
    They also had their overprotective mother with them.  
 
    That’s right—the crawly to end all crawlies.  
 
    She landed in front of the other five, eclipsing them with her girth and making them look like the children that they were.  
 
    Her body had at least a hundred eyes, each glittering darkly with bloodlust. She rubbed her two front-most legs together, and they make a wicking sound, like a pair of swords being sharpened.  
 
    “Oh god,” Belle breathed, huddling by my side. I wished I had someone bigger to huddle up against. “What do we do?” 
 
    I knew the answer before she asked the question, because I’d been running through all the options as soon as I’d realized we’d foolishly run into a trap set by these devilish monsters.  
 
    “I need you to do exactly as I say without hesitation,” I said calmly, my eyes never leaving the Big Mama Crawly, who continued to nonchalantly sharpen her forelegs.  
 
    “I will,” Belle said.  
 
    “Good. I need you to run as fast as you can. First to the right, and then when you get clear of the last spider, cut left and go straight until you’re out of the woods.” 
 
    “Sam, I can’t leave—” 
 
    “You can and you will. I need you to do this. For me. Please.” 
 
    She was hanging on my arm now. “I’ll wait for you,” she said.  
 
    “No,” I said. “You won’t. Find your way back to the others. Help them fight. Be the Warrior you were always meant to be. Now go. Now!” With that, I shoved her away. She stumbled slightly, but was agile enough to maintain her feet, turning and limp-sprinting, katana slashing the air at her side. 
 
    The three smallest spiders broke away from the others to pursue her, which left me to deal with Big Mama and her two beefy children. To my surprise, the two kids backed away. Then again, they’d probably seen their mother kill many others—they were nothing but spectators now.  
 
    And I was the sport.  
 
    With a final scrape, she finished sharpening her legs. Her maw opened to reveal half a dozen rows of bladelike teeth, each set of which was framed by twin fangs as long as my forearm. She shrieked and the sound was so piercing it made me want to scratch out my own eyeballs. Instead, I gripped my hammer tightly, keeping one eye on those two front legs and the other on her barbed scorpion tail, which had risen behind her, quivering slightly.  
 
    All around me, shrieks answered, the calls of her spawn, who had caught up to us and now lined the branches of the forest like a raucous crowd ready to watch a gladiator face a beast. And this crowd wanted blood.  
 
    I hoped it was enough of a distraction for Belle to escape.  
 
    Run, Belle. 
 
    It was my last coherent thought before Big Mama attacked, flinging herself forward with a speed that belied her massive size, landing just before me and snapping her tail down.  
 
    It was a feint.  
 
    I fell for it.  
 
    The real attack came from the sides. Reacting to the stinger, I’d darted right and was now forced to bring my hammer up to block one of her sword-legs, clanking against my metal weapon. The second foreleg slashed in from the opposite side and I ducked, simultaneously throwing myself backward in anticipation of— 
 
    Slam! 
 
    The stinger bit into the dirt where I’d been a split second earlier.  
 
    Using my momentum, I rolled to my feet, reasserting my grip on my hammer. I just need to delay her enough for Belle to escape, right? 
 
    Yes, that had been my original plan, to play the hero for the damsel in distress. Then I heard Beat’s voice in my head. Get off your high horse, dumbass. You’re no hero and this is no fantasy. Kill the bitch and survive. 
 
    Easier said than done.  
 
    She darted in again, stabbing with two legs while on the move with the rest, her stinger wavering back and forth overhead, its very presence enough to distract me from any thoughts of going on the offensive. 
 
    I blocked another two strikes, dancing away, trying not to lose my footing on the roots and stones underfoot.  
 
    Pussy. Again, it was Beat’s voice I heard.  
 
    It kind of pissed me off, to be honest. Which, I suspect, is exactly what she would’ve wanted had she been here.  
 
    Releasing a war cry, I charged forward holding my hammer overhead like a crazed Viking warrior hopped up on drugs. It was an act, and I might be biased, but I think it was an Oscar-worthy performance.  
 
    In reality, I was clear-headed, a plan unfolding in my mind.  
 
    The stinger shot down toward me, as I expected it would. I was within range and this was Big Mama Crawly’s primary weapon, the haymaker that ended every fight she’d ever been in.  
 
    I stepped aside at the last possible moment and brought my hammer down on the tail.  
 
    That’s when I learned something I didn’t know before, the kind of information that would’ve been useful YESTERDAY: 
 
    The segmented portions of the tail were plated with godsdamn armor. Which meant my hammer harmlessly glanced off. Which ruined my not-so-brilliant plan to disable my opponent’s big ass weapon.  
 
    Worse, I was in a bad spot with little hope of escape. So I did the thing that any formidable Warrior would do in a similar situation when facing death by a massive spider-scorpion: 
 
    I hugged the spider’s scorpion tail. I actually leapt onto it, straddling it, locking my arms and legs around the armored appendage above the barbed tip.  
 
    If Big Mama wanted to skewer me with her sword legs, she’d have to impale her own tail.  
 
    She, of course, knew that as well, and simply lifted her tail into the air, shaking me back and forth as I hung on for dear life. Luckily, there was more to my plan, because I’m smart like that.  
 
    I jumped from her tail, praying to all Three goddesses that I’d timed it right to achieve my goal of landing on the top of her fuzzy head.  
 
    I hadn’t.  
 
    I landed on what one might call her forehead, which was covered in dark eyes growing darker as the Black fell. Immediately, I started sliding toward her maw, which was gaped open and ready to taste me.  
 
    I dug my toes in as hard as I could, shattering the membrane of a pair of eyes and feeling a warm, gooey rush as they popped. Which created makeshift footholds. Nice. Unfortunately, it also enraged Mama Spidey, who dropped rapidly to the ground in an attempt to dislodge me. It almost worked, but I managed to cling to her via my new footholds and by gripping a tuft of hair with my left hand. I used the other hand to bring my hammer down with an overhand tomahawk chop.  
 
    A waterfall of dark blood rained down on my head as I destroyed another eye. 
 
    This pissed her off even more, her entire body convulsing as a scream tried to shatter my eardrums like the squeal of an electric guitar at a heavy metal concert. Using my hammer, which was embedded in the eye socket, I dragged myself higher, until I was able to clamber up onto the crown of her head.  
 
    I went to work, slamming my hammer down again and again, trying to breach her thick, furred hide. I had to constantly regain my balance, because at this point she was in full-on Godzilla mode, throwing her body around and sliding her legs up her body to try to poke at me. I dodged and danced and, every chance I had, brought my hammer down on her skull, aiming for the same spot.  
 
    Blow by blow, I felt something start to give. It started with a different sound—a whump! rather than a thump! The new sound created an even more desperate Freakishly Large Scorpion-Spider. Which meant I was winning. She was so desperate, in fact, that she did something I couldn’t have predicted.  
 
    She tried to sting me with her tail. I sensed the attack more than saw it, because her entire body stopped moving, her muscles tensing beneath my feet.  
 
    I simply reacted, which is sometimes better than overthinking and getting impaled by a foot-long barb filled with venom. I dove to the side, grabbing at clumps of fur to arrest my momentum before I tumbled over the side.  
 
    It was a killing stroke, full of fear and desperation and the rage of a monster that never lost, who had seen her share of warriors who were but gnats to her mighty god-like existence.  
 
    Not anymore.  
 
    The barb sank deep into her skull, right into the weakened divot I’d been working on. In fact, it sunk so deep the barb vanished, a portion of the armored tail disappearing behind it. This was my one and only chance to win, and I knew it.  
 
    I fought back to my feet, raised my hammer above my head, and brought it down like I was trying to drive a tent stake into bare rock. The tail, which Mama Crawly was trying to pull out of the hole in her head, was driven in deeper.  
 
    Slam! 
 
    Another Paul Bunyan chop and the tail went in further.   
 
    Slam!  
 
    Slam! 
 
    Slam-Slam-Slam! 
 
    Her enormous body went slack, twitching, and then began to fall.  
 
    I got the hell out of there, running in the direction of her fall, aiming my final step for the spot where her skull began to curve downward. I jumped, contorting my dive in midair to try to avoid the tangle of sharp legs still in my path.  
 
    There were too many.  
 
    My left arm was tucked in close against my side, but an errant swipe of her leg caught me just beneath the shoulder, cutting through skin and muscle and bone and then moving past, leaving me to watch with shocked, wide eyes as my arm twisted away while the rest of me soared onward, trailing a crimson arc of blood, each drop shimmering in the final rays of the waning sun.  
 
    I landed hard, the breath punched out of me.  
 
    Enraged, the dead mother’s children swarmed down from above, but I wasn’t thinking of them, because the pain had set in now, a violent shockwave running through my nerves, shuddering through every inch of my body.  
 
    Each blink was like a separate scene in a movie, each shorter than the last as my heart began to slow.  
 
    Would I die a hero’s death? Did that even matter? 
 
    To me, it did, so I chose to believe that Belle had escaped, that she would make it back to camp to tell our story. I could picture Beat’s lips trembling, an unspoken curse in her mouth as she damned me for being so foolhardy.  
 
    I felt like I was underwater now, the shriek of the spiders a distant roar. I willed myself to pass out before they devoured me.  
 
    There were other hard-to-distinguish sounds too—shouts maybe? 
 
    I forced my eyes open one last time, and I knew I was dying because my imagination conjured images of female warriors swinging down from above by ropes, throwing spears at the spiders.  
 
    The cavalry has arrived! I thought wryly.  
 
    Everything went dark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    GOING TRIBAL 
 
      
 
    Belle’s singsong voice was the first thing I heard. It might’ve been a mile away, traveling down a long chute to reach my ears. Blah blah blah, it said. Followed by, Yada yada yada. 
 
    And then, suddenly, it was as loud as a gunshot beside my ear. “Thank you for y’all’s hospitality,” she said, which seemed like a weird earthly thing to say. In her accent, however, it didn’t feel out of place at all.  
 
    My eyes wouldn’t open, because they were glued shut. I felt a tingle somewhere, but it didn’t feel like it was coming from a part of my body. “Ur?” I said, trying to ask about the tingle.  
 
    “Sam?” Belle’s voice held an urgency to it. I felt her soft hands on my cheeks a moment later. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Urg,” I said, which I hope she translated to mean: yes. 
 
    That’s when I heard the other voices, a dull murmur sounding like white noise. Where am I? There was no way Belle could’ve carried me all the way back to camp, especially not when the Black had been about to arrive just as I…blacked out (ha ha, see what I did there?).  
 
    Something came back to me, a glimpse of a memory. Maybe mine, maybe something I’d seen in a movie. An arm tumbling end over end like a thrown stick, spraying blood.  
 
    Oh fuck. It had been my arm. I remembered now. How I’d been a super badass in killing the giant spider only to get my arm sliced off by accident as, in her death throes, Mama Crawly had flailed her sword-legs around.  
 
    “You’re fine. Buttplug and his women are helpin’ us.” 
 
    Buttplug? WTF is she talking about? 
 
    “Me name be Bu’ploog,” a deep voice said. It did sound a little like Buttplug. That way of speaking, however…like a non-English speaker trying to learn the language… 
 
    It was so familiar. I’d only heard it once before on this planet, from a giant named Ton, who had died on an especially horrific Black.  
 
    I tried my eyes again, and this time managed to open them a crack. At first everything was blurry and strangely bright, but then… 
 
    A face the size of a small moon blocked out the light as it stared down at me. Actually, his head was more like the size of a planet—his big brown eyes were the moons. “Whoa,” I said.  
 
    Belle crowded in beside him, her forehead wrinkled with concern. “I didn’t know if you’d wake up.” 
 
    “What?” I said, which was the closest I could get to a full sentence at this point. 
 
    Luckily, Belle understood. “I ran into this guy as I was trying to escape the forest,” she said. “Literally.” She laughed. “It was like running into a tree.” 
 
    Buttplug chuckled, his own laugh as deep as a grave. “She did. Thought she’s a creepah. Almost squashed her, I did.” 
 
    “That’s what they call the nasty spiders,” Belle clarified. “Creepers.” 
 
    It wasn’t a bad nickname, much quicker and easier to say than the similar one I’d concocted. I’d now heard multiple references to others, including they and women. I asked my next question slowly, working hard to get each word out. “You…helped…us?” 
 
    Buttplug shrugged like it was nothing, as easy as picking up a dropped item from the floor. “We’s gonna fight ’em creepahs anyway. You did hard part. Killed leader. We’s been tryin’ kill ’er for years.” 
 
    “My…pleasure,” I said. I tried to look at my arm; or rather, where my arm should be. But Belle grabbed my chin and steered it back to her face.  
 
    “You’ll heal,” she said. “We found your arm, glued it on with a bunch of ooze, and wrapped it up tight. Ain’t nothin’.” 
 
    The quiver in her voice told me otherwise, but I didn’t point that out. I also didn’t state the bad news I knew must be true: She’d used the rest of our supply of primordial ooze to save my arm, which meant her injured leg would have to heal the natural way. I glanced in its general direction.  
 
    It was wrapped up nice and tight with fresh webbing and there was no sign of leaking blood.  
 
    “They stitched me up,” Belle said. “Hurt like a hit from one of my exes, but I’ve had worse.” 
 
    Who was this woman? Beat would never believe me when I told her. “Thank you,” I said, both to Belle and Bu’ploog. 
 
    I looked past them, trying to make sense of my surroundings. The strange light was all around us, an eerie glow that reminded me of the vines back in the gully. The glowing walls were set in a circle, as if we were inside a massive grain silo. I couldn’t see a ceiling, just a broad circle of darkness as thick as the Black. Spread out before the glowing walls were other figures, all of whom seemed to be females of varying skin colors—there were green Oceanians, black Lri Ay, and human women from as pale as Belle to as dark as Vrill. All of them were watching me with interest.  
 
    That’s when I finally realized what this was and where we were.  
 
    I’d met my first of the tribes that Vrill always talked about.  
 
    And we were inside a giant tree.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    It turned out the walls were glowing for a damn good reason: 
 
    The Three had created this tree, as well as many others within the forest. The evidence was in the glowing walls, which were infused with a small measure of the goddesses’ power. This kept the tribe somewhat safe from the big spiders. But that didn’t stop them from fighting over territory, which was what had saved our lives. 
 
    My arm, on the other hand… 
 
    I couldn’t feel it, other than a tingling sensation. I couldn’t move my fingers.  
 
    Give the ooze time to work, I reminded myself. This was no flesh wound. 
 
    I tried to take my attention off my arm, which wasn’t difficult given the membership of Buttplug’s tribe.  
 
    They were, uh, gorgeous. Not surprising, considering they’d all been brought here by Eve at one time or another and transformed in ooze cocoons.  
 
    The women were also all different shapes and sizes, which interested me. (But not for the reasons you’re thinking—get your mind out of the gutter.) I was still trying to understand why the ooze had leveled up Beat to a Hulk-woman, while Belle was toned and athletic-looking, but not nearly as bulky.  
 
    I suspected it had something to do with enhancing the individual’s natural abilities, but it was just a working theory at this point. After all, I had also been transformed into a muscle-bound brute, and back on Earth had been nothing but a computer jockey and amateur button-masher. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure where the linkage was.  
 
    Anyway, I digress. The women of Buttplug’s tribe were as different as night from day. There was a towering Oceanian woman with green legs for days. She wasn’t as tall as the giant leader but wasn’t far off either. There was a short, stocky Lri Ay who would’ve given Beat a run for her money in an arm-wrestling contest. There was an exotic-looking human with long, dark lashes, pouty lips and a stomach you could wash clothes on. She might’ve stepped right off the cover of a glossy magazine. And on and on. Some of the women were more dainty-looking and slight of frame, while others were curvier, living representations of an hourglass. Almost all of them would’ve been a perfect fit for the next edition of Sport Illustrated: Swimsuit Edition. No problem. They were hovering around us, some of them speaking to each other in hushed tones behind their hands. Most of them wore bikini-like clothing made from leaves, which gave off an Adam and Eve vibe, emphasis on Eve. 
 
    See? I’m distracted from my severed arm already. 
 
    “So…” I said, trying to make conversation in my usual awkward manner. “How long y’all been a tribe?” I’d been spending too much time around Belle lately. I almost sounded like her.  
 
    The Asian goddess answered. “Bu’ploog formed the tribe six years ago. Back then it was just him. The rest of us have been flocking to him ever since. I’ve only been here two years. I’m Misha, by the way.”  
 
    Interesting. Less experienced than Vrill but more than Lace. Still, the most shocking fact was how long Bu’ploog had been on Tor. At least six years. Who knew how long he survived with the Three before he left. It really put things into perspective. I was like a baby in comparison. 
 
    “Why only women?” Belle asked, crinkling her nose. I was wondering the same thing, but wasn’t sure how to ask, especially if it was some weird cult thing.  
 
    Misha adjusted her position, tossing her dark, silky hair over her shoulder. She had a small round birthmark near the edge of her pink lips. I don’t know what she’d looked like before, but the ooze had been especially generous to her. Her perfectly round breasts were bursting from her leafy bikini top. She said, “Some of the men in the other tribes are pigs,” she spat. “They wish to use us for sex. They think they deserve beautiful women because they fight monsters. As if we don’t fight them too.” 
 
    “I’m—that’s horrible,” I said, immediately regretting having objectified her. I couldn’t help admiring these beautiful women for how they looked. But I also knew they were formidable warriors. One didn’t survive on Tor for long without being tough as nails.  
 
    She nodded. “Bu’ploog isn’t like that. Neither are all the men. Some are kind and fair. There are tribes with both men and women where all are equal and valued. But we just happened to find this one first. We made our home, and we have no reason to leave.” 
 
    I understood that mentality. I felt the same way about the others back at camp. I wanted to protect them more than anything. Another question popped into my mind, one I should’ve asked earlier, especially after learning Misha had been here for two years. “What Level are you?” 
 
    The woman’s dark eyes darkened further. She clearly didn’t like the question. “The Levels are meaningless. Here there are only survivors and corpses.” 
 
    Fair enough, but… “How long were you with the Three before you left?” 
 
    Her lip curled in disgust and her expression reminded me of Vrill whenever I spoke of the goddesses. “Seven months,” she said. “One day I was in Tokyo, and the next I was in a world of monsters. I fought for them. I almost died for them. Did they ever thank me?” 
 
    I was pretty sure it was a rhetorical question, and it’s not like I wanted to defend the goddesses. I was protecting them only so I could protect those who they abducted. 
 
    Still, like I said before, I was but a baby next to those who’d survived here for much longer.  
 
    Misha continued her rant. “If you must know, I was a Seeker when I left. I found pretty things and gave them to the Three. I thought it was an important task, but now I know better. I never saw any of those pretty things again.” 
 
    I swallowed thickly. I’d seen them. All of them, collecting dust in an old cave. I mean, shit, I’d bedded two of the goddesses next to the very room filled with artifacts while the third goddess slumbered. Suddenly I felt horrible for that, like I was a spy in their midst. That wasn’t true, of course—I wasn’t loyal to the Three—but still… “I’m sorry,” I said lamely because I could think of anything else to say.  
 
    “Don’t be,” Misha said, brightening considerably. “I’m happy now. We have safety in numbers. We do as we choose. Yes, we fight the crawlers, but this forest is worth fighting for.” 
 
    “How did you find Bu—Bu’ploog…” I’d almost said Buttplug. “…and his tribe?” 
 
    “This was my territory when I was a Seeker,” she said simply.  
 
    “What?” This was news to me. “I thought all the Seekers went to Annakor.” 
 
    “What? Of course not. This is a large planet. There are many things to be found. Ursula’s Forest has many hidden wonders.” 
 
    I felt like an idiot. Fighting the demons and monsters in the bleak stretch between the gully and Annakor made one forget that this was a tiny corner of a much larger world. I wondered what else was out there. I made a mental note to ask the Three if I made it back to camp. 
 
    “Who is Ursula?” I asked.  
 
    With that, all heads turned toward their leader, who’d been content to observe the conversation. Bu’ploog said, “Ursula is…was…creepahs’ mothah. She be dead now, but her forest lives on.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    As usual, I had a million more questions, and the women seemed happy to answer them all, but Buttplug eventually waved his arm and said it was time to rest and that on the morrow we could celebrate Ursula’s death at my hand. The women obeyed without question, which was kind of weird. Then again, who was I to judge a group I knew next to nothing about? 
 
    The bed of moss and leaves I’d been assigned was pretty damn comfortable. Belle’s own bed was beside mine, the rest of the beds prepared all around us, filling most of the space inside the massive hollowed-out tree. Soon I heard the relaxing sounds of deep breathing, a cocoon of sound that made me feel safe within the glowing walls blessed by the Three. It was funny that this tribe, whose members disagreed with everything the Three stood for, would find a home inside one of the goddesses’ creations. Then again, it made sense if you thought about it. They probably felt like the Three owed them something after all they’d done to try to help them.  
 
    After a few minutes, Belle rolled over onto her side and draped her arm across my chest. I wasn’t sure if I would be leading her on if I left it there, but after what we’d been through together I felt closer to her. It felt…right. This world blurred the lines between so many human emotions, making them melt together and become a single interconnected color. The color of life.  
 
    We slept.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke to, well, an orgy.  
 
    I must’ve been pretty exhausted to have slept through the early parts of the revelry, because it seemed to have been going on for some time. Seeing Misha and Belle gyrating against each other, however, was the equivalent of having an entire tub of cold water thrown on my head. I felt like I’d been awake for hours, a triple shot of expresso going right to my brain.  
 
    Their breasts were pressed against each other, Belle’s pale skin a beautiful contrast to Misha’s, which was nicely tanned from plenty of time spent under the bronze sun. Their tongues were in each other’s mouths, their legs entwined as they scissored against each other again and again.  
 
    I hadn’t even known Belle swung that way. Maybe even she didn’t know it. I knew from experience, however, that the leveling up process did certain things to one’s libido. 
 
    The rest of the tribe members were performing other sexual acts on each other, many of them moaning and groaning in ecstasy. I could go into detail about all the…positions…but you’re probably just fine using your imagination to fill in the blanks. 
 
    And right in the middle of it all was the giant himself, being pleasured by at least six of the women.  
 
    When Bu’ploog had talked about celebrating before we went to sleep, this was not what I’d expected. Not that I was complaining.  
 
    “He’s awake,” a voice said. Then another: “He’s awake.” Soon similar murmurs flowed across the space like water down a hill. The women flocked to me, their feet rustling against all the discarded leaf-clothes on the ground.  
 
    The next hour was a blur of skin and feeling, which left me more exhausted than I’d been before I’d slept. So much for getting our rest. Again, not complaining. Insert smiley face. 
 
    The next part involved sleeping again, except this time we were all naked and pressed together in a little knot, like a litter of kittens. Yeah, my life was beyond weird at this point.  
 
    When I awoke the next time, everything was back to normal—or the Ursula’s Forest version of normal. The women were all wearing their leaf-clothes, Buttplug was sitting with his back against the glowing wall, as silent as a statue, and a tantalizing smell had eradicated the scent of sex.  
 
    “What is that?” I blurted out, because it wasn’t roasting leafrat.  
 
    Belle appeared, carrying a large blue flower in one hand and a wooden plate in the other. The plate was glowing. I made grabby hands at whatever was on the plate, because my nose could tell the tantalizing aroma was coming from it.  
 
    “Not so fast,” Belle said, pulling the plate back. “Drink first. You’re probably dehydrated.” 
 
    More like definitely, I thought, smacking my lips. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Ick. “Thanks,” I said, accepting the flower. It was filled to the brim with clear liquid, presumably water.  
 
    I took a small sip, not wanting to make myself sick by drinking too fast.  
 
    Whoa. Definitely not water. The liquid was sweet, but not overly so. Just…perfect. “Mmm,” I said, taking the next swig faster, causing some of it to dribble down my chin. “What is it?” 
 
    “Spider piss,” Belle said, dead-pan.  
 
    I choked and almost spewed out what was left in my mouth from my third swig, but Belle quickly held up a hand and said, “Just jokin’.” A broad smile crossed her face. “It’s water that’s been in the flower for a while. The flower gives it the taste. Least that’s what Misha told me.” Upon speaking the name of the Asian beauty, Belle flushed slightly.  
 
    How cute, I thought. She’s embarrassed. I could’ve prodded her more, said something about how she seemed to be spending A LOT of time with Misha ever since we arrived inside this tree. But I wasn’t a total jerk, at least not all the time. I let it go. “What’s on the plate?” I asked after finishing the last of the flower water.  
 
    “Not leafrat,” she confirmed, her cheeks returning to their normal pale hue. “You could call it a steak? It’s from an animal in the forest. Kind of like a deer, but bigger.” 
 
    “A moose?” I don’t know why I cared. My lips started watering even before she said the word steak.  
 
    “That’ll work. A moose steak. Want it?” She waved the plate temptingly. It was the first time I’d known the southern beauty to be downright evil.  
 
    “Pretty please with sugary flower water on top,” I said. Even with only one good arm at my disposal, I wasn’t above lunging for it if she didn’t hand it to me in the next five seconds.  
 
    Four… 
 
    Three… 
 
    She passed the plate to me and I set it on my lap, picking up the steak with my good hand and biting into it. Oh…my…goddesses.  
 
    The orgy had been one of the most pleasurable experiences of my life. Taking my first bite of the “moose” steak was in the top ten. It had a smoky taste, but with a hint of spice. The meat was melt-in-your-mouth tender, juices squirting as I chewed. If I was in a position to give out Michelin stars to this establishment, I’d have offered ten. No, scratch that. Ten-teen. 
 
    I demolished the steak in sixteen seconds flat. “Ishth there emmy more?” I said, my mouth full of meat.  
 
    Belle laughed, reaching out a hand to wipe a bit of juice from my chin. After almost dying together fighting massive spiders and participating in…what we had participated in the night before, such a familiar gesture felt perfectly natural.  
 
    She brought me another steak. Then another. I liked this place. I liked this tribe.  
 
    And yet, I knew we had to go. Or at least I did. Belle, on the other hand…I watched her laugh as Misha said something. Another of the women chimed in, and soon a whole group of them were laughing and enjoying themselves. For the first time since I’d met Belle, she looked at home, comfortable. They could protect her and teach her how to survive. She was already quickly becoming a fierce warrior. With these women to emulate, she would be just fine.  
 
    I hated to lose another Warrior, but I wasn’t so selfish as to try to convince her to return to camp. Or to even go one step further with me. It wasn’t fair to her. I couldn’t live with myself if I stooped so low.  
 
    I stood up, feeling kind of wobbly because of my dead arm, which I still couldn’t quite feel. My hammer was nearby, and I stooped to collect it with my good arm. Bu’ploog was watching me. He nodded. “You be welcome ta stay,” he said, but we both knew it was a courtesy offer. This was his domain, and there was only room for one male here. Plus, I had other responsibilities.  
 
    Including trying to get help for my ragtag group of Warriors, which involved diplomacy. “Thank you for saving our lives. And for everything. I hope you will remember me fondly and not judge me because of my position.” I didn’t specifically mention the Three given the frowns their name had caused the last time.  
 
    “We’s all have our place in this world,” the giant said. “So long as you be Protector, we be a friend ta ya.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but I could tell it was the best I’d get, for now at least.  
 
    It was the closest thing I had to an alliance with one of the tribes, so I didn’t risk screwing it up by pushing for details.  
 
    Belle stepped away from the other women, in my direction. “We cain’t stay another day? Your arm isn’t fully recovered.” 
 
    I approached her, considering my words carefully. I took her hand. “You can stay here another day. You can stay here as long as you like.” 
 
    For a split-second her face was completely blank, like my words made no sense to her. This was a woman who’d allowed others to make decisions for her, even if they hurt her. But that wasn’t her anymore. She chose to come with me. She chose to fight the spiders. And now she could choose to stay.  
 
    The empty expression morphed into a frown and she said, “I don’t wanna leave you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. And so will you.” 
 
    “Are you going back to camp?” she said, and I could feel how much she wanted to hear me say yes.  
 
    I wished I could’ve said yes. I shook my head.  
 
    “But your arm.” 
 
    “Will heal. The ooze is working. I can feel it.” 
 
    A smile without mirth tugged at the corner of her lips. “Thank you, Protector Ryder,” she said. “For everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “May we meet again. And call me Sam.” 
 
    With that, I turned and headed for the door. Only I didn’t know where the door was.  
 
    Misha laughed and showed me where the opening was hidden by a large rectangle of bark. She pulled it back enough so I could squeeze through. “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    “My pleasure.” She purred the last word, her tongue sliding over her bottom lip. “Sure you don’t want to stay a while longer for some more celebrations.”  
 
    What was it with this place? The ooze clearly made us all as horny as rabbits during mating season. Then again, we did fight monsters every night, so blowing off steam was a necessity of life, and as far as I knew there was no alcohol or video games in this place.  
 
    “Maybe another time,” I said, forcing one foot in front of the other and hoping I’d run into a cold waterfall somewhere.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    THE SYRENE 
 
      
 
    I left the bounds of the forest about an hour later, the silver sun still rising toward its peak. Which was good. I had plenty of daylight left to burn.  
 
    I’d passed at least a hundred of the creepers, or creepahs as Buttplug had called them, while I walked. They hung from the high boughs of the trees, slumbering the day away in their web pods. It seemed like it would be so easy to just climb a few trees and murder them in their sleep. I had a feeling that wouldn’t work, otherwise the forest-dwelling tribe would’ve taken them out long ago. I stored the question in my memory bank to ask if I ever met the tribal leader again.  
 
    From the edge of the forest, I turned in the opposite direction to the Warrior camp. Looking left, I was just able to make out the form of the gully’s steep cliffs rising from the ground. Beyond were the dark mountains, barely visible. To the right was a desolate wasteland. Behind me was the shadowy forest.  
 
    I walked, swinging my right arm, my hammer ticking back and forth like a clock’s pendulum. My left arm continued to hang dead, but I could still feel the tingling in the exact spot where it had been severed. 
 
    The day was warm and soon I was sweating. Still, I was able to make far better time out in the open than I could in the forest. The downside was that I would need to find shelter come Blackfall. At least no spiders would try to sting me and hang me in their larder for a midnight snack.  
 
    No, I thought wryly, you’ll just be devoured by a creature with a dozen mouths. Or worse. 
 
    There was no such thing as a safe place in this world. Bu’ploog and his tribe members had a good thing going, but it couldn’t last forever. I hoped, for Belle’s sake, that it would.  
 
    Even the goddesses’ safe haven was on the brink of destruction.  
 
    Which made my mission even more important.  
 
    No pressure. I hefted my hammer onto my shoulder, counting my steps to pass the time. I’d reached ten thousand something when I finally stopped to rest. Not that I needed it. Despite my dead arm, the rest of my body felt good, strong. I could walk for days straight if I didn’t need to sleep. But I did need to eat and drink. Thanks to Buttplug and Co, my pack was filled with “moose” meat and the sugary flower water. It was the best lunch I’d had in days.  
 
    I soldiered on, distracting my mind from thoughts of whether my Warriors had survived the two Blacks since Belle and I had left. Instead, I considered the priority list I’d created in the dirt shortly after being named Protector, taking stock of my progress. No, I reminded myself. Not my progress. Our progress. That’s what Beat had told me. We were all in this together, something I needed to remember, even if it wasn’t in my character to relinquish control. Right, back to the list:  
 
    1. Train the newbs. Beat and Millania (and maybe even Lace, although she might be more likely to eat the newbs than train them) were doing just that. 
 
    2. Repair the ward shields. That was the whole point of the mission I was currently on. Good luck, Sam. And stop talking in the third person. Weirdo. 
 
    3. Grow our Warrior numbers. Dumbass. You just let one of the Warriors go without a fight. Right after she started blossoming into a badass fighter. I repeat—dumbass.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t the smartest move, but I had a feeling my list of priorities needed to be flexible. Having an ally in Bu’ploog’s tribe might pay off in the long run, even if it diminished our numbers in the short run. At least that was my thinking. Plus, Belle might actually find happiness with the forest dwellers. What were we fighting for if not happiness?  
 
    I digress. The rest of the list: 
 
    4. Get better weapons. I’d already been rejected on that front. Everything the Seekers had found previously was useless to the current group of Warriors. I’d have to put this item on the backburner for a while. 
 
    5. Connect with the tribes. Score one for the big guy with more muscles than brains! At least I’d met one of the tribes. And though they didn’t seem particularly keen to support the Three, at least they’d helped Belle and me. Even if they didn’t love the goddesses, they hated the monsters as much as we did, and you know what they say about the enemies of our enemies… 
 
    6. Find Vrill. More than likely, Vrill and her new dragon friend would find us again. Either way, I had to try to help her. To save her, like she once did for me when we were nothing but strangers.  
 
    Going through the list and taking stock of our progress helped clear my mind. For all I knew, Eve might already be back with another group of Warriors. She wouldn’t be happy to hear I’d gone off with Belle on an insane mission. She’d be even less happy when I came back without Belle. But hey, if she’d recruited another five or six Warriors to our cause, at least we’d still be taking a step or two forward rather than the usual three back.  
 
    My mind wandered for hours, and I finally understood what it meant to be responsible for shit other than myself. I’d never had that. I’d never even had a pet. Okay, fine, you got me. Once I’d had a goldfish named, wait for it, Goldy. She—or was it a he?—had lasted all of a week before I found it lying belly up, floating at the top of the tank. Yeah, I couldn’t even take care of a fish. I’d given Goldy the ol’ royal flush and resigned myself never to get another pet.  
 
    And now I was supposed to protect a trio of goddesses, a part-human woman older than any of my grandparents had been when they died but who looked my age, and a bunch of Warriors who’d fought in less battles than my avatar in Alien Civilization? Strangely, it felt like a task I could handle, maybe even be successful at. I probably still couldn’t take care of a fish to save my life, but I could do this.  
 
    I reached up and scratched my nose. With my left hand.  
 
    Holy shit. My hand! My arm!  
 
    The smile that split my face was so broad it hurt my cheeks, but I didn’t care. My arm was working again. I flexed my fingers, relishing the sensation of crackling knuckles after being inactive for more than a day. I bent my arm, flexing the muscles of my forearms, biceps and triceps. I rotated my shoulder in a small circle. Everything seemed to be in full working order. Which was crazy in the best possible way.  
 
    Belle’s sacrifice, I reminded myself. She’d been injured too, her leg slashed open by her own sword so we could escape the web pod. Her injury wasn’t minor. It would take weeks to heal naturally. Maybe longer. And that was if it didn’t get infected.  
 
    “Thank you, Belle,” I said, feeling suddenly alone. She’d gone from a woman I was afraid was too fragile for this place to the strong, independent person that had been locked inside her for too long. I missed her.  
 
    It was something I’d never admit to Beat or I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    That’s when I noticed the sun was well past its peak, the shadows descending across the wasteland. Great, I thought. Time for another monster party. I scanned the area around me. Ursula’s Forest had ended a while back, giving way to more dry, rocky flatlands. I was an island in a sea of nothingness.  
 
    Yes, I was miles away from Annakor and the many monsters that called the mountains home, but as I’d learned in the forest, this world was a big place with dangers of all types. When the Black came, I would be a sitting duck.  
 
    I squinted, spotting something. I blinked and it disappeared, but the image remained in my mind. It had looked like water.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I understood the concept of mirages, which were common in the desert. I’d driven down desert highways before, straight and flat. I’d seen what appeared to be lakes on the blacktop in the distance, only to get closer and watch them disappear. A trick of the eye.  
 
    That’s what this was. Probably.  
 
    However, with the Black descending like a scythe, I made for the mirage at full speed, watching it come and go, flitting in and out of existence before my very eyes. It was the oddest thing. Sometimes I would see it and then it would vanish and I could see past it to the harsh terrain beyond. Which made no sense unless it was a mirage. If it was real, I would never be able to see through it. Right? 
 
    The fact that I even needed to ask the question meant I was finally growing accustomed to the utter strangeness of the planet of Tor.  
 
    The water reappeared again, and this time it stayed. With each heavy step I expected it to disappear once more, but it didn’t. I gauged the distance. A mile at the most now. I could make it before the Black. I didn’t know what I would do when I got there, but it was better than being out in the open.  
 
    That’s when the weirdest thing happened. I know what you’re thinking: Weirder than giant spiders? Weirder than a tribal orgy involving alien women and a twenty-foot tall giant named Buttplug? Weirder than…well, you get the picture. But yeah, this was the weirdest of all.  
 
    The silver sun stopped descending toward the horizon. I’m not joking. Not only did it stop, it reversed course, creeping slowly back up toward its apex. It was like how some places in Alaska get 24 hours of sunlight on certain days in the summer.  
 
    It was a miracle.  
 
    And yet all I felt was a strange sense of foreboding. I’d gotten used to the long days and the short but violent nights. It was one of the rules of this place. And now the rules were being broken and it had something to do with the mirage that was looking less and less like a mirage and more like a real lake in the middle of the desert.  
 
    Now that the sun’s path had reversed, the Silver time extended, I slowed my gait, approaching the body of water cautiously.  
 
    The water, which had looked as dark as spilled ink from afar, turned turquoise up close, as crystal clear as a Mexican cenote. It was like the waters off the coast of an island paradise, only without the island or the paradise.  
 
    Breathtaking.  
 
    That’s when I saw the boat.  
 
    Water lapped against its wooden sides as it rocked back and forth, the bottom grating against the smooth stones that made up the rocky shoreline.  
 
    Not creepy at all.  
 
    I half expected some craggy old man to appear, beckoning me with a single gnarled finger. Pay the price and I will carry you across. What’s the price? I would ask innocently. Just your soul. Mwa ha ha! 
 
    Thankfully, the man didn’t appear. But the boat was still there. It felt like an invitation. Or a challenge. And by challenge I mean trap.  
 
    Then again, what’s a Protector supposed to do? I’d come all this way for a reason, was I really going to wuss out now?  
 
    That, of course, didn’t mean I had to proceed recklessly. I inspected the boat, checking for leaks. Remarkably, it seemed intact, which didn’t make sense considering how long it might’ve been bobbing against the shoreline.  
 
    I was pretty sure it wasn’t a normal boat.  
 
    I had other options. I scanned the shoreline, which angled outward in either direction, broadening. The lake, which had appeared to be nothing more than a smallish pond from a distance, was so huge I couldn’t see the opposite side. Almost like an ocean.  
 
    Given what I’d learned thus far, I knew that was impossible. Persepheus had lost her saltwater kingdom years ago, the oceans of this planet drying up. So it was just a big ass lake. The biggest ass lake I’d ever seen, but still.  
 
    Walking around it would take forever.  
 
    I tossed a stone into the water, listening for the telltale hiss of acid. I smelled the surface—it was odorless. I dabbed a finger in. No burning sensation. No flesh-eating sea lice. Nothing. I tasted it. It tasted like water.  
 
    That didn’t mean a massive lake monster more formidable than the Nessie of Scottish lore wouldn’t launch itself from the water and swallow boat and man with a single bite. I risked it. I clambered into the boat, resting my hammer on an angle on one of the seats so I could grip the sides with both hands, careful not to take a tumble overboard as the boat rocked under my weight.  
 
    There were two oars in the oarlocks. I hadn’t seen them appear, but I was certain they hadn’t been there before.  
 
    I knew I should get the hell out and head back to camp.  
 
    I didn’t.  
 
    Because of the damaged ward shields. If I failed this mission, there might not be a camp in a few Blacks, regardless of how many new recruits Eve brought back.  
 
    I dipped the oars in the water and began to row. The motion felt good, especially since half of it was from the left side, where I hadn’t had an arm not so long ago. Sweat beaded on my forehead and trickled down my back and chest. The sun was hot, but I felt a welcome cool rising off the water. It was tempting to splash myself, but I didn’t want to disturb the surface more than I had to.  
 
    I focused on my breathing, settling into a rhythm: Pull, two three, four…lift and reverse direction. Repeat. I exhaled each time I pulled and breathed in as I reset to starting position.  
 
    All the while, the shoreline crept further away.  
 
    I was tempted to steer to one side or the other, hugging the shoreline like a bass master trolling for an award-winning fish. I fought off the urge, however, as an instinct was driving me toward the center of the massive body of water. Somehow, I knew it was there that I would find what I was looking for.  
 
    Two hours later the shoreline was gone, obliterated by a heavy mist that had descended from the sky to the water, clinging to the lake’s surface like a gray blanket.  
 
    Soon I couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction. The water was no longer the tropical turquoise, transforming to the inky black I’d seen during my approach.  
 
    I felt more alone than ever. No, it was more than that. I felt an icy dread fill me, as if someone had poked cold fingers through my skin and was now probing around inside of me, freezing my blood.  
 
    I felt…lost. No. That was an understatement. I felt…I felt devastated. Images cycled through my mind, conjurations of my imagination but so real they felt like memories. I was standing on a field during the Black, the land around me empty of all but the dying embers of demonfires. Fires that technically weren’t supposed to die. But they did, until I couldn’t see anything but darkness. And then— 
 
    A light. A bronze glow on the horizon. My heart leapt. It was the feeling I’d experienced numerous times but which never got old. The end of the Black! A new day! 
 
    The light moved over the shadows, chasing them away, illuminating the vast plains.  
 
    My heart stuck in my throat, along with my breath.  
 
    I was surrounded by bodies. Corpses. They were mangled and ravaged, but not to the point where I couldn’t make out their identities.  
 
    Belle, her red hair spilled around her like pooling blood.  
 
    Floot, her horn broken off.  
 
    Guz, his white fur matted down with blood and ichor.  
 
    Jak, his strong arms bent the wrong way.  
 
    Lace, facedown, her tail curled protectively around her body. 
 
    Millania, as quiet in death as she was in life.  
 
    And Beat, so peaceful-looking she might’ve been merely sleeping.  
 
    My eyes flooding with tears, I turned around slowly, the carnage eating at my soul as I took it all in. I spotted the hill leading to the gully, only it was obscured by the massive cracks running down the sides of the ward shield. Worse was the gaping breach large enough for a troll or dragon to pass through.  
 
    That’s when I heard the screams.  
 
    “No!” I said, back on the lake, jamming my hands against my ears to block out the noise. Of course, the screams were in my own head, so it didn’t help.  
 
    Instead, I slapped myself in the face, relishing the sting. I hit myself again. And again, the images fading with each blow. Next I bit the skin on my arm and the screams faded. I drew blood but didn’t care. Anything was better than what I’d seen, that possible future that might still come to pass. That might have already come to pass. 
 
    A drop of blood trembled along the edge of my wrist and then fell. Shit. 
 
    I tried to catch it but was too slow by half, the crimson drop splashing into the water. It should’ve pretty much disappeared instantaneously, mixing with the dark lake water and diluting.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    Instead, the drop of red went Biblical on me, spreading like a plague of blood on the Nile, turning the water scarlet as it went.  
 
    As I stared on, something bobbed to the surface, emerging from the bloody water.  
 
    At first just an eyeball, but then another, the entire face surfacing a moment later.  
 
    It was Beat, her face half-eaten, decomposing in the depths. As I watched, a slimy slug-like worm crawled from between her blue lips. 
 
    A gurgling cry slipped out of the back of my throat as I backpedaled to the opposite side of the boat, muttering, “It’s not real, it’s not real, it’s not real,” under my breath.  
 
    Something grabbed me from behind, a skinny hand with gray-green mottled flesh. I tried to wrench the hand from off my shoulder, but it was strong as hell, trying to drag me from the boat.  
 
    I twisted the opposite way, and for a moment I broke the hold, just long enough to turn and face my attacker.  
 
    It was Eve.  
 
    Her lips, which I’d wanted to kiss for so long, were a clown’s smile now, ripped at each end, tearing long red lines onto her cheeks. Her sly almond eyes were bulging, the area just beneath them dark with bruises. Her silky dark hair was a tangled mess, broken in parts.  
 
    I wanted to scream, but my breath eluded me.  
 
    Not real! I thought, acting on instinct alone, reaching out and grabbing the creature, which seemed to have the uncanny ability to reach into my memories and take everything and everyone precious to me and twist them like a knife to the gut.  
 
    The creature grabbed my shoulders and we strained against each other, grappling for the advantage. I was thrice her size, but it was a stalemate. If anything, she was winning, slowly bending me backwards into the boat.  
 
    Her deranged lips pressed in as if to plant the most horrific kiss of my life on my mouth (and that includes Stacy Chester in eighth grade, who’d kissed my ear and then whispered, ‘I want to have your babies.’). 
 
    I didn’t want to have Stacy Chester’s babies back then, and I most certainly didn’t want to have this freakish creature’s anything.  
 
    I reached within myself and shoved back as hard as I could.  
 
    The creature stumbled, the backs of its gray knees colliding with the side of the boat. She—it?—lost balance and tumbled overboard with a splash. I had the presence of mind to reach over the seat and grab my hammer, holding it steady with two hands as I waited for her to clamber, dripping bloody water, back onto the boat.  
 
    She didn’t.  
 
    I turned slowly in a full circle, watching the water for any signs of disturbance. Who knew how fast she could swim? Also, there could be dozens of the creatures for all I knew. Were these the Syrene? If so, they were why I was here, to get enough of the ward-repairing elixir Airiel had told me about.  
 
    The truth of my noble cause didn’t stop me from wanting to get the hell off the lake as fast as possible.  
 
    I stayed, breathing deeply, watching the water.  
 
    I stood like that for what felt like forever, until my fingers ached from gripping the heavy hammer.  
 
    Slowly, I sat on the bench, which groaned under my weight. I placed the hammer within arm’s reach. And then, once more, I began to row in the direction I thought was the center of the lake.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Somewhere along the way, the bloody water became just water again. That was good. That made me feel like no more of my friends’ corpses would pop up to scare me or attack me. After the altercation with the Eve-not-Eve creature-thing-monster, I knew I might never get a good night’s sleep again, but I couldn’t help that. All I could control was what I did next. I’d come all this way, fought giant scorpion-spiders, met a giant named Buttplug and his harem, and lost one of my Warriors. I needed to make it count for something.  
 
    If I returned emptyhanded I might as well not return at all.  
 
    Fuck that.  
 
    When the blood cleared from the water, the mist lifted too, leaving me bobbing on a lake that suddenly felt too cheerful. There was something else strange: 
 
    Both suns were out. The effect of the dueling silver and bronze rays was beautiful and surreal, almost like what you might expect the sky to look like before, during and after the apocalypse. Too bright and unnatural.  
 
    My exposed skin, which was already tanned from days spent under the watch of each of this planet’s suns, felt like it was burning.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was all out of sunscreen. I needed to find some shade or I’d end up burnt to a crisp. Inwardly, I wondered if the goddess spittle doubled as aloe vera.  
 
    I peered ahead across the water, squinting against the brightness. It really felt like I was in the middle of the ocean, surrounded by nothing but water and my own thoughts.  
 
    But then— 
 
    There! It was only an outline at first, like an artist’s first few lines, hinting at the masterpiece that was yet to come.  
 
    An island. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I’d watched movies where the characters ended up on an island after thinking they were going to die in the open water. They were always really excited, frolicking in the saltwater spray and hugging and stabbing coconuts to drink the sweet liquid. At first. Until the cannibalistic monkey-worshipping locals come to rip out their hearts while they’re still alive and sacrifice their still-bleeding internal organs to one of their statues.  
 
    So I kept my excitement in check, my senses on high alert as I approached the shoreline, scanning the thin copse of trees encroaching on the white sandy beach. Looking for movement. Seeing nothing.  
 
    That didn’t mean I wasn’t being watched by some hidden predator. 
 
    I steered the boat right up onto the beach because I didn’t want to step a single foot into the water. Here, the water was clear and I could see all the way to the sandy bottom, but that didn’t mean I was safe.  
 
    Wary, I collected my hammer and stepped onto the sand. It was warm and soft under my bare feet. I was never really a beach person, mostly because you generally wore swim trunks and little else while there, and I’d never really had the body for it. I had the body for it now, that was for damn sure, but that didn’t mean I wanted to build sandcastles and bury my feet in the sand.  
 
    Why, you might ask? Because sand sucks. There are all these adult fantasies about having sex on the beach. Hell, there’s even a drink named after such a ridiculous notion. Me? I’d rather have sex on a bed of nails. Sand gets everywhere. It finds every nook and cranny, even ones you might not know you have. It’s gritty and causes chafing too. Yes, chafing. Think about that the next time you go to the beach.  
 
    Anyway, because of my unusual loathing of all things sand-related, I quickly made my way up the narrow stretch of beach, my eyes not leaving the trees. A gentle breeze blew, moving the branches from side to side and rustling the leaves. Everything about the scene was pleasant, which was so un-Tor-like I refused to trust it.  
 
    It gets better.  
 
    I found a delightful path through the woods. The cutest squirrel I’d ever laid eyes on scampered across in front of me, its bushy tail flicking from side to side. Somewhere in the trees above, birds chirped out a friendly melody. I passed pines and spruce, oaks and elms. Rosebushes, their buds just beginning to open to reveal lovely red, pink and white flowers.  
 
    It was like I’d just stepped through the looking glass, and we all know how things went for Alice and her so-called Wonderland.  
 
    This place, more so than even the freaky dead things impersonating my friends, made me want to run, row and/or swim for camp as fast as I could.  
 
    Which meant I was probably in the right place.  
 
    Just ahead, I saw the end of both the path and the forest, bright, unfiltered light reflecting off a rock that seemed to jut out into open air. I slowed my pace, eyes flicking from side to side and occasionally back to ensure I couldn’t be snuck up on. Nothing attacked.  
 
    I stepped onto the rock, shielding my eyes from the glare with a cupped hand.  
 
    Oh. My. Goddesses. 
 
    I’d just become the musclebound guy with zero acting ability in the bad porn flick where he gets lost in the woods only to stumble upon a sparkling pond inhabited by half a dozen gorgeous, scantily clad women.  
 
    Despite having had this same fantasy myself, a feeling of dread washed over me. Because I knew.  
 
    I knew. 
 
    I’d found the Syrene.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Quietly, I eased down into a crouch, careful not to let my hammer contact the rock and give away my presence.  
 
    I peered over the edge. About twenty feet below was a pond, its water literally shimmering as it caught both suns’ rays. A light waterfall trickled from a cliff on the opposite side, the individual drops catching even more of the sun to create a rainbow. I could see all the way to the bottom, where odd-looking pale shapes littered the base of the pond. 
 
    Along the edge of the pond were long slabs of white rock. It was atop these that the monster-women sunned themselves, their eyes closed and their faces angled toward the sky. I made a point of including the word ‘monster’ each time I described them in my head, because otherwise I knew I might’ve forgotten that was what they were. Because of how gorgeous they were. Perfect specimens, you might call them. Their faces were symmetrical, their lips full. At the moment, their eyes were cloaked by long dark lashes. Their hair was completely white, long enough to drape past their shoulders to their waists, spilling over their exposed skin like a part of their clothing, which was minimal. They wore tops and bottoms made of a silky-looking white fabric, but they put the micro in micro-bikini. There was cleavage everywhere. One was turned in such a way that I could see the edge of her nipple peeking out from her top. Another rested on her stomach, her feet kicked in the air. I couldn’t even see the narrow portion of the thong as it disappeared between her round, taut cheeks. A third was rubbing something moist on her body, her dainty fingers touching herself. As I watched, she removed her top to finish the job, massaging her breasts with the ointment.  
 
    What the actual fuuuuuck? 
 
    It wasn’t the worst view in the world. Monsters, I reminded myself, even as I stared, my mouth falling open slightly.  
 
    That’s when I felt it: 
 
    The pull.  
 
    I know what you’re thinking: Here we go, the horn-dog is back in action, always wanting to get some more play. There might be some truth to that, but this pull of which I speak wasn’t that. It was unnatural. In my mind, I knew that. I knew, logically, that these were monsters, real-life sirens that tempted men—weak and strong alike—to come to them willingly, worshipping them for days and days until they grew tired of their playthings.  
 
    I fucking knew that.  
 
    But my feet moved anyway, carrying me toward a stone staircase that led down to the pond below.  
 
    Screaming at myself in my mind, I stopped, my muscles quivering, my teeth gritting together. I was Level 3 now. I was strong. I’d faced one of the Morgoss and survived.  
 
    My knees began to tremble. Abort mission! I thought, red lights flashing in my head, warning klaxons making a ruckus.  
 
    This was beyond my capability. Not because of these sirens’ unquestionable sex-appeal but because of the otherworldly pull they radiated, magical pheromones that seemed to waft off them like an intoxicating perfume. I wanted to go to them, to throw myself at their feet, which I would kiss. I would be perfectly happy fanning them with big leaves and feeding them grapes for all of eternity. If they said my name, I would be unraveled.  
 
    “Sam.” A melodious voice found its way to my ears. “Don’t be shy, Sam.” 
 
    Oh no you dinnit. 
 
    My legs stopped shaking, my resolve shattered. I galloped down the steps too quickly, almost falling as I stumbled onto the stone platform below. 
 
    I dropped my only weapon, my hammer. It clattered off the edge and splashed into the pool below.  
 
    I didn’t care one bit. 
 
    The six sirens’ eyes were open now, their stares crystalline blue, their retinas glowing around the edges. Captivating. “We’ve been waiting for you, Sam,” one of them said. It was the one who’d been lubricating herself while lying on her back. Now, she flipped over onto all fours, catlike in her quickness. Her ample breasts hung down as she crawled toward me, her movements seductive. I started toward her, barely managing to fight off the desire to run.  
 
    Somewhere in the back of mind, I wondered: How does she know my name? I answered myself: You fool! She’s an it. A monster! Don’t listen to her! 
 
    Stupid self, I thought. She’s no monster. She’s a goddess. Like the Three. You must protect and serve her. You must. 
 
    There was something foreign in the tone of my own thoughts, but I ignored it. Because the pull.  
 
    That’s when whatever was left of my logical self noticed her claws, clicking along the stone as she scrambled toward me. I blinked and shook my head slightly. Suddenly, her movements didn’t look seductive, but predatory, a beast stalking its prey. Around the edges of what I’d first thought were perfect womanly breasts, I saw small cracks and dark, forking veins. Those glowing blue eyes were less beautiful than evil-looking, her huge black pupils seeming to devour all color.  
 
    I wished I hadn’t dropped my hammer. 
 
    “Sisters, we’ve got a strong one,” the lead Siren said, her shoulders rocking from side to side violently as she continued to stalk toward me.  
 
    “Mmm,” one of them answered. “It’s been a while since we’ve encountered anyone who could resist the pull. And a human at that. Should be fun.” 
 
    “Human flesh is the sweetest,” another one said.  
 
    That’s when I realized I’d managed to stop moving forward. Shit. If I’d had more sense I would’ve continued playing along, lulling them into a false sense of victory until the time was right to strike.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. I could still feel the pull toward them, but my mind was clear enough to form coherent thoughts. I’d seen the truth, the monsters behind these beautiful facades. I couldn’t un-see it.  
 
    To my surprise, the lead siren slowed her progress toward me, though she didn’t stop completely. “Strong and insolent,” she purred. Despite her efforts to sound sultry, I could detect the edge to her tone now. I wasn’t sure how I was doing this but could only guess it had something to do with being a Level 3. Maybe the ooze had given me sufficient strength to resist mind control.  
 
    “I’m not being insolent,” I said. “You are the most beautiful, powerful creatures I’ve ever encountered, but I am here for a reason.” 
 
    This time, the lead siren stopped. Her sisters, as she’d called them, had also begun crawling toward me, but they followed her example and halted.  
 
    The lead siren sniffed at the air, her eyebrows lifting. “I smell their stink on you. You serve the Three.” On the last word, she wrinkled her nose in disgust.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I am one of their Warriors.” 
 
    “Lies,” the siren said with a hiss. For the first time, I got a good look into her mouth and I didn’t like what I saw. She had vampire-like fangs and a forked tongue. “We have tasted the flesh of Warriors, have seduced them as easily as a mongoose plucking eggs from a nest. You were once a Warrior, but no more. You are a Protector.” 
 
    I didn’t know how the hell she could tell that just by sniffing me, but I suspected it was partly because I had resisted their charms. That thought was sobering, because it meant Belle might not have been so fortunate. For the first time since we parted ways, I was truly glad she’d stayed with Bu’ploog’s tribe. In any case, I couldn’t deny my position any longer. “Yes,” I said. “I am. I am here to bargain with you.” 
 
    The siren hissed again. “We don’t make deals. We take what we want. And we will take you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, trying to sound much calmer than I was inside. “But I will kill at least one of you. Maybe more. The last uber-powerful monster I tangled with was Ursula. You know, that big ol’ spider-scorpion? Now she’s dead.” 
 
    “Liar!” the Siren said, but my words seemed to give her pause.  
 
    I said nothing. The truth shouldn’t need defending, and I didn’t want to seem overly zealous.  
 
    To my surprise, one of her sisters helped me out. “He’s not lying anymore,” she said, pushing her white hair away from her face. “I can smell the eight-legger on him. He’s not dead, so she must be.” 
 
    “No matter,” the lead siren said, though I could tell the news had shocked her. I wondered how long Ursula had terrorized the forest such that just mentioning her name would rattle these powerful monster-women. “It doesn’t change anything. You won’t kill even one of us. We will feast on your body.” 
 
    I shrugged, feigning nonchalance though my heart was pounding. “I’m willing to sacrifice for the cause of my Warriors. I will kill as many of you as I can.” 
 
    “You filthy—” 
 
    “Sister,” one of the others said. The one with the ongoing nip-slip problem. She stood up onto two legs, looking less comfortable in that position than she had on all fours. As she shifted, her nipple vanished under the silky fabric only to reappear a moment later. Now it was playing peekaboo with me. I tried to focus, ignoring the tantalizing beauty of these monsters. “Let’s hear him out. He is strong. We shouldn’t risk a fight.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” the lead siren growled, firing a royally pissed off glare back at her sister.  
 
    More like hangry, I thought, but I didn’t say that. They probably wouldn’t get the slang anyway.  
 
    That’s when I understood something. “When was the last time you ate?” I asked.  
 
    The lead siren whipped her head back in my direction and it was all I could do not to flinch. “None of your fucking business,” she said.  
 
    I was shocked by the f-bomb from this monster, but it only lent additional credence to my new working theory about the Syrene being very close to starvation mode. 
 
    The other sisters were much more forthcoming, however. “Six years,” one of them said.  
 
    “Six years?” I said, not needing to fake my shock. I knew next to nothing about these monsters, but that seemed like a long time for anyone to go without sustenance.  
 
    “Shut your mouth!” the first one said.  
 
    But the other sisters apparently weren’t intimidated by her. “We can go a long time between meals,” the same one said. “But not forever. Seekers used to come here often, sent by the Three to steal our possessions. They were a level higher than you, but not as strong of mind or heart. They were ripe for the picking.” 
 
    I realized what the odd shapes were at the bottom of the pond. Bones.  
 
    The knowledge sent a chill through me. Over the years, they must’ve killed hundreds, if not thousands, of Seekers. It horrified me that the Three would send Seekers here to die, all for whatever magical artifacts these monsters were hiding.  
 
    Or for the elixir to repair the wards. 
 
    “We are starving,” another siren said, and this time the leader didn’t chastise her for sharing knowledge with me. “We don’t need to eat often, but we need to eat. If we don’t get sustenance soon, we will be forced to leave this place. Much of our strength is tied to this island. I fear if we leave, we will be killed in the Black.” 
 
    I wouldn’t say I felt bad for them exactly—they were monsters who liked the taste of human flesh, after all—but it did tug at my heartstrings a little. 
 
    “I might be able to help solve your problem,” I said.  
 
    The leader finally spoke again. “You? How? Choose your words carefully or I’ll spill your blood and drink from the crimson fountain of your heart.” 
 
    Are you always so melodramatic? I wanted to ask. Instead I blurted out the idea that had been playing in my mind for the last few minutes. “We will bring you food in the form of monsters on a regular basis. Say every thirty Blacks. More often if necessary.” I thought it was a smart idea, a fair trade that would allow us to repair the ward shields and the Syrene to sate their hunger.  
 
    The Syrene, however, thought less of my plan. Far less. They immediately began hissing—all of them. Apparently my suggestion had pissed the whole group off, which made my situation worse than before, when only one of them seemed to want to eat me first and ask questions later.  
 
    Two leapt into the pond, their long, smooth legs and feet fusing together into black tails just before entering the water. Another scrambled toward the cliffside, going all monkey on me and scurrying around to cut off any chance of escape via the stone steps. The other three came right at me. 
 
    I was surrounded by drop-dead gorgeous blood-drinkers without even my primary weapon to defend myself with. The only consolation was that I no longer felt any pull toward them. It was as if they’d turned off their magnetic magic to focus their full attention on tearing me limb from limb.  
 
    I could, however, feel their hunger, a palpable, frenzied energy in their every violent movement. One of them reached up and twisted her own chin hard to the side, making a loud cracking sound.  
 
    Before my very eyes, their magically sculpted forms vanished, replaced by their true selves. Their blue-black skin was scaled like a reptile’s, their eyes fully black now. Their mouths were slightly too big for the size of their heads, glistening with a single row of small, sharp teeth bookended on each side by four vampiric fangs.  
 
    I backed away, trying to buy time to think, but stopped when I heard a loud splash. I half-turned to find any retreat along the rocky shelf blocked by the two sirens that had been in the water a moment ago. Their legs were back and they were dripping wet. They immediately settled into their more natural stance, on hands and knees like wild animals.  
 
    They seemed to be grinning.  
 
    Oh goddesses, I thought. They’re enjoying this. The hunt. 
 
    My thoughts were spiraling now, especially because, from the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of the one who’d scaled the cliffs. She’d reached the steps and was bounding down them on all fours, lining me up.  
 
    I understood the strategy: 
 
    Get me in the water.  
 
    These Syrene were no fools. They were ancient creatures who’d survived many years. This was their turf. But they also didn’t underestimate me, probably because of my size and Level 3 status as Protector. On land, I had a glimmer of hope of fighting them off. In the water…I wasn’t much more than meat.  
 
    But I still had a brain, and it was wired for game strategy—and that included fighting monsters.  
 
    I pretended not to notice the flanking maneuver, instead turning back to face the three at the front head on. Without direct sight of the one attacking from the side, I had to rely on the sixth sense I’d developed ever since the goddesses’ spittle had leveled me up the first time. I was like a quarterback about to get sacked from the blindside. Feeling the pressure.  
 
    Waiting until just the right moment to— 
 
    I dropped onto all fours the instant before the siren hit me from the side. As I’d expected, her last stride was a flying leap intended to catch me at the midsection and propel me off the stone and into the pond. Instead, her clawed hands scrabbled just to grab any part of me. In that endeavor she succeeded, managing to rake her claws across my back as she flew past, disappearing into the water with a splash.  
 
    I stood up, casually. Like fighting six bloodthirsty Syrene was nothing but a small part of my day job. Which, in a way, it was. I’d fought monsters every Black since I’d arrived on this planet. Yes, these chicks were deadly as hell and had the advantage in numbers, but I’d been outnumbered before and I wasn’t dead yet.  
 
    But I also wasn’t stupid. Fighting my way out of this would require a small miracle. It also wouldn’t provide what I needed: the ward-repairing elixir I’d come for.  
 
    I said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. They stopped. Because I’d shocked them. Who apologizes to the sirens about to eat them? Me, apparently.  
 
    The lead siren held up a horror-movie hand and the rest of her flock remained unmoving, though I could feel the restless energy wafting off them. Now that they’d allowed themselves the anticipation of tasting my blood, they wanted me in a way I most definitely didn’t want to be wanted.  
 
    But I had another dumb idea, far crazier than the first.  
 
    The lead siren said, “Speak now, human. We grow tired of your games.” Her voice had even changed. It was low and scratchy, turning my skin to gooseflesh. I half-expected her to go all Exorcist on me and twist her head around three hundred and sixty degrees before using a crucifix to stab me—rather than herself—in the crotch repeatedly.  
 
    With that lovely thought in mind, I said, “I’m sorry I offered you monsters as food. Clearly that was a mistake.” 
 
    The sirens hissed and spat at the reminder. There was nothing the least bit attractive about them anymore. “Monster flesh is not satisfying. It’s bitter and we have to force it down. It is our last resort. Those from the Eight planets are far more…enjoyable. Particularly human flesh.” She licked her lips with her forked tongue.  
 
    I’d already guessed as much. Thus, I had a new proposal that might actually carry some value to the Syrene. “What if I agreed to bring you humans on a regular basis? Would that be acceptable?” Even as I said it, I felt ill inside. How did one go about establishing a human sacrifice? I knew history was full of such things—I’d learned about the Aztecs and their bloodletting ceremonies. I could picture myself going back to camp and saying, “All right, guys. I’ve got good news and bad news…I need a volunteer…” 
 
    “Every thirty Blacks?” the lead siren said. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to hide the zing of energy that shot through me. She was actually considering the offer this time. “Every two-hundred Blacks,” I said. “Humans are much harder to come by than monsters on Tor, and you said you and your sisters can survive long periods of time without requiring food.” 
 
    “One hundred,” the Syrene leader hissed. “Final offer.”  
 
    I was bargaining with a siren over the details of human sacrifice. My life was officially weirder than ever. However, I was also hoping she would say that. One hundred was good enough and would buy me enough time—I hoped—to come up with a way to satisfy our agreement without losing my soul in the process. “I will agree to these terms, but only if you give me something in return.” 
 
    The siren’s dark eyes narrowed. “You’re already getting your life.” 
 
    “Which means little to me,” I said. “If that’s all I wanted, I wouldn’t have come here in the first place.” 
 
    One of the other sirens—I think the ‘nice’ one who’d had the wardrobe malfunctions—said, “What is it you seek?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “The elixir that will repair our magical ward shields,” I said. “Enough to fully strengthen the entire shield.” 
 
    The lead siren made a guttural sound I thought might be a laugh. Then she said, “Deal.” The siren that had almost tackled me clambered from the water, where she’d been listening. In her claw was a tiny vial she must’ve retrieved from the bottom of the pond. It was likely a trinket one of their victims had brought here. She flipped it upside down so the water ran out. Then she held it for her sister.  
 
    While I watched, the lead siren raised her arm and, to my surprise, sank her fangs into her own scaly flesh, piercing it in four places. Glowing white blood ran out, dripping from her arm and into the vial.  
 
    The elixir is their blood, I realized.  
 
    It reminded me of the color of the glowing vines in the gully. Interesting. It was something worth contemplating and asking the Three about later. Was there some connection between the Syrene and the goddesses? 
 
    When the vial was filled, the siren capped it off with a cork and held it toward me. The lead siren sucked her own arm to stop the flow of blood, but some still ran down her chin.  
 
    I took a step forward and accepted the vial. “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “It will strengthen the wards once,” the lead siren said, licking the last of the glowing blood from her lips. “Use it all on any part of the shield and it will flow throughout. If you lose or spill it on the return journey, it changes nothing—you still owe us a human every one-hundred days.” 
 
    Fair enough. “Deal,” I said, somewhat shocked I’d managed to bargain my way out of becoming food. Even if I’d had to sell my soul in the process.  
 
    “One other thing,” the siren said, offering a fang-filled grin. “The offer is contingent on you getting off our island alive.” 
 
    My heart sped up to double time. This was not part of the plan. “I don’t understand.” But I did. I’d been double-crossed.  
 
    “Run,” she said. “We’ll give you ten heartbeats before we stop your heart altogether.” 
 
    Oh fuck. I ran.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    WHERE THERE’S SMOKE THERE’S A DRAGON 
 
      
 
    At least I had the presence of mind to take the steps carefully, so I didn’t stumble even once.  
 
    Unfortunately, there were already three sirens at the top when I arrived. Because they’d cheated.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised.  
 
    I felt a weird tingle in my fingers, which gave me pause. In my mind, I could picture my hammer. You know, the one I’d dropped like a fool while under the influence of the sirens’ beauty? In my head, I could see it at the bottom of the pond. No, it was more than that. I could feel it. 
 
    Come to me. I wasn’t sure where the thought came from, but there it was, whispering its way between my ears. The image of my hammer began to quiver. My thoughts, louder: Come to me! 
 
    The hammer sprang from the depths, only it wasn’t a trick of my mind but reality, the weapon rocketing over the edge of the cliff and slapping right into my open palm.  
 
    I just did Jedi shit! I thought.  
 
    My excitement was short-lived, however, because the Three Syrene were still blocking the way forward, and my hammer wouldn’t be enough to save me.  
 
    Instead of trying to dodge around them, I charged right at the first, accepting a slash on the chest in order to get my arms around her scaly skin, which was rough and smooth at the same time, slick with water from having recently been in the pond. Gripping my hammer at the same time, I picked her up and threw her. Not over the cliff where she’d land gracefully in the pond… 
 
    Right at the other two, who were on all fours, shoulder to shoulder.  
 
    It was bowling for sirens.  
 
    And I got a strike.  
 
    Hold your applause, please. The three tumbled off the cliff and I’m guessing they splashed into the water, but I wasn’t around to hear or see it, because I was already booking it back down the trail into what had been a pleasant forest on my way here.  
 
    The peaceful Disney-movie forest had been transformed into a horror-movie forest. It seemed the entire island was a prop used to lure idiots like me into the Syrene’s trap. Now the forest had no green foliage or lovely roses. It still had flowers, but they were black and seemed to be leaking blood, surrounded by thousands of thorns that forced me to zigzag back and forth to avoid them.  
 
    Actually, avoiding them completely was impossible, and soon my skin was burning with dozens of scratches and punctures.  
 
    Also, the nice creatures—the squirrels and birds—had been transformed into devilish little bastards. The birds swooped down at my head, pecking with razor-sharp beaks and probably pooping on me too. The squirrels had lost their bushy tails and looked more like rats with fangs now, dropping from branches and clawing and biting at me.  
 
    I flung the rat-squirrels away and batted at the birds with my hammer. Which was glowing, I shit you not. It had never done that before. Because it had always been just a heavy chunk of metal. 
 
    Until it had fallen into the Syrene’s pool. Another thing to contemplate if I escaped.  
 
    All the distractions allowed the other three sirens to get past me. I could see their dark forms loping along on either side, unhindered. Once they’d gained the advantage, they began angling toward me, like the head of an arrow, preparing to crush me at the tip.  
 
    I ran faster, crashing through thorny bushes with reckless abandon, using my bulk to stomp them under my feet, which were now stabbed by dozens of thorns.  
 
    Yeah, ouch. 
 
    One of the sirens threw herself from the side, a preemptive strike I wasn’t exactly ready for. But I managed to react, jabbing out an elbow and connecting with her jaw. She tumbled back, inflicting no more damage than a wicked slash down my bicep. I’d had worse injuries. You know, like that time my arm was cut off by a massive, ancient spider? 
 
    Another siren bolted in from the opposite side, using a different tactic that caught me off guard. She went for my legs. Which, in retrospect, was a smart move I should’ve been expecting.  
 
    I tried to hurdle her, but I was a beat too slow, her shoulder bashing into my knee and knocking my legs together on the follow through. I rolled over her and tumbled across more thorny vines, feeling every prick.  
 
    The only positive thing was that my momentum carried me back to my feet, and I had the presence of mind to swing my hammer blindly around, right into the space where the siren was launching herself at my head, going for a kill stroke.  
 
    I hit her freaking hard and there was an explosion of light. Even without the blast of magic I might’ve killed her. I wasn’t certain what that would mean for our agreement, but considering they were also trying to kill me…I considered it fair play.  
 
    I was off and running again a second later, charging for where—holy shit—I could see it—the beach. My salvation. You’re probably expecting a big dark twist at this point, like maybe my boat will be missing, forcing me to swim miles in waters infested by those freaky corpse-like manifestations of my friends.  
 
    Nope. My boat was still there right where I left it, waves lapping against the side.  
 
    Hell yeah. 
 
    My jubilation evaporated an instant later, when the last siren, their bloodthirsty leader, dropped onto my head. She must’ve been climbing a tree and leaping from branch to branch while I was distracted by her sisters.  
 
    And now she was on my head, her claws groping at my cheeks, slicing them open as I howled in protest and tried to dislodge her with smacks of my glowing hammer.  
 
    She dodged each blow, and I was lucky I didn’t give myself a concussion. Then she did something worse.  
 
    She hooked her legs around my head and curled her body in such a way that she was hanging upside down and facing me. I tried to grab her, but she was incredibly strong for her size. She blocked my hands with her own and then— 
 
    She bit me.  
 
    On the neck.  
 
    Like a vampire.  
 
    It hurt like hell, a burning sensation running from my neck to my chest in an instant, before firing down my legs into my feet. The agony eclipsed all my other mini-wounds and I roared, using the pain as a motivator to finally get a good hold on her, throwing her off. She landed lithely on all fours.  
 
    She licked her lips, which were coated in blood. My blood. “Mmm,” she said. “Don’t forget our deal. Return in one-hundred days or we’ll come for you and the Three. You don’t want us to come for you.” 
 
    She was right. I didn’t. I was also surprised she was letting me go, but I supposed I should’ve expected this final chase to all be a game to them. In the end, a deal that would satisfy their lust for human flesh was too tempting to waste on the instant gratification of splitting me into six pieces and having a feast.  
 
    For that, I was glad.  
 
    I walked the rest of the way to the boat, my body on fire, slick with blood.  
 
    But I was alive, and I had what we needed to refortify our magical defenses. That, more than anything, was worth all the pain.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Nothing assaulted me as I made my way back across the giant lake. The day was so pleasant I even stopped briefly to eat and drink. The ‘moose’ meat was good. Satisfying. I still hurt all over, but I knew the scratches and punctures would heal. They were already scabbing over, the flow of blood slowing to a trickle.  
 
    The one that hurt the most was where the lead siren had sunk her fangs into my neck. I reached up to feel the skin several times, expecting blood to still be flowing, but all I could feel were four raised bumps, tender to the touch.  
 
    I was going to be all right.  
 
    Eventually I reached the shore. I left the boat without looking back, glancing up at the sky, which no longer had both suns simultaneously, a weird phenomenon I didn’t think I’d ever understand or see again. Only the silver sun remained, and it seemed to be in the early stages of climbing the sky, which meant I still had hours before the next Black. 
 
    I knew I needed to sleep, but that was simply not an option. Not while I carried the key to protecting the Three and my valiant Warriors.  
 
    Instead, I ran as hard as I could, relying on my leveled-up body to handle the exhaustion and the miles. I ran for home.  
 
    I’d been running for hours and the sun was halfway to the horizon when I finally got close enough to see the telltale cliffs that flanked the gully. 
 
    I ground to a halt, hot breaths washing over my lips, fear jolting through me.  
 
    I’m too late, I thought.  
 
    Above the cliffs, the sky was full of smoke.  
 
    I took off at a sprint. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I arrived back at camp in the middle of a warzone.  
 
    It wasn’t even the Black yet, but the ward shields were under a full-scale assault by at least fifty of the Maluk’ori, the demon horde who seemed the most equipped of all the monsters to survive outside the dark cover of night. They were launching glowing projectiles at the ward shields, and wherever one landed, a blast of light and percussive sound followed. 
 
    Rock bombs, I knew from experience. The stones had been charged with dark magic, presumably by the Morgoss. These incendiaries were what had weakened and eventually created a breach in the shields in the first place.  
 
    They hadn’t used them in a while, and now I knew why. 
 
    They’d been building up a large supply, which was now piled high in a massive cart that had been hauled across the wastelands by two hulking trolls, both of which were now guarding it. The Maluk’ori grabbed bombs from the wagon, scurried as close to the ward shield as they could get without being caught in the explosions and then launched.  
 
    Three more glowing rocks arced through the air, bouncing a few times before settling near the base of the already cracked ward shields.  
 
    BOOM! BA-BOOM! The sky, which had been gradually growing dimmer as I ran, now lit up to full noonday color, the ground shivering under my feet. The ward shields crackled from the damage but didn’t shatter. Not yet.  
 
    Where are the Warriors? I wondered, scanning the area outside the damaged shields. No one was defending the large breach in the shields, which meant the horde could waltz right in unmolested if they wanted to. For some reason they held back, content to continue their assault on the magical membrane. They’ve been ordered to destroy the shields in their entirety, I thought. Nothing else made sense. I’d known for a long time that many of the monsters of this world were beholden to their demon overlords, the Morgoss, but they were also unpredictable and prone to animalistic instincts. The Maluk’ori had always been more organized, an intelligent gleam in their eyes that reminded me of the velociraptors of Jurassic Park. But this level of restraint was unprecedented. 
 
    Still, at any moment they could charge through the gap and clamber up the hills, dropping in on the Three as they slumbered, oblivious to the danger lurking just outside their keep.  
 
    It would be over. All the effort, all the planning, wasted.  
 
    I couldn’t let that happen, especially because I now had the key to restore the ward shields.  
 
    I stepped toward the amorphous membrane, shocked by how many more cracks it had acquired since I left only a couple days earlier. If I’d returned even one day later…I didn’t want to think about it. I was here now.  
 
    I plucked the vial of siren blood from my pack. It was still glowing as brightly as ever, full of magic and mystery. Unless the Syrene had duped me, I could pour the blood onto the ward shields and restore them to their original strength.  
 
    I hesitated. The Syrene had told me this was a one-time thing. The wards could only be repaired once. No amount of glowing blood could save them a second time. So if I used this now, while rock bombs were still being launched by the demons, the brand new shields would sustain damage immediately, before we had a chance to cobble together a proper defense.  
 
    Assuming there were any Warriors alive. I had to believe there were, or I would go insane.  
 
    But if I waited too long, the wards might shatter completely, damaged beyond repair. Timing was everything.  
 
    That’s when I remembered the smoke I’d seen pouring over the cliffs. I’d forgotten about it, because it had dissipated by the time I’d arrived. Now, it resembled a thin gray cloud. Nothing more. The periodic explosions created some smoke, but it was a narrow stream compared to the thick black haze I’d seen over the cliffs.  
 
    The dragon appeared, a shadow against the sky. It soared majestically across the terrain just beside the edge of the ward shield’s plane.  
 
    My first thought should’ve been oh shit. Instead, it was Vrill! 
 
    Because I could see her. She was hunched on the dragon’s back, strong arms bent forward, her hands gripping the massive creature’s neck. She seemed to be spurring it on, her heels dug into its sides.  
 
    Everything became clear. The dragon had been distracting the Warriors—my Warriors—keeping them busy as it attacked one side of the shields—with fire, most likely, given the smoke I’d seen—while the Maluk’ori pounded this side with their magic-infused stones.  
 
    My theory was validated when I saw the familiar group of Warriors round the base of the cliffs and charge in the direction of the demon horde, who were positioned near the gap in the wards.  
 
    Without thinking, I counted them. A shepherd taking stock of his flock. There were more than I expected. That’s when I saw Eve on the back of her black panther steed, Souza. She’d returned from her latest Finding mission safely, and apparently some of the recruits were already in fighting shape.  
 
    That was a huge relief.  
 
    It didn’t last long, because the dragon was already diving for the base of the ward shield, near the point where the demon horde had been focusing the majority of their bombs. 
 
    I uncapped the vial of blood.  
 
    Another bomb exploded, the shields crackling with damage. Then another. More damage. I waited, my heart pounding.  
 
    The Warriors raced across the terrain, led by the swiftest of foot, Lace. I saw Beat amongst the crew. To increase her speed, she’d discarded her shield somewhere along the way, but she gripped her spear, thrusting it with each stride.  
 
    They were halfway to the enemy, but the dragon was far faster, releasing a shriek as it scythed downward.  
 
    Fire poured from its maw, roiling against the ward shield, bathing it in flames.  
 
    Even where I stood a distance away from the warzone, the ward shield in front of me began to turn pink, then red.  
 
    Still, I hesitated. If I used the blood even a second too early, it might sustain significant damage just after I repaired it.  
 
    The Warriors were almost there. I had to hope they had a plan to combat the dragon. If not, we were screwed.  
 
    The dragon landed and the Maluk’ori cheered in their shrieking way, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.  
 
    I tipped the vial, concentrating, watching the blood begin to ooze down the inner side.  
 
    Another gout of flame shot from the dragon’s mouth. The wards were bright red now and seemed to be weeping, like the outside of a glass filled with ice water on a hot summer day.  
 
    This is the end, I thought. Even if I used the blood, the new shields would get battered once more. We’d finally increased the size of our group only to be too late to mount a staunch enough defense.  
 
    My eyes found Vrill atop the dragon’s back. What the… 
 
    She seemed to be fighting with her steed, smacking it with her hands and shouting at it. I could see some of the old Vrill in her, rather than that dead-eyed person she’d been the last time I’d laid eyes on her.  
 
    And I saw the collars. Two of them were wrapped around her neck, bristling with spikes.  
 
    Worse, even from a distance I could see the damage to her body. Scars laced her skin. Her shoulders. Her back. Like someone who’d been badly whipped.  
 
    Tortured.  
 
    Punished.  
 
    While I stared at Vrill’s injuries, the Warriors arrived, oblivious to my presence, charging through the breach in the shield and throwing themselves into action without regard for their own lives. It was bravery beyond compare. Outnumbered and overpowered, they fought anyway.  
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    The explosions were followed by a frightening CRACK! as a massive split ran up the side of the ward shields. Higher and higher it went before arcing over the top of the cliffs, vanishing down the opposite side. 
 
    The domed shield had been split in half like an egg.  
 
    I was out of time. It was now or never. Vrill still seemed to be fighting the will of the dragon and the twin collars that choked her neck, but it was an impossible task, the massive beast rearing up in preparation for a final blast of heat that would burn the wards to ash.  
 
    I plunged my hand into the membrane, my fingers disappearing, along with the vial of Syrene blood. I could feel the heat, the dragonfire searing my flesh as if I’d shoved my hand into a pot full of flames. Though I couldn’t see my hand and fingers, I could still feel them, control them. I screamed with pain and release as I tipped the vial completely over, spilling its contents.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    The shield in front of me continued to burn red-hot, my hand with it.  
 
    I withdrew my hand quickly, looking at the glass vial. It was empty, the blood having run out. The glass was black, scorched by the heat. My hand was black too, all the way to my wrist. Like meat left in the pan for too long.  
 
    I dropped to my knees, the pain immense. And yet eclipsed by the pain of failure. 
 
    I’d waited too long to act. More cracks formed on the ward shield, spiderwebbing across its surface. I could see chunks breaking away, lit up like sparks.  
 
    My head lolled to the side, where the dragon arched its neck and then plunged it forward, a violent act that would shatter the shield forever.  
 
    Something caught my eye the instant before the dragon’s head crashed into the shield. A white glow on the shield, right where I’d plunged my hand in. Where I’d released the Syrene blood-elixir stuff. The glowing spot radiated outwards, the surface glittering like dewdrops in a meadow on a sunny day.  
 
    The dragon’s head smashed into the damaged wards and its teeth tore at the shields, sparks flying. More pieces broke off, but then the spreading white glow reached it.  
 
    The dragon screamed, flinching back, pawing at its nose, which was also glowing.  
 
    More than one head turned in my direction, Warriors and demons alike.  
 
    I stood up.  
 
    I raised my glowing hammer in the air. 
 
    And then I charged into battle.  
 
    A cry went up from my Warriors as I ran. In my peripheral vision, I could see the beautiful magic continuing to spread across the dome, knitting the cracks back together, cooling the surface, smoothing it over. Strengthening. Fortifying. Renewing.  
 
    One-time use, echoed in my mind.  
 
    The next couple of hours would make or break us. If we could hold off our enemies on this day, we had a narrow chance of survival. All I wanted was a chance.  
 
    “You’ve always got to make a grand entrance, don’t you?” Beat said without looking at me as I ran up. She stabbed a demon through the chest, her spear point exiting out its back. She lifted a powerful foot and kicked the monster to dislodge it from her weapon.  
 
    “You know me, I like the attention.” Despite having not slept, having run for miles and miles without rest, I was energized. This was our fresh start. I swung my hammer so hard I knocked the head clean off one of the demons, the impact sending a blast of light into the air.  
 
    It felt odd that I’d once been scared to death of these pesky little critters.  
 
    Beat said, “Whoa. What’s with your weapon?” 
 
    “Not sure,” I said. “It got powered up somehow.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    We stopped talking as more demons came at us. Two attacked me from each side, but I shoved my hammer like a spear at one and backhanded the other. They fell to the ground, their bodies going limp, more white light flashing.  
 
    The rest of the Warriors were battling just as well. Millania was whirling about, her trident stabbing and slashing. Lace bounded around, sinking her teeth into demons’ necks and slashing at their throats with her claws. Eve and her panther left a trail of demon corpses in their wake. The newbs didn’t look like newbs at all. Floot stampeded about, head-butting her enemies with her horned snout. Jak was a force of nature, grabbing demons by the handful and slinging them around like toys. Even Guz was impressive, his white-furred body a blur as he cut and stabbed with a pair of knives. There were two I didn’t recognize. A human dude who resembled Conan the Barbarian, tall and muscular. He wielded a two-handed sword with mighty swings that lopped off heads and arms. And a lioness, her thick fur coat turquoise blue in the manner of her kind, which I knew heralded from a planet called Primo. The demon horde’s numbers were dwindling already. 
 
    Too bad we still had two trolls and a dragon to deal with.  
 
    Not to mention Vrill.  
 
    I dashed that thought away, because I needed to focus. The dragon was still pawing at its snout, clearly in distress. Trolls first, I thought. That was the smart move, because they still had an entire wagon full of rock bombs. In fact, one of the stupid hulks had finally grown a brain and snatched up a handful of the explosives, drawing its arm back to launch them at our brand-spankin’-new shield.  
 
    It was totally one of those dramatic moments where I should’ve started running toward it, everything moving in slow motion, my mouth opening as I shouted, “NOO-OOO-OOO!” 
 
    It didn’t happen that way because this was real life and I was the leader of a squad of awesome fucking Warriors that included a cat-woman sharpshooter wielding a magical bow. Yeah, I’m talking about Lace, whose picture deserved to be featured in the urban dictionary’s entry for Master of Badassery.  
 
    She fired an arrow on the run. Rather than aiming for the troll itself, she targeted its payload—the rock bombs it was gripping in its hand.  
 
    The arrow sunk into one of its fingers instead.  
 
    The thing about these magical arrows…your aim didn’t need to be perfect, even if Lace’s usually was. In this case, it was good enough. 
 
    The arrow exploded, which set off a chain reaction of epic proportions. The cluster of bombs in the troll’s fist combusted, taking its hand in the blast. That explosion radiated outwards, tearing apart the wagon and everything in it.  
 
    That’s right—more bombs. The entire godsdamn supply.  
 
    KABOOM! It was a sound usually reserved for cartoon’s that involved Acme TNT strapped to a foolish coyote trying to find ways to keep up with the pesky speedster roadrunner. But I swear to the goddesses that was the sound this explosion made.  
 
    The power of it knocked me flat on my ass, along with anything else within a mile radius. It incinerated both trolls and a bunch of the Maluk’ori. My Warriors would all have nasty headaches for days and plenty of scrapes and burns, but they were well clear of the explosion’s kill zone.  
 
    A mushroom cloud rose up into the sky as I laid on the ground, gasping for breath. I glanced toward the wards. 
 
    The shield barely flickered before turning invisible once more. Hell yeah, I wanted to scream. I’d never seen the shields at full strength. It was exhilarating to know I’d helped to restore them.  
 
    The several demons that had managed to survive the blast fought to their feet and fled.  
 
    I wanted to sleep, but we still had a dragon to deal with, one that was now royally pissed off. So I stood up. 
 
    The dragon was stamping its feet like a raging bull, flames licking at the edges of its lips. Beat appeared at my side. “You want to take it or should I?” 
 
    “All yours,” I said. 
 
    “Pussy.” 
 
    We both laughed, because it was the only way to stay sane. It was weird having so much to tell her as well as so many questions to ask her about what had transpired while I was away but knowing it would all have to wait until we dealt with the winged behemoth that looked like it was about to cook us all with a single breath.  
 
    The rest of the Warriors were backing away. Even Lace, who was as fearless as anyone I’d ever met. They fell in beside Beat and I, a united group. Live together. Fight together. Die together.  
 
    I’d never been so proud in my life, even of the two newcomers whose names I didn’t know.  
 
    Lace fitted an arrow to her bow. “What shall I do, Protector Ryder? This is your call.” 
 
    I’d never known Lace to give a damn about much other than herself and her own survival. But I’d always known there was a heart beating somewhere inside her chest, even if she didn’t want to admit it. I knew exactly why she was asking me. Not as a sign of respect, or as a way of showing that she’d come to terms with me being selected as Protector instead of her, but because she knew I cared about Vrill. And if she killed the dragon with a magical arrow, Vrill would likely die too.  
 
    She was giving me the choice, even if I’d rather not have it.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    Memories flashed in my mind. Vrill saving me from the Circle. Her delighted expression when she my reaction to tasting leafrat. The ecstasy on her face when I’d first rejuvenated her, our bodies intertwined like two pieces of the same puzzle.  
 
    The horror I’d felt as I’d watched her vanish into the mirror in Annakor.  
 
    All she’d wanted was to survive and live on her own terms. And now here she was being controlled by the Morgoss, forced to fight for them, her independence stolen from her much the same way as she felt the Three had done. 
 
    And yet she was still fighting against the control, her entire body straining against the will of her master’s. 
 
    That’s when I understood. She’d been whipped because of her disobedience.  
 
    My heart ached for her. And yet I knew what needed to be done. This was always bigger than her, even if she didn’t want to admit it. It was bigger than all of us.  
 
    “I—” Still, I hesitated. How could I command one of my Warriors to kill my friend? 
 
    “Don’t,” Beat said. I half-turned toward her, frowning. Her eyes met mine in the way that had always lent me strength when I needed it.  
 
    I was out of time. The dragon was stalking toward us now, its footfalls thunderous.  
 
    “Beat, we have to forget about Vrill,” I said. “The person we know is gone.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Beat said again, gripping my shoulder with her free hand. “You haven’t been here. The dragon came at the end of each Black while you were away.” 
 
    “It did?” 
 
    She nodded. My gaze flicked back toward the dragon, which was closer now, well within Lace’s range. Which also meant we were in range of its jets of flame. “And each night, the dragon’s assault on the shields has been shorter than the last.” 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I puzzled over the implications. “Are you saying…” 
 
    She nodded again, her stare intense.  
 
    Vrill was resisting the Morgoss’s control over her and the dragon. Somehow. Some way.  
 
    It explained why I saw her fighting at it while it swept toward the damaged shield. But she had lost then. The dragon had almost destroyed our defenses. What hope was there of her winning now? 
 
    I couldn’t think about one person. That’s not what leaders did, right? Sacrifice a few to save the many—that was the saying, wasn’t it? If I spared Vrill’s life and lost everything else, what sort of leader would that make me? 
 
    But Vrill wasn’t just some person. She was the strongest person I’d ever met, and that included some incredibly strong people. Like Beat and Lace and Eve. Stiff competition.  
 
    Vrill was stronger. She was stronger than me. A survivor. She’d lived on her own on this terrifying planet for years. Plural. It was unfathomable.  
 
    But she’d done it.  
 
    And she’d been there to help me when I needed it, going so far as to march into the demon’s stronghold by my side. 
 
    I think I owed her a little faith now.  
 
    The dragon stopped, cocking its head to the side. It almost looked confused. Vrill’s head appeared, peeking out from the side. Her lips were quivering, her jaw tight and rigid. Her hands were trembling. She looked angry and sad at the same time.  
 
    Her eyes met mine and all I saw was the Vrill I knew. 
 
    “She’s still in there,” I whispered, realizing what Beat already knew. She was still fighting.  
 
    The dragon’s head snapped back to center, and I could see the power in its ancient expression, the instinct to kill flashing in its azure eyes.  
 
    Vrill’s mouth opened, pain wrenching across her face from the effort. Whatever she was trying to say, it was contrary to the will of her masters, the Morgoss.  
 
    She was unable to muster enough strength to vocalize her thoughts, but I could read her silent lips all the same.  
 
    Do it, she mouthed.  
 
    Lace said, “Ryder…”  
 
    “No,” I said. “Don’t.” 
 
    In my peripheral vision I could see Lace’s head turn toward me, but I ignored it. I was fully focused on Vrill now, who was shaking her head.  
 
    “Vrill!” I shouted. “Fight it. You are strong. But this isn’t all on you. We’re with you. Don’t give up.” 
 
    Tears leaked from her eyes, forced out by her struggle against the magic-infused collars binding her to the dragon and their demon masters. Flames poured from the beast’s mouth, stretching toward us slowly, probing.  
 
    “Ryder!” Lace said again, more sharply now. Murmurs of fear rose up from the others as they began backing away. Only Lace, Beat and I remained in place, staring into the approaching flames.  
 
    “No,” I growled. “Hold your fire, godsdammit!” 
 
    The flames stopped as if they’d hit an invisible wall where there wasn’t one. I could almost see Vrill’s will holding them back. The flames vanished and the dragon leapt into the air, its wings unfolding, beating the air into a frenzy.  
 
    It flew away, taking Vrill with it.  
 
    I wondered what I had done, what punishment the Morgoss would inflict on my friend for her insolence.  
 
    “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s head back to camp. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    Beat said, “Weirdo,” slapped me on the back and shoved me toward the beautiful, perfect, invisible ward shield.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    MAKING PLANS 
 
      
 
    There was so much to discuss—I mean, crap, I needed to formally meet Eve’s new recruits—but Beat and Eve pretty much shoved me into a hut and told me they’d annihilate me if I didn’t get some sleep. I tried to object, because the Black was coming soon, but they assured me I’d be the first person they’d tell if any monsters attacked the ward shields. 
 
    The new ward shields, I reminded myself, my last thought before I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    I awoke with a start, bronze light pouring through the hut entrance. I sat for a moment, staring at the rustic walls and trying to remember where I was.  
 
    The sounds of distant battle found its way to my ears. Not only did they not wake me up like they’d promised, they were fighting without me.  
 
    I shook off the cobwebs and exited the hut at a full gallop, my head on a swivel as I tried to lock in on the direction of the sound.  
 
    Somewhere past the edge of the cliffs. Which would place it near where the prior breach in the wards had been. I immediately thought the worst. The Syrene’s blood hadn’t been enough. The shields had broken again. I ran, determination flooding my veins. Four words echoed through my mind: Not on my watch, not on my watch, not on my watch… 
 
    I rounded the edge of the cliffs, emerging from the shadows to find… 
 
    I stopped suddenly, my mouth gaping open.  
 
    The Warriors weren’t fighting monsters. Well, technically they were, but only some of the captured slithers from our pit. They were also fighting each other. They were training. Of course. I’d left Beat in charge and she’d taken it to heart.  
 
    Besides the two newbs I’d seen in battle the evening before—the lioness and ripped human dude—there were three others. One was a slender but strong-looking male with whiskers. A cat, like Lace. There was another Oceanian, too. A male, taller than Millania, his green skin reflecting the bronze light like sun on the sea. The last newb captured most of my attention. She was a giantess.  
 
    Holy shit. She was the largest woman I’d ever seen. Let me rephrase: She was the largest being I’d ever seen. She was bigger than Ton. Bigger than the tribal leader, Buttplug. Bigger than the trolls. As I watched her, I wondered why she hadn’t been in action the night before. If she had, maybe we could’ve taken down the dragon and freed Vrill.  
 
    Then I realized why.  
 
    Despite her size, she was as timid as a mouse, backing away from one of the slithers as it snaked toward her. Compared to her bulk, it looked like a worm. Her feet got tangled together and she tripped, falling backwards and landing with an impressive thud on her meaty backside. Beat immediately stepped in and brought her spear down on the slithers tail, pinning it to the ground and preventing it from attacking the giant woman.  
 
    No, I thought, she’s not like a mouse. She’s like an elephant afraid of a mouse. 
 
    It was illogical. Then again, I didn’t know this woman. I didn’t know what she’d been through or why she had no confidence. Every flower requires water and sunshine and time to bloom.  
 
    Belle had taught me that. 
 
    The giantess was apologizing to Beat, stammering out words like she might get hit for her failures.  
 
    I stepped forward. “Don’t apologize,” I said.  
 
    All heads turned in my direction. “Pro-Pro-Protector Ryder,” the giantess stammered, her broad cheeks flushing. “Munzy is sorry.” 
 
    “That’s another apology,” I said.  
 
    She raised a hand to her mouth in horror. “Oops. Me—me—me?” I still couldn’t believe a woman of her size didn’t have more backbone. All she had to do was roll over and I’d be turned into a Protector pancake.  
 
    “I’m telling you not to apologize because you haven’t done anything wrong. This is training. We are a team. We fight together. We survive together. If necessary, we die together. We are charged with protecting the Three from the evils of this planet. If one of us falls, the others will pick them up. Understood?” 
 
    She nodded sheepishly, still blushing, extending her hand so someone could help her up.  
 
    Oh boy, this one’s a little too literal. But I needed to practice what I preached. “Uh, okay, let’s do this. Floot, Beat, lioness and new guy”—I pointed to the muscular human—“push from the back. All the rest, grab an arm.” Together, with much pushing and pulling, we managed to help the giantess to her feet. “I am Protector Ryder,” I said once she was looming over me.  
 
    She tapped her chest. “Munzy,” she said.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. What are the rest of your names?” 
 
    The human guy who’d fought so well against the demon horde the night before was quick to step forward. “Asfandiar,” he said.  
 
    I looked at Beat and could see the laughter in her eyes. Ass-fan? I mouthed, cupping a hand so none but her would be able to read my lips.  
 
    She looked ready to pee herself.  
 
    It was immature and inappropriate, given my pathetically unremarkable name—Sam—but I wasn’t your typical Protector. I wore immaturity like a coat of armor.  
 
    “Good to meet you, Ass-Fan—dee—are,” I said, earning another snort from Beat. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Kinjarun,” he said.  
 
    I looked at Beat again, but she didn’t have anything to offer but a shrug. “Where is that—Africa?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t know of this Africa you speak of,” Ass-Fan said.  
 
    Lace interjected, her fangs gleaming. “He’s from the past.” 
 
    I had a really smart follow up question for that. “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Beat said. “Eve learned a new trick while you were away. On her last Finding mission. She not only travels through space, she also travels through time now too.” 
 
    Time traveling? Color me impressed. “How?” 
 
    Lace’s eyes narrowed. “The Three leveled her up,” she spat out, disgusted. Apparently she still held a grudge that she hadn’t been leveled up yet.  
 
    In any case, it was good for us. Especially if we could recruit badass ancient Warriors like Ass-Fan, from Kinjahad, or whatever he’d said.  
 
    “Welcome,” I said. 
 
    He bowed slightly at the waist. “At your service.” I was liking this guy already.  
 
    Next up was the lioness, who’d also fought against the horde. She growled out a name: “Nrrrf.”  
 
    “Like the football? You know, the soft, squishy ones that don’t hurt when you get hit in the head?” Blank looks all around, except for Beat, who seemed to be enjoying herself. “No? Nerf football? Anyway, I like it. Welcome Nerf.” My pronunciation was way off. She stared at me like I needed a lobotomy. Join the club, I thought.  
 
    The cat dude introduced himself next. “Chestah,” he said.  
 
    “Like the cheetah,” Beat said, before I could say it. Two people, one brain. I grinned at her.  
 
    “Good to have one of Lace’s kind with us,” I said. “She always brings such joy to camp. I’m sure you will do the same.” 
 
    Lace stared daggers at me, but I ignored her.  
 
    Last was the Oceanian, who was at least eight feet tall. “Merlin,” he said, and I couldn’t help it—I flinched.  
 
    “Merlin?” 
 
    “That is my name,” he confirmed.  
 
    I nodded, feeling suddenly solemn. We’d had a Merlin from Oceania before. He’d been a decent guy and a helluva Warrior. He’d died too soon. I hoped this fellow would last longer. Much longer.  
 
    Gods, I’m such a sap, I thought. I wondered if past Protectors got so attached to their Warriors. Probably not.  
 
    Beat said, “You’ve met all the newbs. Should we go somewhere to talk?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not yet. Carry on with training. I need to speak with Eve and the Three.” 
 
    “Of course, Protector,” Lace said. “Go and do all the important things you need to do while we take care of the children.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that,” I said, which earned me a snarl from the cat-woman. I really had missed her.  
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Beat said. “I want to hear your story before the next Black. You know, just in case you don’t survive it.” She winked at me. I’d missed Beat even more.  
 
    I turned away, realizing something else. No one had asked about Belle, not even Millania, which felt out of character for the gilled newb-whisperer. Especially since she’d helped Belle through some very hard times. For a second I thought it was incredibly mean and heartless, but then I understood. They assumed she was dead. They didn’t want to hear the bad news, so they didn’t ask.  
 
    I turned back quickly. “Belle is alive,” I said. “She was extremely brave during the mission. I’ll tell you all about it later.” 
 
    The message delivered, I didn’t wait for their reactions, heading back toward camp.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Eve was waiting in the gully, her faithful panther steed, Souza, sleeping nearby. She sat cross-legged, which meant her short, black dress was rucked up high on her smooth, tanned thighs, draped casually down the middle.  
 
    I kept my eyes on her face to avoid losing my shit. It didn’t help, because her face was utterly alluring, her almond eyes sharply attractive, her small features and full lips tantalizing. I needed to get my mind off her sex-appeal, so I said, “Time-traveling, huh?” 
 
    “Syrene blood, huh?” she retorted. We both smiled at that. I guess we both could do crazy things. It was strange, when I’d first met this remarkable woman, she was so far out of my league we might not have even been in the same galaxy. Now, I felt comfortable in my own skin around her. She was still several Levels above me, but we were in the same league. It seemed impossible.  
 
    “I bought us some time,” I said. “Did you have any trouble while Finding?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The time-traveling helped. It’s exhausting, but at least I didn’t get attacked.” 
 
    “And you brought back a giantess and a lioness,” I pointed out.  
 
    “They have potential,” she said.  
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t know you could Level up too.” 
 
    “It’s not something I advertise. There are five Levels of Finder. I am at Level 3 now.” The same level as me, I thought, though I was fairly certain the comparison wasn’t apples to apples. More like apples to watermelons. She was the watermelon.  
 
    “When can you Find again?” I asked next. I was anxious to continue this trend, growing our army.  
 
    “You get right to the point, don’t you?” She stood without using her hands. Strong calves. Strong thighs. Strong gluteus maximus. For a jaw-dropping moment, her dress clung to her hips to reveal the thin band of her black thong. The fabric settled—my heart did not. It didn’t help when she purred, “I need a distraction.” 
 
    Oh…fuck. Like, literally. That’s what she wanted to do. It was the second time she’d offered. Gods, how I wanted to, too. I’d wanted her from the moment she ambushed me in that parking lot and offered me a ride on her motorcycle/panther. I felt like there had been innuendo in every meeting since, sexual tension, even when she’d been toying with me.  
 
    She stepped closer and the pot got closer to boiling over.  
 
    But…my Warriors were out there training and their leader was down here thinking with his cock. As usual. “Eve,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t deny me again,” she said. It felt like a warning.  
 
    “The time isn’t right,” I said, not saying the rest of what I was thinking: it probably won’t ever be.  
 
    “Fuck you,” she said, and I knew I deserved her anger.  
 
    I didn’t apologize, because that would only make things worse. I could tell it wasn’t really me she was angry at—it was this life she’d been forced to endure for so long. She finally thought of us as equals—though we were far from it—and that we just…made sense? Was that the right way to describe it? Even I didn’t know. But it really wasn’t the right time, not when I’d made a bargain with six beautifully deadly mermaids.  
 
    “I owe the Syrene,” I said.  
 
    To Eve’s credit, she moved on quickly from my rejection. “You got their blood to repair the ward shields. What did you offer in exchange?” 
 
    “Fresh meat,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t mean monsters, do you?” she guessed. As usual, her perceptiveness was impressive.  
 
    “I tried that. They said no.” 
 
    “Not surprising. So you offered up our Warriors. Great call, Protector.” 
 
    “I offered them human flesh every one-hundred days.” 
 
    “Living?” I understood why she asked the question. If corpses were okay, it wouldn’t be a problem. Enough of us died on a regular basis that there would be plenty. I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation. I felt ill.  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Shit,” she said. “Are you going to decide who gets to be the sacrifice?” There was no sarcasm in her voice—not this time. She sounded resigned to the unilateral decision I’d made. She, of all people, knew what it was like to make hard decisions because she thought they would give us the best chance. Like the Circle. I’d abolished the inhumane practice only to replace it with human sacrifice. I should give myself a pat on the back and a gold star for cruelty.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it,” I said. In fact, the dilemma had taken over my mind for long stretches as I’d run back toward camp. “Before each deadline, you can recruit someone horrible from Earth. Not just horrible…evil. Someone who deserves to die, or was already going to. Murderers, pedophiles, rapists. Get them from Death Row if you have to. They get out of jail free, and we get our sacrifice without sacrificing our souls.” 
 
    It was the best solution I could come up with, though it still felt wrong somehow. What if there was someone innocent on Death Row, who’d been framed for a crime they didn’t commit. It had happened before. The poor person would get thrown to the mermaid vampires and it would be my fault. Still, it was a risk I had to take.  
 
    “You’re a good leader, Sam,” she said. “But if you reject me a third time, I’ll cut off your nuts and feed them to you.” 
 
    “Kinky,” I said which earned me a sly smile. I changed the subject. “Where are the Three? Back in that cave at the other side of the gully?” 
 
    Her gaze snapped to meet mine. “You know about that place?” 
 
    “I, uh, went for a visit. While you were gone.” 
 
    “Ballsy,” she said, looking impressed. “Stupid, but ballsy. You’re lucky they didn’t cut off your nuts and feed them to you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I didn’t think now was the time to tell her that they’d done quite the opposite. Not if I wanted to keep my nuts where they were—which I did. Very much.  
 
    “Yes. They’re in the caves,” she confirmed. “Persepheus and Minertha are caring for Airiel.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    There was sadness in Eve’s eyes now. “Airiel doesn’t have long,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “I repaired the ward shields. Our army is growing. You Leveled up.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve fared well as of late. Better than we’ve done in a long time. Without their hearts, think of the Three as massive hourglasses turned upside down. Every day, every second, the grains of sand that represent their lives are running down. You and I can’t see how many grains are left, but they can.” 
 
    The revelation startled me. “You mean…they know exactly when they will die?” 
 
    She nodded. “Just like they can tell how close one of us is to death. They can see our life meters like a glass full of liquid. The amount of liquid in the glass changes based on injuries, exhaustion and a thousand other factors. Rest, food and, of course, the ooze, can raise the fluid level. But we have one advantage over the Three. Our Levels always eventually go back to the top. Theirs, however, ebb and flow, but the trend is downward. Always downward.” 
 
    “Unless we can recover their hearts,” I said. It was something I’d always been aware of, but never really thought much about. There were too many other things we needed to accomplish before we could even consider a direct assault on the Morgoss. “How long does Airiel have left?” I asked.  
 
    “We can only guess. They won’t tell me. But I’ve never seen them act like this. Usually they leave the sky goddess alone to rest. Now…they are at her side almost every hour, whether she is waking or sleeping. I fear the end is near.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Eve warned me not to do what I was about to do, but I did it anyway. Because I was pissed off. I was tired of all the Three’s secrets and lack of information. Maybe they thought they were being noble, protecting the pathetic mortals from things our minds were too small to handle, but enough was enough.  
 
    Rather than take the convoluted route I’d used to cross the gully lengthwise before, I climbed out of the canyon and circled around to the hidden exit Airiel had shown me the last time. I fought through the foliage, pushing it away to find— 
 
    A dead end. Bare rock.  
 
    I shoved aside more vines and leaves, working my way along the wall. The entrance had to be here somewhere… 
 
    It wasn’t. Duh. Why would the Three make it so easy for someone to get into their hidey-hole? It was an exit only, a quick way to escape if needed. Locked from the inside, by magic. I had to admit—I was feeling a little crazy at the moment. I’d been through a lot over the last few days—we all had. Instead of going back to the main part of the gully and working my way across the area with the cocoons and the pots of ooze and the small rapids…I mounted the hill and picked my way along the narrow shelf that led to cliffs opposite to the end where the Warriors continued their training. By the time I reached the tip, the shelf wasn’t more than a foot and a half wide, a sheer drop-off toward the mountains and a vertical drop into the gully below. One wrong step and— 
 
    To hell with it. I jumped.  
 
    The air rushed out of my lungs as I fell, my arms pinwheeling on each side. I hit the water with a monumental splash—ga-goosh!—creating waves on all sides, bubbles flaring up all around me.  
 
    My momentum carried me to the bottom, and I pushed off with my bare feet, rocketing myself back to the surface. The water felt nice, especially after so many days on the road, my skin salty with dried sweat and filthy with creepy-crawly blood.  
 
    Focus, I reminded myself. I wanted to linger in the water, enjoy it for a while, but I didn’t have that luxury. Because of how Eve had compared the Three’s lives to hourglasses. Every second I enjoyed myself was another grain of sand from their lives. And, if Eve’s instincts were right, Airiel was almost out of sand.  
 
    Why did I care? Because I had a feeling the ward shield was tied to their lives. If they died, then the wards would fall and it would put the Warriors at risk. I simply could not allow that. So if I needed to protect the Three, I would. For now anyway. 
 
    I pushed through the waterfall and clambered into the space beyond.  
 
    “Leave us,” was the greeting I got. It was Persepheus’s sharp rebuke, a sound that was all too familiar because I’d heard it often enough. She was a mixture of fire and rain, as hot as flames one moment and as cool as ice the next. This was the icy version of her.  
 
    “He has a right to be here,” Minertha said, rising from where she’d been sitting. Persepheus did not stand. It felt like their positioning was that of two sisters sitting vigil. I didn’t want to think about what that meant.  
 
    Regardless of what either of them said, I wasn’t leaving. Not until I had some answers. “You used to send Seekers to steal from the Syrene?” I said. The question—which came out more like an accusation—had been gnawing at me ever since the sirens had revealed it.  
 
    “Don’t answer him, sister,” Persepheus said. “He will believe what he wants to believe.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t tell me anything,” I said. “You want us to protect you? Be your watch dogs? It’s time for you to help your own cause.” 
 
    “You insolent little fu—” 
 
    “He’s right, sister,” Minertha interrupted.  
 
    Persepheus glared at her sister, but there was something different about her expression. Less cold. More scared. Oh goddesses, she’s…sad, I realized. All the venom-filled anger was a defense mechanism. I was still learning how complex these gorgeous creatures were.  
 
    “Look,” I said. “Yes, I’m angry. But I’m also willing to listen. Just tell me the truth. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Minertha looked at her sister and Persephus looked away. It was the closest thing to acquiescence she’d get. To my surprise, Minertha crossed the cave, wrapped her stony arms around me and pulled me tight. I hesitated, because I was supposed to be angry, but then gave in, hugging her back. I was surprised to realize I needed the comfort as much as she did. When we separated, she said, “You repaired our ward shields. You will be rewarded for your—” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, “but all I need is information. Anything I can use to protect you. All of you. And save Airiel.” 
 
    Minertha looked slightly stung, but she nodded. “We never sent the Seekers to steal from the Syrene,” she said. “They chose to go. They wanted to impress us. But we also didn’t try to persuade them not to go.” Her tone was full of regret. “The Syrene are our distant cousins,” she said.  
 
    Mind. Blown. Then again, looking back I should’ve realized they were related somehow. After all, the Syrene’s blood glowed like the vines that surrounded the gully. And it could be used to repair the ward shields. Too many coincidences added up to one thing: truth. “You should’ve told me,” I said, but I wasn’t angry. Not anymore.  
 
    “I know,” Minertha said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Apologizing to a human,” Persepheus muttered. “Pathetic.” 
 
    “Tell me about your life meters,” I said, ignoring the sea goddess.  
 
    “If you reach Level 5, you will be able to read them yourself,” Minertha said.  
 
    That was surprising, but no one had even told me what Level 5 was. 4 was Seeker. I wanted to ask what Level 5 was, but that wasn’t a priority. Not now. Anyway, as far as I knew, no one had ever survived long enough to achieve it. But that was a conversation for another day. “Tell me what your readings are. At this second. How long does Airiel have left?” 
 
    “Sister, no,” Persepheus said, but her voice had been leeched of its mettle.  
 
    Minertha ignored her sister’s protests. “We measure our lives out of one-thousand,” she said. “Depending on your levels, the rest of you—those hailing from the other seven planets—range between one-hundred and five-hundred. Because you are mortal, your meters will drop to zero over time, no matter what. Rapid drops are caused by injury, illness and exhaustion.” 
 
    “How many points do I have?” I asked.  
 
    “Three-hundred,” she answered immediately. “Right now, you are hovering around two-eighty. A little more sleep will get you back to full strength. Or a quick dip in an ooze bath.” 
 
    “But the ooze doesn’t do anything for you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Our life meters are more resistant than yours. Dying is a slow process. Almost impossible for our kind.” Except when demons rip out your hearts, I thought. She continued. “Our meters fluctuate, just like yours. Certain things help—like sex, for example.” 
 
    Now that was a surprise but explained a lot. I thought they were using their valuable energy when they rewarded me for leveling up. But they apparently got a benefit out of it too, almost like Vrill and the Lri Ay who used intimacy for rejuvenation.  
 
    Before I could develop the plans for a massive Warrior/goddess orgy to save their lives, however, Minertha clarified the point. “The effect is minimal. We might gain a life point or two at most. Without our hearts, the trend will forever be down.” She didn’t need to finish the thought, because it seemed to whisper in my ears: Until we reach zero. 
 
    This was all very interesting, but she still hadn’t answered my original question. “Where is Airiel’s life meter right now?” I thought it must surely be below one hundred at this point, maybe even lower. The last ten percent of her life.  
 
    I was dead wrong.  
 
    “Seven,” Minertha said.  
 
    No. I couldn’t speak because I didn’t have words. I knew things were dire, but I figured the Three had survived for years before I arrived on this planet and they would survive for years after I was long gone.  
 
    But seven?  
 
    “You asked,” Minertha said, and I finally understood why the Three goddesses were so secretive. They were scared. Saying things like this out loud made it feel so much more real.  
 
    “I know, I just didn’t expect…” 
 
    “What, human?” Persepheus spat, reverting back to the vicious tone that made one feel utterly insignificant.  
 
    “Nothing. I’m just…I’m so sorry.” I was. I didn’t know Airiel that well, but I could tell she cared about more than herself, despite the fact it was she who was dying.  
 
    “Your pity does nothing,” Persepheus said, and though her words were harsh, they were also true.  
 
    “I’m going to fix this,” I said. “But I need to know what seven means in real life. How many Blacks? What can I do?” 
 
    Persepheus huffed out a laugh, got up, and left. I didn’t blame her. Declaring I was going to fix something that had been unfixable for a hundred plus years was the equivalent to promising to lasso the twin suns and weaponize them against the Morgoss. Minertha, however, was more understanding. And helpful. “Typically, our life meters wouldn’t go down seven points in seven years,” she said, which would’ve given me hope except for the but I sensed at the end of the statement. “But without our hearts, our lives slip away faster. Much faster. The decline also seems to accelerate toward the end.” 
 
    I could tell she was avoiding giving me details. Details I needed. “Min, I’m sorry, but…please. How long?” 
 
    She shrugged, an expression of utter loss on her face. “I can only guess. Airiel’s life meter dropped from fourteen to seven in less than thirty Blacks.” 
 
    Shit. At most she had a month, and our forces were still years away from being strong enough for a direct assault on Annakor to recover the goddesses’ hearts. But Airiel needed her heart now. More like yesterday. I needed to know something. The answer would determine the decision I made right here, right now. “Is it too late?” Min scrunched up her face and I could tell she didn’t really understand the cryptic question, which was as clear as a sunrise in my mind. I clarified: “If Airiel got her heart back right now, would she make a full recovery?” 
 
    “Even I can’t answer that,” Min said, a hint of sadness in her tone. “But I am hopeful. Yes. I think she would.” 
 
    That was good enough for me. “Where can I find it?” 
 
    “Sam…” My name on her lips sounded so much less ordinary than it was. 
 
    “Just tell me. Please.” 
 
    “The Morgoss are not foolish. They’ve separated the three hearts. That way all cannot be recovered in a single fell swoop. We can sense their locations. It’s not a perfect art, but I know mine is deep beneath Annakor.” 
 
    “Like where I found the Boomerang of Drith?” 
 
    She laughed without mirth. “If only it was that easy.” 
 
    Easy? I’d almost died half a dozen times on that mission. “So deeper.” 
 
    She nodded. “Humans have a concept called Hell, right?” 
 
    I didn’t like where this was going. “Yes. According to many of our religions, it’s the place where the evil and wicked go to burn for eternity.” 
 
    “Think that,” she said. “Only a hundred times worse.”  
 
    Great. “I’ll be sure to bring a fire extinguisher. Where is Airiel’s heart?” 
 
    This time, Minertha answered my question directly. “The top of Annakor,” she said. This time, I didn’t need clarification. She didn’t mean one of the upper floors. She meant the very top. The tower’s apex.  
 
    Before I ran off and did something crazy, I needed the facts I was still missing. “What does your life meter read right now?” I asked. I needed to know what I was working with, whether I had time to focus on saving Airiel.  
 
    “Don’t worry about—” 
 
    “Min.” I stepped toward her and hugged her. At first, she stiffened, some kind of a defense mechanism, but then her rock-hard body melted into my arms. She didn’t cry, but she did breathe deeply into my chest for a long time.  
 
    Finally, she said, “Fifty-eight 
 
    I breathed out, my lungs aching. I’d been holding my own breath while she’d been refilling hers. I was decent at math, but even if I hadn’t been, I could’ve done the remedial-math calculation in my head in less than a second. She might have a year, if she was lucky. More likely eight to nine months. Two hundred fifty to three hundred Blacks. 
 
    “And Persepheus?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Protector,” Persepheus’s voice rang from the other room. Followed by: “Eighty-eight.” 
 
    Slightly better, but still bad. Very bad. A year at the most. After surviving years, decades, without their hearts, the Three were dying. All of them. Less than a year to live. Maybe even less than half a year, depending on how quickly the drop in life points accelerated.  
 
    I only had one more question to ask. “My war hammer…it was changed by the Syrene’s pool. It…came…when I called it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Minertha said. There was no surprise in her response.  
 
    “It is an artifact now?” A nod, her captivating brown eyes locked on mine. “And I am the true bearer?” Translation: Are you going to steal it from me in my sleep and hoard it away in these caves for goddesses know how long? 
 
    “Yes, Sam Ryder. You are the true bearer. Use this weapon wisely.” With that, she rose onto her tiptoes, craned her neck back, and kissed my lips.  
 
    She pulled back.  
 
    “I will,” I said.  
 
    I thought of one more thing, though I felt like a creep asking. I had to, however, because even a few days could make all the difference. “Can I help add a point or two to Airiel’s life meter?” Don’t give me that look. Yes, I was asking if I could fuck her. I swear I wasn’t offering because she was mega-hot, a Victoria’s Secret model with real wings rather than fake ones. I wasn’t interested in pleasure right now. I just wanted to give the goddess of the sky a chance. A hope.  
 
    “Yes, you can do that,” Min said. “She’s in the next room. I will wake her.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t make her do anything. I took care of everything. She made a soft sound of pleasure when I finished, her back arching slightly where she lay in a nest of blankets.  
 
    She opened her lips as if to say something, but I put my own lips against them to keep her from speaking. She needed to save every last ounce of strength. She kissed me back, softly, weakly.  
 
    Min had been watching the entire time, and when I stood up her expression was full of tenderness. She answered the question mark in my eyes. “One point,” she said. “I’m sorry, but she is so weak. Still, you may have bought her another few days.” 
 
    It was better than nothing. I looked back at Airiel, but she was already asleep again.  
 
    And then I left, using the hidden exit that only opened from the inside.  
 
    It was time to plan a mission. And this time Beat was coming with me.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I told Beat everything the goddesses had told me. Eve too. Even our Finder wasn’t aware of how bad Airiel’s condition was, though she had suspected as much. I didn’t purposely withhold the information from the others, but they didn’t need to know right now. They needed to stay focused on training and surviving, especially the latest two rounds of newbs.  
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Beat said, although I hadn’t even said anything about a mission. She knew me too well.  
 
    “I wouldn’t try to stop you if I had an entire army,” I said.  
 
    “Good, because even that couldn’t stop me.” 
 
    Eve said, “I should come too. You will need experienced fighters in the legendary tower.” 
 
    “No,” I said immediately. When she frowned, I explained. “You are the only Finder. You are the backup plan. If we don’t make it, you can continue to gather new recruits and carry out our plans to build an army. With the refortified ward shields, you’ll still have a chance to protect the other two goddesses.”  
 
    “You said it yourself,” Eve said. “Minertha and Persepheus don’t have long either. If you’re not successful, there won’t be anything left to protect.” 
 
    “If we don’t return with Airiel’s heart, you have my blessing to mount a second mission into Annakor to retrieve all three of the hearts. But please, don’t fight me on this. This is my decision as the one and only Protector.” 
 
    Eve breathed in deeply, and I could almost see the words serenity now, appearing in a thought bubble over her head. But then she nodded. “Stay safe, Protector. You’ve given us a little bit of hope for the first time in a long time. Come back to us.” 
 
    Coming from Eve, those words made my eyes water. Just a little. “I promise I will do everything in my power to return.” 
 
    “Saps,” Beat said, though I could tell her eyes had grown misty too. “Don’t worry, I’ll babysit him. Again.” 
 
    I chuckled. I felt instantly better knowing Beat would be by my side. 
 
    “What am I—some kind of leper?” a voice said from without the hut we’d hunkered down in for our clandestine meeting. Lace prowled inside, her tail switching from side to side. “I feel like I never get an invite to these exclusive events.” 
 
    I felt bad. I hadn’t purposely excluded her, or Millania for that matter, but I’d needed input from Beat and Eve before I informed anyone else of the plans. Now that I’d gotten it, however, there was no reason to hide things.  
 
    As it turned out, I never had in the first place, because Lace’s super keen ears had picked up most of it. “You’re not leaving me behind again,” she said before I could get in a single word.  
 
    That was not part of the plan. “I need you here. You’re the most experienced Warrior and we have an entire camp full of newbs.” 
 
    She rolled her sharp, feline eyes. “Riiiight. Now you need me. Last time I checked, you put Beat in charge. I have a better idea: Why don’t you stay here and I’ll lead the dangerous mission. That way I get Leveled-up when I return.” 
 
    I should’ve known. With Lace it was always about what served her the most. “Lace, I’m the Protector and I’ve made my decision.” 
 
    “Try to stop me.” It wasn’t a bad tactic. Beat had used it once and I’d given in. But this time I had a bunch of other Warriors to think about.  
 
    “Please, Lace. I need you to do this. I need you to hold down the camp while I’m gone. Lead the Warriors into battle for as many Blacks as it takes. Protect the wards.” 
 
    Another voice interrupted before Lace could eat my face off. “I’ll do it.” The voice was soft and familiar, but the tone had changed. There was steel in that voice.  
 
    Millania stepped inside, stooping to avoid hitting the top of the frame. She rose back to full height once inside, the ceiling angled to a point. Her willowy form stood before us, her small chest puffed out. She held her trident in her sea-green fingers. I waited for her to speak. I owed her that much for everything she’d done to help our cause.  
 
    “I will fill in as Protector while you are gone,” she started. Apparently Lace wasn’t the only one with keen hearing. How many of the others had been eavesdropping on our not-so-private conversation? I was beginning to regret not telling everyone at once.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but—” 
 
    She cut me off, which was so un-Millania-like it made me really sit up and listen. “I have sat back and been a good soldier,” she said. “Now I want to be an important soldier.” I started to speak, to tell her she already was important, but she stopped me with a raised hand. To be honest, I was shocked at the change in her. She commanded attention. Confidence. Working with the newbs had changed her. Turned her into a leader. I hadn’t been around enough to see the transformation, but I saw it now.  
 
    “When I first arrived here,” she continued, “I went through the motions. This was another misadventure in my meaningless life. I was used to bad things happening. Fighting monsters on a nightly basis? Big deal. I’d been fighting a different kind of monster my entire life.” I was learning more about her from this one monologue than I’d learned in the weeks since she’d arrived and survived the Circle. I wanted to ask her what kinds of monsters she was referring to but knew that was her story to tell if she chose. “But over time, this became my fight, my cause. It matters to me like nothing else ever has.” I understood. She didn’t mean protecting the Three, who she’d had very limited time with. She meant protecting our other Warriors. Still, I could sense she felt the goddesses’ power in her bones the same way I felt it. Without them, this planet would crumble, transforming into a place without anything but monsters and fear. At least now, we had a chance to turn things around. A slim chance, but still.  
 
    “Let me do this,” she said. “Take Lace and Beat with you. The new Warriors are strong, capable. Floot, Guz and Jak are already capable Warriors. And Asfandiar—” 
 
    “You rang?” the Spartacus-like Warrior said as he stepped through the door. I felt like just pushing the hut walls over. They were pointless anyway and I was pretty sure all the new recruits were standing just outside listening through them.  
 
    “Asfandiar is extremely capable,” Millania said. Did the green skin on her cheeks darken slightly or were my eyes playing tricks? Was she…blushing? I had a feeling his ‘capabilities’ involved more than just fighting monsters. He’d only been here a couple days and he was already bedding Millania? I couldn’t judge the guy; I’d done much the same after my arrival. Vrill and I had gotten busy just before my first real Black. 
 
    All eyes shifted to me for a decision. Even Lace looked interested to hear what I had to say, her cat ears angling in my direction.  
 
    Sometimes being leader sucked.  
 
    But this wasn’t one of those times. I was spoiled. I had a plethora of support, more than I probably deserved. “Okay,” I said. “Millania is in charge while we’re gone. Beat, Lace and I leave after the next Black.” 
 
    “And me?” Eve asked, her eyebrows arched. I’d surprised her again, something that was usually hard to do.  
 
    “Bring us Warriors. We have an army to build.”


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    OFFENSIVE 
 
      
 
    It was strange leaving camp again so soon. Each of the past two times I’d left with only one companion. The last time I’d returned alone. Now we were a squad of three—and had one tail more.  
 
    And a fine tail it is, I thought, unable to avert my eyes as Lace took the lead.  
 
    “Stop looking at my ass,” she said, which made me check whether she had eyes in the back of her head.  
 
    Beat chuckled. “Was she talking to you or me?” 
 
    It was comments like that that made me wonder which way my hulked-up wonder woman swung, but at this point I was too embarrassed to ask. I was thinking both ways, which seemed more common than not amongst the females on Tor.  
 
    In any case, the brief moment of levity helped dampen the gravity of our situation. If this mission failed, Airiel was dead. Finished. No more cocoons. Which meant no more leveling up. Well, eventually. Luckily, the sky goddess had had the forethought to create a decent supply, but eventually that would be gone, especially with all the new recruits Eve would be bringing in.  
 
    Without new Warriors, it would be game over.  
 
    So yeah, we had a lot of responsibility resting on our shoulders.  
 
    “Should we sing ‘Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall’ or something?” Beat asked. “Time will go faster, I think.” 
 
    “I think Lace will strangle us before we get to ninety-eight,” I said.  
 
    “I think we can make it to ninety-one, if we sing fast.” 
 
    “You know I can hear you, right?” Lace said without turning around. Her ass twitched back and forth. Which reminded me of something else we could talk about. 
 
    “How’s Jak?” I said.  
 
    “Why are humans so obsessed with relationships?” Lace answered, firing a sidelong glance back at me. 
 
    “Because we’re bored?” Beat suggested.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “We have entire TV shows about this shit. Cameras following rich families around while they get pissed off at each other, make up, et cetera. People eat it up.” 
 
    “Stupid humans,” Lace said. “But I will answer your question if it amuses you. Just like Jak amused me for a while. He is a good lay. But I’ve moved on. Maybe I’ll partake of Jak again at some point, maybe not.” 
 
    She talked about the studly Lri Ay man like he was a type of topping for her pizza.  
 
    “She’s already tapped Ass-Fan,” Beat said. I knew I could always count on her to get me up to speed on all the gossip.  
 
    “Jesus,” I said. “Millania and Lace? Dude works fast.” 
 
    “What is your human expression?” Lace said. “Two egrets with one stone?” 
 
    Close enough. I got the picture. Ass-Fan had himself a threesome. I wasn’t surprised Lace would be into that sort of thing, but Millania? The tall, gilled Warrior was full of surprises these days. “I hope everyone left satisfied,” I said.  
 
    Lace swiveled around and grinned that ravenous grin. “Oh yes,” she purred. “The one you call Ass-Fan is enough man for several women. He makes you seem like a little boy in comparison.” 
 
    I knew she was just trying to get under my skin, but still…I didn’t like Ass-Fan as much anymore. Gods, you’re pathetic, I thought. I wasn’t even the alpha male type and already I was feeling threatened by this Spartacus-looking Warrior. I’m the godsdamned Protector, I reminded myself. So, naturally, I made a joke. “If the guy’s got more than one penis, just come right out and say it,” I said.  
 
    Of course, Lace was pretty quick in the comeback department, almost like she’d been ready. “I can’t say that,” she said. “It just felt like he did.” 
 
    Beat gave me a big smile.  
 
    I flipped her the bird.  
 
    She laughed.  
 
    We walked on, and finally Beat asked the question everyone seemed to have been avoiding for a long time. “What happened to Belle?” 
 
    “Butt-Plug,” I said. 
 
    “Sounds painful.” 
 
    “More like pleasurable.” Oops. That had just slipped out. Telling Beat about the massive orgy in the forest was the equivalent of giving her an entire stockpile of ammo and a dozen assault rifles in mint firing condition.  
 
    “Ooh la la,” she said. “Sounds like your mission was all play with no work.” 
 
    “Very funny.” There was no point in hiding things, so I told her the entire story, from the second we entered the forest to the moment I left alone. Although Lace pretended not to be listening, I could tell from the way her ears angled in my direction that she was.  
 
    When I finished, Beat said, “So you pawned your stalker off on a horny giant and his harem. Creative. You have officially graduated from Stalker 101.” 
 
    I snorted. “It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “I know. I was just being…” 
 
    “Beat?” 
 
    “Something like that. Anyway, sounds like we lost a decent Warrior after all. Sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah.” It did. But maybe we’d also made an ally in the process. It wasn’t like I thought Bu’ploog and his crew would come running from the forest if I called, but perhaps we could convince them to help our cause in another way. It was something to think about. Some other time, I reminded myself. If we didn’t recover Airiel’s heart from the Morgoss, we might run out of time.  
 
    I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    Next, I told them all about what happened with the Syrene.  
 
    “Wait, you’re saying your hammer is now supercharged like Lace’s bow?” Beat asked when I got to that part.  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not sure if the mechanics are the same, but in practice…yes. I guess you could call it supercharged.” 
 
    “Maybe you should’ve added a clause in your deal with the sexy, blood-sucking sirens that they would bless all our weapons with their holy water or whatever. I’ve been in the market for a magical shield and spear for a while.” 
 
    “Apparently it doesn’t work like that.” I told her about my other meeting with the Three, before Airiel got completely comatose.  
 
    “So they’re not hoarding the weapons,” Beat said. “They’re waiting for the right wielders.” 
 
    It was a good way of putting it. Although it still felt like hoarding.  
 
    I told them the rest of the story, all the way up to the point where I saw the smoke and started running back toward camp.  
 
    “Hold up,” Beat said, grabbing my arm. In a gesture that was remarkably tender for the ripped woman, she trailed the pads of her fingers across my neck, lingering on the spot where I knew there were two raised bumps. The spot where the Syrene leader had bitten me. The punctures had sealed before I’d made it back to dry land, and they seemed to be healing well enough.  
 
    Beat was frowning. “What?” I said.  
 
    “Have you looked at yourself in the pond lately?” 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot to do my hair this morning.”  
 
    “I’m serious.” Which was rare enough for Beat that it gave me pause.  
 
    “Been kinda busy. Just tell me what you’re thinking,” I said.  
 
    “It might be nothing, but…there are these little white veins webbing from the punctures. They look like little hairline fractures.” 
 
    It was weird, but I’d been bitten by ancient creatures that were cousins to the Three goddesses we served. “Are they raised?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Probably just part of the healing process,” I said. I knew I was trying to convince myself more than them. In truth, it freaked me out a little. Everything about the Syrene freaked me out.  
 
    Still, as we started off again, even Lace gave me a concerned glance. I shrugged it off. More than likely, I’d be dead long before the Syrene bite turned me into a vampire or something. I changed the subject. “Soooo, what exactly happened while I was gone?” 
 
    “No one died, so that was good.” 
 
    Funny how low our bar was for a good day. Woke up, ate breakfast, no one died…a good day. “How did the newbs handle their onboarding process?” I asked. I said it like we worked in human resources at a big company, where new hires attended mandatory training and had to play ice breakers like Two Truths and a Lie. I wondered whether that was something we should consider…Beat would have a field day with it.  
 
    Beat shrugged. “Not bad all things considered.” I knew what she meant. The shock of arriving on a new planet ruled by monsters. Getting new bodies, almost like a jalopy transformed into a Ferrari. Learning about the Black. “Millania whispered in their ears and then we all held hands and sang Kumbaya. You really missed out. There were even roasted marshmallows. Okay, fine, it was leafrat. Again. But it was still super yum. Way better than the faux moose meat Butt-Plug gave you.” 
 
    It was good to be back in the presence of my person again. She made everything more fun, even deadly missions. “And what about”—it still hurt to even think her name, much less say it out loud—“Vrill and her dragon? You said they came every Black?” 
 
    She nodded. “More like at the very end of the Black. After we were all tired out from fighting monsters. We’d hear the telltale shriek and then the winged bastard would come swooping down and start trying to burn our house down.” 
 
    “But she always left.” She meaning Vrill. We hadn’t exactly been able to check between the dragon’s legs for gender.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could look at it that way. There was something else.” Beat stared straight ahead, cocking her head to the side slightly. “The second time I saw her lift her hand and shove her fingers under one of her collars. She looked like she was in…pain. For those few seconds, the dragon looked confused, like it didn’t know what it was supposed to do.” 
 
    Interesting. “Two collars…” I murmured, my mind ticking over the facts. Somehow Vrill was linked to the dragon. I assumed the collars were like chains tethering her to Annakor and the Morgoss. Maybe one of them was like that. But what if the other one linked her to the dragon? I thought of it as a chain of command in the military. The Morgoss sends orders to Vrill through their link to her. Then she relays the orders onto the dragon.  
 
    But why wouldn’t the Morgoss just bypass the middleman? They could put a collar on the dragon and order it to burn and destroy directly. I puzzled over the question.  
 
    “Tor to Ryder,” Beat said. “Your next shipment of steroids has arrived.” 
 
    I blinked and the questions vanished. Again, things to be considered another time. After we’d returned to camp, triumphant with our latest victory over the Morgoss. Right. If only. 
 
    The bigger issue at this exact moment was what might happen if Vrill and her dragon returned while we were gone. Yes, the new Warriors seemed to be doing pretty well in terms of getting into fighting shape, but that didn’t mean our small force could handle a dragon. All the hard work to refortify the wards could be for naught.  
 
    We needed to find a way to kill the dragon.  
 
    Which, I knew, might mean killing Vrill in the process.  
 
    I didn’t know if I was prepared to do that. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    We might’ve made it to Annakor before the next Black if we’d run the whole way. But then we’d be tired and in need of sleep. Instead, as we did the last time I made this journey, we stopped just as the sun began to slip behind the mountains.  
 
    I remembered with surprising fondness how Beat and I had smeared our skin with troll blood and buried ourselves, an act that had saved us from a pack of hungry hellhounds. Of course, the next morning we’d been attacked by a chittering Maluk’ori horde and would’ve died if Vrill hadn’t showed up at the penultimate moment to kick some serious demon ass.  
 
    Ahh memories.  
 
    This Black had the potential to be far less nostalgic.  
 
    In any case, we stopped, exhausted from hours of walking, and laid down on the harsh terrain. None of us spoke, nibbling on the roasted skewers of leafrat Hunch had provided before we left. Sipping from our water skins. Then we slept so we didn’t have to see the curtain of Black fall over the planet.  
 
    I dreamed. I dreamed of the night Vrill and I were forced to rush from the boulder cave we’d been sheltering in and into the darkness of the Black. I dreamed of the gargat’s claws sinking into me. I dreamed of killing. Surviving.  
 
    I awoke to a rustling sound. Beside me, my magical hammer was glowing, creating a faint circle, like a single spotlight cast by the moon through the cloud cover on a black sea.  
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    I picked up my hammer and shone it around to locate my companions, both of whom slumbered like the dead. Lace’s ears were twitching, picking up the sound, but not enough to infiltrate her rest.  
 
    When we slept in the Black, we relied on the fact that monsters were noisy as hell. It was better than a warning system. But this sound…this was so soft it might’ve been the wind through the foliage. Only there was no wind. Nor foliage.  
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    I tried to locate the direction of the noise, rotating my hammer toward my best guess.  
 
    The leafrat’s eyes shone when the light reflected off its face, but a moment later it was gone, burrowing into the ground and leaving only a plume of greenery sticking straight up into the air. It had gone to ground right beside one of our discarded packs, which is what it had been rummaging through to make the sound.  
 
    I frowned. Deeply. Not because I was troubled by the little rascal’s attempted thievery, but because of its timing. We were still well into the Black, as evidenced by the fact that I couldn’t see a damn thing except by the light of my hammer.  
 
    Leafrats weren’t dumb. They didn’t come out at night, not when the plains were being prowled by a dozen varieties of monsters that didn’t discriminate in their thirst for blood. For some reason, however, this little rodent’s instincts had told him it was safe to come out and poke around.  
 
    No monsters, I thought. Usually, that would be a good thing, and maybe it was.  
 
    But I wasn’t comforted. Not when we were facing an enemy that didn’t seem to do anything by accident. Unless the official Monster Workers Union had gone on strike, this calm before the storm was all a part of the demon taskmasters’ plan. Which involved us all dying.  
 
    Bring it, I thought, lying back down. Either way, it was a reprieve, and we should take advantage of it and get some rest.  
 
    We would need it for what was to come.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    We slept in late. Why not? The Black, for once, had been uneventful and we were less than half a day’s march from the dark mountains standing sentinel before us. I told the others about what I’d seen in the night.  
 
    They both shrugged it off as just another weird thing in a world that was constructed of weird things. I couldn’t disagree. Thinking too much could make one go crazy. Then again, we were all relieved that there hadn’t been any monsters. Not for our sake, but for the others back at camp. They wouldn’t have had to fight without us. Vrill and her dragon also hadn’t come, otherwise we would’ve heard the hunting cry. Another strange, but not unwanted, result. Why look a gift horse in the mouth? 
 
    The leafrat was gone. It hadn’t taken anything because we didn’t really have much. A couple of pots of ooze for emergencies. Water. More leafrat. Apparently the rodents weren’t desperate enough for food that they’d go cannibal on each other.  
 
    After a light breakfast we continued our march. The bronze sun was halfway to its apex, which meant we should reach the foothills of the mountains when it was approximately three quarters of the way from horizon to horizon. Which meant we would enter the dark fortress well before the next Black. Once inside, whether it was day or night on the outside wouldn’t much matter. Not to us anyway. To our fellow Warriors, it might matter a lot. 
 
    I trusted Millania and Eve. They would do whatever it took to ensure we returned to a camp that was safe and happy and, most importantly, alive. 
 
    “You’ve got more white veins,” Beat said, inspecting my neck as we walked.  
 
    “Part of the healing process,” I said, though both of us knew that wasn’t true. If all our plans came to fruition, I would ask the Three about the injury and whether I should be worried. Until then, there was no point in worrying.  
 
    Beat told dirty jokes while we walked. I laughed at every one, because they were funny as hell. Lace pretended to be annoyed at how juvenile we were, but I could tell she found some of them funny, although I suspected she didn’t understand most of them because of various Earthly references.  
 
    “What is this ‘priest’ you talk about?” the cat-woman asked after Beat had told a joke about a priest, a nun and a prostitute who frequented the same bar. Let’s just say it turned out both the priest and the nun had a wild side while the prostitute was more even keel.  
 
    “A spiritual leader in one of Earth’s largest religions,” I said.  
 
    She frowned, and I could tell her cat brain was trying to make sense of the senseless. “I don’t understand,” she finally said. “Why would a holy man do the things in your story?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but to laugh at that. Why did people do half the things they did on Earth? “Because he’s human and prone to idiocy,” I said.  
 
    “Oh!” Lace said, raising a single claw in the air. “Now I get it. That is funny. Humans are idiots!” She said the last with such glee it made me smile. I couldn’t argue with her.  
 
    “Are your people—the Protons—so much smarter?” Beat asked.  
 
    Lace offered an affronted expression. “Of course. We are a very advanced culture. We are natural predators, of course, so the rest of the natives fear us. But we have technology too.” 
 
    “What kind of technology?” I asked, curious now. Tech had always been my thing back on Earth. That and video games and hating my job.  
 
    “We’re not bound by gravity, for one,” she said.  
 
    “So you have planes?” Beat offered.  
 
    “I am not familiar with this term. But if you’re asking if we can fly, the answer is yes. We have these suits that allow us to travel from place to place quickly. If we were on Protos, this mission would’ve been trivial. We’d already be back at camp having wild sex with Ass-Fan.” 
 
    “Uh, pass,” I said, though I was highly impressed that a civilization of cat people could be more technologically advanced than humans. It was pretty ignorant of me, actually.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” Lace said, licking her chops. I think she intended it to be sexy, but in this case the presence of her fangs brought back memories of when the Syrene tried to eat me.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So you’ve got Iron Man suits. That’s awesome. What else?” 
 
    Lace ignored the pop culture reference she couldn’t possibly have understood. “We have many gadgets. Things that can be connected to your brain to enhance all sorts of things, including libido.” 
 
    “So, like, Viagra?” Beat said.  
 
    I chuckled. I’d been thinking the same thing.  
 
    “What is this Viagra?” Lace asked.  
 
    “It, uh, helps dudes that can’t, uh, you know, get it up.” 
 
    Lace looked confused, like the thought of a male who wouldn’t respond to her feminine seductions didn’t make any sense to her. Given the way her loin-bikini hugged her perfect curves it was hard—pun intended—for me to fathom such a thing either.  
 
    “Why are you suddenly turned on?” she asked, glancing down at my one-armed salute.  
 
    Shit. So she’d noticed. Not embarrassing at all. Beat rolled her eyes. “Men,” she said.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” I said, trying to defend myself. “Back on Earth, there was always a risk of an NRB. Here it’s even worse, because the ooze has had an effect on my—” 
 
    “Your anatomy?” Beat suggested.  
 
    “What’s an NRB?” Lace asked.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Beat said.  
 
    “Do you need me to help?” Lace said. She made a suggestive gesture that involved her tongue in the side of her mouth and her paws pretending to move back and forth in front of her face. It didn’t help things at all.  
 
    “No,” Beat and I said at the same time.  
 
    This had officially become the weirdest, most embarrassing, conversation of my life, and that included both of the planets I’d lived on. “Uh, thanks for the offer, Lace,” I said. “But I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She shrugged. “The offer is open, even if you’re only a little boy compared to Asfandiar.” With that, she sped up, leaving us behind.  
 
    “You’re pathetic,” Beat said, faking a punch at my groin. I flinched, as usual.  
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Annakor was exactly the same as I remembered. Though I’d been there not so long ago, it was just as intimidating. The whole narrow path that dropped off to deadly falls on either side with creepy glowing eyes staring up at you thing. The demontorches lighting up the sides of the fortress despite the fact that it was still daylight. Then again, nestled between the shoulders of the mountains, Annakor was bathed in shadows, even during the day. This place probably got about an hour of direct sunlight a day—that was it.  
 
    Regardless of all that, this wasn’t our first rodeo, and we strutted up to the massive door without fear. Or at least so I pretended. In reality, I was shitting myself, remembering the house of horrors the place had been the last time.  
 
    You made your bed… I thought.  
 
    “Should we knock and ask for a cup of sugar?” Beat asked.  
 
    I seemed to recall her making a joke at this exact moment the last time we were here, though I couldn’t recall what it was. Her comedic timing was always impeccable.  
 
    Lace looked at her like she wanted to rip her throat out with her teeth. “How’d you get in the last time?” she asked.  
 
    Now that made me laugh. “We opened the door,” I said, which might’ve sounded sarcastic but wasn’t. To demonstrate, I braced my feet and pushed. The weight of the heavy door fought against me at first, but then groaned and began sliding inward. Beat helped push while Lace supervised like the cat princess she was.   
 
    Like before, we stopped pushing when the door was open wide enough for the largest of us—me—to squeeze through the gap. Also like before, the door shut all on its own once we were inside, the thud reverberating through the ground, into my body, and making my teeth hum.  
 
    That’s where the similarities to my last trip to the demon fortress ended. The chamber I found myself in was completely different. Completely. When I last walked through this door, I found myself in a large stone space with support columns erected at regular intervals. There had been a riddle and a bunch of slithers trying to inject their poison into us and yada yada yada, yours truly had solved it. We’d escaped by the thinnest of margins.  
 
    This time around, the room was like a wildlife sanctuary without the wildlife. At least there was no wildlife so far, for which I was glad. On Tor, wildlife meant the things of nightmares, with blood-dripping fangs and claws that could rip out a heart with a single swipe. This room was almost…pleasant.  
 
    The sound of a burbling brook. Moss lining the floor, a soft carpet under our bare feet. Creeping ivy and other foliage covering the walls. Vines hanging from the ceiling. In place of the columns, godsdamned trees growing from the mossy ground.  
 
    Like I said, it was almost pleasant, if not for the fact that it felt wholly unnatural.  
 
    While Beat and I studied the room, I could tell Lace had the itch to move forward and explore. It was in her nature, and I was fairly certain she didn’t have any concept of video games on her home planet. I reached out and grabbed her arm. “Wait,” I said. “We should—” 
 
    But Lace was Lace; she squirmed out of my grasp and stalked forward. I reacted without thinking, diving forward and colliding with her from behind, knocking her face down onto the moss. “What do you think you’re—” 
 
    The rest of her statement was obliterated by the crash of a massive boulder that slammed into the ground where she’d been a moment earlier. It literally missed my sprawled-out leg and foot by millimeters.  
 
    “You…” Lace said, twisting her head to look back. I was on top of her, her lithe warm body tight against my skin.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Beat said. “He saved your life and all that. We’ll need to keep saving each other’s lives about a hundred more times if we want to walk out of here with all our limbs.” 
 
    “Next time I say something, listen,” I said to Lace. I thought I’d get a sharp rebuke, but this time she nodded, looking slightly pale. Good, I thought. At least we got that out of the way. “That goes for all of us. No instinct should be ignored. If either of you have an idea or a concern, let us all know. We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Thanks coach,” Beat said. It was a fair jab—listening to my speech in my head, it was kind of cheesy. “The only problem: if we lose the big game, we don’t still get to go out for pizza and soda afterwards.” Also a fair point.  
 
    “Then let’s not lose.” 
 
    “Should we put our hands in and do a chant?” 
 
    “What the hell are you two going on about?” Lace asked. “And get the fuck off me.” Ahh, there she is.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m a little afraid to move.” 
 
    “Convenient, considering you’re in perfect position to give it to her from behind,” Beat noted.  
 
    “I—” Shit. The reminder of my…positioning…awakened Little Sam. It was the last thing I needed right now. Damn Protector-Level libido.  
 
    “Here we go again,” Lace said. “You stabbed me.” 
 
    “Want me to make a Protector sandwich?” Beat asked. “Sam gets to be the meat.” 
 
    “Not helping,” I muttered. “Might I remind you both of the precariousness of our situation? You know, the boulders falling from the ceiling.” 
 
    “Boulder—singular,” Beat said. “C’mon, what are the chances that another giant—” 
 
    She must’ve moved forward because the end of her sentence was replaced with a high-pitched yelp followed by another slam and the sound of shattering rock. On either side of Lace and I, crumbling rocks skittered across the mossy terrain.  
 
    “Okay, you were right,” Beat called. “Boulders. Plural.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” I reminded everyone.  
 
    “Great,” Lace said. “Feeling a little crushed here. Can you at least lift your body up a little to take some of your weight off my spine?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was triggering the falling rocks, but I assumed it wasn’t our motion itself. More likely where we stepped. Classic video game traps triggered by walking on certain portions of the ground.  
 
    I lifted my torso up slightly. To my surprise, Lace’s ass moved up with me, remaining flush with my groin. “Better,” she said.  
 
    At least my erection had vanished after the second boulder almost squashed my best friend. It seemed to come and go at a pace equivalent to that of a racecar doing laps on a track. I really didn’t have time for a romp right now. Not when the climax might result in both big and little Sam getting smooshed (that’s another technical Warrior term, in case you were wondering).  
 
    My gamer mind considered the situation. The moss was the problem. It was hiding the floor, which might hold a clue to what was triggering the traps. “Beat,” I said. “Can you pull away any of the moss without putting pressure on the floor itself?” 
 
    “I think so,” Beat said. There was silence for a few moments. Lace shifted under me, her tight ass rubbing against my midsection.  
 
    “Progress update?” I asked Beat.  
 
    Beat said, “I managed to uproot about three square feet of moss.” 
 
    “And?” I asked.  
 
    “Checkers,” she said.  
 
    “What?” Lace asked, but I immediately understood.  
 
    The floor was tiled squares, some one color and some another. Stepping on the wrong squares meant you got concussed by a falling boulder. Stepping on the right squares meant you could live to take another step. Easy enough.  
 
    “Which color set off the traps?” I asked.  
 
    That’s when Beat threw a curveball in the dirt rather than what should’ve been an underhand lob down the middle. “Both,” she said.  
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    “Both?” I confirmed, incredulous. I don’t know why I assumed the Morgoss would fight fair, but this was madness on a whole other level. A patterned floor but a trap system that was completely random? What chance did we have? 
 
    “We’ll just have to run for it,” Lace said. She’d pushed to her feet and tugged her bottoms over her ass, careful to stay within the bounds of where we’d been lying. I did the same, repositioning myself beneath my loincloth.  
 
    “Bad idea,” I said. “You might make it, but we’ll be crushed behind you.” 
 
    “Not if we take turns,” Beat suggested. “Lace is quick enough to get across. She can set off all the traps and then we can follow in her path after she’s on the other side.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Won’t work. There will be a bunch of big boulders in the way and we’ll need to take a more roundabout path.” There had to be a pattern, even if it wasn’t as simple as the colors of the tiles. The only problem was that we would need to rip up all the moss and then test the traps until we figured it out. That could take hours and would still risk one of us getting crushed.  
 
    “Not necessarily,” Beat said, washing away my pessimism. “If we stay on a straight path between each boulder, we should be okay.” 
 
    “And then what? Climb over them?” I wasn’t shooting down her plan, which was sounding better and better, just trying to make the whole thing clear in my head.  
 
    Beat eyed the boulders. “We could, but it might take a while. I was thinking we just skirt the edges, keeping our bodies flush with the stone. Even if we trigger another boulder, we’ll be partially protected by the boulders that have already fallen.” 
 
    That made sense, though it was still dangerous. Then again, this fortress was full of dangers. Avoiding all of them was impossible. We just needed to choose which risks were worth taking. And I thought this was one of them. “Okay. Are we all in agreement?”  
 
    Lace nodded, her ears twitching with anticipation. She turned, bending her knees and crouching in a runner’s starting position. In my head, a silent gun went off and she accelerated forward, her clawed feet giving her plenty of traction as she did her best impression of Usain Bolt. In truth, she was faster than the Olympian, and would easily win gold in any of the sprinting events.  
 
    I watched the ceiling. Holy shit. The boulders dropped through large gaps in the stone ceiling, one after another, like a bomber’s payload over its target. I avoided the urge to shout a warning as I didn’t want to distract Lace from running full speed ahead. If the ground was really what was triggering the boulders, her speed would ensure she wasn’t hit.  
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! One after another they hit, scattering rock shrapnel in all directions, some of the stones breaking off in sharp pieces that sunk into the moss. We would have to be careful not to step on them with our bare feet when we followed.  
 
    The dust settled and there was silence. The boulders blocked our view of the opposite side of the room. “Lace?” I said.  
 
    “Meow,” she said, which was unexpected. It seemed like such a childish response from a fierce woman like Lace, but I was quickly learning she had a silly side to her, one she’d hidden well.  
 
    “Is there a door somewhere?” I asked.  
 
    A rustling sound, movement of foliage against stone. And then: “Yes. Beneath the ivy. Let me try to open it.” A creaking sound was all the confirmation we needed. “We’re good to go.” 
 
    “Can you walk or are you too tender between your legs?” Beat asked. She said it lightly, casually. She was good at keeping a straight face.  
 
    “Har har,” I said, though I’d expected the jokes to fly my way eventually. “I’m fine. You first.” 
 
    “So you can take me from behind like you do with all the women? Or do you need a minute to recover?” 
 
    Truthfully, my leveled-up body would have no trouble performing again. Which was crazy. But she was obviously joking and I was more than ready to get out of this deathtrap of a room. “Yes. No. I’ll go first.” 
 
    “How chivalrous.” Beat slapped me on the ass and shoved me forward.  
 
    I tiptoed across the moss, pressing my feet onto the telltale depressions where Lace’s much smaller, lighter feet had traveled. One wrong step and I might set off another boulder the cat-woman had missed.  
 
    I made it to the first boulder, my heart pounding. I looked up, considering again whether climbing was the better option. Both Beat and I were decent climbers, but the boulders bulged out on the side, which would turn gravity against us. One false move and we’d fall. Then all bets were off.  
 
    I stuck to the plan, edging around the boulder, trying to keep my feet as close to the stone base as possible… 
 
    It worked. I repositioned myself in the center of the boulder on the opposite side, where I spotted Lace’s footprints. I took a moment to call back to Beat. “You can come over.” Then I made another careful trek to the second boulder without incident. Beat’s plan was a good one and I was pulling it off without a hitch. I looked back to find her already around the boulder, waiting for me to get out of the way.  
 
    Good. Very good. Going around the right side of the boulder had worked well the last time, so I followed the same route, hugging the stone with both my arms extended.  
 
    I was halfway around when Lace shouted a warning.  
 
    I was in an awkward position and didn’t have enough momentum to shove in any direction except down. I landed flat on my stomach and had the presence of mind to roll flush against the bottom of the boulder, tucking my head beneath my arms just as another boulder crashed into the one above me, making a raucous sound that reminded me of the time I’d witnessed a car crash.  
 
    Stone hail rained down over the parts of my body that weren’t covered by the boulder’s bulge, leaving bruises behind. Somewhere to the rear, Beat shouted something that I couldn’t understand but which I got the gist of from her urgent tone of voice. Get the hell out of there. 
 
    I shoved onto knees and elbows, ignoring a flash of pain as the back of my head glanced off of stone. I scrambled forward like a soldier on an obstacle course during the first week of basic training, crawling around the edge of the boulder and into the next “safe” zone. Behind me, I heard another crash. Then another.  
 
    I looked back, eyes wide.  
 
    The combination of Lace’s and Beat’s warnings had saved my life.  
 
    Where I’d stood and then hunkered down, a huge column of rock now stood, having broken off from the original boulder when the other one had smashed into it from above.  
 
    A wall of rock stood between me and Beat.  
 
    “You all right?” she called. It was just like her to worry about me when I was closer to the finish line than her.  
 
    “I’m good. Thanks. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I think going up might work better in this instance,” she said.  
 
    I eyed the two boulders, which looked like conjoined twins. There was a lower point between them, a dip between their two heads. I was guessing that was what she was referring to.  
 
    “It could work. But you can’t fall.” 
 
    “Really? I was planning on falling, getting back up falling again…” 
 
    I deserved that. It was an obvious warning. She stopped talking and I heard heavy exhalations and a few grunts. Then her face appeared in the space between the boulders, grinning. Her shield was strapped to her back, making her look like an oversized turtle. Her spear was gripped in one hand while she climbed with the other. “I didn’t fall, daddy,” she said. “Aren’t you proud of me?” 
 
    I didn’t mind being mocked, not if it meant Beat was alright. Then again, we were only barely past the halfway point. “You did good,” I said.  
 
    She beamed dramatically, sliding down the opposite side to land beside me, shield rattling. “Want me to go first this time?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She made her way to the opposite side and then skirted the edge of the final boulder, choosing to go left. I watched the ceiling for any sign of another massive chunk of rock, but the dark holes just stared back at me like giant dead eyes. “You good?” I asked, when I didn’t hear anything more from Beat.  
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Why did she sound so uncertain? 
 
    I shrugged and gave chase, being extra cautious considering what happened the last time. I took the same proven leftward route around the boulder as Beat. When I made it to the other side, I realized why Beat had sounded strange when she’d responded.  
 
    Lace was gone.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    “The fuck?” Beat said, peering through the open door. “Why would she go ahead without us?” 
 
    The answer: she wouldn’t. Lace could be arrogant to a fault, but she wasn’t stupid. “The last time we lost a companion in here it wasn’t by choice,” I reminded her. Dammit. I should’ve been more careful. Should’ve stayed closer to my allies. Dammit. 
 
    That cold, creeping feeling seeped into my bloodstream like it had the last time, with Vrill. Back then, I had been naïve, inexperienced. Now I was supposed to be the Protector.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, when Beat didn’t reply. “We can’t dwell on it. For all we know, she’s in trouble in the next room.” 
 
    She wasn’t in trouble. Quite the opposite. The sinking feeling of failure vanished as soon as I stepped into the room lit by demontorches that burned only dark red, giving the room a shadowy, sultry look. The sounds of extreme pleasure arose from every corner, where soft pads had been piled up. It was in one such corner that I could just make out Lace, her head thrown back in ecstasy, her hands massaging her own breasts as she moaned.  
 
    What…the actual…fuck? 
 
    I peered through the dim lighting, trying to make out the other creatures in the room. They were female, that was for damn sure, but clearly not human. Their eyes were bright colors—pinks and yellows and oranges, matching their lips. They were goddess-like, with firm, strong bodies that could’ve been modeled into sculptures. They wore scant, see-through clothing in various stages of undress. Gods, how they moved. That’s when I noticed their wings. Unlike Airiel’s, the wings of these creatures were small, cute, beating fast to assist them in their movements as they groped and kissed each other.  
 
    They were faeries.  
 
    Unlike the Syrene, who I’d been attracted to even though I knew they were dangerous, these faeries were attractive in an entirely different way. Their expressions were light and whimsical even in the throes of passion. Everything I knew about faeries from fiction, however, made me want to run from the room screaming. Of course, I didn’t do that. I stepped forward instead.  
 
    Which is when I realized Beat had done the same, which was very unlike her.  
 
    “Beat?” I said. 
 
    “I tried to go backward,” she said. “My legs had other ideas.” 
 
    Shit. We were being controlled, somehow. The magic of these faeries. The allure of the pleasure unfolding before our very eyes. The definition of instant gratification.  
 
    We stepped forward again, in lockstep.  
 
    Three of the faeries noticed us, peeling themselves apart from the tangle of arms and legs they’d created. One had pink lips and eyes while the other two had turquoise blue. Their lips opened and they offered half smiles, biting their bottom lips. Their tongues flashed out. Each motion was perfectly synchronized, like they were mirror images of each other. It was weird as hell, but also attractive.  
 
    I wanted to run like hell and never come back.  
 
    I wanted to stay here for the rest of time.  
 
    It was the latter thought that unnerved me, because I couldn’t. Somewhere in the back of my mind, a soft voice asked, Why not? 
 
    One of the faeries headed for Beat, while the other two broke away and circled me. The pink-eyed one ran a dainty hand across my chest as she curled around behind me. Her hands were so soft, her eyes mesmerizing. I tracked her the whole way, until my head couldn’t go any further without twisting off my neck. The other faery appeared, heading in the other direction, her own fingers tracing a cool line on my shoulder and chest. 
 
    She stopped.  
 
    Lace’s pleasure-filled scream bit into my ears.  
 
    My mouth watered.  
 
    The blue-eyed faery kissed me, her tongue like a live firecracker in my mouth.  
 
    I tried to pull away—not that I wanted to, but because we weren’t here for this—but my body wouldn’t obey. I closed my eyes as I felt the pink-eyed faery’s body rub against me from behind, her taut breasts pressing against my back. I could feel the points of her nipples on my skin.  
 
    My eyes flashed open and I commanded myself to Run! 
 
    My body twitched, but didn’t obey, the faery’s tongue still in my mouth. She tasted like flowers smelled after a light rain. Her fingers were like warm wind on my skin, feeling every hard muscle. My chest, my abs, and then lower, slipping beneath my loincloth.  
 
    My chin lifted as she touched me, her mouth finding my neck, her tongue teasing me, drawing circles on my skin. Lines. Angles. Lower and lower.  
 
    The pink-eyed faery appeared, sliding in beside the other one, following her lead.  
 
    Lower, lower… 
 
    My loincloth was twisted askew by the smoothest, softest fingers I’d ever felt. I was rock hard, my erection aching with desire. I looked down. The faeries were both naked, their wings fluttering. They began to lick, starting with the tip and running all the way up the shaft. Their tongues touched each other from time to time, and I was forced to close my eyes or explode too soon.  
 
    I felt it coming, the climax.  
 
    I tried to fight it off, but it was a hurricane ripping through me.  
 
    What the… 
 
    It didn’t come. I didn’t come.  
 
    Before coming to Tor, I wasn’t the most…experienced…guy, but I still knew my own limits. My leveled-up body had taken those limits and pushed them to crazy heights, but they were still there. Even the tallest building in the world had a roof.  
 
    Not anymore. Here, in this room with these gorgeous creatures from every male fantasy, I had no roof. My building extended into the clouds, into the stratosphere. I could live in the penultimate moment before the top, always reaching but never quite achieving the feeling I couldn’t help but to crave.  
 
    I wanted to live here so badly.  
 
    Another faery appeared, this one with emerald-green eyes that drank me in. She kissed me on the lips and said, “Touch me,” in a voice that would’ve given her a very successful career in the phone sex industry. Still, her voice didn’t compare to her body, which was perfection, her silky dress flowing over her toga-style, angled across her chest and leaving one breast naked to the eye while the other was obscured slightly by the thin material.  
 
    I touched her, my hands roaming over her skin as she kissed my lips. Then she started to move higher, her wings beating furiously behind her. I craned my neck to try to keep kissing her, but as she slid higher, I tasted her neck and then her exposed breast, my tongue flicking at her nipple.  
 
    Her translucent dress fell away. I grasped both of her breasts at once, my mouth taking turns in equal measure. Above me, she made sounds of pleasure, which only spurred me on more. I was still at that ninety-ninth percentile of pleasure, my body unwilling to tip over the edge even as the two faeries took turns sucking my hard penis, tasting every inch.  
 
    They grew more vigorous and I swear to the goddesses I was at 99.9999999%, dangling there, each additional nine bringing me ever closer to the thing I wanted more than anything…  
 
    Whatthefuckareyoudoing? my mind said in a rush, as if it had only had one second to get out the entire thought before being obliterated by some unseen force.  
 
    What was I doing?  
 
    Enjoying myself, obviously. But why was I here?  
 
    An even scarier question played in my mind: Who am I? 
 
    My name—I couldn’t remember my name.  
 
    I groaned as the faeries moved. One was still sucking while the other had maneuvered around to my back once more, rubbing against me, flesh on flesh, her shaven vagina pressed against my ass.  
 
    The flying green-eyed faery rose higher, my tongue tracking a line from her breasts to her flat stomach and bellybutton, further… 
 
    There was no hair, not even the remnants of what had once been. As smooth as ice, but warm and alive.  
 
    I wanted to taste every part of this creature, even as others like her were tasting me.  
 
    That’s when I spotted Beat in my peripheral vision.  
 
    Her muscles were rippling as she moved against three gorgeous faeries of her own. Her head was thrown back, her mouth partly open. She looked so unlike her normal self that it unnerved me. Not because she was enjoying sex, which she deserved to do as much as anyone, but because she seemed to have complete lack of control.  
 
    That, more than anything, cut through the fog that had descended over my mind the moment I’d laid eyes on the seductresses in this room.  
 
    I remembered who I was: Protector Sam Ryder. 
 
    I remembered why I was here: to save Airiel’s life.  
 
    I remember where here was: Annakor, the demon fortress.  
 
    The latter meant that these faeries, as desirable and beautiful as they were, were somehow in league with the Morgoss. Perhaps they were unwitting pawns, or being controlled like sex slaves the same way Vrill was being controlled except without the collars, but one thing was true: 
 
    If we didn’t leave now, we might never leave.  
 
    It took all my strength—mental and physical—but I did it. I shoved the flying faery away from me, even as I had the desire to stick out my tongue and taste her lower set of lips.  
 
    Her wings prevented her from coming crashing down, but I could immediately see the look of surprise on her face. It wasn’t unlike the shock I’d given the Syrene when I’d rejected their advances back at their magical pool in the middle of the lake. Her next reaction, however, was different.  
 
    She didn’t bare fangs and show me her true colors. Because I was already seeing her true colors. She wanted me every bit as I wanted her. Fully naked, she flew back toward me, biting her bottom lip in that way that made me go crazy. She touched herself between her legs too.  
 
    Soo not helping.  
 
    They were sex slaves then. I still had the desire to give into their every touch, especially because one continued to work on me down below and another from behind, grinding against me, but I’d crossed a line and I refused to fall back behind it.  
 
    I didn’t want to hurt these poor, beautiful creatures, but I had to get them away from me. I backed up quickly, which dislodged the one in front from my cock, and knocked the one grinding against my ass to the floor. The one flying toward me continued to close in, but I stopped and dove forward beneath her, grabbing my hammer—when had I even dropped it? I couldn’t remember—from the ground.  
 
    I rose to my feet in a single motion, darting left toward Beat, whose eyes were closed, lost in the pleasure. One faery was flying upside down, kissing her. Another was caressing her muscular body from behind. And the third was eating her out.  
 
    I found it odd that I was the one rescuing her from sex rather than the other way around, considering our histories. Perhaps sex was like alcohol, and all my…activities since I’d arrived on this planet were finally paying off, my tolerance built up enough to resist the pull if and when I needed to.  
 
    I grabbed the faery on her back and shoved her away. The one between her legs was easily knocked aside with a prod of my foot, and the hovering one required a quick shove.  
 
    These faeries were not the warrior kind. They didn’t want anything but to pleasure us as we pleasured them.  
 
    It was sad that their lives were boiled down to this one thing, as erotic as the concept was.  
 
    Beat tried to hit me, catching me completely by surprise. Luckily, I was quick enough to flinch back and her powerful punch only glanced off my jaw. Even still, it hurt like hell. So I did the obvious thing when facing a half-naked best friend addicted to faery sex.  
 
    I slapped her.  
 
    I slapped her fucking hard.  
 
    So hard that her head snapped around and then rebounded back to face me, her eyes blazing with a fire that made me want to cheer even as she said, “You must have a fucking death wish, Ryder.”  
 
    Yay. My Beat was back.  
 
    “And you can kill me just as soon as we grab Lace and get the fuck out of this room.” 
 
    She started at that, her head flinching back and forth as if awakening from a strange dream. We were surrounded by neon-eyed faeries wearing next to nothing. The way they moved toward us was almost magnetic, and we were the metal. “Holy shit,” Beat said, which summed up my thoughts nicely.  
 
    I spotted a door on one of the walls, the one near where Lace continued to get it on with two other faeries, one of which she was scissoring with, their hips locked together as they gyrated.  
 
    The weirdest thing about the door, however, was that it was partly open. Not on the side, like a normal door, but at the bottom. It was open about a foot, perhaps just enough for someone as slender and catlike as Lace to slide through. Beat and I would get stuck if we attempted such a maneuver.  
 
    Beat was staring at the same thing, shoving one of the relentless faeries as she tried to kiss her ear. Another was reaching for my dick, but I held her off with a hand, my arm long enough to keep her at bay. We were about to be overrun by sex-starved faeries. Again.  
 
    “It’s fluttering,” Beat said.  
 
    At first, I didn’t understand what she meant, thinking she was referring to the faeries’ wings, which were, indeed, fluttering. But she was looking at the part-open door. It was moving up and down slightly. I glanced at Lace, who was thrusting her hips, then back at the door.  
 
    The instant revelation was more unexpected than anything I’d seen in this madhouse. The door seemed to be opening and closing in sync with Lace’s thrusts. Somehow the door was tied to her level of pleasure.  
 
    “We have to fuck to get out,” I said. There was nothing for it. I led Beat toward Lace, so that when the door did open, we would be as close as possible.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Beat and I were careful to face away from each other on the padded area Lace currently occupied. Seeing a friend have sex was an instant turn off. And we both needed to stay turned on if we were going to escape this room. I didn’t mind being in view of Lace, who had been a friend with benefits for a while now.  
 
    This time, when the faeries came for us, we didn’t refuse their advances. But I also guarded my mind, and I was certain Beat was doing the same thing. We needed to enjoy ourselves without getting lost in the pleasure. Having the door open all the way only to find ourselves unwilling to leave would be a travesty of epic proportions.  
 
    I watched as Lace and the faery she was scissoring with changed positions, twisting around into a classic 69, their breasts rubbing against each other as they passed by. Then they got to work taking their pleasure to a new level.  
 
    I hardened instantaneously, just in time for one of the approaching faeries to fly overhead and turn herself around. She lowered herself, the curves of her gorgeous hips and ass pressing onto me. And then I entered her.  
 
    She rode me reverse cowgirl style, her body like a crashing wave with me as the shoreline. The current flowed her out and then crash! Each crash sent shivers of pleasure through me. Another faery chose to sit on my face and I probed at her with my tongue. The entire time I fought against falling over that line that led into a pit of oblivion.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I watched the door.  
 
    It was halfway open now. Our absurd have-more-sex plan was actually working.  
 
    Encouraged by the sight of the open door, I licked harder and simultaneously reached out to grab the hips of the faerie that was riding me. My touch seemed to spur her on more and she thrust harder, harder, pushing me closer to the point that was 0.0001% short of the finish line.  
 
    Holy holy holy.  
 
    I felt a third faery down there, her tongue working its way into the tiniest space that separated the riding faery and me. The added lubrication made my mind start to spin. I fought against it, telling myself You’re a Warrior, the Protector, Level 3, the goddesses need you, they need you they— 
 
    I made a sound from deep within my throat as the symphony I’d become a part of reached a crescendo, and yet still not enough to end the concert completely.  
 
    The door had risen three-quarters of the way to the top. Lace had switched positions again, on her knees with two other faeries, their tongues and breasts pressing together as their fingers probed lower, moving in and out of each other.  
 
    The door moved higher still, until it vanished into the top of the frame.  
 
    The way was clear.  
 
    But holy goddesses, I didn’t want to leave now, not when I was so close to feeling something that I was pretty sure no mortal had ever felt before the release to end all releases.  
 
    Plus, there was that little problem I’d known about for a while now. How fast would the door drop once we stopped…uh…thrusting?  
 
    I continued to eye the door, unable to move because of the humming sensation buzzing through my nether region and brain, connected by blood and chemicals and nerve endings. I was falling back over the line, bit by bit. If I fell too far, pulling myself back would be impossible.  
 
    “Ryder,” Beat said, her voice straining due to her own mental battle between logic and pleasure.  
 
    “I know, Beat. We gotta go-ohh!” My last word was higher pitched than the others and tapered into a groan as the faery doubled down, increasing the speed of her rodeo ride.  
 
    “Not. Sure. If. I. Can,” Beat said. Each word was a fight for her now, one she was beginning to lose.  
 
    “Yes, you can. You’re the baddest ass chick I’ve ever met in my life. These faeries effed with the wrong woman. On my count.” I hesitated, because one of the faeries was looking at me now. She was on her knees on the padded area, one hand touching herself between her legs and the other on her breast. The expression on her face was sad and confused. It said one thing to me: 
 
    Take me with you. 
 
    And then it was gone as she felt something that threw her head back and made her gasp with delight. When her chin dropped and she focused on me again there was only desire in her expression. On hands and knees, she crawled toward me, and I could sense the things she wanted to do to me. 
 
    “One,” I managed to croak.  
 
    “Faster,” Beat said, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or the faeries she was locked with.  
 
    “Two,” I said. The faery was right in front of me now, one of her breasts pressing against my mouth. My tongue fought to escape my lips, to partake of this lovely creature. “I’ll grab Lace,” I said, my lips brushing against her nipple, which stood hard and erect.  
 
    “Agreed,” Beat said, which told me just how close she was to losing herself in this room. Normally she’d be the one volunteering for the most dangerous shit.  
 
    The faery in front of me reared up like a cobra, her wings fluttering, her smooth skin skating past my mouth, leading straight to the promised land.  
 
    I was ninety-nine percent gone. I could feel it in my bones, including the one inside the other faery, who continued to ride me like a bucking bronco.  
 
    But I had that one percent left. It had to be enough. It was enough.  
 
    “Three!” I shouted. 
 
    Feeling horrible and regretful even as I did it, I threw the faery aside. Another was on my left, trying to get to me, but I was already moving, reaching forward to grip the rider’s ass and lift her up. She slid off me and I moaned with pleasure and desire.  
 
    No, I thought. This is a prison. 
 
    I had the presence of mind to glance toward the door, which had begun to close the instant the faeries weren’t touching me. It started to drop faster, presumably because Beat had also dislodged her partners.  
 
    We were moving too slow, but I knew we could still make it if we ran. Beat and I could make it. 
 
    But not Lace, who continued to tongue kiss and fondle two other faeries, a circle of sex.  
 
    I’d left an ally behind once more before in Vrill. Now she was forced to work for the Morgoss, resisting in her own strong way but paying the price in the form of daily torture that left her scarred.  
 
    I wouldn’t leave someone else behind.  
 
    “Buy me some time!” I shouted to Beat, who had already rolled off the pad, trying to simultaneously readjust her loin bikini, which was twisted and askew. She nodded and bolted for the door, slapping away the faery hands that reached for her.  
 
    I crawled over to Lace, ignoring the soft hands that ran down my back and ass. I stuck my hands right in the thick of the orgy, alternating between the desire to break them up or join them. “Arrr,” I growled, fighting off the latter thought and shoving the two faeries away with each hand.  
 
    Lace, looking bewildered as she kissed at the air, her tongue flashing out, turned toward me. Her confused expression morphed, flashing with anger. She hissed, baring her fangs, and then slashed at me, claws out.  
 
    I snapped my head back, barely avoiding the blow as her claws whistled past. I could try to slap some sense into her, but we didn’t have time. In my peripheral vision I could see that Beat had reached the door and was now standing between the frame, her arms out as if she was holding a weighted bar on her shoulders at the gym. The door was pressing down against her as she shoved against it.  
 
    Buying me some time, as she’d promised.  
 
    I lowered my head and barreled into Lace, grabbing her around the waist and throwing her over my shoulder like a carpet. I shoved off the pad, slipping away from the multiple sets of hands that tried to pull me back down.  
 
    Pain flashed down my back as Lace clawed at my skin.  
 
    I ignored it, running right at Beat, whose jaw was set, a growl emerging from between her grinding teeth. Her muscles were bulging. Despite all her efforts, however, her back was slowly bowing, her legs forced to bend. The door was halfway to the floor, threatening to crush Beat in the process.  
 
    The smart thing to do was to ram right into Beat, sending all three of us safely into the next room so the door could slam behind us, forming a barrier from all that temptation.  
 
    But in the back of my mind I knew we were missing something.  
 
    Weapons. I’d dropped my hammer somewhere and Beat her spear. At least Beat’s shield was strapped to her back still. Similarly, Lace’s bow and arrows were on her back, rattling as I ran with her clawing me.  
 
    I reached Beat and said, “Gimme three seconds.” Then I slung Lace off my shoulder and tossed her through the gap between Beat’s underarm and her wide stance.  
 
    “Hurry!” Beat snapped, but it was unnecessary. I’d already flung myself back the other way, slapping aside a faery that reached for my groin. I spotted the glow of my hammer, which, fortuitously, was resting on the floor right beside Beat’s spear.  
 
    I grabbed the weapons in one swift motion, cut back the other way, dodging both flying and running and very naked faeries. This time, I took advantage of my original plan. Beat was faltering, her knees bent too far, her back on the verge of breaking. Her face was red with effort as she roared like a lion.  
 
    I dove, smashing into her and sending her flying backward.  
 
    The door slammed behind us.  
 
    We were safe. 
 
    Stairs led upward into the dark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
    CAN WE GO BACK TO THE SEX ROOM? 
 
      
 
    Lace wasn’t angry anymore. Quite the opposite. Sitting on the ground with her arms on her knees, she looked…ashamed. Even her tail was drooped, curling around her body. I knew why. She wasn’t used to needing help of any kind. She’d been lost in that room, past the point of no return. It was only Beat and my efforts that had dragged her back from the abyss.  
 
    I could only see her because the pure white light from my glowing hammer had intensified, casting a halo that seemed to wrap around the three of us. 
 
    “You would’ve done the same for us,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder, which was bare. At least she’d managed to fix her loin bikini to cover herself. She deserved that much dignity.  
 
    She shrugged my hand away from her. “No,” she said. “I wouldn’t have. If I had been the one to keep my head, I would’ve left you both.” 
 
    It was a major thing to admit. For a second, I thought she was being too hard on herself, but then I realized it was the truth. She would’ve left us to spend the rest of our days in oblivion.  
 
    I didn’t know how I felt about that, but this wasn’t the time or place to explore complex feelings.  
 
    Beat, however, had something to say. “You bitch,” she said.  
 
    Lace took the hit, casting her eyes to the ground.  
 
    I looked at Beat, trying to send my thoughts her way. We couldn’t divide ourselves now. We needed Lace’s help if we had any chance of finishing this mission.  
 
    I could see the anger roiling beneath the surface of her skin. But then, in a flash, it vanished. She rolled her eyes. “Listen, Lace. You can be a real selfish jerk sometimes, and arrogant to a fault, and downright nast—” 
 
    “Beat,” I said. 
 
    “Anyway…” Beat continued. “You’re one of us. You’re a fucking Warrior. Probably the best we have. So maybe you wouldn’t have saved us back there—so what? It’s not about what you would’ve done before, it’s about what you will do in the future.” 
 
    Lace’s chin lifted and she met Beat’s eyes, then mine. She looked even more confused than she’d looked when I’d first shoved the faeries away from her. It struck me that I knew so little about Lace’s life before Tor. We were outcasts, all of us. She’d erected a fuck-you barrier between her and everything else in this world, and perhaps the world she’d been a part of before too, but that didn’t mean it needed to define her.  
 
    She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “In the future, I will defend both of you to the death. I will never leave you behind if there’s a chance to save you.” Gods, the naked truth in her voice… It was even more beautiful than she was on the outside. Maybe she still had a barrier—maybe that was what she needed to survive—but she’d lowered it just enough for us that we could peek over and see the real Lace. Vulnerable. Chewed up and spit out more than once in her life. But still strong. She was one of us. And we’d finally earned her loyalty.  
 
    “Good enough for me,” Beat said. “But you’re still a bitch.” This time, her tone was light, and Lace grinned a catlike grin.  
 
    “Right back at you,” she said.  
 
    We stood as one, facing the staircase ascending into the dark. The rise was steep as hell, each step the equivalent of three or four ‘normal’ ones. Some were crumbling and broken, weathered by time. They curved up and away, vanishing into the shadows.  
 
    “I’ve heard of this place,” Lace said.  
 
    “What?” Beat and I said at the same time. “You have?” I said. “How?” 
 
    “How quickly you forget that I’ve been here for much longer than you have. You may be Protector, but leveling up doesn’t add experience to your history.” She was right. I might’ve forgotten that she was the seasoned veteran, not me.  
 
    “Tell us,” Beat urged.  
 
    “They’re known as the Thousand,” Lace said, “though no one has actually counted them. Supposedly they go all the way to the top of the tower. The summit of Annakor.” 
 
    Which, of course, was exactly where we needed to go. 
 
    “Has anyone ever tried to ascend to the top?” I asked.  
 
    Lace shrugged. “There were rumors of Seekers who’d bragged about making it partway. Others had set out with the goal of climbing to the top, but they never returned.” 
 
    If Vrill was one of those Seekers, she’d never mentioned it to me. Then again, she’d been here a long time and I hadn’t exactly requested an accounting of every day she’d spent on Tor.  
 
    “I’ll look for the Wonka-vator,” Beat said, grabbing for my hammer. The moment her fingers touched the shaft, sparks flew and she withdrew. “Damn,” she said. “Didn’t know your weapon had a security system.” She sucked on her fingers as if they’d been burned.  
 
    I stared at my glowing hammer. “Neither did I. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Beat said, though I could tell she was hurting, sucking in a sharp breath.  
 
    “If either of you want to turn back…” I said. Even though I already knew what their responses would be, I had to ask.  
 
    Beat said, “Shut the fuck up, asshole.” 
 
    Lace just growled.  
 
    Yep. As expected. “I’ll lead the way then,” I said, holding my hammer in front of me and slightly upwards. “Stay close.” 
 
    “Yes, daddy,” Beat said.  
 
    We started up the narrow steps, single file. It was slow going at first, partly because the stone kept crumbling under our feet and we had to be careful to place each step carefully, and partly because the staircase had more twists and turns than a murder mystery novel.  
 
    Soon, however, the darkness began to dissipate, and we became less reliant on the glow from my hammer. Windows passed by on one side intermittently, providing a view of the mountain range. The steep terrain was blanketed with shadows, but it was clear the Black was yet to arrive. The windows were frequent enough to provide lighting for the Thousand steps, which meant we could move somewhat faster. 
 
    Which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Even with my Level 3 body, my calves and quads were burning already and I was huffing and puffing enough to blow the three little pigs’ house down twice over.  
 
    Lace seemed unaffected by the climb, eventually passing me, her tail batting across my face playfully. “Oops,” she said. “Sorry. Hard to control her sometimes.” I could tell from her poor attempt at hiding her smile that she’d done it on purpose.  
 
    Beat said, “Hey, who’s counting the steps?” 
 
    I’d started out with every intention of keeping a tally for future reference but stopped at around three hundred. I suspected the number of steps changed from time to time anyways, just like the rooms.  
 
    “Ninety,” Lace said at the same time as I said, “Three thousand.” Yeah, some help we were. 
 
    “Thanks,” Beat said. “I’ve got four-sixty. Sixty-one. Sixty-two…” At least one of us was taking this seriously.  
 
    We passed another window, which was basically just a square hole in the stone walls. The mountains were growing darker. Was the next Black approaching already? 
 
    When we reached the next window, my fears were confirmed. It was definitely darker again, which made my hammer’s glow appear brighter. Lace recognized the same thing and had stopped to wait for me to catch up.  
 
    I paused to catch my breath.  
 
    Beat, also breathing heavily, said, “Five hundred exactly. Halfway there.” 
 
    “Assuming the Thousand is meant to be taken literally,” I said. “It could be more.” 
 
    “Or less, douche bag,” Beat said. “Why you always got to be so glass-half-empty?” 
 
    “Just trying to keep our expectations low. If we get to one thousand and there are more steps, I don’t want it to affect our spirit.” 
 
    “This isn’t Disneyland and we’re not hobbits,” Beat said.  
 
    While my brain tried to figure out how those two thoughts might be related, Lace shushed us, her ears twitching, angled toward the window, which was barely visible now—a gray square against a black backdrop.  
 
    Lace said, “Fuck.” 
 
    At first I didn’t hear it, but then I did. 
 
    A distant shriek. One I’d heard several times on this planet, the first time being right after I’d separated from Vrill for the first time in an attempt to be heroic.  
 
    My first kill had been a gargat, one of the winged gargoyle-like demons who could only survive during the Black. I had been lucky that first time. Since then, I’d killed other gargats using skill and strength.  
 
    My past victories, however, didn’t make their hunting cry any less chilling. Especially because the first shriek was followed by a second, and a third, and then more. Dozens of shrieks fought for dominance of our ears.  
 
    Worse than the sheer number of gargats required to make such a cacophony, they were getting louder, closer.  
 
    They knew we were here.  
 
    And they were coming for us.  
 
    Another sound thundered. Doom-doom! Doom-doom! The drumbeats were distant, but it was obvious where they were coming from. Down the staircase.  
 
    Beat and I looked at each other. “Great, the fucking Mines of Moria,” she said.  
 
    Lace screwed up her face. “We’re in a tower. Mines are underground.” 
 
    As usual, Beat and my secret language of LOTR might as well have been a foreign language to those not from Earth. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “All she means is we’re being pursued.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Lace said.  
 
    We had choices. One: Stay at this window and fight the gargats. Two: Flee back down the steps and hope the demons didn’t pursue us to the bottom and that any monsters climbing the steps to meet us weren’t too great in number. Three: Climb higher and fight the gargats only if necessary.  
 
    Option two was out of the question. I was pretty sure we were all in agreement about that. None of us were the retreating type, especially not after having come this far already. Plus, I didn’t like the sound of those doom-doom drumbeats. 
 
    We had the mettle for option one, which was Beat’s choice. “We can control how many we face at once if we stay here,” Beat said. “I’ll go down a little to the previous window. Lace can go up to the next one. We’ll kill them. We’ll kill them all.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt her ability. Or Lace’s. Or mine, for that matter. But I’d already caught a glimpse of what was coming. It was hard to see in the gray light, but I’d spotted the gleaming eyes catching the last dying rays from the sunlight, which wasn’t strong enough to hurt them anymore. There weren’t a few dozen gargat, which would’ve been bad. There were a few thousand. Not to mention there could be thousands more monsters mounting the steps at this very moment.  
 
    Lace, whose vision was far better than mine, said, “That’s not going to work.” 
 
    “We go up,” I agreed. “Now!” 
 
    Even though we were disagreeing with Beat’s plan, she didn’t argue, perhaps sensing the urgency in our tones. Since I was the one with the glowing hammer, I led the way, a silvery, bobbing halo skating up the steps just ahead of us. The steps were so steep I stumbled twice but Beat and Lace were right there to catch me before I did much more than bang my knee.  
 
    The shrieks were all around us now, piercing my brainpan. I heard a thud behind us and turned my head to see one of the large, scaled creatures right itself after flying through the window and slamming into the wall. They weren’t the smartest monsters, but that wouldn’t necessarily help us. Their reckless abandon would make them more dangerous, not less, especially because of the sheer number in their flock.  
 
    What had always disturbed me the most about gargats, however, was how their faces resembled that of humans, but more grotesque, like a reflection in a funhouse mirror.  
 
    In this case, there was nothing fun about it.  
 
    Beat’s spear flashed out and she caught the winged demon in the throat. Blood spurted from its mouth and it fell back, the spear tip sliding out. It tumbled down the steps and out of sight.  
 
    We’d drawn first blood.  
 
    Doom-doom! The drums were more urgent now, but still distant. Something to be feared later. The gargats were the present concern.  
 
    “Go,” Beat said, when I hesitated.  
 
    Thump-thump! 
 
    Two demons slammed through the window just ahead of us, and then a third shot through, rebounding off its comrades and twisting toward us, claws extended. I swung my hammer on instinct alone. When the hammer’s head collided with the gargat, there was a flash of silver light and the monster flew back into the other two. When my eyes adjusted to the dimmer lighting once more, I saw that all three were dead.  
 
    “I want one of those,” Beat said, eyeing her spear like one might look at a rubbery overcooked asparagus stalk. 
 
    “Time for talk later,” Lace said, urging us forward. We started climbing once more, chased by the doom-doom drumbeats. Trying to get ahead of the stupid gargats was a good strategy. Otherwise we would’ve already been overwhelmed. For the most part, the dumb birds came at us as we passed windows. That allowed Beat to hold her spear out and let their momentum skewer them one at time. Or I might jab with my hammer, releasing that powerful silver killing light. 
 
    Lace had even bigger ideas. “Hold up,” she said as we reached another window. I was tempted to ask Beat how many steps we’d climbed, but I was pretty sure she’d finally stopped counting.  
 
    Beat took out a gargat that came at us through the window, and then turned to Lace and said, “This better be good.” 
 
    Lace only grinned and strung an arrow to her bow. “Cover me,” she said.  
 
    She stood at the window and aimed while Beat and I made sure nothing could attack her from above or below. She fired, her bowstring humming. At first there was nothing, and I thought she might’ve missed her mark, but then the Black lit up like a fireworks display. Winged demons, now on fire, fell from the sky, shrieking. Out of the corner of my eye I watched them, finally gaining an appreciation for just how high up we were.  
 
    We climbed higher and higher. Every so often Lace would request we stop so she could do her exploding arrow thing and take out another dozen from the massive flock.  
 
    DOOM-DOOM! 
 
    The drumbeats were so loud now they made my teeth chatter. While we’d been methodically climbing higher, our pursuers from below had been catching up. I glanced back and thought I saw the edge of a demontorch, the red light splashing the ground like a pool of blood and shadows.  
 
    “Hurry!” I said, though we were already moving at maximum speed.  
 
    Three gargats shrieked through the next window, cutting off our escape. I was about to hammer my way through them when another three entered the staircase, then three more.  
 
    Past them, I could hear more shrieks. They were getting smarter, learning from their mistakes. Blocking the way forward to stall us while— 
 
    “Shit,” Beat said.  
 
    I turned back. Demons filled the staircase below us. Some wielded demontorches while others bore crude weapons. Others relied only on their claws and teeth, which were almost worse. The group was comprised of many types of demons, breaking the general rule that demons didn’t get along. For the chance to dine on us they were making an exception.  
 
    There were the many-mouthed vostra and several of the Maluk’ori. Hellhounds growled at us, their fiery eyes blazing. Bludgeons with stone fists the size of my hammer’s head towered over the others.  
 
    They even had a troll, the creature so large it had to stoop and turn slightly sideways to fit up the staircase.  
 
    It was the worst-case scenario times a thousand.  
 
    Lace fitted an arrow to her bow, and Beat and I said at the same time, “No.” 
 
    Lace frowned. “There are too many to fight individually, but they’re clustered together.” 
 
    “You’ll destroy our way down,” I said.  
 
    “Better than being dead.” She was right, I knew. We were playing a game of chase that would end badly ninety-nine times out of a hundred. We needed to change our odds. Lace could do that for us.  
 
    “Aim for one side,” I said, hoping it would be enough.  
 
    “What?” Beat said, but her question was too late to have any affect. Lace fired.  
 
    The arrow was well-placed, stabbing through one of the bludgeon’s eyes. The bulky creature had been standing on the far outside wall. It opened its stone lips and said, “Ur?” and then exploded.  
 
    In the confined space, the fire swept across the other monsters, consuming them. The hellhounds didn’t seem to mind the flames, leaping from their haunches and snapping at us. The gargats above us attacked at the same time. Beat batted one hound away with her shield and stabbed another through its open maw and out the back of its neck.  
 
    I hit one of the gargats with my hammer and another with my backswing, generating two blasts of silver light.  
 
    Rocks rained down, taking out two more gargats, and the stairs shook.  
 
    We were moving. And I don’t mean on purpose. It was like being strung up on a platform connected to a rope while wind blasted against the side. I could feel it—the swaying. Side to side, side to side.  
 
    “Ryder,” Beat said. “Holy hell, Ryder.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, my arms out to the sides to maintain my balance. “Hold tight.” 
 
    We did, with Lace a step above us. The swaying slowed and then stopped completely. The smoke from the explosion began to clear. We assessed the damage.  
 
    There was good news and bad news. The good news was there were a metric ton of monster corpses lying on the damaged steps, charred and singed. From the raucous sounds below, the rest of the monsters that had been pursuing us were not happy. They couldn’t get to us, however—at least not easily. The staircase had been badly damaged, one half of the tube-like tower blasted outward, leaving a gaping hole in the side. The force of the explosion had ripped out an entire section of the steps. Now the only way up or down was to climb the intact portion of the wall. Most of the monsters on Tor were not that nimble, which left us with an advantage. Perhaps the Maluk’ori could come after us, but I was confident we could handle them, along with the remaining gargats.  
 
    Like I said, good news and bad news. The bad news was that getting down the way we’d come was unlikely at best, except for maybe Lace, who could jump great distances and land on her feet. Sometimes it was nice to be a cat.  
 
    Beat and I would break half our bones if we were lucky, all of them if we weren’t. And this planet wasn’t known for providing good luck.  
 
    Things got worse. 
 
    The troll was still alive. Its face was completely blackened from the smoke and all its hair had been burned away. That seemed to make it angry. And you don’t want to make a troll angry, something I’d learned firsthand on multiple occasions.  
 
    It began to smash its powerful fist against the intact portion of the tower. Each punch cracked stone and mortar. In a matter of minutes, the troll would destroy what was left of the tower’s stability, and then we would fall to our deaths.  
 
    Lace couldn’t use another bomb-arrow or she would do the troll’s job for it. We all knew it. She didn’t even bother to throw out the suggestion.  
 
    She did, however, say, “I can climb down. I’ll hold them off while you do what you came here to do.” 
 
    Somewhere during this mission, Lace had changed. Perhaps it was when we saved her back in the sex room, or it might’ve been a slower process that occurred over time, finally tipping over some invisible edge. Now her suggestion broke my heart. Because it should be on me to sacrifice myself to save my Warriors, not the other way around.  
 
    But we had no other choice, did we? Another hammer blow from the troll’s fist. More cracks. We couldn’t wait any longer or it would be too late. I opened my mouth to give the order I didn’t want to give but Beat spoke first. “Fuck that,” she said, drawing her arm back and then whipping it forward, throwing her spear like an Olympian competing in javelin.  
 
    The spear couldn’t have flown any straighter and truer if it had been shot out of a cannon.  
 
    Plunk. 
 
    The troll stopped its fist in mid-swing, its eyes crossing as it tried to look at what had pierced its skull between them.  
 
    Bullseye.  
 
    “Dumb turd,” Beat said, blowing her breath out like she was extinguishing the candles on her birthday cake.  
 
    The ‘dumb turd,’ as Beat had labeled the troll, toppled over backwards down the steps. A few of the other demons had been cautiously making their way back up, but they were bowled over by the troll’s massive body. The stairs shook beneath our feet once more, but then went still and silent. Thanks to Beat, we’d bought some more time.  
 
    It was short lived.  
 
    Three bludgeons appeared. They picked up where the troll had left off, pummeling the wall. Next to the troll’s mighty punches, their hits seemed weak. Even still, chips of rock flew as they pounded. It was only a matter of time before the small amounts of damage compounded. This tower would fall eventually.  
 
    Once more, Lace opened her mouth to suggest she do something about it, but it was my turn to stop her. “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. “We go up. Together.” 
 
    Lace bit her lip and nodded. We climbed into the dark, fighting gargats the entire way.  
 
    Beneath us, the bludgeons’ hammer blows echoed through the Black.  
 
    The clock was ticking.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    We reached the top. None of us had counted the steps. Maybe it was one thousand on the dot. Maybe that number was more of an idea than an actual count. It didn’t matter. We were here. 
 
    The tower’s apex was much broader than the staircase, opening onto a wide, circular open-air platform. Everything was still and silent, the sounds of the bludgeons destroying the tower below us distant memories.  
 
    The cry of a gargat rent the silence. Then another. They knew where we were and were preparing to swarm us.  
 
    We crept forward, on high alert, relying on the light from my hammer.  
 
    The stone floor was empty. No walls. No ceiling. Surrounded by the Black. Absolute. Hungry. Pressing in on us.  
 
    An altar stood sentinel in the center of the platform. Its base was carved into demon’s claws, the pedestal made to look like dark scales, ballooning out to the top, which was shaped like an open chest, silver ribs gleaming under the glow of my hammer.  
 
    I leaned over, my heart pounding.  
 
    The chest was empty.  
 
    There was nothing. No heart. The space was as empty as the three goddesses’ chests were, hearts stolen.  
 
    My own heart skipped a beat and then sank into my gut.  
 
    All the effort, all the risk, was for naught.  
 
    Gargat screams all around us. I ignored them, trying to think. 
 
    I was certain the Three hadn’t misled us on purpose. They had believed Airiel’s heart was here. From the look of the altar, it had been at one time or another. Maybe even recently. But maybe the Morgoss realized what we were up to and they moved it. Maybe they found a way to destroy it. For all we knew, Airiel was already dead.  
 
    “We’re too late,” I said. I raised my hammer in frustration and then brought it down on the altar. Silver light flared outward as my weapon glanced off the altar, which thwarted the blow. I could feel the dark magic in my bones. This place was filled with evil.  
 
    “Ryder,” Beat said, and I could sense the urgency in her tone.  
 
    I followed her gaze to where a form was materializing in the dark, shimmering with waves of red. A knight in red-black armor, standing at least ten-feet tall. It held a shield and sword. Its helmet and mask covered its face, but I could feel the darkness pouring off it, feeding the night. This was no normal demon warrior.  
 
    I’d met my second of the three Morgoss.  
 
    I don’t know why I’d thought they would all look the same, but I had. I quickly adjusted my thoughts. This enemy had what I needed.  
 
    “I’ve come for the sky goddess’s heart,” I said.  
 
    The knight stepped forward. Gravelly words emerged from a hidden maw. “You’ve come…for death,” it said.  
 
    That much was true. Just not my death. I stepped forward, closing the gap. “Flank him,” I said to my fellow Warriors. Beat didn’t have any weapon except her shield, but I knew she would improvise. Lace’s arrows might be effective, so long as she didn’t blow us all up in the process.  
 
    The platform shuddered beneath us and began to sway. Either the bludgeons didn’t realize their master was up here or they knew the Morgoss would be able to escape unscathed even if the entire tower collapsed. I was guessing it was the latter. Which was bad for us.  
 
    Another jarring sensation from below. I sensed the bludgeons had taken out a chunk of the wall. The top of the tower was coming down, one way or another.  
 
    To my right, Lace strung an arrow, taking aim.  
 
    “Wait,” I said. As much as I wanted to send this creature back to whatever hell had birthed it, I needed information first. I turned toward it. “Where is Airiel’s heart?” 
 
    It seemed to laugh without sound, its chest shaking silently. That’s when I realized that the spot of red on its armor I’d taken for a natural hue was emanating from beneath the metal.  
 
    Oh goddesses.  
 
    They knew.  
 
    They must have. 
 
    The Morgoss had filled its own empty chest with Airiel’s heart. We’d found it. Now we just had to carve it out the way it had done to Airiel so many years ago. Easier said than done. 
 
    Slowly, the demon knight raised its sword above its head. Then, with the speed of a lightning strike, it brought the blade back down, striking the floor.  
 
    The floor split, a crack running down the center toward my feet. I jumped to one side to avoid falling into the widening crevice. The two halves peeled away. Beat and I were on one side, Lace on the other. I couldn’t tell which side, if any, was going to break away.  
 
    The Morgoss stepped over the gap onto our side.  
 
    Lace moved with animalistic speed as her half of the tower shuddered and then broke free. The ground became an incline, but she ran up it, not hesitating at the top, leaping across the widening gap… 
 
    And landing in a sprint, heading right for the Morgoss, who stood watching, motionless.  
 
    At ease with its power. Fearing nothing. 
 
    Half the tower toppled over, disappearing into the Black, as if it had been swallowed whole.  
 
    The sound of its thunderous landing came a few seconds later.  
 
    Lace launched herself at the demon master. 
 
    At the last second, it moved. It was so fast I barely saw it. It was in one place and then another. I also didn’t see its attack on Lace, only the aftermath, her body spinning and then landing with a vicious crack. She came to rest, not moving.  
 
    “Lace!” I said.  
 
    No answer. No movement.  
 
    She looked broken.  
 
    Anger coursed through me. This Morgoss enjoyed the violence. It was like a sport. I hated it. I hated them all.  
 
    I stepped forward, pissed off but not to the point of distraction. Focused and wary. Again, the Morgoss seemed fully at ease with my advance. “My kin spoke of you,” it said, surprising me. “He said you would return. Foolish, brave human. The time of the Three is over. The reign of darkness has begun.” 
 
    Maybe it was right. Maybe it was hopeless and I was a dumbass for even trying. But screw it, fighting and dying was better than lying down and dying anyway.  
 
    I swung my hammer at half-power. I might be stupid at the best of times, but I had seen what the Morgoss had done to Lace. And though I was slower than this demon knight, I could still outthink it.  
 
    It was a classic feint, but the demon master hadn’t given me enough credit. It might be All Powerful, but it was also All Arrogant. That was its weakness.  
 
    Midway through my swing, I ducked and spun completely around the opposite way, aiming for the spot where the Morgoss wasn’t. It was a guess, a fifty-fifty shot.  
 
    I guessed right.  
 
    I felt the whoosh of air over my head as it tried to backhand me the way it had hit Lace, and then the impact of my hammer crashing against its armor. The sky lit up with silvery light and the Morgoss roared.  
 
    I stepped back to regroup.  
 
    A piece of its armor was missing, vaporized by my magical hammer. Eat it, demon mutha! 
 
    Where the armor had been, I could see it upper leg. All dark bone, glistening. No skin. No muscle. Freaky as hell. It also provided an opportunity. If I could shatter its chest plate, grabbing Airiel’s heart might not be as difficult as I thought.  
 
    The knight leapt forward. I flinched back, raising my hammer to protect my vitals. 
 
    But the knight wasn’t targeting me.  
 
    It lunged for Beat.  
 
    She wasn’t caught unawares, however, raising her shield and taking the blow on the broadside.  
 
    It was just an ordinary shield, however. The demon’s sword was anything but ordinary. It slashed through the shield like a knife through butter, one useless side clattering to the stone floor, the edge glowing red hot. Beat spat and threw the other side away. Then, I shit you not, she raised her fists.  
 
    She was one tough chick.  
 
    More than that, she was my friend, and this demon shouldn’t mess with my friends.  
 
    I strode forward, raising my hammer for another bait and switch maneuver.  
 
    The Morgoss had tricks of its own, however. It stomped one armor-clad boot heavily. The floor beneath my feet turned semi-liquid, rolling like a wave and tossing me to the floor. I lost my hammer in the process, silver sparks flying as it slid toward Lace.  
 
    I crawled after it, reaching for the shaft before it could— 
 
    The hammer touched her foot, a bolt of electricity shooting into her. Her body jolted and then went still again. I snatched my hammer and turned back to the Morgoss, which was pushing its advantage against Beat, forcing her backward toward the precipice.  
 
    “Watch out!” I warned, but Beat had already taken one step too many back, her foot finding only air, wavering as her arms pin-wheeled, trying to find her balance.  
 
    To make matters worse, the knight chopped at her with its sword.  
 
    I saw a flash of movement to my left and then Lace was there, grabbing Beat’s hand and flinging her to solid ground while she barely managed to avoid the demon’s strike. She rolled once, carried forward by her momentum.  
 
    Enraged, the demon stalked after Lace. She skirted the edge of the tower, cutting back the way she’d come just as the Morgoss stabbed the spot she was about to occupy. She darted forward and sank her teeth into its gauntleted hand.  
 
    It reacted instantly, lifting its hand with her still attached and flinging her away. She landed with a thump and slid across the smooth stone. Right toward the edge she’d saved Beat from falling over.  
 
    I started running, but not toward Lace—toward the demon.  
 
    Because I trusted Lace to save herself. And if someone didn’t stop the Morgoss all of our lives would be forfeit.  
 
    Slowly, the Morgoss turned toward me. It raised its sword as I leapt, whipping my hammer around with all that I had left. Our weapons collided in midair with a heavy clashing sound. The sky lit up like a Christmas tree ornamented with only white lights.  
 
    The Morgoss took a halting step backward.  
 
    It was a small thing, but it was progress.  
 
    I felt invigorated as I chopped at the demon knight, one side, then the other. It blocked each strike with its sword but was forced to retreat another step. Your ass is mine! I wanted to shout but could only grunt with each attack.  
 
    That’s when the bastard hit my overconfident ass. Not with its sword, but with a gnarly right hook that had me seeing stars and blinking away tears.  
 
    Did anyone get the license plate on that truck? 
 
    Head held between my hands, my hammer dangled from my fingers, which felt like they were welded to it. They ached, as did my noggin. If I ever had kids, I suspected they’d be born with a chronic headache and vertigo.  
 
    The knight made a scraping, grinding sound from the back of its throat that I suspected was its version of laughter, and then kicked out my legs.  
 
    It was playing with me now, or it would’ve already stabbed me through the heart and finished the deed. Its victory was all but assured.  
 
    My head ringing, I spotted Lace’s face peering over the tower’s edge. I’d been right. She’d managed to grab the edge before falling to her death. Beat helped her clamber over the side.  
 
    Aww besties, I might’ve said, if not for the throbbing pain between my eyes.  
 
    Another kick, this one to the ribs. I heard two of them crack, maybe three. It was hard to breathe now, each inhalation whistling between my lips.  
 
    I sensed the next blow before it came and managed to throw myself to the side to avoid being stomped on by a heavy armored boot.  
 
    Holy fuck. It tried to crush my skull.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet like a prize fighter who’d just taken his opponent’s best knockout punch like a champ. My legs felt like spaghetti but I managed not to fall. Small victories.  
 
    Do the unexpected. That was the only way I had a chance to win. This demon god didn’t expect resistance. Certainly not now. I backpedaled on wobbly legs that weren’t quite as wobbly as I pretended them to be. They were feeling a little better with each step, but I made myself stumble, letting my hammer drag along the ground as if I barely had the strength to keep it aloft.  
 
    The knight followed. It felt like one of those movies where the smaller, weaker opponent must overcome all odds to defeat his opponent. The easiest way would be to fool the bastard into making an aggressive lunge only to escape and kick it in the ass hard enough to send it off the tower. I didn’t know if such a fall would kill the demon overlord, but it was worth a shot. The only problem: I needed that heart glowing through its breastplate.  
 
    So I did something else.  
 
    I took two more pathetic-looking steps back, letting the knight close the gap. And then I attacked.  
 
    It wasn’t the quickest maneuver, but the element of surprise made up the difference.  
 
    Still, the demon managed to slash at me with its sword. This time, however, I didn’t try to meet its blow with my own. I ducked beneath it and then launched myself upward, using two hands to bring my hammer crashing down on its chest.  
 
    Light blazed forth, streaming along its breastplate. 
 
    The armor cracked down the middle.  
 
    The demon shoved me back with one hand and I tripped, landing on my backside. Damaged but not truly injured, the Morgoss pressed its advantage once more, striding forward and kicking at me. I scrambled away, but not fast enough to avoid the blow completely. Its metal boot caught me in the thigh, giving me a Charlie horse the likes of which I’d never felt in my life. My entire leg felt numb.  
 
    I fought to my feet again, hobbling on one foot. I needed to land another blow but wouldn’t be able to surprise the knight again. That was a one-time trick.  
 
    Luckily, Lace and Beat were back in the game. And they were madder than a hatter in a place called Wonderland. They leapt onto the Morgoss’s back with reckless abandon. Lace clawed at it while Beat rained down blows with her bare fists.  
 
    Yeah. You ain’t seen badassery yet until you’ve seen these two in action.  
 
    The Morgoss twisted to try to dislodge them. That was just the opening I needed. I limped forward, raising my hammer.  
 
    The Morgoss whipped back around, backhanding me in the mouth. Blood flew and I almost bit off my tongue. So much for my opening.  
 
    I knew this was THE moment. The demon knight had used the blow to keep me away long enough finish off my friends. If I took those few moments to compose myself, to wipe the blood from my lips, they’d be dead and then it would come for me again. 
 
    I ignored the pain and charged. Sure enough, its attention was truly focused away from me. I swung my hammer hard enough to break through a tree trunk, landing a powerful smash directly on the crack in its plate.  
 
    White crackling energy like lightning. A noise like thunder. My own personal storm.  
 
    The strength of the hit rattled through me, chattering my teeth.  
 
    The armor glowed bright white. And then shattered.  
 
    Blue, pulsating light coursed out and I was forced to shield my eyes. Airiel’s heart was revealed, the color of a perfect sky but lit from within.  
 
    Beat flew over the Morgoss’s back as it got a grip on her. Lace followed next, still biting and clawing at the knight’s arms. I hurdled them both and jabbed my hammer into its ribs.  
 
    For the first time since the fight began, it released what sounded like a cry of pain.  
 
    It stabbed me with its sword. I was within close range, so there wasn’t much force behind the jab, but its weapon was razor sharp and I felt it slide through my body, scraping ribs and tearing muscles and treating my organs like sushi-grade ahi about to be turned into sashimi.  
 
    It fucking hurt.  
 
    But I was on a mission, and I was not to be denied. Skewered on a demon knight’s blade, I continued to whack at its chest with my hammer. Its bones broke. Black shadows leaked out of its chest, swirling around the incandescent sky-blue glow from that stolen heart.  
 
    It twisted its sword and I screamed. 
 
    Not. To. Be. Denied.  
 
    Still screaming against the pain, I reached through its broken bones, which scraped the back of my hand, drawing blood. 
 
    And I pulled out Airiel’s heart.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The Morgoss picked me up on its sword, its head tilted to the side. Its dark eyes glittering through its faceplate, it seemed to inspect me like a strange bug. A curiosity. I’d done something it didn’t believe was possible.  
 
    And though my victory would likely be short-lived, I’d proven to the demon that it wasn’t invincible, that the Three could rise again and retake all that had been stripped from them so many years ago.  
 
    The world was fading now, because I was dying. Still I gripped the heart, refusing to let go. This bastard would have to pry it from my dead fingers.  
 
    I heard Beat’s voice. So soft and distant she surely must’ve been speaking through water. Water. Ahh. I could go for some water to wash away the coppery taste in my mouth.  
 
    Beat’s shout cut through the fog in my brain. “Give me the heart!” she said.  
 
    I trusted her with my life. And I trusted her with the thing we’d come here for. Even if I died, it could still count for something. I rolled my head back to find her beneath me, her hands outstretched.  
 
    I dropped the heart. It pulsated as it fell, a beautiful, immortal thing, throbbing with life.  
 
    Beat caught it, turned, and ran.  
 
    Out of nowhere, a massive gargat dove from the sky, clawing at her head.  
 
    No. 
 
    I fell as the Morgoss slid its sword out of my body. I landed hard, seeing stars. Lace was beside me, watching the same thing I was watching: 
 
    Beat, still gripping the throbbing heart of a goddess, being carried into the dark sky.  
 
    Lace growled and stood. The Morgoss swiped at her, but the attempt was slower, weaker. Removing the stolen heart had done something to the demon knight. Lace calmly sidestepped and positioned her bow, stringing an arrow.  
 
    Another strike from the demon knight, but Lace dodged again, making it look slower than a turtle. She took aim.  
 
    “Do it,” I rasped, blood bubbling from my lips.  
 
    The explosion would take us both out, but at least it might give Beat a chance to bully the gargat and get her to the ground. In my last breaths, all I wanted was half a hope.  
 
    Lace did it. She shot the Morgoss right in the empty chasm where the stolen heart had been.  
 
    The arrow vanished as if swallowed.  
 
    The knight made a gasping sound, like it had been punched in the gut.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    It raised its sword once more. 
 
    And then stopped.  
 
    The blast erupted like a red-orange flower blooming. Flames roiled from the slits in the knight’s faceplate. Balls of fire shot from its chest. Wait. It was moving in slow-motion. We should be incinerated already, floating in whatever nothingness bodiless souls are forced to endure until the end of time. (Well, that was the worst-case scenario. If I was lucky, my deeds would land me in the place where gorgeous angels feed you grapes and fan you with palm fronds.) 
 
    Regardless, I wasn’t dead. Not yet, anyway.  
 
    The Black was fading. No, wait. Not fading. Being forced back by a light as bright as the dueling suns of this world.  
 
    Something was coming.  
 
    A gargat shrieked, careening toward the tower. Just before it hit the stone, it stopped. Beat, who was dangling from its claws, dropped, landing softly. Still gripping the heart.  
 
    The light came closer, and I realized it was coming from within a goddess. Airiel, her wings fully extended, glowed like the sun. Her sheer dress was radiant, sparkling as if crusted with diamonds. Her arms were extended toward Lace and me.  
 
    She’s holding back the explosion. 
 
    Until now, I’d never really appreciated the power the goddesses had once wielded. I’d only seen them in a weakened state, dying day by day.  
 
    But Airiel had unleashed whatever she had left in the tank. She was running on fumes, but her fumes were like a normal being’s full tank. Times a million.  
 
    She landed softly beside Beat, but then dropped to a knee. She was in significant distress. The flight from the gully to here would’ve sapped most of the life she had left. I wished I could see her life meter. I needed to know: 
 
    Was it too late? 
 
    Did I care? She was one of the Three, those ultimately responsible for bringing hundreds, maybe thousands, to this horrible place to fight and die. But she was saving us right now.  
 
    Her face was laced with pain. She should be grabbing her heart right now, not holding back the explosion to save our pitiful lives. But she wasn’t like that. Maybe she once was, but not anymore. And I knew as well as anyone that people—even goddesses—could change.  
 
    She hadn’t come here for her heart. 
 
    She’d come here for us.  
 
    I felt a tightening in my gut. Muscles stitching themselves back together. Organs being made whole. Skin healing.  
 
    My life being restored while hers was taken away.  
 
    “No!” I screamed, kicking to my feet and charging toward her. I could feel Lace close on my heels, but this was one race I would win.  
 
    Airiel fell.  
 
    The moment the goddess collapsed, the explosion was unchained, rocking the night, slamming into us from behind like a troll’s punch. I landed hard, right beneath where Airiel was collapsing. I caught her, feeling the heat of the flames rushing over us, the acrid sting of smoke in my eyes.  
 
    Lying on my chest, Airiel’s eyes were closed. She wasn’t breathing.  
 
    “Beat!” I cried. “The heart!”  
 
    Beat was already there, cupping the heart in her hands. The heart that was flickering now. Faltering. Dying along with the goddess.  
 
    Beat pressed it to Airiel’s chest. The heart blazed slightly as it burned through her skin, which sealed around it. Beneath the new skin, the heart glowed dull blue. Fading. Fading.  
 
    Winking out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    LIFE POINTS 
 
      
 
    Beat freaking wrestled the gargat into submission. She had it in a semi-chokehold, steering it like a horsewoman working her steed’s reins. The gargat carried us lower and lower, the Black turning to gray. The rest of the winged demons had already flown away to hide before the daylight arrived and burned them to ash. 
 
    We didn’t give our gargat a choice.  
 
    None of us said anything. Airiel lay across our laps. Eyes closed. Lips too. As beautiful in death as she was in life. I remembered all the bad things she’d done as one of the Three and that tarnished some of that beauty. We could dump her body and return to camp and pretend like we’d not seen her fall. Did the Three deserve any better? Because of them, Vrill had been taken, enslaved. Because of them, my Warriors were dying.  
 
    Which was exactly why I needed to return to camp and do whatever it took to protect them.  
 
    Plus, Airiel had saved us. In the end, she’d done the right thing. She’d put the lives of mere Warriors above her own goddess life. I had to make that count for something. 
 
    The ground loomed closer, the wind rushing through my ears.  
 
    The Bronze time arrived, blazing over the horizon. The gargat made a gargled screaming sound. Its wings burned away first, sending us into a freefall. We were still pretty high, but I knew my body could handle it. I let my hammer fall, focusing on protecting Airiel’s body.  
 
    I landed with slightly bent knees, using our momentum to jog forward a few steps. The gargat had carried us all the way to the plains, well away from the jagged mountains and the godsforsaken fortress of Annakor.  
 
    I shifted Airiel to one arm and stooped to collect my hammer. Looked back.  
 
    Lace on one side, Beat on the other.  
 
    The gargat was a mound of ash.  
 
    The fortress was crumbling away, teetering. The twin explosions from Lace’s arrows had caused irreparable damage. Teeter, teeter.  
 
    The tower’s apex swung back to the opposite side, hung for a moment, and then fell. The distant crash came a few moments later, causing the earth to rumble beneath our feet.  
 
    Destroying the tower of death known as the Thousand should’ve given me a swell of joy. Instead, it made me feel even emptier.  
 
    It had all been for naught. Trading one Morgoss for Airiel didn’t feel like a victory at all. It felt like the bitterest defeat.  
 
    We walked back in silence.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Despite how drained I felt, I was relieved to find the ward shields in pristine condition. Apparently the Morgoss had kept all their monsters chained to Annakor to deal with us.  
 
    I didn’t know where Vrill and the dragon were, however. That worried me a little. Not for us—for her.  
 
    The Warriors we’d left behind lined the way as we walked into camp. The gravity of the situation must’ve struck them, because none of them said anything, their heads bowed, their lips closed. There were new faces, which meant Eve must’ve brought more Warriors back while we were away. Soon I would need to introduce myself, to give them a speech to ensure they understood how important they were to our cause, but that was a task for later.  
 
    Eve stood at the end of the line, fighting back tears.  
 
    “Is she…” The question trailed away. I didn’t blame her for not being able to finish the sentence.  
 
    “She saved our lives. We recovered her heart,” I said. “It’s inside her. We were too late.” 
 
    Eve shook her head, unwilling to believe. The ugly gesture of denial. Or at least that’s what I thought the motion meant.  
 
    “C’mon,” she said. “Hurry!” 
 
    Dumbfounded, I followed her up the hill. What was she saying? What was the point of all this? 
 
    Beat, Lace, Eve and I descended into the gully.  
 
    Minertha and Persepheus met us at the bottom. Minertha said, “Oh, sister,” her voice full of tenderness. 
 
    “We tried to stop her,” Persepheus said. “But she was…determined.” It wasn’t an excuse. For the first time since I’d met the sea goddess, she sounded guilty.  
 
    “I know,” I said. This was no time for blame. If not for Airiel’s actions, we would all be dead anyway.  
 
    Eve said, “What is her reading?” 
 
    Persepheus blinked. “I didn’t look. I can’t see her aura. She couldn’t possibly have survi—” 
 
    She stopped in mid-word. “One,” Persepheus and Minertha said at the same time, wonder in their eyes.  
 
    “One?” I confirmed.  
 
    They nodded.  
 
    “I don’t understand. Beat replaced her heart. It stopped glowing. She’s not breathing.” 
 
    “She’s immortal,” Eve said. “You are looking for human signs of life. She’s still alive. For now.” 
 
    “What do you mean for now?” Beat asked. “Will she live or not?” 
 
    Eve turned toward the two goddesses. Even she didn’t know the answer. Persepheus shook her head and my breath caught. But it wasn’t a no. It was an I don’t know. “This has never happened before. She’s not dead. That’s all I know. But like you said, her heart isn’t beating either. She’s stuck in a place between life and death.” 
 
    Like a coma. It was bad, but not as bad as her being dead. On Earth, people came out of comas all the time. Sometimes, I knew, it took months. Or even years. And sometimes they never woke up. I tried not to think about the last part.  
 
    “Eve, return her to the cavern,” Minertha said. “She needs to rest.” Eve nodded and took Airiel from my arms. I barely felt the weight leave me.  
 
    “The rest of you—back to camp,” Persepheus said. She used the tone that brooked no argument. Unfortunately, I was dumb enough to argue.  
 
    “I want to stay with her—with Airiel.” 
 
    Her ice-cold eyes burned into me. For a second, I thought she was going to bite my head off—literally—but then her gaze softened. Seeing her sister’s motionless body had wrought a change in her. She stepped forward and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you for all you’ve done.” Her gaze skated across Beat and Lace next. “All of you. But this is a family matter now. You need to be there for the other Warriors, especially the new ones. They will be scared. They will need leaders.” 
 
    She was right. We’d done all we could do for Airiel. Now we needed to fulfill our roles. Me as Protector. Beat and Lace as experienced Warriors. I nodded. Maybe protecting the Three wasn’t what mattered, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t protect each other. “Send Eve for me if anything changes.” 
 
    “We will,” Minertha said. She stepped forward and kissed me lightly on the cheek. Then she did the same to Beat and Lace. 
 
    We climbed out of the gully.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Eve’s latest Finding trip had been successful. Apparently, she’d arrived back shortly after we left, which meant the latest recruits had already experienced a couple of Blacks. None of them had fought in one, mind you, as both nights had been quiet and uneventful. Not for us, but for them. But still…just experiencing that impenetrable darkness was all part of the deal.  
 
    There was one human, a woman named Uva. She was tall with dark eyes and darker hair, long lashes and too-white teeth. The ooze had been kind to her. Her loin-bikini fit like a second skin, showcasing symmetrical curves that normally would’ve caused my Leveled-up body to course with desire.  
 
    Not now. Not with Airiel on her deathbed.  
 
    The other newbs included a rhino dude that was half again as big as our last Protector had been. He looked formidable as hell. There was also another Lri Ay, a dark-skinned woman who said little but spoke volumes with dangerous eyes. I liked her immediately.  
 
    And there was another giant. A guy this time. His lips were as big as my fingers. His eyes the size of pool balls. His fists were hammers.  
 
    Yeah, I was liking the additions, even without seeing them in action.  
 
    Millania, always dependable, was running them through some weapons training. To my surprise, Floot and Jak were helping her. I shouldn’t have been surprised. They weren’t newbs anymore, replaced by the new crop of Warriors. It was crazy how time was magnified on Tor. 
 
    Lace was blowing off steam in one of the shelters with Asfandiar. I didn’t blame her. Anything to take our minds off what we’d been through and what might still happen. Beat and I sat across from each other around the fire, eating. Drinking water. Talking.  
 
    “That demon fuck is dead, right?” Beat said.  
 
    “Pretty sure,” I said. Before we’d wrangled the gargat and leapt off the side of the fortress, we’d checked the spot where the demon knight had been. There were chunks of armor and sear-marks, but no other signs of the creature. “Nothing could’ve survived that blast.” 
 
    She nodded. “Makes my heart smile.” 
 
    “That thing was tough,” I agreed. “Thanks for the backup. You and Lace were ridonkulous up there.” 
 
    “You did all right yourself, Protector,” she said.  
 
    “I try,” I said. It still felt weird, like we were in a waking dream. That’s when I realized I hadn’t really expected to return from the mission. I hadn’t really expected we’d be able to defeat one of the Morgoss and retrieve Airiel’s heart. But I went anyway. I wondered if Beat and Lace had felt the same way.  
 
    “What if we’re really just trapped in some awesome video game?” Beat asked, which vanquished my serious thoughts.  
 
    I snorted. “Could be. If so, I don’t ever want to leave.” Despite all the horrors and near-death experiences, it was true. I was someone here. Back on Earth I was a nobody, a number, as expendable as the last few drops of milk in the carton.  
 
    “Me either,” Beat said. She’d said similar before, but for the first time I really felt the full extent of the truth in her tone. Her eyes narrowed as she glanced at my chest. “Those white vein things are getting worse. You know, where the siren bit you?” 
 
    I didn’t look. I didn’t need to. I’d felt their progress, like a cold working its way through my system. I didn’t know what it meant. I didn’t really want to—not at this exact moment anyway. Maybe tomorrow. Or the next day. I needed a vacation. I was about to tell Beat as much but closed my mouth when I saw Eve striding down the hill. Beat and I watched her in silence. 
 
    “Any news?” I asked when she was within earshot.  
 
    “You’ve been summoned,” she said.  
 
    “Ooh!” Beat said, like I’d just been told to go to the principal’s office. “You’re in trouble!” 
 
    “Shut your Warrior face,” I joked back, standing. Then, to Eve: “The cavern?” 
 
    She nodded. “Hurry. There’s not much time.” Her expression was serious—too serious even for her—which erased all jokes from my mind.  
 
    Beat stopped grinning too. “Go,” she said.  
 
    I started to move up the hill, but Eve said, “Use the backdoor. It will be open for you.” 
 
    I ran, because I needed to see Airiel one last time. I’d put everything on the line for her, and then she’d done the same for me. She didn’t have to. Yes, one could argue she was just trying to save her own life by helping us retrieve her heart, but it didn’t feel like that. The sky goddess had never come across as selfish, not once. Maybe when her kingdom had been overthrown she’d been a bad person, as selfish and nasty as Persepheus, but that person was long gone. Everything she’d done, she’d done for us. Her way of thanking us for trying to save her life.  
 
    I wanted to thank her for saving mine before her last life point faded into the nether.  
 
    As Eve had promised, the backdoor was open, blocked by foliage. I pushed through, blinking so my eyes would adjust to the dimmer lighting created by the flickering demontorches.  
 
    “Come in,” Minertha said. She sat with her head in her hands, refusing to look at me.  
 
    My heart sank to my toes.  
 
    Persepheus was less gentle with me. She stood in front of the waterfall wall, her chin defiant. “You destroyed our palace, Protector,” she said.  
 
    Even though I knew her words were borne of sadness, anger coursed through me. I’d brought back her sister’s heart and helped kill one of their archenemies, and she was worried about an old stone monstrosity she hadn’t called home for more than a century? I was furious and about to do something stupid like tell her off when I noticed the slight curl of her lips on one side. She was joking. I thought I’d seen it all, but not this. The goddess of the sea’s idea of a joke was usually a nasty barb that left one feeling like a shadow of themselves. But this really was a joke. “Ha?” I said. I glanced at Minertha, trying to understand what the hell was happening. The earth goddess looked up. She was also smiling. “What am I missing?” 
 
    “Come with me,” Minertha said. She extended a hand. I stepped forward and took it, my slow brain still trying to catch up.  
 
    Hand in hand, she led me into the next room, the one with all the artifacts gathering dust. Airiel lay on the soft bed where we’d talked for a while. She was so still it was like she was dead.  
 
    But she wasn’t. Her chest was rising and falling ever so slightly. Deep relief rolled through me. Given Eve’s expression and the sister goddesses’ greeting, I’d expected the worst. I’d been pranked. Which was mean, but it didn’t bother me at this moment.  
 
    All that mattered was that Airiel was hanging on to life.  
 
    “Do you want to see, Protector?” 
 
    I almost asked See what? but then I understood what she was asking. “You can do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I was scared to see, but I also knew I couldn’t say no. I needed to know the truth. “Please,” I said.  
 
    She waved a hand, red shimmering light radiating from her fingers. There was still magic inside these women—all of them. They just couldn’t use it regularly, like they probably used to.  
 
    In the trail of the red light a number appeared. Just like that, hovering in the air over Airiel’s slumbering form.  
 
    It was the number five.  
 
    Five. 
 
    Which could only mean one thing: “It worked?” 
 
    “It worked. You saved her.” 
 
    I shook my head. “She saved herself. You should’ve seen her. She looked badass, all glowy like a falling star.” 
 
    Minertha chuckled. “You should’ve seen us in our glory days. Back then we were, as you say, ‘badass.’”  
 
    A huge smile split my face. How could it not? We’d brought a goddess back from the brink of death. I didn’t know whether restoring the Three to their kingdoms was the most important thing in this world, but defeating the Morgoss was. And we’d beat one of them. “I’ve got to go tell the others,” I said. I wanted Beat and Lace to share in the news.  
 
    “Stay a little longer,” Minertha said.  
 
    Normally, I would. But I had responsibilities. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Protector,” Persepheus said, joining her sister inside the artifact room. “Time to Level up. You’ve earned it.”  
 
    It was the last thing I expected them to tell me. I felt like I’d only just Leveled up to Protector. I felt like I was just beginning to fit the role.  
 
    But I also knew we needed a Seeker. And I didn’t want to stand in the way of one of my Warriors—Beat or Lace, presumably—Leveling up. “I’m ready,” I said.  
 
    “But first, one thing,” Persepheus said. Her lichen bikini faded out of existence, revealing smooth, taut curves. “I would hate to miss out on one more opportunity to enjoy your current form.” 
 
    Minertha, whose rough, rocky clothing had also disappeared, took one of my hands while Persepheus grabbed the other. They led me to the bed in the other room.  
 
    I enjoyed using my Protector body one last time with them too. Very much.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    SEEKER 
 
      
 
    I emerged from the ooze-filled cocoon a different man. Physically, but not mentally. Inside, I was still plain old Sam Ryder. But on the outside, I was leaner, more chiseled. Even without moving, I felt faster and nimbler. Gone was the hulking smash-first-ask-questions-later brawler I had become during my transition from Warrior to Protector.  
 
    There were other changes too, ones I noticed immediately. My vision was sharper. Everything appeared more in focus. The glowing vines were blinding. The edges of the rocks were so clear I could make out the varying textures. Similar improvements had been made to my hearing. The tinkle of the nearby pool of water was too loud. But that cacophony didn’t stop me from hearing other sounds—deep breathing, heartbeats. I was hearing fucking heartbeats.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    I had spidey senses.  
 
    I looked around, my eyes meeting Eve’s as she sat, watching. “I’m a Seeker?” 
 
    She nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “You look damn good.” 
 
    Gods, this woman. Like the Three, she’d done awful things. I wanted to hate her half the time. But the other half of the time she seemed to be trying to be better, to change. “If I look damn good, then you’re on another planet,” I said. Was I seriously flirting with her? It felt like playing with a stick of dynamite.  
 
    “Sometimes,” she said. “Not at the moment.”  
 
    “I can hear your heartbeat.” I frowned, because her slow and steady heart wasn’t the only one I could hear. There were others. And the sounds of deep breathing.  
 
    I looked behind me. There were two other cocoons besides the one I’d torn my way through.  
 
    When had she had time to go on another Finding mission? Normally she needed to rest a few days in between.  
 
    It hit me. 
 
    I turned back to her. “Who?” I asked.  
 
    “See for yourself.” She gestured to the cocoons. When I looked at them the second time, they were moving. I could hear every scrape, the accelerating pace of the heartbeats of those inside. Razor-sharp claws punched through the side of one of the cocoons. The claws were at least a foot long, slightly curved at the end.  
 
    My mouth widened into an O and I took a step back. Rapidly, the claws slashed across the cocoon’s side, turning it to gossamer ribbons drenched in ooze. The primordial slime splashed out but the cocoon’s occupant performed a full flip and landed on her agile feet. Perfectly balanced, a snarl on her face. Twin fangs, longer now, protruding from her lips. Cat ears pricked up and catching every sound.  
 
    “Protector Lace,” I said. “You look like fucking Wolverine.” 
 
    Specifically, she looked like a wild animal ready to carve anything and everything to bits. Her body, which looked similar but perhaps a few degrees more muscular, softened slightly. “Who is fucking Wolverine?” she asked.  
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Congratulations. You’re a Protector now. Level 3.” 
 
    “About time,” she muttered. Her claws were still out and I wondered whether she had the ability to retract them. “And you’re Level 4 now. Shocking. You always were the goddesses’ favorite.” This time, I could tell, she was joking. Any animosity between us was gone. We’d survived too much together.  
 
    The continued shifting of the other cocoon dragged both our attention away from each other. “Who’s that?” Lace asked.  
 
    A massive fist smashed through the side. Powerful fingers opened, stretched, knuckles crackling. “I’ll give you three guesses, but you’re only going to need one,” I said, grinning so hard my face was starting to hurt.  
 
    Right on cue, Beat barged through the cocoon, her body—now half again as big and strong as before—tumbling out with none of the grace Lace had exhibited. On hands and knees, Beat spat out a wad of oozy gunk. “Fuck these cocoons,” she said.  
 
    She looked up, her eyes darting from Lace to me, then back to Lace, narrowing when she noticed her newly improved claws. “She turned into fucking Wolverine,” she said.  
 
    I laughed. Yep, everything was good, at least for now. “C’mon,” I said. “It’s time for you both to meet your new Warriors.” The only thing better than having one Protector was having two.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    The Leveling up celebration had died down. There were still a few hours before the next Black, and most of the Warriors had gone to sleep. Lace had invited Asfandiar to go with her, but he’d taken one look at her claws and made an excuse of being too tired. I didn’t blame him. She still hadn’t figured out how to retract them.  
 
    Only Beat and I remained sitting by the fire, finishing off the last of the leafrat.  
 
    “I’m bigger than you,” Beat commented.  
 
    “Bigger isn’t always better.” 
 
    “In this case it is,” she said.  
 
    “True. You could mash my head into pulp with your fists.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed. “But I won’t. Unless you piss me off.” 
 
    “It’s inevitable. You might as well get it over with.” I offered her my head. 
 
    “Nah,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    It felt good to just talk with the best friend I had on this planet. Hell, she was the best friend I’d had anywhere. “It’s weird,” I said. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “So many people on Earth and yet so many feel alone.” 
 
    “Deep. Are you talking about yourself?” 
 
    “Kind of. If I’d met you on Earth, would we have been friends?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I avoided dumbasses like the plague.” 
 
    “Har and har,” I said. “Seriously. If we’d—I don’t know—worked together or something, would we have been friends?” 
 
    “Look, Ryder, I didn’t know how to talk to real people on Earth. I didn’t want to talk to them. I always assumed they were looking at me, judging me. Online was different. Maybe online we would’ve been friends. But not in real life.” 
 
    That made me sad. Sad for all the others like us out there who would never take a chance because they were too scared. Looking back, I wished I’d taken more chances. Well, I was sure as hell going to make up for it here. “Fair enough,” I said. “At least we’re friggin’ Warriors now.” 
 
    “Noooo,” Beat said, rounding out the word. “You’re a Seeker now. You’re supposed to sneak around in the shadows and look for interesting shit. I don’t even know if you could take on a bludgeon one on one anymore.” 
 
    I feigned annoyance. “I could.” 
 
    Beat pretended to think about it seriously. “Well, maybe a small one. A child bludgeon perhaps.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll leave the adult rock-smashers to you.” 
 
    “Thanks. What’s next?” Beat asked. “Do we need to go out again to find the other goddesses’ hearts?” 
 
    I shook my head. We had a little time left before things became urgent. Airiel was recovering. Minertha and Persepheus were still heading in the wrong direction, but the situation wasn’t dire. Yet. We had time. Not much, but enough to get a breather. “No,” I said. “Now we build our army.” 
 
    “Ooh, me likey that idea,” Beat said. “I call first pick of Warriors.” 
 
    I laughed. A little healthy competition between the two new Protectors might not be a bad thing. “I’m not sure it works that way, but if Lace is cool with it, so am I.” 
 
    “Hey, Ryder?” Beat said.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Once you do get off your lazy ass and go out to seek precious artifacts, do you think you could find me a magic spear? Pretty please?” 
 
    I pretended to consider it, like I was on the fence.  
 
    She raised a big ol’ fist in my direction. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Since you asked so nicely.” 
 
    Together, we watched the day drift toward another Black.  
 
    It was almost time to fight monsters again.  
 
    But not me. I had other things to do now.  
 
    I was a Seeker.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY 
 
    DOOM 
 
      
 
    The Morgoss were pissed off. Royally. The one with the many eyes kept shifting in and out of smoke form, roiling around the room and smashing into things. The other one—with the spiked armor, nasty whip and Morningstar—was calmer, but still full of rage.  
 
    Something had gone down, and Vrill had a feeling it involved Sam Ryder. She wanted to cheer for him, but this close to the demon masters she was powerless. The collar on her neck made sure of that. Further away from their lair, the signal weakened somewhat, which had allowed her to thwart their plans on several occasions now.  
 
    Which always meant punishment. The pain didn’t bother her. If anything, it made her feel alive, rather than the shade of a person she’d become. Her bond—from the other collar—to the dragon gave her a sense of the magnificent beast’s emotions too. It also enjoyed the pain. It was as much a prisoner as she was, a slave to the will and whim of their masters.  
 
    Vrill watched the tirade continue, wondering where the third Morgoss was. The brutal knight with the big ol’ sword. Even in the hot depths of the tunnel system beneath Annakor, she’d heard the crash of thunder. A storm had raged aboveground, and she had a feeling it wasn’t just bad weather.  
 
    Whatever had gone down, it had caught the ire of these two demons.  
 
    One of the Maluk’ori appeared in the tunnel entrance, chittering away. Delivering a message of some kind. Or an update.  
 
    Whatever it said, the smoky Morgoss didn’t like it. In a flash, it was on the small demon, which screamed. The poor sap vanished into the smoke. When the Morgoss reformed a distance away, bones clinked to the ground where the Maluk’ori had been. The rest of it had been devoured. It had kind of been like watching a parent eat their own child.  
 
    Vrill felt ill.  
 
    The cold-eyed Morgoss turned toward her. Here it comes, she thought, steeling herself. While the smoky one always raged hot and fast, this Morgoss’s anger was a slow-burning fuse that always led to her. And the dragon. She hoped it would focus on her this time. She hated watching the mighty beast laid low.  
 
    She didn’t back away, didn’t flinch, even as the demon master raised its whip high in the air. She wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of seeing her fear.  
 
    The whip snapped forward, cracking at the end, slashing open her neck.  
 
    She gritted her teeth, unmoving, breathing in the agony. The pain meant she was alive, right? She clung to that thought.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    This time the blow snaked down her cheek. Warm blood rose to the surface, cascading down her face and dripping from her chin.  
 
    Still she refused to step back.  
 
    She could see how her defiance angered the Morgoss. And anything that made the demon angry felt like a victory for her, albeit a small one, especially considering she was the one bleeding.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    Her stomach flared with pain, a long red slash seared into her skin.  
 
    Her defiance turned into something else: rage. Slow-building, like the first drops of rain before a major storm.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    Her arm bled.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    Her leg.  
 
    Crack! Crack! Crack! 
 
    Cra— 
 
    Her hand shot out and she caught the end of the whip, relishing the burn of its lash on her palm.  
 
    The Morgoss cocked its head to the side. Tried to pull the whip back. She held it fast. Its black eyes narrowed. Its voice rumbled. “Good. You have fight. Now fight us no more, or you will die.” 
 
    She wanted to die if it meant she didn’t have to do what these bastards told her to do anymore. But that wasn’t a choice, not when given a direct order. It was a wonder she’d managed to defy the whip the way she had. Now, however, she felt her fingers open of their own volition, releasing the whip. Then her legs moved, carrying her toward the dragon, which had already dipped its head so she could climb on. A powerful creature turned into a house pet.  
 
    It made her unbearably sad.  
 
    And yet too weak to resist.  
 
    She climbed on, feeling the familiar rough-smooth texture of the dragon’s scales on her fingers, her legs. Without another word, the dragon took off into the shaft leading up and out of the cave system. Into the darkening sky it soared, releasing a roar.  
 
    The dragon wheeled around and flew in the opposite direction to normal. Vrill frowned, searching her connection to the beast, trying to figure out what was happening.  
 
    The information came back to her. It should’ve been a relief knowing they weren’t going to attack the renewed ward shields on this night.  
 
    It wasn’t.  
 
    Because they had another mission.  
 
    Cut and bleeding, Vrill and her dragon soared over the mountains to free the deadliest horde of demons the world had ever known.  
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    Greetings reader! Thank you for reading the sequel to the debut series in 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 next book in the Monsterworld Saga…Seeker will be out soon! Keep reading for a sneak peek. So if you’re enjoying 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. 
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    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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    ONE 
 
    FINALLY. WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG? 
 
      
 
    “Those look bad. Have you shown them to the Three?” Beat asked, gesturing to my chest with a meaty finger. I was still getting used to my best friend’s sheer size. Ever since I’d known the mighty Warrior whose real name was, wait for it, Beatrice (but don’t call her that to her face), she’d been bodybuilder muscular, but I was still bigger. Now, however, the tables had turned.  
 
    She put the power in powerful, the might in mighty, the…well, you get the picture. Leveled up to Protector, she was a woman-beast.  
 
    “These little things?” I said, glancing at the white, thread-like veins that were showing through my skin. “Broken capillaries. That’s all.” In truth, I was getting pretty freaked out. Ever since I was bitten by one of the scary-sexy Syrene while on a quest to recover a vial of her blood the white veins had been spreading.  
 
    Not good.  
 
    Beat wasn’t buying it either. “They look unnatural.” 
 
    I didn’t think it was necessary to remind her that everything about getting bitten by a seductress mermaid vampire was unnatural. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “You might turn into a siren,” Beat said. At least she was grinning now. Our relationship generally involved spurts of seriousness amongst long periods of absurdity. We preferred it that way.  
 
    “A sex change?” I said. “Hmm, interesting. My breasts have been looking bigger.” I used my hand to push my pecs together to create some makeshift cleavage. It felt weird. My body was so much leaner than it had been a few days ago, before the goddesses had leveled me up to Seeker. As Protector, I’d been the Incredible Hulk’s long-lost brother, except without the green tinge and uncontrollable temper. As Seeker, I was lean and chiseled, my senses supercharged so I could see in the dark and hear footsteps sneaking up on me from a great distance away.  
 
    “You’d be a damn ugly woman,” Beat said. I was glad we were still in the joking phase of the conversation.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I would. Which is why I think I’ll stick to being a man. At least for now.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to try on my loin bikini?” Beat asked. “Just for fun.” 
 
    “Tempting,” I said. Given my changed shape and size, I’d had to retie my own loincloth tighter to avoid a whole lot of embarrassment. Beat’s garb, however, had needed to be readjusted the opposite way, expanded with extra rope. “We could do a photoshoot for Barbarian magazine. Spring Break edition. Loin clothes optional.” 
 
    Though I could tell Beat was amused, her expression grew serious once more. “Ryder. You should show those veins to the Three.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they’ve already noticed them.” They must have. Kinda hard to miss considering the, ahem, close quarters we’d been in together.  
 
    “You know how they are, all mysterious and shit. Ask them directly. Or Eve. She might know.” 
 
    Beat was right. Our Finder, Eve knew almost everything there was to know about this place. This place being Tor, the alien planet I found myself on, a world plagued by monsters with an affinity for ripping out the hearts of goddesses. And murder. Yeah, they loved murder too. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “If you don’t, I will.” 
 
    “Bossy,” I said. “This whole Protector thing has really gone to your head.” 
 
    Beat smiled at me wryly. “You think I’m bad? Have you seen Lace lately?” 
 
    I groaned. I had. The ferocious cat-woman had been a major asset to me when I was Protector, even if she’d always believed it should’ve been her who got the job. Now that she’d been leveled up… 
 
    Right on cue, her sharp voice carried over to where we were sitting by the fire. “Get off your lazy asses and fight like your about to be devoured by a fucking vostra!” 
 
    We watched as Lace, who was now more wolverine than cat, with long, retractable claws (thank the goddesses she’d finally figured out how to retract them or we’d all have ended up skewered) and two sets of three-inch long fangs, grabbed one of the new recruits and hauled her to her feet. The woman scowled at Lace, who promptly hissed at her. The human woman backed up a step, and I didn’t blame her. Lace looked like a hungry predator. Hot as hell, too, but with enough scary to make you cross the street to avoid her.  
 
    “Again,” Lace said. “Until you get it right.” 
 
    As tough as Lace was on the newbs, she was just as effective. They were clearly getting stronger, more capable. Not all of them had faced the Black yet, but they would be ready soon.  
 
    The Black was the short stretch of night—approximately two hours—that felt like an eternity. For most, it was a time of complete darkness, where you couldn’t see your own hand in front of your face unless you were carrying a torch coated in the ever-burning blood of demons. For me, it was different now. My eyes could see in the darkest of darks, even if everything was cast in a muted gray. Still, it was better than being blind. 
 
    We watched as two of her Warriors fought. Jak, the dark Lri Ay dude with bulging biceps, and Asfandiar, the ancient human warrior Eve had brought back from Earth’s past. Jak favored a broad two-handed sword that allowed him to land mighty blow after mighty blow, while Asfandiar—whom Beat and I had nicknamed Ass-Fan—used a long, curved blade that he wielded with practiced precision.  
 
    The two men went at it like they hated each other. Which they did. Because of Lace, who they’d both had relations with. And in case you are a bit slow and missed the innuendo, I mean they both fucked her. A lot. And Lace being Lace liked to pit them against each other at every turn. Including now.  
 
    “Stupid males,” Beat said. “They should throw down their weapons, beat their chests and then get out the tape measures.” 
 
    I looked at her. “Tape measures?” I said, not understanding. 
 
    “To measure their dicks?” Beat said. “That’s what this is all about. Who’s bigger and manlier.” 
 
    I snorted, but turned my attention back to the fight, which was as entertaining as an MMA fight involving two Marvel superheroes. Ass-Fan was the quicker of the two, dodging and deflecting Jak’s powerful killing strokes. Slowly, however, he was being beaten into submission. Both men were sweating like pigs, their skin shimmering in the silver sun.  
 
    In a chance in tactic, Jak went for Ass-Fan’s legs, but the Warrior simply leapt over the stroke, landing in a forward roll that carried him away. He regained his feet, turned, and deflected an overhead chop expertly, guiding the massive blade into the dirt. Then he slashed his own wicked blade back up.  
 
    Jak roared.  
 
    His sword fell to the ground. His hand, now severed from his arm at the wrist, still gripping the hilt.  
 
    Ass-Fan stepped back, grinning broadly, like he’d just won a plush toy playing a silly carnival game where you try to throw a ping-pong ball into a fishbowl. Not the expression one would normally have when cutting off another man’s hand. Welcome to Tor, I thought wryly.   
 
    To emphasize my point, Lace said, “Well done,” commending her Warrior for the removal of said hand from her other Warrior’s body. “Asfandiar, help Jak get that wound tied off with an ooze wrap.” 
 
    Ah, Lace, I thought. There is a method to your madness.  
 
    “She’s a psycho genius,” Beat said.  
 
    “Emphasis on psycho,” I said.  
 
    But I had to admit, it was smart. She needed these two mighty Warriors to get along enough to fight together during the Black. They could compete during the day, but at night they needed to have each other’s backs. Being forced to care for one another when injured was a sure-fire way to earn each other’s respect.  
 
    Jak, hissing through his teeth as blood poured from his wrist, glared at Asfandiar. The ripped Warrior kept grinning. “Come with me,” he said.  
 
    When the two had slipped inside one of the huts, Lace snapped at the rest of her Warriors who’d stopped their own training to watch the drama unfold. “Fight or I’ll cut your hands off!” 
 
    “She thinks it’s a competition,” Beat said.  
 
    “What is?” I asked, watching as Lace’s Warriors ran through their paces again, fighting each other with reckless abandon, spurred on by their leader’s sharp rebukes and threats.  
 
    “Me and her. We’re both Protectors, but she thinks one of us needs to be the best Protector.” 
 
    I glanced over at where Beat’s crew of Warriors were lounging in the silver sunlight, chewing on skewers of charred leafrat. “Her squad certainly works harder than yours,” I said, already dodging before the last word crossed my lips. Beat’s punch whistled overhead and I chuckled. “Can’t catch me I’m the gingerbread ma—ow!” Her foot had been quicker than her fist, catching me in the ribcage. 
 
    “I eat gingerbread men for breakfast,” she said. “And my crew isn’t lazy. They’re conserving their energy. Balance is important. Equal periods of training and rest. The last thing I need is a bunch of exhausted fighters staggering into the Black.” 
 
    “Two paths through the same forest,” I said. “But do they both lead to the waterfall? Or will one take everyone over the edge of a cliff?” 
 
    Beat raised an eyebrow. Then we both laughed. I could be a real dumbass sometimes. Or maybe it was the boredom. As the only Seeker we had, I was no longer permitted to fight during the Black. It felt weird staying behind. You would think it would be a good thing to no longer have “Fight monsters in the dark” in my job description, but it kind of sucked.  
 
    Like now, when Beat stood up and clapped her hands. “Play time is over, kids,” she said. Her crew of Warriors groaned. But they also obeyed. Even before she’d been leveled up, Beat was the kind of woman you respected.  
 
    I watched her go, feeling envious and alone. For the first time, I thought I understood how Eve felt. As the only Finder—and there could only be one Finder—she was on an island by herself. And she’d done this for years, I’d only been Seeker for a few days.  
 
    Being a Seeker was different than being a Warrior or Protector. I didn’t have the nightly responsibilities of protecting the ward shields. According to Eve, the goddesses would let me know when to go out on a mission.  
 
    Thus far, all I’d done was sit on my ass and wait. Twice I’d tried to go visit the Three to ask for something to do, and twice Eve had informed me they weren’t up for visitors. Normally I wasn’t the type to take no for an answer, but ever since we’d recovered the sky goddess’s heart from the Morgoss, I was reluctant to disturb them. Airiel was in a sort of coma, healing but slowly.  
 
    I found my own feet and climbed the hill. It was a steep grade that used to make my calves and thighs burn, but which now felt about the same as walking downhill. I was faster and more agile in this new body.  
 
    At the top, I grabbed one of the glowing vines and slid down. It’s a move I would’ve never attempted before, afraid of losing my grip and breaking my legs. Now it felt as easy as walking.  
 
    I landed with a soft thump.  
 
    I noticed a glowing just below my chin. Shit. Those damned white veins were glowing beneath my skin. Faintly, but still. It was weird as hell. What is happening to me? I didn’t feel any different—well aside from the changes from being leveled up. But those changes felt more natural now, the primordial ooze (meaning goddess spittle) transforming all of us into different versions of ourselves.  
 
    The glowing veins didn’t feel natural at all.  
 
    A splash drew my attention away from my own predicament.  
 
    “Coming in?” Eve said, her head emerging from the water, which ran from her dark hair down her face, past her alluring almond eyes and perfect lips before cascading from her chin.   
 
    I felt a stirring beneath my loincloth. (Hey, don’t judge, imagine the hottest woman you’ve ever seen and multiply that by a thousand and see how your anatomy reacts.) 
 
    It didn’t help that I spotted her sexy backless black dress discarded haphazardly on the ground between me and the crystalline pond. Eve’s daily swim was a ritual I’d only witnessed once before. The last time I’d been dangling from the vines and I’d almost fallen to my death. This time I grew weak at the knees.  
 
    “Monster got your tongue?” she said, splashing water in my general direction. Playful. Flirty. The way she always was. Well, not always. She had a mean streak, too, but I hadn’t seen that side of her in a while now. Our relationship had changed ever since I’d become a leader in camp, leveling up faster than most.  
 
    She seemed to view me as an equal now, or at least a step up from the pawn I’d been when we’d first met.  
 
    And she was still waiting for me to answer.  
 
    Which was hard considering the flashes of endless tanned body I glimpsed beneath the water as she treaded to keep herself afloat. My lizard-brain could hardly string two words together, much less a whole sentence. “Fine. I’ll come to you,” she said, starting forward toward shore.  
 
    “No,” I said, the wording coming out faster and sharper than I’d intended. If she’d emerged from the pond, her skin wet and glistening, I would lose all control of my actions.  
 
    Why are you resisting her? I asked myself for the millionth time. When I’d first met Eve, I would’ve done anything she asked. For some reason resisting her temptations had become a personal test for me. It was like I was trying to prove I still had some measure of control over my libido-enhanced body. Yeah, that’s right, leveling up also increased my sex-drive, like a jalopy rebuilt into a Ferrari. And Level 4 was proving to have a powerful engine indeed.  
 
    Since arriving on Tor, I’d had more sex in the five or so weeks than I’d had in my entire life on Earth. But not with Eve.  
 
    She was staring at me, her eyes narrowed. “Still playing this game?” she said. “You want me. I can see it in your eyes. Do you deny it?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “Then come to me,” she purred. “If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for me.” 
 
    My erection was like stone now. No, more like diamond, a full ten out of ten on Moh’s hardness scale.  
 
    What the hell, I thought. I didn’t need to train and the Three weren’t exactly sending me on any missions. Plus, Eve wanted this, and if anyone deserved to get what they wanted it was her. She’d been through a lot, if I could help ease her pain, I should.  
 
    I stepped forward.  
 
    She licked her lips, her eyes roaming up and down my body.  
 
    Which made me pick up the pace, my feet splashing into the water, which was the perfect temperature, not too hot or cold. She was close now, drifting gracefully up and down as she moved her arms and legs.  
 
    The water reached my waist and I untied my loincloth, flinging the saturated leather behind me and hearing it slap onto the stone.  
 
    She moved toward me, until her feet must’ve touched the pond floor because she stopped moving her arms. As more of my body was covered by water, less of hers was.  
 
    She emerged in slivers of wet skin, piece by beautiful piece. The hollow in her neck. The elegant lines of her bronzed shoulders. Her upper arms and chest. The waterline drifted lower until I could make out her dark nipples wavering beneath the surface.  
 
    We were two waves that had been crashing toward each other for too long. This result had been inevitable, and yet I’d delayed it. In some ways that made the intensity of it all the greater.  
 
    Her dark eyes bore into my gaze, which smoldered with heat as I drank her in, her taut breasts emerging from the water, dripping.  
 
    The two waves crashed into each other and I picked her up, my hands grasping her ass, her hips, feeling every soft inch. Our lips collided with an urgency I’d never experienced before and then her tongue was in my mouth and I could taste her sweetness.  
 
    One of her hands wrapped behind my head, gripping me to her, while the other slid down my back, around my hip and then penetrating the tight space between our bodies.  
 
    She felt me and I groaned, my head naturally rolling back. She kissed my neck, nipping at my skin. She pressed my penis against her vagina, not maneuvering it inside, not yet, delaying, thrusting against me, rubbing her breasts and nipples against my chest as she continued to kiss my throat.  
 
    I helped her thrust, my hands pushing from behind. 
 
    This was not meant to be a slowly unfolding event, which Eve seemed to understand. She delayed only a moment longer and then forced me inside her, nerve endings firing along my shaft. I could feel every part of her as I slid in and out, drawing my hips up to meet hers, cupping her ass as we came together, two crashing waves colliding over and over again.  
 
    It was her turn to rear up like a cobra, soft, breathy exhalations of pleasure arising from the back of her throat. One of my hands slid around to cup her breast, teasing her nipple between my fingers while my tongue found the other one, licking circles around it.  
 
    All the while thrusting, each movement bringing us both closer and closer to the promised land. I could tell she was getting close and I was determined not to release too soon, gritting my teeth and clinging to the edge of the edge, my fingernails scraping toward falling.  
 
    “Oh goddesses,” I said, my entire body tingling, resonating from the magical point where our bodies were one endless stretch of flesh.  
 
    “No,” Eve purred, and I could hear the strain in her voice now. “This is all us. Harder,” she said.  
 
    I obeyed, still kissing her breasts while my hand moved back to her ass, helping her thrust against me.  
 
    “Harder.” 
 
    I groaned with pleasure but held the tide at bay by will alone. I wasn’t so much clinging to the edge anymore, but over it, hovering in the air, looking gravity in the eye and defying its pull.  
 
    “Fuck me harder,” Eve said, every word an effort now. She was close, so close, but defying gravity the same way I was.  
 
    It was…un-fucking-believable.  
 
    She screamed and I groaned as we orgasmed at the exact same moment, coming at once. Still thrusting, but slower now. Softer. In perfect rhythm.  
 
    Holy shit. If anything, it had been even better than my romps with the goddesses. Even better than the foursome, which should’ve been the crowning event of my adult sexual life.  
 
    Eve looked at me with her captivating eyes. So dark. So sexy. “Finally,” she said, reaching down to pull me out of her. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “It was worth the wait,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Maybe you were right. But let’s not wait so long the next time, agreed?” 
 
    I nodded, feeling numb. “Deal.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed how much darker the gully had become, filling with shadows as I’d filled Eve with my sperm.  
 
    The Black was upon us.  
 
      
 
    Coming soon! 
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