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My name is Sam Ryder. I was abducted from Earth and brought to a planet called Tor, a world of dying goddesses and monsters. I was leveled up—thrice now—transforming me from a slightly overweight gamer into a chiseled fighter with spidey senses who gets more play with the goddesses than an Xbox. 

 

At this point I’ve already faced two of the massive demons known as the Morgoss, the overlords responsible for the overthrow of the Three goddesses and the theft of their powerful hearts. So far, I’ve managed to kill one of the bastards with help from my allies and recover the sky goddess’s heart. Two monsters and two hearts to go.

 

This is the continuation of my story.





  
 

 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 always 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 the skin on my neck, upper chest and shoulder. “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 you’re 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’re 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. For her own amusement. Yeah, she was kind of a bitch.

“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. 

Risking a change 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 gripped 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 well 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 evidently there could only be one Finder—she was on an island by herself. And she’d done this for years, while 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 for 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 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 back on Earth, 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 never with Eve, though she had offered. 

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 bored 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 her.

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 seed. 

The Black was upon us. 






 
   

  
 

 TWO 

HONEY, I BLEW UP THE MONSTERS

 

Whew. I’m glad we got that over with. 

No more sexual tension between Eve and me. No more distractions. Well, except for her endless legs and taut body and flirty smiles. No, I will not be distracted. Not one bit.

Back to the story. 

Right, the Black. 

It descended like a swarm of black-winged bats blotting out the waning light in the evening sky. 

I ran. Eve called out to me, told me I wasn’t a Warrior anymore—not that I needed the reminder. My own leaner body was a reminder, as well as the fact that I was having no trouble seeing, even as the world grew darker and darker. Spidey vision had its perks. 

Still, as I climbed to the top of the gully, I wondered what exactly I was planning on doing. I’d basically been forbidden from fighting in the Black with the other Warriors. Plus, they didn’t need me, not with their renewed ward shields and ever-growing numbers. Things were going well. I had helped get us to this point.

And now… 

I reached the top and looked down the hill. Lace and Beat were rallying their crews. Lace was prowling back and forth and shouting at her Warriors, trying to amp them up. From the looks of it, whatever she was saying was working. Ass-Fan was beating his chest and the others were nodding and bouncing up and down on the balls of their feet. Like a sports team ready to run out on the field to the roar of a home crowd. The rest of her crew consisted of a male giant named Bonk and a rhino woman known as Floot. She also had a massive rhino dude, one of Eve’s latest recruits. Last was a green-skinned, gilled Oceanian named Merlin, which never failed to remind me of the very first Oceanian I ever met, who bore the same name and died fighting at my side in the Black. Jak was noticeably absent. Even wrapped in a cloth soaked with the goddesses’ magical spittle, it would take the better part of a day for his hand to grow back. 

Beat’s approach was very different to Lace’s. Her squad, which included our resident newb-whisperer, Millania, was listening intently as she spoke to them. Beat then deferred to the Oceanian, who also said something in that soft way of hers. And on down the line it went, each Warrior getting the chance to speak. Her group included some of our latest additions, the cat-dude Chestah (yep, like the cheetah, I kid you not) and the lioness Nrrrf (try to say her name without giggling, I dare you). There was also a dark-skinned Lri Ay woman with a deep, gravelly voice. I couldn’t remember her name, which was a good thing. It meant our numbers were growing faster than my brain capacity. Beat’s last squad member was Guz, whose entire body was covered in white fur. 

I wondered what they were talking about. I wished I was with them. A part of a group again. 

Not alone.

Not an island. 

It was a wonder Eve hadn’t gone mad from living like this for so long. 

I watched the Warriors walk away from camp, each squad heading in a different direction to split up any groups of monsters that attacked. As a rule of thumb, the smaller the monster pack, the better. 

I longed to go with them. But I had a different role to play now, one I needed to accept if this was ever going to work. And I could still play a part in the Black for those who were left behind. 

There were three at this point. They were huddled around the fire, not speaking. Just watching the flames as the Black pressed in on their backs and shoulders. The demonflames barely managed to hold back the darkness. 

The three Warriors who hadn’t yet faced a Black included a human, a giant and one of the white-furred creatures hailing from the planet called Askander. 

I said down beside them and pretended not to notice the way their eyes darted toward me. Although I knew I was just a normal guy, to them I was an enigma. I tried to put myself in their shoes. My early days on Tor were a whirlwind as I learned about the dangers of this world. Unlike them, however, I didn’t have the chance to sit out a single Black, forced into a life of nightly violence and death. I watched friends and acquaintances die on an almost daily basis. Crap, we hadn’t lost a single Warrior since these newbs had arrived. It was pretty spectacular how well the system I had implemented was working. I knew it couldn’t last forever—someone was bound to be killed in the Black—but it was a fresh start. 

For a second, I found myself irrationally angry at these three. They looked dejected, depressed. How dare they be so ungrateful? 

I took a deep breath. I wasn’t being fair to them. They’d been taken from the only life they ever knew to a world of monsters and darkness. How could they possibly know about the Circle, about the old system which probably would’ve killed all of them already? How could they know they were the lucky ones? 

There was only one answer: they couldn’t. 

“Anyone know any jokes?” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

Unfortunately, that was what Beat was good at, not me. The human woman looked up, her dark eyes shaded by long lashes. She was stunning. Not Eve stunning, but still more gorgeous than any woman on Earth, even the airbrushed ones on glossy magazines. There was no humor on her face. “Jokes?” she said, like I was an idiot. Which I was. 

The white-furred creature said something that sounded like a series of grunts and mumbles. For some reasons, the Askander’s language didn’t automatically translate into a common language like the rest of ours did. Then the furry creature released a breathy, huffing sound that I took for laughter. 

I slapped my knee, pretending to get the punchline. “Wow…uh…man, good one.”

The human woman—her name is Uva, I remembered—scowled at me. The giant—who was a large female named Munzy—started sobbing. 

“Look what you did,” Uva said. She put an arm on Munzy’s massive knee and made a comforting shushing sound. It was bizarre watching the enormous giant be comforted by a human woman one-tenth her size. 

“Look,” I started, trying to piece together an inspirational speech worthy of an ex-Protector. Uva stared daggers at me, as if daring me to say something stupid. What was with this world and hot women who looked like they wanted to murder me in my sleep? 

I changed my approach. “This fucking sucks,” I said. 

Uva blinked. I’d surprised her. Good. Inspirational speeches were overrated anyway. Blunt truth was more effective on Tor. “Yes, it does,” she said. “But not for you. You don’t have to fight in the Black. Up on your pedestal you get to look down on the rest of us like you’re some kind of god.”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. Uva’s scowl returned. “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just…I’m the furthest thing from a god you’ll ever find.”

“You’re Level 4,” Uva said. “We’re Level 2. Lace says ninety-nine percent of Warriors are killed before they even reach Level 3.”

I gritted my teeth. I needed to invest in a muzzle for the cat-woman. “Technically that’s correct,” I said. “But that was under the old system. Using the new system we haven’t lost a Warrior yet, and two of our number have been leveled up to Protector.”

“She didn’t tell us that,” Uva said. Munzy stopped crying. Looked at me, her large, moon-like eyes wet, tears hanging from lashes as long as reeds. 

“Don’ wan’ fight,” she said. 

“And you don’t have to,” I said. 

Uva broke in again. “Lace says—”

“Lace doesn’t know everything,” I said. “She can threaten and berate all she wants, but she’s not the ultimate boss. The Three are.”

Uva rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, the mysterious Three goddesses who haven’t deigned to step down from the clouds to so much as thank the Warriors who protect them on a daily basis. Sorry if I don’t exactly feel comforted knowing they’re in charge.”

Watching and listening to the fiery human woman, I wondered why she hadn’t fought in a Black yet. Clearly, she was ready. It clicked. She’s doing it just to spite the rest of us. Fair enough. “It’s fine,” I said. “I get it.”

“Do you really?”

“Hell yeah I do. Has anyone told you how long I’ve been here?”

The question seemed to take Uva by surprise. “Well, Lace never fails to mention she’s been here more than ninety Blacks…and you’re a Level higher than her, so…”

I had to think for a minute. Because I’d lost count. Add two, carry the three, plus or minus four… Where was a calculator when I needed one? “Thirty-one Blacks,” I said. “I think. Something like that.”

“Wait…what?” Uva said, her thin eyebrows raised in twin arches. “A month? You’ve only been here a month and you’ve been Leveled up twice?”

I didn’t correct her that it was technically three times, because we all got the first Level up for free on arrival. I nodded. “See? Things are changing around here. When I arrived thirty-one Blacks ago, all Three goddesses were dying and there were only a handful of Warriors and one Protector. And there were no Seekers. Things are getting better, I swear it.” Uva opened her mouth to interrupt again, but this time I didn’t let her. “As far as the Three goddesses go…screw them. We don’t fight for them, we fight for each other. If they happen to get protected because of our efforts, so be it. We don’t need their approval anyway.” It felt good saying it. The Three might not be as bad as I initially thought, but they were far from perfect. They’d made a mess of this whole situation, and it was up to us to clean things up.

“An’ Munzy don’ gotta fight?” the giantess said, scratching her chin. 

“Not until you’re ready,” I confirmed. 

“And if she’s never ready?” Uva said, a challenge in her voice. 

“Then she never fights,” I said. “If Lace tells you otherwise—any of you—let me know.”

Munzy looked better. She even took a bite of leafrat. Uva still looked skeptical, but at least there weren’t daggers in her eyes anymore. We were surrounded by darkness, but the demonflames cast enough light to create a little island for us. 

That’s when the ground started shaking. 

~~~
It wasn’t an earthquake, I knew that much. I’d experienced a similar ground-shaking phenomenon on Tor, but it was caused by the heavy trod of trolls and giants. 

This, however, was something bigger. 

Munzy whimpered. Uva said, “What the fuck is that?” Despite the harshness of her tone, I could see the fear in her eyes. I suspected my eyes were reflecting a similar emotion. 

The white-furred creature mumbled something indistinguishable. 

“Stay here,” I said and then bolted into the dark, barely remembering to grab my glowing hammer on the way. 

It still felt weird running through the Black without carrying a demontorch. It wasn’t like everything was totally clear, but I could still see well enough to avoid running into things or stubbing my toes on sharp rocks. Think night-vision goggles, but without the greenish tint. Everything was gray, like a stormy afternoon shrouded by dark clouds. 

I stumbled as the ground shook beneath me. I didn’t fall, however, my Leveled-up body reacting instantly to maintain my balance. Ahead, I could make out the red-orange glow of a demonfire circle, the silhouettes of Beat’s group of Warriors standing at the ready within the light. That was new—being able to see past the ward shields. Another benefit of being a Seeker. 

Something dark and as big as a mountain loomed beyond the Warriors, fast approaching. 

Unless the distant mountains had grown feet and learned how to walk…this was something else. Something new.

New things on Tor generally were not good.

I noticed other shapes, too, dwarfed by the mountainous one, but still huge in their own right. It took my new eyes a moment to process things as I squinted into the distance. 

Holy shit, I thought. They foes approaching were not new monsters. No, they were the old monsters but supersized. The mountainous creature was actually a troll, just three times as large as the already-ginormous trolls I’d faced in the past. The creatures scattered around its feet trying not to get stomped on were the smallish demon horde known as the Maluk’ori. Except they weren’t smallish anymore. They were the size of bears, their scaly bodies taut with muscles and bristling with spikes. Their claws were longer, not unlike Lace’s, and their mouths bigger. 

The better to eat you with, my dear, I thought as I ran. 

This turn of events was so not fair. Then again, when had this world ever been fair? 

Never. 

I wasn’t supposed to fight. I should trust Beat and Lace to lead their crews and take care of bidzness. I did trust them. But I also believed we were all stronger together. 

I could practically hear Eve’s warning in my head—“The Three are going to be pissed…”

That was fine with me. Let them be pissed off at me. Let Persepheus scream and rant and toss her seaweed hair about. So long as no one died on my watch. 

Plus, I’d never been very good at obeying the Three without question. 

I charged through the ward shield, my ears popping as I burst through to the other side. In my peripheral vision, I saw Lace and her Warriors racing in to combine with Beat’s crew. Good, I thought. Lace might be a mean bitch sometimes, but she was also someone you wanted on your side. She was once as selfish a person as I’d ever met, but something had changed in her after she’d fought alongside Beat and I in Annakor. I trusted her with my life and the lives of the other Warriors. 

“Go back,” Beat said as I spilled into the circle of light. She didn’t look at me, her eyes trained forward on the wave of oncoming death. 

“No,” I said. 

She shrugged. “It was worth a shot. Try not to get in my way.”

“Right back at ya,” I said. Ahh, the banter. Sometimes it was the only thing that kept me sane. The bear-sized Maluk’ori closed in, looking more like velociraptors now. The oversized troll was just behind them, its legs moving slowly, but covering huge chunks of ground with each earth-shaking step. 

The Maluk’ori arrived like a pack of starved wildcats escaped from the zoo. They put the gnash in gnashing of teeth. Lace and her crew arrived at almost the exact same moment. 

Yeah, it was carnage. Lace slashed her Wolverine claws across the throat of one of the beastly demons, dark blood splashing onto her face and chest. 

The demon-raptors were not intimidated. They ganged up on one Warrior at a time, forcing the rest of us to react immediately. Floot, with her horned snout, was not easy prey, but for some reason the demons targeted her, communicating in that clicking, snapping way of theirs. Three of them jumped her simultaneously. She got one with her sharp horn, goring it through the chest, but the other two slashed at her with their claws and bit at her with their rows of needlelike teeth. 

Beat managed to stab one loose with her spear, but the point didn’t penetrate the creature’s scales, which were much stronger than before. Somehow these monsters had been rebuilt, and I only needed one guess as to who was behind it. 

The Morgoss. 

Recently, the demon overlords had been experimenting with dark magic. Which was bad for us. Very bad. 

The demon Beat had stabbed pivoted and launched itself at her face. Though it had clearly surprised her, Beat still managed to get her shield up to knock it away. It landed on all clawed fours and snarled at her. 

That made me mad. I didn’t like it when monsters snarled at my friends. 

I swung my glowing hammer in a round arc, aiming for the demon’s mottled face. It would’ve been a perfect swing, too, if not for the other two demons that attacked from either side, grabbing my arm between claws that stabbed through my skin, sending shockwaves up to my shoulder and down to my fingers, which were forced to open and drop the hammer. 

The hammer still had some momentum, however, and it flew through the air and slapped into the demon I’d aimed for anyway. There was less force behind the blow, but it didn’t matter. The hammer had been filled with magic when it had fallen into the Syrene’s pool. Now that magic poured forth in an explosion of light. The Maluk’ori crumpled to the ground, minus a head. 

“Cheater,” Beat said, jabbing her spear to dislodge one of the demons clinging to my arm. I punched the other one in the face repeatedly until it hissed at me and leapt free. 

I threw myself to the ground and regained a solid grip on my hammer, rolling twice and then springing to my feet using an athletic move that would’ve made Jackie Chan proud. 

All around me: violence. Demons were being killed in droves. But I was pretty sure I saw at least two of our own down. No, I thought, feeling ill. Not on my watch, not on my godsdamn wat—

All my determined thoughts were washed away when the troll arrived at the party fashionably late. 

“Look out!” Beat warned in the nick of time. In my bulky Protector body I wouldn’t have been fast enough to dodge the troll’s kick. Luckily, my Seeker body was faster. I threw myself backwards into a back handspring, feeling a rush of air as the massive boot whooshed past me. My bones shuddered beneath my skin, as if they could sense how close they’d come to being smashed into a million pieces. 

Pretty damn close. 

I landed on my feet and sprang away, not back this time but to the side. 

SLAM! The troll’s mighty foot came down where I’d been a moment earlier, leaving an impression in the hard-packed earth. 

I stopped and swung as if trying to fell a redwood with a hatchet. 

Before my hammer had fallen into the Syrene pool, it wouldn’t have done anything other than piss off the troll and perhaps leave a minor bruise if I was lucky. Now, however, it exploded with light that shot up the gargantuan monster’s leg. The troll bellowed, clutching at its knee with fingers that were each the size of me. Bent over, its head was still higher than I could reach or I would’ve ended the contest right then and there. 

Instead, I said to Beat, who had a demon in a headlock, “Give a guy a boost?”

Her teeth gritted together, she nodded and wrenched her arms hard to the side, breaking the demon’s neck with a vicious crack. Beyond her, the carnage continued, Maluk’ori locked against Warrior. I turned away, because the troll needed to be my priority. I raised my hammer and—

WHAM! Unexpectedly, the troll brought its fist down on me. Its aim was slightly off, but even a glancing blow from a creature of its size was devastating. Its knuckles brushed along my jaw and then sternum before deflecting off my knee. 

I tumbled back, my body rebelling against me. My jaw felt broken and I pictured myself with it all wired back together, unable to do anything but drool and eat liquified foods. My sternum might’ve been cracked, the pain so intense I was finding it hard to breathe. My knee didn’t work. If I had a knee. I wasn’t certain, and I was in too much pain to do more than writhe on the ground. 

“Ryder, you all right?” Beat said, crouching beside me. She wasn’t looking at me, her eyes lasered on the troll as it withdrew its meaty fist, preparing for another smash. 

“Golly gee, yes,” I said. No, I didn’t say that. I said, “Mrsh?” My brain might’ve been on a cocktail of pain killers and hard drugs for how disoriented I was. 

“I’ll take that as a no,” Beat said. Above her, the troll’s fist seemed to hover in the air. I finally knew how a fly felt just before being swatted and I regretted all the fly murders I’d committed over the years. 

“You fucked with the wrong guy,” Beat said. She was like a mama bear protecting her young. She stood, cocked her arm back, and threw her spear. The troll’s fist was already coming down, slow and ponderous but picking up speed by the millisecond. But Beat’s spear was faster. It pierced the troll’s eye dead center, stabbing in deep. 

The arc of the troll’s blow changed direction and it punched itself in the scrotum. 

Talk about a double whammy. One hand lifted to grab its punctured eye, which was leaking blood and ooze, while the other continued to grab at its man-pillows. 

Beat yelled something—it might’ve been “Timberrrrr!” knowing her—and the troll toppled over. The ground rumbled beneath me as it landed. If anyone was below it, they’d have been smashed and we could have pancakes for breakfast tomorrow. Sorry, gross joke, but remember all the pain I was in?

My head rolled over to the side and I looked at Beat. “Thank you,” I said, which came out as, “Grshmalkooh?”

“Stay here and try not to get yourself killed,” Beat said. “I gotta go get my spear and finish the kill Mortal Combat style.”

I wished I could’ve seen that, but as it turned out, the pain became too much a few moments later. All I saw was Beat’s muscular body walking away, fading into oblivion. 






 
   

  
 

 THREE 

OOZE ME

 

I awoke in a state of bliss. 

Everything was shimmering, as if speckled with stardust. 

I raised a finger to touch the air and it rippled. Weird. That’s when I tried to breathe.

Liquid filled my lungs and for a second I forgot myself and panicked, my arms wind-milling at my sides. Breath filled my lungs. Ahh. I was breathing the liquid. 

I was on Tor. 

In an ooze bath. Hence, the serenity. Breathing the ooze was still counter to my every instinct, but I focused on it, taking stock of my body. I remembered the troll’s glancing blow. The pain. I didn’t want to leave the ooze bath too soon if I wasn’t whole.

I felt my jaw, opening and closing it several times like you do at the dentist. It didn’t hurt anymore and seemed to work okay. Obviously, I was breathing, which was better than when I felt like my chest had caved in, pressing on my lungs. And my knee? As good as gold. 

Thank the goddesses for the ooze, literally. Their willingness to spit in clay pots to give us the good stuff was something I don’t think any of us truly appreciated most of the time. Until we needed it. 

I pondered that. I was breathing in goddess spittle. Such a thing should’ve been disgusting, but there was nothing disgusting about any of the Three. Plus, I’d swapped enough spit with them already to worry about a little more.

Now that I’d checked off all the boxes on my healing process, I rose out of the ooze bath, using the back of my hand to wipe away the excess that cascaded down my brow. Everything was blurry, so I blinked several times to clear my vision. 

The first thing I saw was Beat, grinning broadly. “You owe me,” she said. “I saved your ass.”

“Did you? My memory is hazy on account of getting punched in the face by a supersized troll. Short-term amnesia.”

“You call that a punch? I’ve seen nine-year-olds hit harder than that. Myself, for example. The bullies stopped calling me four-eyes after that.”

I smirked. “I still can’t picture you with glasses.”

“They were as thick as coke bottles. If you’d used them they’d have been like magnifying glasses.”

“Kids with glasses are cute.”

“Not me. I was homely as hell. But other kids couldn’t see me when my nose was usually in a book. Not to mention how I threatened to murder them in their sleep.”

“Did you?”

She bit her lip. “No. But I thought it a lot. Does that make me a psycho?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “At least you fought one of your tormentors, once. I just learned to avoid them.”

Beat’s grin was back, because I’d set myself up. As usual. “Like you avoided that big fat troll?”

“Pretty much. I never said I was good at avoiding them.”

“Feeling better?” That was Beat. Jokes, jokes, jokes and then serious. 

“Much better. You carried me back?”

She nodded. Couldn’t let Lace do it or you’d have no bowels. Her claws still pop out at random times beyond her control.”

“Seems dangerous for Asfandiar and Jak.” 

“Not if she holds her claws out to the side while they screw her.”

“How do you know this?” I had to admit, the thought of Lace’s Wolverine claws slashing out in the throes of an orgasm was pretty hot. 

“Call it women’s intuition.”

“You spied on them!” I said, seeing the truth written all over her face. 

“Maybe,” she hedged. 

“Wow,” I said. “Kinky. Who were you watching more. Ass-Fan and Jak…or Lace.” Beat had always been mysterious when she spoke of her attractions, leaving me wondering. She’d certainly enjoyed the fairy sex back in Annakor’s sex room, but we were also out of our minds due to some dark magic in the air. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Yes,” I said. “I would. Look, I won’t judge you either way. You know that.”

She pushed out a breath. “I know. But I’m not used to talking about this shit.”

“I won’t pressure you.”

“I prefer girls,” she said. 

“Oh,” I said. I was so good with words I might as well have been Shakespeare.

“That’s it—oh? No lesbian jokes?”

“I’m sure I’ll think of some good ones eventually, but that’s all I got for now.”

“Thanks, Ryder.”

“For what?”

“For not making a big deal of it. I feel like a cliché half the time. Even here. Muscly short-haired lesbian woman.”

“Beatrice, you are the furthest thing from a cliché I’ve ever met.”

Her eyes met mine and I could see the appreciation there. She was one of the few people I’d met in my life whose eyes I felt completely comfortable looking into for an extended period of time. “Thanks,” she said. “But if you fucking call me Beatrice again…”

Sometimes a threat was more effective left unfinished. My own imagination was my worst enemy, filling in the blanks with plenty of bad stuff, most of it including the removal of my male genitalia. “That’ll be the last time,” I said. “I promise.”

It was a promise I kept. 

But we had other things to discuss. “What the hell was with the giant monsters?” I asked. 

Shadows fell over Beat’s eyes as she changed position. All humor left her, which meant only one thing. 

“Shit,” I said. “Who?” My heart was in my gut, still beating, but in a way that made me feel ill. It felt like a funeral bell tolling. 

“The Maluk’ori focused on those they thought were the strongest,” Beat said. “Based on size.”

Beat was one of our largest Warriors—well, technically a Protector now, but still. She was alive. Which left the other largest Warrior being our male giant, Bonk, and the rhino dude whose name I kept forgetting. “Shit,” I said again. “Both of them?”

She nodded gravely. Those were terrible losses.

“Anyone else?” I asked. 

“No one else was killed. But there were many serious injuries.” She waved a hand about the gully, gesturing behind me. For the first time I twisted my head far enough to take in the entirety of my surroundings. Whoa. Eight ooze baths were filled to the brim, their surfaces still and unmoving. 

If they’d been hurt worse than me… “Lace?”

“She fought like a beast,” Beat said. “But there were many demons. They eventually took her down. She killed them with her claws as they started to eat her.”

Motherfucker. Anger roiled through me. At the Morgoss more than their demon hit squad. They were relentless. We’d finally made a breakthrough in recovering Airiel’s heart and now this? Not only sending armies of monsters, but ones on dark-magic steroids? The only solace I could take was from the fact that Vrill and the dragon hadn’t shown up. “How’d you get everyone back?” I asked. 

Beat shrugged. “Two at a time.” She mimed tossing bodies over each shoulder. “I couldn’t have managed Bonk on my own, but he was dead before the battle was over.”

Though it hurt knowing we’d lost two of our Warriors on our watch, it could’ve been worse. Much worse. We could’ve lost everything. “Anything else I need to know?” I asked. She pursed her lips, and I could tell she didn’t want to tell me. “What?”

“I was told to send you to see the Three when you recover. You’ve been summoned.”

What was so bad about that? I’d been wanting to talk to the Three for a while now. “Is Airiel awake?”

“They didn’t say,” Beat said. She was clearly still holding something back. “Look, Ryder, you need more time to recover. A day at least.”

“Beat, I’m fine. The ooze works fast. Whatever it is, just tell me.”

She nodded, as if trying to convince herself there was no way around it. “They have a mission for you.”

That was it—the truth. Finally I had something to do. Only Beat didn’t want me to go, because I was the only Seeker and this would be a solo job. I knew she would try to accompany me if she could. Back when she was just a Warrior, she would’ve tried. But now…now she had responsibilities to her Warriors. Responsibilities she didn’t take lightly, especially now that the threat against us was even greater. “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I can take care of myself.”

“I fucking know that,” Beat snapped. “Doesn’t mean you won’t die.”

“And it doesn’t mean I won’t come back to a graveyard,” I snapped back. There was no such thing as being safe in this world. 

Neither of us spoke after that, because there was nothing else to say. We would both worry about each other. Couldn’t help it. We always would. 

Finally, Beat said, “Fine,” and climbed out of the gully. I watched her go, watched her turn around to look at me when she reached the top. I expected her to give me the middle finger or some other lewd gesture that would be so very Beat and would break the tension. Instead she kissed her fingertips and extended her hand toward me. 

It felt like a goodbye. 

~~~
I made my way to the cavern at the far end of the gully. To get there I had to pass the piles of cocoon material spun by Airiel for Leveling us up. Some of the stacks were lower than before, but there was still plenty to tide us over until she awoke from her coma. Assuming she ever did. 

Stop, I reminded myself. Be positive. 

Kind of hard when we’d just lost two of our most powerful Warriors, but that was the nature of this life. I couldn’t expect the improved methods of training our new recruits to ensure a one-hundred percent survival rate.

Still, it stung. We needed to do more, build defenses. Give ourselves a chance.

I also passed the jugs of ooze that littered a large area in the center portion of the long, narrow chasm nestled between the cliffs. The number of jugs had diminished substantially. Not only were there only two goddesses available to refill them, but they were both growing weaker by the day. 

There was still enough ooze to last us awhile, but Eve would require a lot of it after her next Finding mission. Plus, if we kept having to fight bigger, stronger monsters, our existing Warriors would have more injuries to heal. We’d go through our supply quickly. I made a mental note to subtly remind the Three to spit into jugs whenever they were awake and bored. 

I stopped.

Subconsciously, my mind had been ticking over the new facts of our situation. In video games, there was always a way to win. (Yes, I knew this was real life and not some brain-numbing button-masher game, but that didn’t mean the same principles didn’t apply.) Sometimes there was a trick to defeating a particular boss. Sometimes there was strategy involved. And, yes, sometimes you just had to smash the buttons really freaking fast and hope for the best. 

In other cases, you needed to get better weapons. Well, there was nothing we could do about that. I would do my best to use my position as a Level 4 Seeker to find some wicked weapons that some of the Warriors might be able to use, but there were no guarantees. Sometimes, however, it wasn’t so much about the weapons. It was about the armor. If your avatar could take enough hits and not die, eventually you might be able to chip away at your foe’s life meter. 

We wore loincloths. It wasn’t because we didn’t have armor—I’d seen plenty of it in the Three’s hidden treasure trove—but because the armor we had was special. Its magical properties were only activated by the right person. The armor almost had to choose the recipient. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t just use it as armor. Screw the magical properties, we needed to protect ourselves. 

I had this other idea buzzing around in my head. 

I set is aside for the moment, leaping into the stream that ran along the edge of the gully. The current grew fast a moment later and I had to be careful to lead with my feet to avoid being smashed on a big rock that blocked the way forward. I managed to paddle around it to where I was sucked into an even swifter current, one that eventually sent me tumbling over a small waterfall into a pool below. Water cascaded from the sides of the cliffs on both sides. It was a beautiful, tranquil spot. But I’d seen it all before, and I didn’t linger. I made for the area where I knew the caverns were hidden away behind the walls of water. 

“Our enemies grow bolder,” a voice said as I clambered over the rocky lip, water hammering my head and back, spilling around me. 

“Hello to you too, Persepheus,” I said. 

The sea goddess was stretched out on a feather bed, her long legs changing color from green to blue to fuchsia under the glow of the demontorches set along the walls. She wore a lichen bikini, though most of her upper body was hidden beneath strands of seaweed-like hair. Her face was devastatingly beautiful, but her eyes were currently as dark as unlit coals. “I think we are past cordial greetings, Seeker,” she said. It wasn’t a rebuke—more like a fact.

“True,” I said. “I’ll get right to the point. I want all the armor you have hidden away in the other room.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “We’ve already discussed this. The armor is useless to the current Warriors. We will know once the right individual arrives for any of the pieces—weapons or armor—in our collection.”

“So the metal won’t stop claws?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“The monsters are bigger,” I said. “We were lucky to survive with most of our Warriors alive.”

“You were lucky,” she snarled, her tone taking on a dangerous edge that I’d experienced on numerous occasions. “Your actions were reckless. You are our only Seeker, the first we’ve had in a long time, and you almost threw it all away fighting like a Level 2 in the Black. I have half a mind to un-Level you back to Warrior. Or how about Outcast? Do you want to go back to being the old Sam Ryder?” 

I gaped at her, genuine fear scything through my chest. “You can do that?”

She laughed, a scathing scornful sound akin to glass shards scraping across gravel. “We made you what you are. Warrior. Protector. Now Seeker. We can unmake you just as easily.”

“Save your threats for someone who’ll fear them,” I said, trying to make myself sound more certain than I was.

“Threats?” Persepheus said while my mind continued to spiral with this new information. Being Leveled down would be like having your avatar killed in the middle of a mission after you’d Leveled up but not yet reached a save point. Disastrous. I’d experienced such a feeling hundreds of times as a gamer, and I always hated having to start over. Now, in real life, that feeling was amplified by a thousand. Though I was in a better place today than I’d ever been in my life back on Earth, I wasn’t certain how much of that was due to the physical changes the Three had allotted me each time they’d Leveled me up. “I don’t make threats. This is a promise. Our lone Seeker has grown too bold by half. And when a dog disobeys its master…”

The fear churning in my gut began to bubble into an angry stew. Even though logically I knew Persepheus was just being Persepheus, using cruelty as a defense mechanism, it still pissed me off that she thought herself so superior to the pawns that protected her. Numerous retorts filtered through my mind—We should feed you to the demons…How about we stop defending your ward shields, would you like that?—but I didn’t speak them. Because despite how frustrating the sea goddess could be, her sisters were worth saving. Maybe she was too, even if I didn’t feel that way at the moment. So I said something else. Something from deep in the core of my soul. 

“You can un-Level me if you must, but I won’t sit by and watch my friends—”

“Friends?” Persepheus said, scorn hanging heavy in her voice. “We are all just sacks of blood and bones. Emotions and friendship are our own creations, as fictitious as a story told by an entertainer.”

That would’ve been a sad way of looking at life if it was true. Persepheus pretended to be a lot of things, including this woman standing high above the world and looking down on it like something she could squash in the palm of her hand. She reminded me of my old boss in the worst possible way. Back on Earth, I would’ve cowered before the stern visage of a woman like her. But that was then. 

Now I said, “Believe what you will. I’m taking the armor.”

“You filthy little—”

“Sister,” a new voice said, gravelly in a way that sent tingles up my spine. Minertha appeared at the doorway to the next room. I knew from experience that her body was as hard as stone, as smooth as glass, except where her craggy rock clothing barely covered her leaving little to the imagination. I’d known the rock goddess to be kind, emotional, fair. She was everything Persepheus was not. “Calm yourself.”

“I will not be commanded by this human. I may be weak, I may be dying, but I will not lose my dignity.”

“The world is changing, sister. And Sam means you no personal harm, not to your body or your dignity. He is trying to save you. He is trying to save us all.”

“He wants our treasures,” Persepheus said. “All these years our Seekers have collected them, waiting for the Finder to bring back the right Warriors to wield what could become our salvation.”

Minertha stepped over to her sister, her steps as lithe as a dancer’s. She placed a calming hand on Persepheus’s shoulder. “It was a nice dream, sister. But the time has come to cast dreams aside. The reality is that we are dying and if we don’t equip our defenses we will be destroyed.”

“Airiel is alive,” Persepheus insisted. “When she reaches full strength, our enemies will quake before her power. She will destroy them with but a thought. The mountains will crumble, crushing the Morgoss bastards beneath its weight.” I couldn’t help it—I shivered. Her expression was filled with fury, and I could almost believe she was capable of carrying out her own words. 

But then I heard it: a quiver in her voice. A slight tremble. Just the act of speaking was taking a lot out of her. She was strong, once. She was still strong, in a way, but only a shadow of her former self. And though Airiel had her heart back, her recovery was taking longer than anyone expected. 

I needed to change tact. “Persepheus,” I said. “You know me. I will do everything in my power to help you and your sisters. But you need to trust me. I have seen the new nature of our enemies. The Morgoss’s dark magic has changed them. We almost lost everything last night. Had Vrill”—Persepheus hissed at the name, but I soldiered on anyway—“and the dragon come, all would’ve been lost. We were unprepared. We need armor. And I have an idea for making it more than just armor, magic or not.”

Persepheus’s lips pursed together and I was guessing she was grinding her teeth together. She was a goddess, used to getting her way and commanding the likes of men like me. She wasn’t used to taking advice. I needed to remember that and be patient. “What is your idea?” she asked, speaking the words between her locked teeth. 

She wasn’t going to like this part either. “Soak the cocoons with primordial ooze. Let the Warriors wrap themselves in the material beneath the armor. As they fight and are injured, the ooze will heal them. It will allow them to fight longer and harder. That’s how we can match the brute strength of our enemies.”

“Absolutely-fucking-not.”

I was expecting a ‘no,’ but this response seemed more final. Even Minertha looked unhappy with the plan. “Sam, it’s a novel idea, but unrealistic. My sister and I…we have the energy to fill a small pot each day—two if it’s a good day. And that’s if we spend our every waking moment hard at work. It takes a lot out of us. I’m sorry, what you ask is impossible. If you use the ooze in the manner you suggest, our stores will run dry in mere days.”

My heart sank. Minertha had always been open-minded about things. If she was telling me it was impossible, it probably was. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t room for negotiation. “What if we allow two Warriors to wear the ooze armor (yeah, I came up with that on the spot, genius, right?) each Black? Could that level of production be sustained?”

Persepheus muttered a curse under her breath but deferred to Minertha to answer. Min said, “For a while. But with the ooze required to Level up Eve’s new Outcasts, as well as begin to Level up more Protectors and Seekers…it will be difficult to keep up. Eventually we will run out.”

The thought of running out of the ooze was scary as hell. Mortal injuries were a part of our nightly life, but the saving grace had always been the ability to heal most wounds, so long as we got the injured into the ooze bath fast enough. I could picture it now: Beat bitten in a dozen spots by a many-mouthed vostra, her blood running in dark rivulets down her skin, her face and lips pale. Me carrying her into the gully only to find all the pots empty. Persepheus and Minertha exhausted, trying to find enough strength to spit their life-saving ooze to refill them. 

It wouldn’t be enough to save Beat. 

It wouldn’t enough to save any of us. We needed to be smart, but my solution wasn’t viable in the long-term. Still, we needed to do something to combat the supersized monsters we now faced. 

“I can equip one Warrior per Black on my own,” a third voice said. It was as airy and light as the wind, echoing off the cavern walls.

Persepheus’s head jerked toward the other room and Min’s eyes widened. Both goddesses moved quickly under the arch as I followed. 

The cave was familiar to me, but it still always took my breath away. Weapons, armor and other trinkets lined the walls and were displayed on stone stands, some encased in glass. Precious magical artifacts recovered by Seekers over the course of many years. I always wondered how many of these items Vrill had brought back. I had one to my name, recovered when I was but a Warrior facing an enemy I was too naïve to truly fear. Drith’s Boomerang rested beneath a glass dome. Airiel had told me the story of its original owner, who’d been her mother’s human lover until he pursued the Morgoss into the wilderness, never to be seen again. There had been no sign of him until I found his boomerang deep beneath Annakor. 

My eyes took in all the treasures in an instant before cutting toward the bed where I knew Airiel had been slumbering in a coma-like state ever since we’d recovered her stolen heart. 

My breath caught. 

Airiel’s white-blond hair was like a silk waterfall cascading over her shoulders. Her face was that of a porcelain doll, her neck slender with a hollow below her throat. She wore her usual sheer dress, so light it might’ve been made of air itself, spun by the hands of the wind. It had a plunging neckline that revealed the swell of her perfect breasts, and was cut short enough to be lingerie, her long smooth legs disappearing three quarters of the way up her thighs. She was sitting up, her turquoise crystalline eyes fixed on me while her sisters fawned and fussed over her, stroking her hair and offering her water. 

Her eyes, however, never left mine. “I will do this thing you ask of us,” she said. “Minertha and Persepheus can equip a second Warrior between them.”

“Airiel,” Persepheus said, her voice far gentler than it was with me. “You need to save your strength. Your recovery is still early. Once your life meter recharges, all will fall beneath your power.”

Airiel reached up and touched her sister’s cheek, causing it to change from blue to green to red, then back to blue. “Thank you for protecting me, sister, but if we do not help them, we will all be lost before I can be restored.”

Persepheus was about to respond, but Minertha stopped her with a raised hand. She flitted it across the air and white numbers appeared over all three of their heads. Their life meters, I thought. I’d never seen all three revealed at once. They read as follows:

Airiel: 21/1,000

Minertha: 56/1,000

Persepheus: 87/1,000

I glanced up to find my own life meter revealed. 400/400. It was a hundred points higher than it was when I was a Protector—another benefit of being Leveled up. I wished I could hide those numbers hovering over my head. It felt like an insult to the powerful creatures resting on the featherbed before me. Minertha’s meter had dropped by two since the last time she’d revealed it. Persepheus’s was down one point. The only positive was that Airiel’s had gone up substantially from when it had dropped all the way to one, her body prepared to give in to death. Her heart restored, she was recovering. Then again, it had been days since our mission and her increase had been slow. Maybe now that she’d woken up her recovery would be swifter. But not if I forced her to use a bunch of her energy on filling ooze jugs. 

I shook my head when I realized the Three were staring at me. “Thank you for your generous offer, Airiel,” I said. “But no. We will find another way. Persepheus is right. The most important thing right now is for you to rest and get stronger. We could really use a goddess on our side.”

Persepheus seemed shocked by my acquiescence. Min looked saddened. Airiel, on the other hand, smiled. “You are a different breed, Sam Ryder. But your knowledge of our kind is but that of an infant.” I should’ve been offended by such a statement, but the sky goddess could’ve insulted me all day long and her words would’ve sounded beautiful to my ears. She continued. “Take the armor you require. We will do the rest. Send one of the Protectors for the ooze before the next Black.”

I closed my eyes. Opened them. “Thank you,” I said, because there was nothing else to say. “But I will collect the ooze myself.”

Minertha said, “No, you will not.”

That’s when I remembered why I’d been summoned in the first place. Though I’d taken control of the conversation from the start, the real purpose behind this visit had been waiting in the shadows. “You have a mission for me?”

Persepheus said, “Yes.”

“Speak it and it will be done,” I said, because I was tired of being left on the sidelines. 

“Go with Eve on her next Find. Bring back a marmot. If the Morgoss want to play with massive brutes, we will give them the same.”






 
   

  
 

 FOUR 

MISSION CRITICAL

 

“What the fuck is a marmot?” Beat asked. 

“No clue,” I said. “I’m hoping Eve knows.”

“You didn’t think to ask?”

“The Three took a nap before I could ask.”

“Is that what the kids are calling it these days—napping?”

“Ha-fucking-ha,” I said. “I swear, that’s literally what they did. They laid down and fell asleep.” It was true. Though the sight of the three smoking hot goddesses all lined up next to each other was enough to wreak havoc on my supercharged Seeker libido, they didn’t have energy to spend on me at the moment. Not if they were going to get to work on filling ooze pots after they woke up. 

“Is Little Sam going to be okay?” Beat said in a baby voice, gesturing to my loincloth.

“I’m fine,” I said. “And so is he. You act like I’m a sex addict.”

“You aren’t?”

“Fuck you.”

“You wish,” she said. Which was funny, so I laughed. Just for the record, I didn’t want to be with Beat like that. Our relationship was too much like brother/sister. Yeah, her body was rockin’ and as toned as a bodybuilder, but I just didn’t feel an attraction to her. And I was damn sure she didn’t feel anything like that for me considering what she’d revealed earlier. 

“Where is Eve anyway?” I asked. I hadn’t seen her in a while.

“Are you asking so you can find out about the marmot thingy or so you can get busy with her?” Beat asked. 

“Both,” I said, which made us both laugh again. 

Beat pretended to grab an invisible person by the hips, thrusting forward. “Oh, Evie! More! More! Hey, do you know what a marmot is? Wait, don’t answer that yet, more, more!”

I snorted. “You got it all wrong. I would definitely ask about the marmot first. Probably. Maybe.”

“Sure you would,” Beat said. “In any case, I haven’t seen her. Maybe she left without you already.”

“Maybe.” I hoped not. I couldn’t take another day without having something to do, much less the week or so that would be required for Eve to rest and recover after a Finding mission.

Lace took that moment to saunter up. While I’d been chatting with the Three, the rest of the gang had emerged from their ooze baths, fully recovered. Lace looked like a catwalk model—pun intended—her hips swaying from side to side as she strutted about like the Queen of Tor. In her mind, she probably was. 

“Hey, Seeker,” she said. “Wanna fuck?” Yep, that was Lace. She wasn’t one to cloak her intentions. 

Beat said, “Here we go. Third wheel mode activated.”

I ignored her. “Bored of Jak and Ass-Fan already?” I said, though I couldn’t help but feel turned on by her forwardness. 

“Eh, I’m not into the whole my-penis-is-bigger-than-your-penis thing. I mean, it’s flattering, but there’s plenty of me for both of them. And you.” She said the last with a seductive purr that caused more stirring beneath my loincloth. She flicked a hand and one of her claws shot out. She gaped at it and strained her muscles, trying to retract the knife-like blade. 

Little Sam went cold and limp in an instant, survival instinct kicking in, like a rodent playing dead when faced with a deadly predator.

Lace used her other hand to grip the flat side of her claw between her fingers and shove it back inside her knuckles with a wicking sound. “There!” she said triumphantly. She looked back at me. “So, whaddya say, Seeker?”

Her chest and hips made a perfect hourglass, her lips wet and moist as she ran her tongue over them. And yet I preferred having my dick attached to my body. I know, right? I’m a weirdo. “Another time,” I said. “But thanks for the offer.”

Her expression changed in an instant, making me feel like a three-course meal as her fangs peeked over her lips. Her ears twitched slightly. “Fine. I have other options anyway. Jak! Is your arm fully attached again?”

She turned away, her ass switching from side to side and almost—almost—making me regret my decision. 

“She really is hot,” Beat said, also watching her go. 

I nodded in agreement. “In a horror-movie-shower-scene kind of way.”

“Nice,” Beat said. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. There’s Eve, by the way.”

I turned to find the Eurasian beauty striding down the hill, her short black dress lifting slightly under a stiff breeze. Concentrate on business, I reminded myself. Mostly so Beat wouldn’t mock me until the end of time. Her sinewy black panther walked beside her, a silent protector and ally.

“Have you heard about our mission?” I asked when she was within earshot. 

“No,” she said. “But I heard about the big monsters that attacked last night. Somehow I slept through it.”

That was good. Since I’d known Eve, she’d always had the weight of the world on her shoulders. Sleep hadn’t come easy for her in a while. “We lost two good Warriors,” I said with a sigh. 

“I heard that too.” She stopped near where we sat, one hand finding her hip and the other dangling loosely at her side. I remembered how those fingers had felt on my skin, almost like they were trailing sparks despite being in the water. The whole concentrating thing wasn’t working out too well for me so far. 

Beat said, “Ever heard of a marmot?”

Eve blinked, a frown creasing her forehead. “Who’ve you been talking to? Munzy?”

Why would mentioning a marmot make her think of the timid giantess? Duh. Of course, the answer was obvious. “Marmots are on Primo?” I asked. 

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Beat said. 

“Who?” Eve said. 

“No one,” I said. “Look, Eve, the Three want me to go with you on your next Find. We have to bring back a marmot.”

“What? No. That’s impossible.”

“Which part?”

“All of it. I’ll speak to them. I’ll talk some sense into—”

“Airiel woke up,” I blurted out before she could run off and do something stupid.

“What? She did?” The news took Eve by surprise. I wondered whether she’d expected the third goddess to ever wake up. 

I nodded. “I spoke to all Three. They’re sleeping now, but agreed to a plan where two Warriors will wear ooze armor—”

“Ooze what?”

“Sorry, I’m going too fast.” 

I told her about my idea. When I finished, she said, “Smart. It might just give us a chance, so long as the Three can keep up and still produce enough ooze to Level up new recruits and heal injuries. Which brings us back to the ridiculous mission they want us to go on. Like I said, it’s impossible. For one, if we try to bring back a marmot, we won’t be able to bring back any Outcasts. For two, capturing a marmot is the maddest idea I’ve ever heard, and that includes all of yours.”

“For the love of the goddesses,” Beat said. “Will someone please tell me what the fuck a marmot is?”

“In words you will understand…” Eve said. “A big-ass spiked elephant with a stabby thing instead of a trunk.”

“Thank you,” Beat said. “That explains everything.”

~~~
The next Black was upon us, but I wouldn’t be around to take part, either as a combatant or as a member of the sit-by-the-demonfire group. 

Still, I wanted to see them off, especially because two of the Warriors were wearing my new, awesome armor. Well, technically it wasn’t my armor, but I still felt like it was. 

The first wearer was Uva, the dark-eyed human woman. This would be her first Black. Given her attitude the previous Black, I was surprised to hear that she’d decided to join the other Warriors. As inexperienced as she was, I wasn’t worried about her. She knew how to handle herself. Still, it made sense that she wear the ooze armor. The piece the Three had provided her with was beautiful, a light-style armor encrusted with glittering gemstones that covered her vital areas and a portion of her arms and legs. There was even a helm, though it had no faceplate. 

I wondered what magical properties the armor had, but quickly dismissed the thought. It didn’t matter. That wasn’t its purpose now. Instead, I could see the edges of the cocoon material that peeked past the metal rims. It was wet, soaked with ooze. 

This could work, I thought. 

Lace wore the second set of armor, which was bulky and clearly the property of a strong, large individual previously—likely a male. It would fit Beat like a glove, but Lace had insisted it be her to use it. Why? Because she liked being a special snowflake. I couldn’t argue with the decision, however, because the cat-woman was also one of our most formidable fighters. If I had to choose between her and Beat, I would give the edge to Beat only because there was no risk of her biting off one of my fingers. 

“It’s time,” Eve said, by my side. It was strange: It felt natural having her there, like we were on the same Level. When I’d first met this woman, I wasn’t much more than the gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe, but now…now I was kicking ass and taking names. 

Idiot, I thought, chiding myself for my own cockiness. Confidence was good in this place, but only to a point. I needed to remember I wasn’t invincible. Defying death so many times didn’t mean such an outcome was inevitable; it only meant I was more likely to die the next time. 

That sobered my ego up in a hurry. “Open up a can of whoop ass on those demon muthas,” I said to Beat, who was rallying her Warriors. 

“Thanks Austin 3:16,” Beat said. I wasn’t surprised she’d understood the reference. With that, she kissed her fingers and smacked them on her ass and then turned away. Such was Beat. I was about to say something to Lace as well, but she growled at me so I thought better of it. Apparently she was still pissed about me rejecting her proposition.

I followed Eve back up the hill and slid into the gully. With the shadows deepening, the canyon was almost night-dark already. Eve’s body was a slightly darker slash, the whites of her eyes reflecting just enough light to stand out. “You ready for this?”

For once, I felt truly ready for something. All the waiting around had made me antsy as hell. “Hell yes,” I said. 

“Okay. Here’s the deal. My life meter is full.”

“Which means…”

“Eight hundred.”

“Whoa.”

“What?”

“You’re like…almost a goddess.”

“Key word being almost. And anyway, even if my life meter ever reached a thousand, it would still drop at a faster rate than the Three. As I age, it will go to zero eventually, with or without a heart in my chest. I’m not immortal. If the Three have their hearts, however…”

“They will live forever?”

She nodded, her white eyes bobbing. “So like I was saying, my life meter is eight hundred. One jump usually shaves off—”

“Jump?” I’d tried to hold back the question so as not to interrupt her—again—but my curiosity was something I’d never been very good at assuaging. 

“What you might refer to as teleporting,” she explained, being remarkably patient with me. 

“Wicked,” I said. 

“In a way, yes,” she said. “But probably not in the way you’re thinking.” I tilted my head, trying to decipher what she meant. She continued: “So one teleport usually knocks about a hundred points off my life meter. That’s why I can only recruit four or five newbs at a time.” I did the math. It made sense. Losing five hundred points would take her down to three hundred in a hurry and she needed to save a hundred for the return trip. Plus, she probably wanted to keep some life points available in the case of emergencies, like when she’d been attacked during—

“Oh shit,” I said, realizing something I’d been too dumb to figure out before. The marmot lived on Primo. The same planet she’d been attacked on during one of her previous Finding missions. She’d managed to escape, barely, but had still almost died despite us getting her into an ooze bath. 

“We’ll be fine,” she said, probably going through the same thought process as me. 

“Because you’re Leveled up now, right? A Level 3 Finder which is like a Level 10 for everyone else or something, yeah? You can time travel. We’ll just head over to a Primo from a hundred years ago. It’s the present occupants we need to worry about, not the past ones.”

“No, Sam,” she said. 

“No? Why not?”

“The marmot were only created recently.”

“Created? Like in a test tube?” 

“Something like that. The giants on Primo aren’t exactly geniuses, but the tribes of lions and lionesses are quite advanced. They genetically engineered the marmot to perform heavy labor for them, to build their cities.”

“So the big-ass elephants with the stabby things for the trunks are tame?” I could hear the relief in my own voice. 

“More or less,” Eve said, using a cliché I’d always found ridiculous. Which was it? More or less? “The Three want us to untame one.” 

“Oh. Oh.” I didn’t like the sound of that. The rest of the dots connected in my mind. “So we can’t grab a marmot from the past because they didn’t exist until recently.”

“Exactly.”

“And the current Primo residents might be waiting around watching for you, ready to jump us as soon as we”—I used her own word for teleporting—“jump onto their planet.”

“That about sums it up. Are you still in?”

I swallowed. “Yup.”

“Good. Now give me your hand.”

I started to reach for her but then stopped. “Wait. Why were you telling me about how many life points you’ll use to jump to Primo? If it’s our only stop on this trip, you won’t get anywhere close to zero.”

She didn’t respond to that, and it took my sluggish brain a few seconds to catch up to hers. 

Eve was expecting a fight.

This time, she didn’t wait for me to reach out. She grabbed my hand. “Don’t let go,” she said, and the world began to fade. 

~~~
As Eve had alluded to, teleporting was wicked. Bad wicked. Very bad. It was like being in complete darkness on the world’s most poorly constructed rollercoaster, jerking and snapping about with no headrest to keep your skull in place, all the while thinking you were about to tumble off the rails and fall to your death. 

Multiplied by a hundred. A hundred thousand. The “jump” felt like it lasted forever. It was all I could do to grit my teeth together to keep from biting off my own tongue. My hand remained locked with Eve’s like a vice, squeezing to the point where I was worried I might crush her fingers. Don’t let go, she’d said. As I was whipped and flung around I pondered why she’d said that. What would happen if our fingers were torn apart? Would she continue to our destination while I lived out whatever short time I had left in this darkness, my body eventually broken by the powerful forces wrenching me to and fro?

I wouldn’t wish such an experience on anyone but the Morgoss. 

Everything stopped moving. It was still so dark I couldn’t see my own hand or even the glow of my hammer. Which was disconcerting. Back on Tor, my hammer even glowed through the Black. And my new Seeker eyes could always see something, even if only a faint outline. This place was even darker, like the shadows were a shroud that doused all light. 

My head was pounding, worse than any migraine I’d ever had. My body trembled slightly, spasming. 

“Breathe,” Eve said. “The worst is over.” Her voice was calming, gentle. Tender. It was a side of her I’d never really experienced before. 

I realized I wasn’t breathing, my chest aching from lack of oxygen. I wondered how long I’d been holding my breath. I gasped as air flooded my lungs, burning my throat. Slowly, slowly, my body stopped trembling, though everything ached. And by everything I mean everything. I swear to you my fingernails hurt. My eyelids. Things that shouldn’t hurt, hurt. My nerves were so overloaded by all the pain alerts that my mind couldn’t figure out which to focus on, making it impossible to concentrate on anything but the fact that I was in agony. 

I groaned. 

“Fun, right?” Eve said. “Want to apply for a position as the next Finder?”

“No,” I managed to get out, the very act of speaking hurting my jaw. Well, hurting it more. 

“Teleporting is only exciting to those who haven’t experienced it.”

“How are you…okay?” I asked, my voice strained and raspy. 

She squeezed my hand. Which hurt. A lot. “You get used to it. That’s the amazing thing about our bodies—they adjust to whatever we inflict on them. Usually. Of course it helps that we’ve been Leveled up multiple times. If you tried to jump with me as a Warrior…you’d have broken into a million pieces.”

“If you’re trying to be comforting…epic fail,” I said. 

She laughed. How the hell did one laugh at a time like this, when laughing hurt? Then again, I’m the one who’d made a joke. “Can you feel it?” she asked, changing the subject. 

Feel what? I almost asked, still finding it hard to focus on anything but the pain. But then I did—I felt it. Movement. We weren’t hovering in blackness like I’d thought. We were still moving, just not in that herky-jerky way that had made me want to stab myself in the brain and end things. Now our movement was smooth, like being in an airplane on a cloudless day with a zero-turbulence factor. You could close your eyes and feel yourself hurtling along at hundreds of miles per hour, marveling at how easy it felt. 

The pain was dissipating. It still wasn’t really tolerable, but a helluva lot better than before. It was like my torturer had decided I’d had enough, moving on to his next victim. 

This level of pain felt awesome. If the pain ever went away completely it would be nirvana. 

“Sam?” Eve said, and I realized I hadn’t responded to her. 

“I’m here,” I said, which was a dumb thing to say. She was holding my hand—of course she knew I was here. What I really meant was I’m alive. 

“Close your eyes. The light will be a shock to your system. Open them gradually when I tell you to.”

I obeyed without question. I was way out of my element and she had decades of experience under her metaphorical belt. 

Even with my eyelids closed, I could see the light. It was just a halo at first, but then grew and grew until it was so blinding I jammed my eyes shut harder just to make certain they hadn’t opened by accident. My eyelids seemed useless, like those sheer curtains that did almost nothing to keep out the morning sunshine when all you wanted to do was sleep in. 

And then I was on the ground and covering my eyes with the hand that Eve had released, tucking my face into the crook of my elbow. Everything was spinning, though I knew we’d finally stopped moving. We’d landed, so to speak. 

We were on Primo. 

Another planet. 

The third I’d ever been on. Earth. Tor. Primo. Three of the Eight planets, seven of which people back on Earth didn’t even know existed. 

Take that Neil Armstrong! 

I still had a headache, but it had eased considerably. The light wasn’t helping, but my arm was shielding enough of it that I was no longer blinded. Still, I kept my eyes shut, remembering Eve’s advice. 

“Slowly open them,” she said, “but keep them shielded.”

I didn’t really want to, but I’d trusted her this far…

I cracked them open, but immediately jammed them shut again, my senses overloaded by the brightness of the new world I found myself in. It was like coming out of a dark movie theater after seeing a Sunday matinee and into a bright summer’s day. 

“Try again,” Eve said. 

I did. My eyes adjusted somewhat better this time, and I was able to keep them open a crack, blinking faster than usual to keep them moist. For a minute I couldn’t see anything but that blinding light, but slowly my arm came into focus. Along its edges was even brighter light that I couldn’t look at directly. 

“You all right?” Eve asked. I felt her hand on my shoulder. The truth? I felt kind of helpless. If we were attacked right now, I’d be killed and Eve left on her own. I felt like a child. 

After so many days and weeks of being strong and capable, I hated this feeling. 

I pulled my arm away from my head and faced the light, wincing. 

Closing my eyes. Opening them partway. Blinking furiously. Repeat. Slowly this new world appeared. 

Tor was a desolate, arid wasteland. Primo was a lush jungle. Mighty trees grew on all sides. They didn’t look like the trees I was used to, but the label still applied to them. They didn’t grow straight up, for one thing. Many of them started out growing sideways along the ground, the base trunk sprouting smaller trunks that shot skyward, twisting and turning at odd angles that seemed to defy gravity. 

And there was gravity here, a heavy dose of it from the way my body felt heavier than usual. Tor’s gravity had always felt about the same as Earth’s. Primo felt like it was at least ten percent stronger.

The more and more my eyes adjusted, the more I marveled at the vibrancy of this planet. The plethora of colors made Earth’s landscapes seem mundane and ordinary. The strange trees were a rich, deep blue at their core, lightening as the protruding branches thinned, until all color leeched to their bright white leaves. Actually leaves is probably the wrong term. They were more like flowers, but bigger, the size of dinner plates, with big nut-like buds in the center. The buds were fiery red and I could almost imagine them burning, the flames licking at the petals. A botanist would have a field day in this place. 

The sky above the jungle, at least what I could see of it between the huge leaf-flowers, was piss yellow. 

“You allri—” Eve started to ask again, but her question was cut off by a thunderous boom. 

The ground began to move beneath our feet. 

~~~
I know what you’re thinking, but you’d be wrong. It wasn’t a giant or a marmot. It was a giant riding a marmot. The strange curving trees bent and cracked and broke before the raw, brute strength of the duo. The marmot led with its spiked trunk, which pierced the forest like a longsword stabbing through flesh. The giant on its back snapped a whip at the base of its snout, making a sound like “Gah! Gah!” I half expected to find myself in a Lady Gaga video where she suddenly appeared giant-sized and singing “Ooh la, oh Gagaaa!”

Instead I found myself half-blind and about to be trampled to death by two creatures that would probably scratch their heads and shrug before thundering on. 

“Shit,” Eve said, which pretty much summed up the deepness of the situation we were in. “Go!”

She grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. I took a stabbing blade of light in the eye which reflected off one of those too-white leaves. I cringed but didn’t stop, allowing myself to be pulled hard to the side. Though it would’ve been dramatic, we didn’t pull any of that Indiana Jones crap where he tries to outrun the thing—in his case a massive boulder—trying to crush him. We headed straight to the side, trying to get out of the path of the charging beast. 

It was hard to run straight, the ground beneath us bucking and writhing under the mammoth footsteps of the beast and the added weight of its bulky rider. The powerful gravity didn’t help either—each step was a major effort even for our Leveled-up bodies. 

In my peripheral vision I saw the marmot closing in, plowing a path through the forest. 

Eve yanked my arm so hard I felt a pop and then searing pain. I didn’t even have time to contemplate whether my shoulder had been dislocated because—

We dove, tumbling together in a tangle of arms and legs. The marmot tromped past, five times taller than me, bigger than an eighteen-wheeler. I could feel the whoosh of the displaced air as it stomped by, still not fully past because of how long it was. On my back and glued to the forest floor, I swiveled my head to watch its majesty, marveling at the sheer size of the creature, which made elephants look like children. 

Its long sinewy tail was last, whipping back and forth and clearing any small, stalked plants that had escaped its bulldozer-like passage. 

Its tail whacked me in the face. Hard. Like being hit with a ship’s thick ropes. My eyes watered and I felt blood burst from my nose, which I was pretty sure had been broken. 

I fucking hated Primo. 

“I fucking hate Primo,” Eve said. “You all right?”

“Fine,” I said, my voice coming out nasally, clogged with blood that seeped between my fingers and ran down my chin. 

“Your shoulder doesn’t look right,” Eve said. 

“How about my nose?”

I removed my hands and she cringed. “It’s crooked. Well, more crooked than before.”

Awesome. “Got any ooze?”

“Wouldn’t matter if I did. The goddess spittle only works on Tor.”

Double awesome. I guess I can cancel all my plans to steal a buttload of ooze and run away with Eve to some distant planet that doesn’t have any creatures that want to kill me. 

“We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way,” Eve said. I stared at her and I swear her eyes gleamed with a small measure of excitement. 

“Whatever you’re thinking…no,” I said, tasting blood. 

“We need to pop it back into place.”

I groaned. “What—my nose or my shoulder?”

“Both.” 

I groaned louder. “Maybe later.”

“Quit being a baby.”

She was right. Time to man up. 

“Hold still or you’ll just make it worse,” Eve said, shifting closer. She was right beside me now, but I couldn’t smell her intoxicating scent. Only the coppery tang of my own blood. Blech. “On three,” she said, reaching up to grasp my nose. 

“Ow,” I replied. 

“One…two!”

Yeah, she played it that way. On two, she jerked my crooked nose back toward center with a crack. “Holy fucking gargoomakafargingmothersonofahhhh.” How eloquent was I? Pretty damn eloquent. 

Eve raised her eyebrows and inspected her handiwork. “Once we clean all the blood away, I think it’ll be an improvement.”

I scowled at her. “When did you become a comedian?”

“Since you made it so easy. And you should be thanking me, not cursing and being all angry.”

She was right. Even though my nostrils were gunked up with blood, I was able to breathe out of them a little now. It was a marked improvement to a minute ago. “Sorry. Thanks. We should get moving, right? We’ve got to catch that marmot and get the hell out of here.”

She laughed. I stared at her, trying to figure out what was so funny. “What?” I said.

“One, that marmot whose tail bitch-slapped you was an infant. If we bring back a baby marmot, the Three will probably un-Level both of us.”

No freaking way. That massive thing that had almost turned us into mashed human stew was a kid? My brain tried and failed to picture what a full-grown marmot would look like. All I could conjure up were images of dinosaurs from the books I used to love when I was a child. 

“You said ‘One.’ What is the second thing?”

“You’re not getting off that easy. Two, I need to set your shoulder.”

I didn’t like ‘Two’ any more than ‘One.’ Hopefully there wasn’t a ‘Three’ she hadn’t shared with me yet. It would probably involve Vaseline and an anal probe. 

“On three?” I said sarcastically, closing my eyes. 

“Yes,” she agreed, grasping my arm in two places. “One!”

She yanked like she was trying to rip my arm off. Which was pretty much how it felt too. I’d always known this gorgeous, mind-blowingly sexy woman had an evil side, but this was another level. 

I might’ve pissed myself a little, the pain so intense I couldn’t control much of anything, including my mouth. Ralphy’s mom on A Christmas Story would’ve had a heart attack and then opened an entire Costco size package of soap and got to scrubbing out my mouth. I won’t go into the details of what exactly I said as I clutched my throbbing shoulder, but it was a creative and long string of expletives. 

“Are you done?” Eve said after a few minutes of my muttered curses. She said it like I had been the one torturing her. 

“No,” I said, releasing a few choice words expletives. “Okay, I’m good.” Good was probably the wrong word considering the pain I was in. Then again, I’d known pain plenty of times during this new life of mine. For instance, the time my arm got sliced off by one of Ursula’s (in case you don’t remember, she was that big fucking spider-scorpion mother I killed) bladelike legs. That was painful, like I’m-about-to-become-addicted-to-painkillers painful. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t enjoy pain, but I had grown somewhat tolerant to it. I could live with it. 

I stood up under my own power. Took a deep breath. And walked forward. 

Eve didn’t need to tell me which way to go.

We followed the path through the forest cut by the baby marmot. 






 
   

  
 

 FIVE 

A FINDER’S LIFE FOR ME

 

The path the marmot had smashed through the forest was long, wide and straight. And bright. Very bright. Especially when the sun slipped over the edge of the forest canopy and shone directly down on us. 

I swear I could feel my skin burning. It was like being cooked alive. 

“Better rest in the shade for a while,” Eve said. Her own exposed skin was glistening with sweat. She was positively radiant. 

“Good idea,” I said. 

She led the way into the woods, sometimes weaving around the odd-shaped trees that blocked our path and other times climbing over them when they were horizontal. She didn’t go too far in, just enough that the white-leafed foliage overhead provided a respite from the sun’s heat. She sat on the part of one of the trees that grew parallel to the ground. 

I sat beside her. My arm was still throbbing and my nose felt like it had been punched by Rocky, but overall I was feeling better than before. “So…” I said, always great at starting conversations, “…this is what it’s like to be a Finder.”

She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “Except I’m usually alone, not babysitting.”

“Ouch,” I said. “It’s not like I tried to get whacked by the baby marmot’s tail.”

“I was kidding. It’s actually nice to have someone with me, even if you’re likely to die before we ever get back to Tor.”

“If I die, promise me you’ll donate my body to science.”

“Not to the Syrene? I’m sure they would enjoy your flesh.”

I shrugged. “I guess that would be fine.”

Eve chuckled. “When I first met you, you could barely string two words together in my presence.”

“So not much has changed, I guess,” I said. “Once a loser…”

“Your self-deprecating humor is endearing,” Eve said. Score one for the loser! “You were an Outcast when I found you, but not a loser. A loser could not have accomplished what you have in such a short time on Tor. I sensed something in you that first time I met you.”

“What?” I said, feeling suddenly breathless. I’d wondered for a long time why she chose me. At the time, I was at the lowest point in my entire life. No job. No prospects. No girlfriend. Did I mention no prospects? All I had to my name was a crappy apartment I couldn’t afford, a bunch of video games, and a box of useless junk. And a car with a bunch of flat tires. Wait. Wait. “You slashed my tires,” I said, before she could respond to my previous question.

“Uh, yeah. I thought that was obvious,” she said. “How else would I be able to offer you a ride on my bike?”

I don’t know why I hadn’t realized it sooner. Not that it mattered. She’d chosen me for a reason. Had sensed something about me even I wasn’t aware of. “I’m glad you did,” I said. 

“Me too,” she said. Her fingers intertwined with mine and she looked at me. I drank in those alluring almond eyes. 

It was strange, holding her hand. I’d had mind-blowing sex with multiple drop-dead gorgeous partners on Tor, but I hadn’t really had a moment of tenderness like this. It was clear that neither of us were in a position to start any sort of real long-term relationship, but during this moment it felt like a possibility way in the distant future, after we’d saved the world and destroyed the remaining two Morgoss. 

It was hazy, but if I squinted in my mind I could picture a life for us, one that was happy and goofy and—‘normal’ probably wasn’t the right word for it—good. 

She released my hand and stood. The sun had moved away from us, casting long shadows in our direction. “Back to it,” Eve said. 

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Back to it.” The fuzzy picture of an impossible future faded away.

~~~
We used the marmot trail once more. It was still hot, but the sun had moved beyond the trees to our right, saving us from its direct glare. After a few uneventful miles of walking straight, boredom began to set in. 

“Do you use seduction on all of your recruits?” I asked. 

She glanced at me sharply. “Do I look like a one-trick pony?”

She looked sexy as hell in her black, backless mini-dress. “No. I’m guessing you have a variety of tricks up your…”—she didn’t have sleeves, so…— “dress.”

“Why am I not surprised you’re thinking about what’s up my dress?”

“Because I’m a horny dude made even hornier by three separate batches of primordial ooze?” I guessed. 

She laughed. “I am so looking forward to fucking your brains out when we get back to Tor.”

Yeah, hearing her say that pretty much turned my mind to mush. “I’d like that.” Yep, I actually said something that stupid. 

“Anyway, I handle each recruit a little differently. I’ve become quite adept at determining what will work the best on each.”

“But you could just grab them and do your teleporting-jumping thing and take them straight to Tor, right?”

“I could, but you’ve experienced what the jump is like. The risk of killing them is too great. It’s easier if I knock them out first. Then I can bring multiple recruits back with me at once. It’s more efficient.”

Funny how we were discussing the art of abduction like some kind of new business plan. And she’d been doing this for years. I wondered how many recruits she’d brought to Tor in total but knew I shouldn’t ask. It would basically be like asking her how many people she’d been a party to killing, considering our atrocious survival rates. The Circle hadn’t helped, and I knew that topic was a sore spot with her. 

I changed the subject, though not completely. “And Souza usually comes with you?” Eve’s beastly panther was still an enigma to me. On Earth, the panther had been transformed into a motorcycle, which I’d ridden on, clinging to Eve like a bug to a reed in a hurricane. She still hadn’t explained to me how all that was possible. 

“Correct,” she said. “We’ve been a good team for a while.”

“And Souza is from Tor?” I asked. Most—okay all—of the creatures I’d met on Tor wanted to eat me, so it was hard for me to comprehend taming one of them.

She shook her head. “I found Souza on Askander.”

That took me by surprise. “Where the furry, white creatures are from?” I pictured Guz with his moppy white hair all over his entire body. 

“The one and the same,” Eve said. “I was Finding there and was having trouble deciding between three potential recruits. I decided to sleep on it. When I woke up, Souza was curled against my side. We were keeping each other warm.”

Again, I pictured the powerful panther with her mouth full of sharp teeth and four long interlocking fangs. “You’re lucky she didn’t eat you.”

It drew a laugh, though I hadn’t meant it to be funny. “She was just an adolescent then. She still could’ve eaten me if she wanted to, but we had a connection from the beginning. At some point I realized she’d been orphaned. Maybe that’s why she gravitated toward me. And me toward her.”

“Are you saying…”

“I was an orphan.”

“But your mother,” I said. The little I knew about Eve’s past had to do with her mother being the previous Finder. Eve was carrying on the family business. I had always assumed Eve was all grown up when her mother had been killed. 

“I was eight,” Eve said, answering my internal questions. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I said, instantly feeling awful.

“It’s not something I talk about.”

“You’re talking about it now. Why?”

“Because…” She trailed off. Seemed to rethink whatever it was she was planning to say. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe I’ve needed to talk about it for a long time but just never found the right person to discuss it with.”

“And I’m the right person?” I had to admit, I felt some tingles knowing she’d entrusted me with such personal information. 

“You’re…a good listener. And you don’t lie or try to manipulate others. I haven’t met many people as pure as you, Sam Ryder.”

Pure was most definitely not a word I would choose to describe myself, but who was I to argue with a woman as experienced as Eve? “So after your mother passed away, what then? You became the Finder as an eight-year-old?”

“Pretty much. The Three were actually really kind to me. Well, maybe not Persepheus. She’s always been a cold-hearted—or I should say cold-not-hearted—bitch. But Min and Air were like replacement moms. They told me I didn’t have to Find until I was ready. They told me I didn’t have to Find at all if I didn’t want to. Those times were different, less desperate. They still had hundreds of life points on their meters. Because of my mother’s efforts, we had a decent group, more than a hundred Warriors with plenty of Protectors and Seekers too. The ward shields were solid. Despite the monster-infested world we lived in, life was sort of okay.

“When I was nine, I felt the itch. It was just in me, probably because of my mother. I wanted to help the cause, to do my part.”

I hated to interrupt considering how interesting all of this was, but a question gnawed at my curiosity. “Why don’t the Three Level up a bunch of other Finders? Then we could get hundreds of recruits every week. We could have an army in no time.”

“Are you always strategizing and trying to make things better?” she asked. 

“Sorry,” I said. “Old habits. I’ve always liked improving things. Even when I was a kid I would play video games over and over again to see if I could get a higher score by changing my strategy.”

She nodded. “I think that’s what I sensed in you the first time I met you. That drive to be better.” I liked the sound of that. “But to answer your question, unfortunately the act of Leveling up someone to Finder requires a ton of the goddesses’ life points due to the fact that they need to give the person the ability to travel between worlds. That’s why there can only be one Finder at a time. In their current state, they’re simply too weak. Frankly, I was surprised they moved me up a Level within the Finder role. I told them it was unnecessary, but they insisted.”

A pit opened in my stomach, because I could read between the lines. “What happens if…” I couldn’t finish the thought, but knew Eve was perceptive enough to get the gist of my question. 

“I don’t think they have enough power right now to Level up another Finder,” she said. “So I can’t die. Not until Airiel recovers anyway. Then maybe we can do exactly what you said. Level up multiple Finders. Create an army.”

“That would be awesome,” I said. I had a million other questions, all about how Eve’s mother had become a Finder in the first place and whether Eve was fully human or a mix of races and how old she really was considering she’d alluded to being the Finder for decades already. She looked no more than twenty-five, her cheekbones high and her skin as taut as pulled Saran wrap.

But I didn’t get to ask any of my questions, because up ahead the marmot trail spilled into a massive clearing in the forest. 

Inside the clearing were the largest creatures I’d ever laid eyes on. 

~~~
The full-grown marmot made the juvenile that had dislocated my shoulder and broken my nose look like Bambi. (And I mean the tragic Disney fawn, not some stripper getting singles stuffed into her thong—get your mind out of the gutter.)

Hell, they made Vrill’s dragon look like a baby goat at a petting zoo. Their legs were as thick as actual trees, big ones, so wide around it would take at least four or five people with their arms linked to surround the entire perimeter. Their legs needed to be thick because their bodies were like blimps, except filled with muscle and bone rather than air. If they were feeling playful, they could roll over and commit genocide if enough people were in their way. Their eyes were narrow black slits that never seemed to blink, a pair of commas over the long exclamation point that was their bladelike trunks. Their trunks had to be fifty feet long, starting wide but gradually angling to a point that looked as if it could be driven through a stone wall. And yes, they had long, sinewy tails that were thrice the length of the one that had beaten the crap out of my nose. Getting hit by one would likely cause traumatic brain injury.

“We’re supposed to bring back one of those?” I said, unable to hide the incredulity from my tone. 

“Hence this will be our only stop on this Finding mission,” Eve said. “It’s going to take most of my life points.”

“Most? Or all? Are you sure this is safe?” I was suddenly feeling pissed off at the Three again. They used us like playthings without regard to whether we lived or died. I took a deep breath. That was Vrill’s way of thinking, and though it may have been true at one time, and might be presently true of Persepheus, Min and Airiel weren’t like that. Airiel had come to save us at the top of the Thousand steps, after all. 

Yeah, to save her own heart, the skeptic in me said. 

She almost died, the other, more trusting, part of me replied. 

Eve said, “I should be fine. The Three wouldn’t have sent me if they didn’t believe I had sufficient capacity for the mission.”

Capacity. That word. It fit perfectly to describe the denominator on our life meters. Of course. This was why the Three had Leveled up Eve to the next tier in the Finder stratum. To give her the capacity for this mission. It all made sense and I had clearly not given the goddesses enough credit. Yes, they appeared weak at times, their decisions random. But they were immortal beings who’d been around the block a few times and survived for years without hearts, surrounded by demons. Their plans were likely difficult to ascertain because they spanned years, maybe even decades, rather than a few days or weeks like mine. 

They’d earned at least a little bit more trust than I’d offered so far. 

“Stay close,” Eve said, creeping along the tree line, trying to stay out of sight of the distant creatures towering over everything. 

I obeyed. This was her turf and I was just her helper on this little mission, there to do whatever she needed me to do. Apparently the Three thought my assistance would improve the chances of success. 

As we approached the clearing, I finally noticed something I’d missed because I couldn’t take my eyes off the massive marmots. The giants. There were lots of them, both male and female, moving about the clearing, hauling big old stone blocks dwarfed by even larger blocks being hauled by the marmots. 

It was wild, a scene from a dreamscape, or from Gulliver’s Travels. Beyond the clearing I could just make out a much broader path cut through the thick forest, perfectly straight. 

“What are they—” I cut off because I’d already answered my own question. The marmots, who weren’t moving their feet at all, were maneuvering the large blocks into place, setting them down in a gentle manner that belied their brute strength. Setting them in a row. Starting a new one, perpendicular to the first. They were building something. Some kind of massive structure. 

“A house,” Eve said. I looked at her. “In case you were wondering. Giant people require giant houses.”

I blinked. Though each of the enormous stone blocks was larger than me, it made sense. Eve had probably witnessed such a scene on numerous occasions. A daily activity on Primo. 

“Where are the lions?” I asked. “They created the marmots, right?”

She nodded but didn’t look back, continuing to creep forward. “The giants and lions have lived in harmony for many years. The lions loan out their marmots to the giants to help them build.” She stopped. We were close enough now that if we weren’t careful we might be spotted. I remembered how Eve had been badly hurt by the natives the last time she was on Primo in the present. They’d been ready for her, aware of what she was doing—stealing their people. 

“How are we going to do this?” I asked, hoping she already had a plan. My mind was ticking over the situation, trying to come up with a strategy like I would for completing a task on Alien Civilization. Unfortunately, I was coming up blank. Nothing but raw speed would give us a chance. There was simply too much space between the tree line and the marmots for us to get close without being spotted. 

“Climb a tree,” she said. 

“Um, now?”

“To think. To wait. Now is not the right time to do this.” That much we agreed on. Still, the last tree I’d been in had led to me being injected with scorpion venom by a massive spider that had wrapped me in a web-cocoon to keep me fresh for breakfast. Climbing trees was no longer on my list of boyhood activities that still appealed to me as an adult. 

I reminded myself that this was Eve’s territory. And it’s not like I had a better idea. I sighed. “Fine.” I started into the forest, searching for the right tree. 






 
   

  
 

 SIX 

BIG ASS MARMOT

 

Because of their strange shapes, the trees on Primo were relatively easy to climb. The hardest part at times was getting past the twisting branches that curled back on themselves as if trying to block our way up. Using a combination of brute strength and finesse—something I hadn’t had before as a Warrior or Protector but had now in spades as a Seeker—we managed to reach a good spot three quarters of the way up. From here, we could barely make out the activity in the clearing, though much of our view was blocked by the gnarled branches of neighboring trees. 

I stopped, looking back at Eve as she used her athleticism to join me on a branch. 

A branch which suddenly began shaking. I bucked backwards, nearly tumbling from my perch before throwing my weight forwards. I’d overcompensated and now I was about to pitch headlong into a swan dive to unforgiving ground rather than water. 

Eve reached for me, but I’d already thrown my arms to the side and grasped the branch firmly. My muscles popped and my sore arm screamed, but I caught my balance. Slowly, I maneuvered back up to restore my center of gravity. All the while the tree continued to shake, like it was nothing but a sapling being jostled by a kid trying to retrieve his ball from the upper branches. 

“Whatthefuckishappening?” I said in a single breath, my eyes locked on Eve’s. She was hanging on as well, her grip tight, her lean arms corded with muscle. 

“The marmot are moving,” she said calmly. 

It felt more like the entire planet of Primo was moving. I half-expected the ground to open and swallow us, tree and all, like a fish surfacing to grab a floundering bug from the glassy surface of a pond. 

The shaking intensified and then, abruptly, stopped. The tree stopped moving, but my body did not. I continued to tremble, even my teeth chattering like I was cold. Finally, my body went still too. My muscles were sore from the strain of using all of them to cling to the branch. 

“Did they leave? The marmots, I mean.” Though our mission was to retrieve one of them, I was hoping the answer was yes. Messing with beasts as large as them seemed like a good way to learn what trash felt like after being placed in a compactor. 

Eve laughed. Not the response I was hoping for. “That was a step or two at most,” she said. “The giants repositioned the marmots to work on the next portion of the structure. If they’d left, the shaking would’ve lasted several hours.”

“Several hours?” From the way she said it, I got the impression she’d experienced just such a marmot migration before. 

“Let’s hope the marmot stay in the clearing for a while,” she said. 

Yeah. Seriously. “What now?” I asked. 

She shrugged. “Being a Finder isn’t as glamorous as you think it is.” 

“No kidding,” I said, massaging my shoulder, which was still extremely sore. Though my nose had cleared somewhat, I couldn’t really breathe out of it and I could feel the blood crusted along the edges of my nostrils. Not glamorous at all. 

“We’ll wait until the sun sets and then see if we can get a little closer to the action.”

“Do those brutes sleep?” I asked. 

“Like the dead,” Eve said. “That’ll give us a chance. But the giants will have sentries posted. Though they live on peaceful terms with the lions, there are other dangerous predators on Primo.”

“Like what?” Please don’t say spider-scorpions…

“Snakes that make Earth’s anacondas look like earthworms. Spiked hogs the size of tanks. That sort of thing.” She listed them as if she were talking about types of flowers. 

“Do they climb?” I asked. Because I had to. 

“Not really.” Not comforting. “We can talk specifics after we scope out the situation, but the short plan is that you’re going to be the distraction.”

“That’s the plan?”

“Yup. As soon as the giants see you, they’ll do everything in their power to try to kill you.”

“And that’s a good thing?”

“You have little experience with giants, and the ones you’ve met haven’t been in their element. Alone or in small numbers, they can be reasonable. But in a group environment where they feel threatened…they have a pack mentality. Attack first and don’t ask questions at all. They will try to tear you limb from limb.”

“Awesome. Sounds like another day in the life of Sam Ryder. And you said this Finder gig was hard.” I knew I was using my defense mechanism again. Always with the jokes at the wrong times. Only Beat seemed to need to do the same thing. 

“Sam, listen to me.” Eve grabbed my chin and steered my gaze toward her. Despite my sarcasm, her expression was one of absolute seriousness. “You are a Level 4. You are faster than these giants. Watch for me. As soon as I get close to one of the marmots, your job is done. Break away from your pursuers and get to me. Don’t be late. I won’t be able to wait for you.”

I nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know,” she said. “You always do.” I felt my cheeks warm, somewhat embarrassed. It was probably the nicest compliment anyone had ever given me. 

She retracted her hand and settled it on the blue tree branch. Near to the trunk the branch was a deep-sea hue of blue, but as the wooden appendage grew away from the core, it lightened to turquoise before becoming white at the tips, exploding into a flurry of bright pale flowers. 

“Hey,” I said. “I’ve been wanting to ask you something for a while.”

Her gaze drifted back to me, a sly smile creasing the edge of her lips. “About how old I am?” she said. 

“Well, yeah, that too. But that’s not what I was going to ask. How old are you anyway?”

Her lips opened into a cat-like grin. Her rich, brown eyes sparkled in amusement. “Trying to figure out whether I’m a MILF or a GILF?”

“Wait. You have kids?” It didn’t matter to me, but she’d never said anything, so…

She chuckled. “No. But I’m old enough to have an entire brood. Old enough for that brood to have a brood. And for that brood to have a—”

“I get the picture. You’re old.”

“I prefer to think about it as experienced. Is that a problem?”

My eyes roamed from her slender feet to her shapely legs to her hourglass curves and muscular arms, all the way to the exotic features of her face. “No problem here,” I said. 

“Are you flirting?”

“Probably, though I’ve always sucked at it.”

“I can think of other things to suck,” she said, her tongue playing along her lips. 

Her experience was showing at the moment, and I didn’t care if she was twenty-five or two hundred and fifty. My mind went blank as her hand found my thigh, a single finger teasing the skin just beneath the bottom of my loincloth. 

“We’re going to fall out of the tree,” I said. 

“Worth it,” she said, leaning closer. 

That might be true. But I also didn’t think this was the time for enjoyment. This was my first mission as a Seeker and already I was letting myself get distracted. Kind of hard when Eve was around. Literally, hard. 

Then again, we had no choice but to wait in this tree until nightfall. We needed to pass the time and what would be the harm and—

She kissed me, her lips moist and sweet. My mouth opened to receive her tongue, which was warm and playful, stroking its way along my own. “You need to relax,” she purred into my mouth. “You’re on an alien planet with me.” 

“I thought you said we were going to wait until we returned from a successful mission to—” I cut myself off because I was a dumbass. I couldn’t even be my own wingman. Was it possible to cock-block yourself? I was proving the answer was a resounding yes. 

We made out for a few blissful minutes, but then it became hard to breathe because of my blood-clogged nose. Regretting it, I pulled back, gasping. “Sorry,” I said. “Stupid nose.”

“No problem,” she said. “There are other things we can do.”

That’s when she slid off the branch and perched on the next one down, which left her mouth directly level with my—

I gasped again, but this time not from lack of breath. 

The distant sounds of the giants and marmots building faded out of existence. I groaned in pleasure.

~~~
“Do you still hate Primo?” Eve asked once she was perched back on the branch with me. 

“Do you?” I asked. 

“It’s growing on me,” she said. 

“Me too. I’m even willing to deal with the awful teleporting thing.”

“Are you? I guess you enjoyed that then.”

“I wouldn’t be alive if I didn’t. Thank you. That was a whole new experience.”

“You’ve never had a woman…”

I had. Once on Earth, but she had been way too rough and I’d ended up receiving more pain than pleasure. On Tor I’d had the pleasurable experience on multiple occasions, including by the Three, and yet they couldn’t compare to Eve. She was masterful in her technique. Toward the end, I’d almost fallen from the branch, barely managing to cling to it with my hands. 

I had felt like a star, growing hotter and hotter until I erupted into a supernova. 

“You weren’t like any of the others,” I said. “You’re in a class of your own.”

“I bet you say that to all of the girls.”

If only, I thought. “I swear I don’t,” I said. 

She released a soft, musical laugh. “Then my work here is done,” she said. “Hey, wasn’t there something you were going to ask me before we got…distracted?”

There was, but it took me several heartbeats of frowning to bring it back to the front of my mind. “Oh. Right. I was just wondering how your family got into the Finding business in the first place. You’ve talked about your mother, but not your father. I don’t even know where they came from.”

“I—I’d rather not talk about it.”

Damn. I’d screwed up. I’d missed the signals. I felt like an idiot. Of course she would’ve already told me if she’d wanted to. And now I’d forced her to think about something she didn’t want to think about. Some painful memory perhaps. “I’m sorry,” I said. 

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not. I won’t pry again. I promise.”

She looked at me with an expression I’d never seen her wear before. She looked almost…content. Not quite happy, but something akin to it, like a second cousin. “You’re a good man.”

I couldn’t hold back my smile. Hearing that from her lips made the statement a hundred times more powerful. “Takes one to know one.” Which, in hindsight, was a really cheesy thing to say. Then again, I was a cheesy guy, so it wasn’t exactly out of character. 

“You’re right.”

“About what?”

“You do suck at flirting.”

“I can think of something else to suck,” I said, reaching up to tease her nipples through her dress. “Your turn.”

Unlike me, however, she had more self-control. She grabbed my hand and drew it away from her body. “Maybe later. I want to show you something before it gets too dark.”

Balancing as easily as a tightrope walker, she pushed to her feet, hauling me up with her. My balance had improved too, my Level 4 body far more graceful than before. To my surprise, however, Eve began climbing higher. Personally, I was pretty happy with how high we were, but I followed her anyway. 

Soon the white leaves and switchback branches began to thin, revealing a broad firmament of bright red sky that was darkening to black on the side opposite to where the sun was disappearing beneath the horizon. Compared to the too-bright yellow sky that had burned my retinas when we first arrived on Primo, the red sky felt calming. Eerie as hell, too—like the evening after a nuclear war—but surprisingly peaceful. Everything was still and silent. 

But all that beauty wasn’t what made my breath hitch in my lungs as I scanned our forest surroundings. 

No, it was the truth that came to me, one that was impossible to discern while entombed in the thick wood, blocked on all sides by trees and foliage. This wasn’t just a forest. 

It was a city. 

~~~
The sheer magnitude of the forest city took a few moments to sink into my small brain. The closest structure was the unfinished house being built by the giants and marmot. It had risen substantially higher since we’d lost of sight of it, and now stood well above the tops of the tallest trees. Which made it huge. 

And yet the house—building—was dwarfed by the dozens of forms rising into some of the low-altitude clouds. Towers of stone, thick and tall, walled in on all sides like individual castles. 

The giants lived like kings—each family unit to a palace. That’s what they were building only a small distance away. The next castle. Between each of them, a path was cleared through the thick forest, like highways connecting cities. Each highway linked two clearings that had once been construction sites. Viewed from our current position, the highways looked like spokes on a great wheel, except rather than being inside the wheel they were on the outside, connecting to other wheels. Although the full picture was skewed because of our angle, I got the sense that if I was flying over in a helicopter the arrangement of cities would be perfectly symmetrical. 

It was magnificent. On Earth it would’ve been one of the Wonders of the World. 

Something struck me as strange. “Where are the marmot?” I asked, squinting in the direction of the latest building site. The beasts were so massive it wasn’t like they could hide. And if they’d left the area, we’d have felt an earthquake-like rumble beneath us, one that lasted much longer than the previous shaking. 

“Like I said before: they sleep like the dead. I thought they were repositioning before, but I was wrong. They were getting ready for night.”

“They lie down to sleep?” For some reason, I couldn’t picture them in any position but standing. Even prone, however, they would be hundreds of feet taller than us. 

Eve nodded. Then she said, “It’s time. Ready to be my distraction?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” I didn’t mention the part about the big ol’ giant security guards or monstrous slumbering beasts who could kill us by accident if they flinched in their sleep. 

Eve was already clambering down the tree, and I had no choice but to follow her. Her previous warning came back to me: 

Don’t be late. I won’t be able to wait for you.

~~~
I stepped on a twig, which snapped in half with a sound that, in the silence, was as loud as a gunshot. 

A couple of steps ahead of me, Eve froze, turning slowly to glare at me. I shrugged.  

We both said nothing, listening for any sign that the guards had been alerted to our presence. When no one shouted and no giant footsteps thundered toward us, we both exhaled. Eve leaned in, like she was going to nibble my earlobe. “Use your Seeker eyes and stealth abilities.”

When she pulled back, her gaze lingered on mine for a moment to see if I got the message. I felt stupid. I’d been acting like I was still the brutish oaf Protector I was before. It was hard getting used to this new body. But I needed to, and fast, or we would become marmot toast. I nodded once to confirm my understanding and Eve turned away. 

She crept forward once more. 

This time, I concentrated. Even though the night had fully fallen now, I could see everything. It might as well have been day for me. I spotted the hazards before my feet. Like the root I would’ve previously stubbed my toe on, releasing a series of curses that would’ve awakened the marmot and brought the guards a’running. Instead, I deftly slipped around it, skirting the edge of a thorny bush without getting so much as a single scratch. 

My supersonic hearing was useful as well. It amplified every sound, including the barely audible noises made by my passing feet. By focusing on each individual footfall, I was able to reduce the noise I made to a whisper only I would be able to hear. Shit, even Eve’s passing sounded like a cacophony next to mine. Apparently Seekers had some advantages even Finders did not. 

I slowed as the forest ended at the edge of the clearing. I moved in tight to Eve, not feeling awkward at all anymore. Being near to her felt natural, even in the midst of a dangerous mission. Plus, it was necessary to communicate silently. 

“Tell me what to do,” I whispered, my lips brushing her ear. 

Her head swiveled back and forth, analyzing the situation. I followed her movements, doing the same, noticing what I hadn’t before. Yeah, you would think it would be impossible to miss the presence of three very large giants keeping watch, especially given my night-vision eyes. 

These giants, however, were so still they might’ve been statues, their bulky bodies seeming to meld with the walls they stood against, facing outward toward the forest. They wore gray clothing that made them even more chameleon-like against the dull-colored stones. My spider vision, however, could see the way their eyes darted back and forth across the tree line. I wondered what sort of intruders they were looking for. Supposedly they got along with the lions, so there must be some other enemy they faced, one that would be bold enough to attack their building site. 

Or us. They might be looking for us, word having spread about Eve abducting their citizens. 

Eve turned back toward me. “Go left along the edge of the wood. Get their attention. They’ll give chase, raise the alarm. I’ll go right. Make a full circle. We’ll meet on the opposite side. Then I’ll get us all the hell out of here.” All meaning me, her and the enormous marmot that was somehow hidden behind the half-finished structure.  

I nodded in understanding. I wanted to say Be careful but restrained myself. Eve, of all people, was the last one who needed to be warned of the dangers of this planet. 

To my surprise, however, it was she who raised a hand tenderly to cup my cheek. “Remember,” she said softly. “Your brains. Me fucking them out.”

“How could I forget?” I said lightly. It was enough to break the tension and help me loosen up a little. Plus, yeah, I wanted to get through this mission to reap the reward promised by Eve. Sex with a woman like her was pretty damn motivating. 

With that, she slid away into the night, as soundless as oil sliding through a crack. 

I went left on quiet footsteps, watching the giant sentries for any sign of recognition. Nothing. They were looking the other way. Toward where Eve had gone. 

Oh shit. Had they spotted her? 

I simply reacted, releasing a loud, high-pitched, “Yeeeeeehawwww!” like I was some redneck that had just jumped on a stolen horse to go for a joyride. 

Yep. That got their attention. 

All three guards’ heads twisted in my direction and their mouths formed Os. The element of surprise only lasted a split-second, however, because these were clearly professionals. They leapt from their positions, charging toward me. Actually, no, only one of them galloped in my direction. The other two chose different angles, one picking a spot ahead of me and another behind me. It was a well-coordinated effort to surround me, a technique they’d clearly practiced and used before. 

Bad for me. 

Luckily, if my experiences on Tor had taught me nothing else, they had taught me to improvise. 

I plunged back into the woods, ducking under one branch that tried to clothesline me and then leapt over another that tried to cut me at the knees. Eve told me to circle in the opposite direction to her, but that’s exactly what the guards seemed to be expecting. That’s the direction I’d started in and they’d probably think I would continue that arc after entering the forest. 

I cut back the way I’d come, toward the spot Eve and I had performed our reconnaissance. 

I was about to burst back into the clearing, but pulled up short, my instincts firing. 

What the hell? 

The giants were gone. 

I stopped just short of the clearing, eyes darting back and forth, trying to locate them. Had they followed me into the woods? If so, they could be hot on my tail, coming from behind. I took a deep breath, listening. No sounds. Perhaps these big people were adept at moving without sound in the forest, but I couldn’t believe my animal-like ears wouldn’t be able to pick up any of their movements. 

Where had they gone then? 

I leaned forward, heart hammering. 

Thank the goddesses for peripheral vision. The attack came from both sides at once. One was in the form of a mighty punch that I swear would’ve knocked my head clean off my shoulders had it connected as intended. The other was a giant jumping from a tree, one in which it had apparently climbed while I was frolicking in the forest, feeling smart. 

It was they who’d outwitted me, anticipating my every move. 

I twisted away from the punch as hard as I could, torqueing my neck in such a way that I heard the crackle of bones. Even still, the side of the giant’s fist scraped off my jaw, knocking me off-kilter and sending me sprawling to the forest floor. The tree diver tumbled over me, his heavy body feeling like it was filled with bowling balls, crunching against my muscles and bones. 

The dual blows were the equivalent of being in a head-on collision, something I’d studiously avoided my entire life. And I had no airbags. 

My knee cracked against a hard root and my ribs slammed into a round rock. 

Luckily, however, it was just superficial pain, and though it hurt like hell, I could tell nothing had been broken. My brain was still working, too, and I managed to scramble on all fours away from the tangle of giant limbs as they reached to pull me back. I kicked one arm and slid away from another and then was free of the weight of the forest, emerging into the clearing once more. 

Right where the third giant sentry was waiting. 

Have you ever taken out a high-interest loan from the mafia and then been kicked in the ribs by an Italian leg-breaker named Guido? Me neither, but I suspect it would feel much the same as the boot I took to the gut now. It was so heavy and firm that this guy would always be picked first in a game of kickball. 

It sent me into the air, which was ironic considering the air had been punched—well, technically, kicked—from my lungs. You know how sometimes they say the second hit is worse than the first? Meaning when you hit the ground? That was not the case here. Landing on the ground felt like collapsing on a feather bed after a long, hard day. My ribs, on the other hand, were screaming like banshees. At least one was cracked, if not all of them. 

A lesser man would lie there and wait to be finished off. That’s what Earth Sam Ryder would’ve done. That’s what Tor Sam Ryder wanted to do. 

But that’s not what I did, because in that moment I thought of Eve creeping around the opposite side of the clearing. I needed to maintain the distraction as long as possible. Plus, I didn’t want to be late. I wanted to get back to Tor. I wanted to make it home, and not just because of Eve’s promise of pleasure beyond my wildest imagination. Because of Beat and Vrill. Because of the Warriors who needed me. 

I shoved to my feet, my teeth gritting against each other to combat the pain, a hiss scraping from the back of my throat. 

Despite my determination, I was still doubled over, forced to run with my head down. Making me a perfect target for the giant knee that came whistling up to clock me in the jaw. 

Luckily, my tongue wasn’t between my teeth or it would’ve been bitten off. As it was, my teeth clacked together and I heard something—or somethings—crunch.

My stronger, bigger Protector body probably could’ve taken the blow without going down. Which would’ve been bad, because then the giant’s left hook would’ve taken my head off. Instead, I tumbled backwards and the punch whooshed just past my chin. My Leveled-up body reacted faster than my brain, my arms going back as I rolled, pushing up and using my momentum to get back to my feet. 

Arms grabbed at me from the forest, one of the other giants having recovered. I knew the third wouldn’t be far behind. 

I turned and ran, hearing the thunderous sound of pursuit fall in line behind me. 

My body roared with each step but I didn’t stop, rounding the corner and moving swiftly along the adjacent side of the structure, where—yep, you guessed it—three more guards stood at the ready, having been alerted by all the commotion. 

Behind them something else loomed up, as tall as a wall but tapering off at one end, as long and sinewy as a snake. 

A motherfucking tail. 

I’d found the slumbering marmot. 

I think I’ve mentioned it before, but I want to reiterate it now. I didn’t grow up athletic. I never played sports because I sucked at them. Who wanted to do something they were no good at? That didn’t mean I didn’t understand them. I’d watched sports before. The athletic side of things didn’t interest me so much, but the strategy employed by coaches and managers always had. Hell, I’d even played a few games of Madden and defeated my online friends with ease. Having the best players wasn’t always a prerequisite for winning, even if the odds were stacked against you. On any given Sunday and all that jazz. Plus, I was athletic now, so I had that going for me along with my knack for strategy.

So I put on my mental gridiron helmet and considered all the angles I could take to get past the three linebackers waiting to shove my face into the turf. 

And then abandoned them all. 

This wasn’t a football field. This was a battlefield. 

And I was tired and injured and pissed off. 

I charged at the giant in the middle, my facing tightening into an expression that would tell him one thing and one thing only: I want to rearrange your face. 

The other two giants closed in from the side and the center one widened his stance as if to say, “Bring it, mutha!”

I cocked my fist and prepared to land the wildest haymaker of my life. 

Three things happened at once:

One: The giant on the left tried to kick me in the face with a booted heel. Not nice.

Two: The giant on the right brought a scything uppercut meant to send me to the moon. Even less nice. 

Three: The center giant prepared to take the blow, guarding its face with upraised fists. Nice.

I slid feetfirst, like a baseball player trying to score the winning run by avoiding a high throw to the catcher. 

And yep, that giant’s wide stance left me just enough room to make it. Sometimes it’s better to be smaller than your opponent, especially when your goal isn’t to beat ’em up, but simply to distract them and then escape. 

The only problem was the big marmot tail in my way, blocking my escape from the six goons behind me. A thought came to mind, something I should’ve asked Eve earlier but hadn’t considered until now. Did I need to be touching Eve when she made the jump back to Tor, or could I be touching the marmot while she touched the marmot on another part of the huge beast’s body?

I didn’t know if she was serious about leaving me if I was late, but I also wasn’t taking any chances. I charged for the portion of the long tail that looked low enough for me to hurdle, leaping over it like a criminal being chased by the cops might slide across the hood of a car. As I landed and turned, I kept my hand on the marmot’s skin, which was strangely smooth, almost like a dolphin’s. 

Eve’s eyes met mine, where she was positioned about fifty yards away toward the middle part of the sleeping dinosaur-like animal. Her expression was frantic. 

And I knew:

I needed to be touching her for it to work. 

Don’t be late.

The only problem was that I was already late. There were more giants past her, racing in her direction. I ran faster. 

The giants were closer to Eve but I was faster than them, making up my disadvantage one step at a time, ignoring my aching, screaming body, watching Eve’s head swivel back and forth between my progress and theirs, like she was at a tennis match. 

I wasn’t going to make it. Luckily, Eve was no fool. 

With giants on her heels and on mine, she raced toward me, running a hand along the marmot’s smooth skin as she sprinted. 

I felt the displacement of air behind me as someone grabbed at my neck. One of the giants was faster than the others. Great, big and fast, like some NFL linebacker that can run a 4.5-second forty and bench press four-hundred pounds. Not fair. 

Eve and I were twenty yards apart, ten, five…

The marmot woke up, releasing a bellow of anger at its slumber having been disturbed. 

What happened to sleeping like the dead?

It didn’t just yawn, adjust its position and go back to sleep. No, nothing on this planet could be that easy. Instead, it shoved to its feet with such speed that it felt like the wall of flesh to one side had just disappeared, there one second and gone the next. 

Which was bad. Very bad. Because now Eve wasn’t touching the marmot. 

Our momentum carried us forward to the point where we almost crashed into each other. Which would’ve been perfectly fine if Eve still had a hand on the marmot’s side. She would’ve done her jumping thing and we’d be off this horrid rock. 

Instead, she grabbed my hand and yanked me hard to the wrong side. At least it was wrong in my mind. She pulled me underneath the marmot. If the thing decided to sit back down…well, you get the picture—bye bye Sam and Eve.

Her decision was, however, just in the nick of time, because we’d both had giants up our butts trying to grab us. The two big lugs smacked right into each other, stumbled backwards a couple of steps, looking stunned and dazed. 

We weren’t out of the woods yet. For one, we had about fifty tons of muscle and bone above us, all of which was being controlled by an enraged, somewhat drowsy animal who didn’t know what the fuck was going on. 

It stomped one of its feet, like a bull pawing the ground and preparing to charge. 

I swear to you, the ground didn’t just shake, it buckled, dropping a foot and then rising back up, like an undulating wave. Eve and I both stumbled, but our agile bodies responded in kind, maintaining our balance as we ran for…you guessed it…the same leg that was stomping. Ugh. Why me?

I realized Eve’s intention a moment later. All she had to do was touch the marmot while still holding my hand and we could make our escape. Even if we were about to be crushed by the marmot, we should be able to get into…teleportland? Jumpville? (I’d have to work on a proper name later)…before we were turned into a Seeker/Finder pancake. 

Unfortunately, the marmot had other ideas, either because it was smarter than it looked or just plain lucky. In my peripheral vision, I spotted its head as it turned, twisting around to look beneath its legs. One of its massive eyes met mine, and I swear I could feel the anger burning in that stare.

I put myself in its very large shoes. If I were a marmot and I realized tiny creatures were running underneath me, what would I do? I could already picture the bumper stickers: WWMD? (For those of you who are a little slow, like me: What Would Marmot Do?)

It would sit down, obviously. Which is exactly what it did. 

“Eve!” I shouted, jerking her as hard as I could to the far side just as the marmot’s enormous bulk dropped like a boulder tumbling off a cliff. As I continued to hold her hand, I grabbed a fistful of her dress and shoved, going airborne. My head clipped the marmot’s underside, rebounding off and sending me sprawling to the ground where I rolled, end over end, tangled with Eve. 

Seeing stars, I managed to look back just as the marmot’s powerful body landed with a concussive whump, flattening the three or four giants that had been reckless enough to chase us from the other side. I resisted the urge to yell, “Nana-nana-nana! You are a pancake!” Mostly because the marmot was still looking at us, releasing a blast of hot breath that splashed over us like a humid summer wind. As it turned its head further, its long, spiked snout scraped along the earth, carving a trench like a farmer’s plough during planting season. 

Eve and I realized the opportunity we had at the same second, our eyes meeting. The thing was plopped back down so we once more had easy access to its side skin. She was on her feet a split-second before me, dragging me behind her and reaching for the marmot. 

The marmot, as usual, had other ideas. 

With impressive speed given its size, it regained its feet, leaving Eve grasping at empty air. 

Again, it did the foot-stomping thing, causing the ground to roll, threatening to throw us off our feet. And all the while, it brought that spiked snout curving toward us. 

With the path beneath the marmot open once more, another trio of giants decided to take the shortest route to us, apparently not worried about the risk of sudden squashing. Their friends were messy piles of blood, lumpy flesh and matted hair. Nasty and already starting to smell. 

“Go for the leg again?” I suggested, my eyes taking turns looking at the stampeding giants and the sword slashing toward us to cut us in half. 

Eve shook her head, her entire body tensed, concentrating on the ivory blade as it picked up speed, cutting a perfect trajectory to carve us like pieces of meat. Only the friction with the ground was slowing its progress. We needed to move, one way or the other, and fast. 

“Eve?” I said. “Which leg should we go for?”

“Do you trust me?” she asked, her stare still locked on that long blade. 

At the moment, I thought she might’ve lost her mind, but the answer still rang true in my head. Yes. Yes, I trusted her. I squeezed her hand. “I’m with you.”

The giants were only a few steps away now, but the blade was closer, slicing toward us like an executioner’s scythe. 

I prepared to duck.

Eve stepped in front of me, placing her firm, lithe body between me and the blade. Raised her hand, as if she could stop the blade with sheer strength of will. 

I watched the blade cut into her, parting her hand and her lower arm on an angle, slashing through flesh and bone like she was made of soft cheese. 

Time seemed to stop, the dark world of Primo fading away into nothingness. 

The sucky teleportation rollercoaster began, snapping us back and forth like ragdolls. It was bad enough the first time, but now we had a third in our party, the largest creature I’d ever seen. It bellowed as we were smacked around, my head bouncing off its belly multiple times, which was less hard than stone but harder than leather. Each time, I had the urge to throw up, stars filling my skull, exploding like fireworks. 

I think I blacked out at one point, but then awoke to find the peaceful calm that came after the headbanging part. My head was throbbing with a nasty headache, but I couldn’t complain. It was Eve whose arm was half-severed, the marmot’s bladelike snout still embedded in her bone, fused with it like two chunks of metal soldered together. Drops of blood hovered in the darkness of jumpspace (ooh, that has a nice ring to it. Jumpspace it is!). 

The marmot, which blocked an entire half of my vision, seemed to be resting now, possibly sleeping. 

Eve’s teeth were gritted together, and her eyes looked distant and wild. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, squinting as my head continued to pound. Our hands were still clutched tightly together, and I was pretty sure I couldn’t let go even if I’d wanted to. Not until we landed. 

Eve tried to open her mouth to speak, but then seemed to give up, giving a slight shake of her head. Which I translated to: “No, I’m not okay.”

Which scared me, quite a lot. I’d never really seen Eve not okay. Even when she was frustrated and distraught, she was tougher than nails and in control of everything. Now, she looked ready to pass out. I wondered what would happen if she did. Would we still make it to Tor? Or would we be lost in jumpspace forever?

“Seventeen,” Eve said, drawing me back from my frantic thoughts.

“What?” I said. 

Her eyes rolled back in her head, but then they snapped forward again, determination lacing her expression. “My life meter,” she growled. “Seventeen.”

Holy shit. 

Eve was dying. 






 
   

  
 

 SEVEN 

MY BRAINS DON’T GET FUCKED, BUT EVERYTHING ELSE DOES

 

I held Eve in the darkness of jumpspace, her teeth chattering, her body beginning to convulse. I understood what was happening and why. Her Leveled-up Finder’s body wasn’t used to teleporting a creature the size of a marmot. She’d brought back thousands of recruits over the years, but this was the ultimate test of her strength and resolve. 

Every so often she would manage a word, a number. 

A countdown.

Her life meter draining away to nothing, like a car with an empty gas tank, running on fumes. 

Sixteen.

Fifteen.

Fourteen. 

Time passed in an ethereal way, sometimes feeling as slow as a tortoise making its way along a patch of grass parallel to a highway. Other times, I felt like we were in one of the cars speeding past. 

Thirteen.

Twelve.

Eleven.

Eve’s voice was getting weaker, raspier. Her body wasn’t shaking as much, which wasn’t good. 

The decreasing numbers she was speaking were coming more often, the end coming faster now. 

Ten.

Nine. 

Eight.

Seven. 

Six.

It felt like Airiel all over again. I felt helpless, trapped in this damn place where time didn’t seem to exist except to take this beautiful, capable woman away as if she never existed. 

“You exist,” I said, and I wasn’t certain whether I said it for me or for her or whether that even mattered. 

She didn’t answer, her eyes fluttering closed. She didn’t speak again, her lips too weak to open. In my head, however, the countdown continued. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. 

Flatline.

~~~
I held her limp body, not knowing whether she was beyond saving or not. I held her anyway. I felt the air begin to change. Or maybe it wasn’t the air, but my body, a feeling deep within my chest. Something was changing. 

We were about to arrive. 

I only hoped Eve had managed to lock our coordinates on Tor. Not for my sake—for hers. I was trying to remain optimistic. I’d seen Warriors and goddesses brought back from the brink. Hell, I’d seen Eve brought back from near death once before. She was resilient. We all were. 

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon…” I muttered under my breath, waiting for the blast of light that meant we’d arrived. Only there was no light, only the deepest of darks. 

And yet I felt ground under me now, hard and unforgiving and yet so good. I wondered if it was how a sailor felt when taking his first few steps on land after months at sea. 

We’d arrived in the Black, which was good for our eyes, but not the best from an overall situational standpoint. Most of the Warriors would be out fighting monsters. 

Luckily, my new eyes could see even in the Black. 

The biggest problem, however, was that we now had a massive marmot with us, and its blade-nose-thingy was still stuck in Eve’s arm bone. 

The beast was sleeping, which was a good thing. I could only imagine how it might react to being in this new, alien place when it woke up. But that was a problem for later.

I was still cradling Eve’s limp body in my arms, so I gently laid her down, inspecting her injured arm. The act of teleporting had somehow managed to stop the blade’s momentum, saving her from losing the hand completely, but the damage was still severe. Ooze would obviously help, but I wasn’t even certain exactly where on Tor we’d landed. My eyesight in the Black was better than nothing, but I couldn’t see that far. 

I had the urge to shout for help, but during the Black I was more likely to attract monsters than friends. 

The marmot shifted in its sleep and I froze. It began to snore, deep groaning buzzes that sounded almost peaceful. It also moved its blade snout. Which could’ve been bad, but the goddesses were with us on this night. The blade slid cleanly out of Eve’s arm, freeing her. 

Unfortunately, however, the blade had also been holding back the tide of blood, which now bubbled forth unblocked. 

I picked her up, scanning the darkness, trying to locate anything familiar that might give me a clue to where I was. Nothing. Fucking nothing. 

And then: There! A flickering light. One I wouldn’t have been able to see from this distance when I was Warrior or even Protector. But as a Level 4 Seeker I could just make out the demonflames that were likely either a battle circle created by our Warriors or the fire back at camp. If it was the latter, it also meant I was within the bounds of the ward shields, which would be good. Either a stroke of luck or Eve’s skill in navigating through jumpspace, steering us millions of miles through space from planet to planet. 

With Eve bleeding and bouncing in my arms, I sprinted for those flames, leaving the marmot sleeping behind me. 

~~~
It was our campfire and we’d landed within the ward shields. 

Finally, a break, even as I pretended Eve was only sleeping. The forms around the campfire were fuzzy and I couldn’t identify them. They didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was haste. 

Someone called out to me, but I ignored them, charging for the steep incline that would lead to the vines descending into the gully where there would be plenty of ooze. 

I stopped, my mind whirling. 

I had a better idea. I turned and ran to the opposite end of the long hill, where the steep slope gave way to bare, vertical cliffs, a mirror image of the opposite side. Further along, however, ivy grew along the cliffs, hiding the stone beneath. Where I knew there was a hidden door that could only be opened from the inside. 

I groped through the tangled leaves and branches, finding the right spot. 

Then I started to shout at the top of my lungs. 

I stopped to listen, hearing nothing. “Dammit!” I growled, hoping I hadn’t made a grievous mistake in coming here rather than going straight into the main part of the gully where I knew there would be ooze baths waiting. There always were during the Black, when injuries occurred on an almost nightly basis. I lowered Eve’s body carefully to the ground. My chest and arms were covered in her blood. 

Far too much blood. 

I pounded on the rock with my fists now, still hollering, not saying words just making as much of a racket as I could, hoping that if the weakened goddesses were sleeping it would be enough to wake them up and that they’d have the energy to answer my call. 

I stopped to listen once more. Nothing. 

No. Not acceptable. 

I would not let her die like this. In the back of my mind I slammed the door on a darker thought that told me she was already dead. 

“Please,” I said, my voice much weaker now. I slumped to the ground, staring at my blood-drenched hands. 

Screw the goddesses, I thought harshly. I’ll save her myself.

I stood, scooping up Eve once more and preparing to run back the way I’d come, reverting to my initial plan. 

Before I could move, however, the rock door groaned open. “Sam?” an airy, familiar, beautiful voice said. 

“Please save her,” I said, plunging through the foliage and almost running headlong into Airiel, whose elegant body gracefully moved back to let me pass. In the light of the demontorches, her pale skin and silky, silver shift gleamed like a newly forged sword. 

Airiel, to her credit, didn’t ask any questions. Just said, “Place her on the bed. I’ll do what I can.”

Those magical words were exactly what I needed to hear to know I’d done the right thing. If the only goddess who had her heart in her chest couldn’t save Eve, no one could. 

I placed her on the bed, my knees going weak a moment later. I sank down, feeling numb, only able to watch now. Hope. 

“Sisters,” Airiel said. “Awaken.”

Persepheus appeared first, looking surprised and tired. And worried. Very, very worried. I’d never seen her like that. Just as soon as I got a glimpse of this version of the hard sea goddess, her face transformed into the woman I knew. Sharp-eyed, confident, and pissed off. 

“No,” she said, striding across to where I’d laid Eve down. It wasn’t a wasted word of denial—more like a command to Eve. No, you will not die on us. That one word gave me strength. 

Minertha was next, the rock goddess releasing a soft sob before she composed herself and joined her sisters at Eve’s bedside. 

I remembered what Eve had told me, about how the Three were like mothers to her after her true mother had died.

I watched them work through the cracks between their bodies, only able to make out slivers of Eve’s slumped body. Alive, she was a vision of strength and beauty, all sinewy, toned muscle and graceful curves. Like this, she was just as beautiful, but looked sapped of strength, like her body had just given up, sagging in on itself like a doll that had had its stuffing removed. 

I tried to compose myself, but my mind was a tornado, spinning with thoughts of what had happened. Was this my fault? Eve had limited strength to spare, and she’d had to use some of it because I was late in coming to meet her. She had every opportunity to leave me on Primo and return to Tor with her ginormous prize in hand. Not having to haul me across space would’ve saved her strength as well. Maybe she wouldn’t have lost consciousness. Maybe she would still have points to spare on her life meter. 

Shut the fuck up! I commanded myself harshly. Would Eve have wanted me to second-guess her decision? Not a chance. She chose to delay our departure to ensure we left together along with the marmot. That was Eve. No one left behind and unwilling to lose. 

Minertha and Persepheus were working on Eve’s half-severed arm. The “creation” of the magical primordial ooze was something I’d often joked about in my own mind. What wasn’t funny about goddesses creating healing/Leveling-up elixir by hocking up spit. The reality of the process, however, was different than what I’d expected. There was no hocking, for one. The pair of goddesses would maneuver their tongues around in their mouths slowly, purposefully, and then open their lips the barest of cracks to let the spittle—no pun intended, I swear—ooze out. Watching someone get spit on should’ve been a rather disgusting event, but not the way Per and Min did it. There was a beauty to it. The ooze dripped into her open wound, shimmering slightly. It had taken me this long to realize the ooze wasn’t just goddess spittle. They couldn’t just spit and heal people. They had to choose to infuse the ooze with part of whatever magic they had left. It was almost like giving a part of themselves to each of us whenever they healed or Leveled us up. 

Before my very eyes, Eve’s cut-open arm began to knit itself back together. 

Unfortunately, it was superficial healing, because the wound was no longer bleeding. Which meant Eve’s heart wasn’t pumping, no longer sending blood to her extremities. 

Airiel, however, wasn’t giving up. While Min and Per worked on repairing Eve’s worst injury, Airiel did something so familiar to humans from scenes in pop culture that it might’ve seemed ordinary if not for the fact that the sky goddess’s entire body was glowing slightly. 

She gave Eve mouth-to-mouth. Her lips pressed against Eve’s tenderly, and then she breathed into her mouth. Around the edges of their locked lips, mist-like air leaked out like white smoke. Eve moved and I gasped. 

My excitement was short-lived, however, because her body had merely reacted to Airiel’s breath filling her lungs, her chest rising. As soon as Airiel pulled back, her chest fell and she looked as lifeless as ever. 

Airiel glanced at me, then back at Eve. She tried again. Same result. And again, once more.

Eve’s body responded mechanically, white smoke swirling around her face like a translucent shroud, but then she went still. 

Apparently thrice was Airiel’s limit, because she turned to face me with the saddest expression I’d ever witnessed. “She is too far gone,” she said. 

I shook my head, because those words made no sense. I’d watched those with mortal wounds nursed back to health with naught but a dip in an ooze bath. Here Airiel herself was breathing life back into Eve. How could she be too far gone when I’d spoken to her not long ago?

We had no other Finder. I told myself that’s why my vision blurred with unshed tears. Because we were screwed without Eve. Lost and defeated. The real reason, however, flitted on the edge of my mind, always just out of sight. 

Because she was my friend. My relationship with Eve had always been complicated. I’d been angry at her for serving the Three without question, doing their dirty work for them. When I’d met her, she hadn’t been the best person, even if her intentions were noble. But she’d changed. She’d shown her true colors, the goodness inside of her. Now I trusted her the way I trusted few others. The way I trusted Beat and Vrill. 

“Try again,” I said, the two words coming out like a command. Persepheus shot me a glare of warning, but I ignored it. I didn’t care. Eve had never given up on me and I would be her advocate when no one else could. 

“Airiel’s still recovering,” Persepheus said. 

“Eve would die for you. Eve would die for you all. She’s proven that a thousand times over.”

“You think we don’t know that?” Persepheus said. “You think we don’t care?”

I wanted to shout Yes! That’s exactly what I think. But I knew it would be a lie. I could see the truth in her eyes, which were as hard as stone and yet sad at the same time. Min’s expression was different. She looked defeated. And Airiel, she looked the saddest of all. 

I wanted to be angry, because it was the Three who’d sent Eve on such a dangerous mission. But I couldn’t be. Because they loved her too. And she knew the risks she’d signed up for, just like me. 

“Try one more time,” I pleaded, my voice cracking. 

Min slid off the bed to kneel beside me. She placed a tender, stony hand on the intersection between my cheek and chin. “It either works or it doesn’t,” she said. “I’m sorry.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and I stiffened, caught on the edge between her actions and her words. 

I wanted to fight her words and collapse into her actions. 

I bit back my own words and sank into her, tears leaking from my eyes onto her smooth, hard skin. I felt weak. I hated the feeling.

“Give me another mission,” I said.

“Sam,” Min said, in a voice I hated. It was one that spoke of feeling sorry for someone. I didn’t want to be pitied. I wanted to be useful. 

I pulled back sharply. “Give me another fucking mission,” I said, pushing to my feet. 

The Three were all staring at me. Eve was not, her eyes closed. I was thankful for that or I might’ve lost my nerve. 

Persepheus said, “Check that tone, human. You get a pass because of your grief. It is a one-time event.”

She was right, I knew. I needed to get control of my emotions, take all the sadness and anger and hone it into a weapon I could use against the Morgoss. The only other option was to let it destroy me. Once, perhaps, that’s what would’ve happened. But I was Level 4 now, and if we didn’t have a Finder it meant we would need to take greater risks now. And I was the one to take them. “I’m sorry,” I said, duly chastened. “Just…please. Give me another mission. An important one.”

Persepheus bit her lower lip, considering. “The dragon has not been seen for many days,” she said. 

“You want me to find it.” You want me to find Vrill.

“Yes,” Persepheus said, looking to her sisters to verify their agreement. Min shook her head, but it wasn’t a refusal. Airiel’s chin lifted and then she nodded once in agreement. “After two Blacks have passed. Not a second earlier. This mission will require your full strength.”

It was good enough for me. I steeled myself against another wave of pain that washed over me. Emotional, not physical. All the physical injuries I’d endured while on Primo were nothing compared to what I was feeling now. 

I took that wave and allowed it to harden me, to compress my heart into something smaller but stronger, incapable of being broken, like a lump of coal transformed into a diamond. 

“I’ll do it,” I said. And then I left. 






 
   

  
 

 EIGHT 

ARMY OF DARKNESS

 

Vrill was exhausted. Not from travelling so far, though she felt fatigue from the journey too. Truth be told, it was the dragon, Mrizandr, who did most of the work, its broad, leathery wings undulating tirelessly for hours on end.

Her exhaustion, however, came from fighting the will of the Morgoss. Every second of every minute of every hour of every day she could feel their minds pushing through the collar clamped taut around her neck. It was the worst during the Black, like a creeping evil tasting her flesh, devouring her bit by bloody bit. 

Vrill fought it because she had to. Though she’d had her differences with the Three and Eve, those who served them were innocent. Their Warriors were but children in their knowledge, having been taught one way and one way only. She didn’t want them to die because of her. And she also didn’t want the Three to lose, not if it meant the Morgoss won. 

And then there was Sam Ryder. He’d been an enigma to her. Pure in all the ways that counted. Honorable. Determined. He’d changed her perspective for the better in so many ways. Unjaded her. Which made it even more awful that she’d been dragged into that damned mirror in Annakor and found herself a slave to the will and whim of the Morgoss, used against the man who had helped bring her back from the dark place she’d been in when they’d first met. 

She refused to give in. Even now, she felt herself being bent. She strained against it, her jaw sore from gritting her teeth. She growled, the animalistic sound enough to remind her she was still herself, even if her body was maneuvered like that of a puppet. 

Even from this great distance, the Morgoss’s commands heated the collar around her neck. We are here, she thought. She fought them, her body feeling like a grape ready to pop under the strain. In the end, she lost. Again. She sent the command to the dragon using her other collar, which was connected by some dark magic to the larger collar that adorned the winged beast’s scaled neck. It was one word:

Land.

The magnificent animal obeyed immediately. It always saddened her to see that. A strong, powerful creature turned into a house pet. Sit. Beg. Roll over. 

They had that in common, a bond that made her feel close to Mrizandr, even when he was trying to kill her friend. 

The dragon circled, lower and lower, bringing them down to the treacherous terrain below. Treacherous was an understatement. Though the featureless, rocky flatlands between Annakor and the Three’s ward shields was unforgiving and plagued with monsters, the land itself didn’t actively try to kill you. 

This place, however, was a miasma of sheer cliffs falling away to razor-edged rocks, bubbling pools of boiling black liquid, and geysers smoking with putrid yellow emissions. Vrill had learned a lot about Tor over the few years she’d lived here, but this place was foreign to her. She hated everything about it. 

For the most part, they’d flown above the noxious air and hazards, but now the yellow smoke stung her eyes and made her crinkle her nose at the sulfuric fumes. 

Heat came off the rock itself, and she felt like she was being cooked alive. Even her dragon, which didn’t mind heat in the least, seemed put off by the change in atmosphere, releasing a mournful cry even as he was forced to circle lower, eventually landing on a finger of rock stretching over a canyon. Down below, a raging black river tumbled along toward some unknown conclusion. It might’ve been a metaphor for Vrill’s life, or at least the last month of it. 

She wanted to command the dragon to take off and leave this place forever, but the Morgoss wouldn’t allow it. The command came short and sharp into her mind: Bend or break. The choice is yours.

She knew if it came down to it, she would break if she needed to. But right now, bending was the better option. What is your command? she returned, her own thoughts sounding foreign to her, stilted and hollow. It’s like she was inside a version of herself that had become a prison, pounding away at a door no one even knew existed. 

Find them, the Morgoss said. Based on the raspy, scraping voice, it was the demon overlord made of smoke, a phantom that seemed to be created of evil itself. 

She knew exactly who—what—the demon wanted her to find, because images had plagued her nightmares each time she’d tried to sleep during the journey to this point. 

She shuddered and then dismounted, hissing through her teeth as the hot rocks burned the soles of her feet. She bore the pain without question, tied to the path her masters had set her on. 

Stay here, she sent to Mrizandr, and knew the beast would obey without question. Despite all the strength he held in his massive body, his mind was weak, trained from birth to be subservient. The dragon knew no other life than the one he had been born into, serving the Morgoss. Vrill wondered if ignorance was better than knowledge. It would be easier, that was for certain. 

But better?

Never, she thought, having just enough strength to push the thought through the dark wall erected around her mind. 

Do you need to be reminded who you serve? the Morgoss said. 

She was being foolish, she knew, fighting them so brazenly. Yes, she needed to fight, but smarter. Strength against strength wasn’t the way. She needed to choose her battles, and now was not the time. Yes, forcing them to punish her would slow down this particular mission, but it would only weaken her for later, more important battles. 

No, she said, forcing acquiescence into the single thought. 

Good. We will lead you to the prize.

The prize, she thought, not allowing her tone to accidentally slip through her net and into the minds of her captors. 

Her feet moved of their own accord, and she didn’t fight them. Instead, she used the reprieve from the constant struggle to think, to plan, to rest. 

The return journey and what came after would be crucial to whether Tor survived the great war that was coming. 

While she considered her role in all of this, her body moved seamlessly down the cliffside, toward that roiling black river. It felt good to let go of herself. Her muscles seemed to unwind, her bones unstiffening. She was so close to the rapids now that the heat was scalding her skin. Hissing, she scuttled down the next portion faster, ducking behind the protection of a stone outcropping that blocked the worst of the heat. She looked around. There was nowhere left to go. On both sides were sheer drops into the boiling water below. 

It didn’t make sense. Surely the Morgoss didn’t bring her all this way just to kill her. Or maybe they did. Who knew how their warped minds worked?

Foolish woman, they said. As you have learned to obey, you will learn to trust our judgment. We will show you the way.

Her body began to move again, toward one of the drop-offs. This time, she fought it, her mind and body rebelling against the act of suicide. It was something that had never been in her, no matter how bad things had gotten. She would only kill herself if it would save the others. 

Not yet. 

Her body had other ideas, however, dragging her forward. She screamed, throwing her body to the ground and clawing at the rough rock until she felt her fingernails crack and bleed. Her body merely squirmed like a snake, moving continuously backwards toward the edge, eventually slipping over, gaining momentum as gravity strained at her. 

A large bubble must’ve popped in the river below, because she felt a splash of water against her feet, burning into her skin. 

She grabbed the edge, clinging to it with whatever resistance she had left, which wasn’t much. They could kill her, but they would have to earn it.

Another splash of boiling water on her skin. Sound was coming from the back of her throat, a noise of pain and rebellion, and then—

They shattered her will, forcing the rest of her to obey, arching her back and shoving her into an outward swing, reaching the high point before rocketing back down, ripping her fingers from the cliff’s edge and sending her tumbling toward the black water below. 

Instead of being swallowed by the dark river, she landed on hard stone, tumbling into darkness, her elbows and knees bruising as they cracked and jolted. 

A cave. There was a hidden cave here, just beneath the rock platform she’d stood on a moment earlier. 

She peered into the darkness, her Level 4 Seeker eyes picking up shapes. Gray and hunched over, shifting in the shadows. 

And then she saw the eyes. Orange around the edges before giving way to needle-small black cores. 

This was why she was brought here, what she was commanded to retrieve. 

The very same she’d dreamed about Black after fucking Black. 

The army of darkness was about to be unleashed on Tor. 






 
   

  
 

 NINE 

THE CHAPTER IN WHICH I LOSE MY MIND. AGAIN.

 

This world was supposed to harden you to the pain of loss, wasn’t it? When you kept losing the people around you, surely each new loss would feel smaller than the last. Right?

Fully submerged in the ooze bath that was healing my shoulder, my nose and the many other bumps and bruises I’d acquired while on Primo, I called bullshit. 

Because I felt Eve’s loss in the core of my being. I wasn’t in love with her or anything like that, but I did love her. And, maybe, one day I could’ve fallen for her completely. 

But this isn’t a lighthearted fantasy love story. This is my reality. Unforgiving. Deadly. I remembered how even Minertha, who had experienced this dark, gritty world from the beginning of its transformation, mourned for Dravon when he was killed in the Black. She’d made the mistake of falling in love with him. Her only reward had been pain. 

Finally, I understood why she’d offered herself to me five minutes after Dravon was dead. She wanted to feel something else. Something other. I’d refused her then, doing what I thought was a kindness. Maybe it was. But if I put myself in her stone shoes now, I hated myself for rejecting her when she needed me the most. 

Because now I needed to feel something too. 

I rose up from the ooze, waiting for the magical, healing slime to slide off my face. I coughed and spat out the rest. Ha. I spat out spittle. My stupid joke would’ve been funnier in my head before. Hell, I probably would’ve shared it with Beat, who, of course, was sitting nearby, waiting for me to emerge. She would’ve laughed too and then we’d laugh at ourselves for being idiots with juvenile senses of humor.

How had I tricked myself into thinking there could be anything light about this world of darkness?

Beat said, “Are you okay?”

The simple question almost undid me, because it was exactly what I knew she would ask, and Beat was someone who always seemed to live up to my expectations. I nodded, once. Was it a lie? No, I realized. I was okay. Had to be. There was no other choice. 

By now Beat would’ve heard from the others who’d remained at camp during the Black. They would’ve told her how I ran out of the Black like a crazy person, carrying our lifeless Finder in my arms. She should’ve asked me whether Eve was okay.

But she didn’t, which was a kindness without measure. Maybe she didn’t need to, because the truth was written all over my face. 

“What happened after I—we—left?” I asked, trying to fill a rare uncomfortable silence that spread its wings between us. 

She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter right now.”

“It’s all that matters,” I said with too much force, a gut reaction to feeling like an outsider in the one place I’d ever really felt like an insider. Beat flinched slightly. Frowned. I backtracked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap…”

“No, you’re right. We need to move forward. As Protectors, Seekers…we have a responsibility.” Beat sounded so serious and wise, an abrupt change from her usual silly and wisecracking self. I guess we’d both been changed over the last few days. “We fought hard on successive Blacks. It was pretty brutal. We lost two more.”

I ground my teeth together. The losses always hurt, but without a Finder, they hurt even more now. My vision of growing a large, powerful army to face-off against the Morgoss and their monsters was fading away. Before long, our numbers would dwindle down to the tiny force we’d had when I first arrived. Were all our efforts for nothing? 

“Who?” I said, because I refused to become a person who just counted the numbers. Every number had a name, a personality behind it. 

“Shaza,” Beat said first. 

I was ashamed. It was a name I didn’t know. I used the process of elimination. It didn’t sound like a name fit for the white-furred creature I hadn’t been formally introduced to. Which meant it was the strong-looking Lri Ay woman. “She was a good Warrior?” It felt weird not knowing.

Beat nodded. “We will feel the loss in the Blacks to come.”

“And the other?”

Beat swallowed and a pit formed in my stomach. She was hesitant to tell me the other loss. She feared it would be the piece of news that broke the Seeker’s back. But she also didn’t withhold the information or try to sugarcoat it. “Munzy,” she said. 

I hated that I felt a swell of relief that it wasn’t Lace or Millania at the same time I felt a wave of sadness. The giantess had been timid but kind. To be honest, I didn’t think she would ever fight in a Black, but then again I’d been surprised before. Like with Belle, who’d been like a scared field mouse when she first arrived, only to become a giant spider-slaying, katana-wielding ninja before too long. The ooze helped transform people, but I believed it only took one’s natural abilities and made them stronger. 

Yes, I was distracting myself from Munzy. Poor, poor Munzy. 

It hit me like a knee to the groin. 

“She fought in the Black because of what I said to her. I gave her the courage to do it.” Goddesses damn it. Goddesses damn it all into the Black. “I fucking killed her.”

Beat slid off the rock she was sitting on and took a step toward me. “Sam,” she said, using the firm voice she always used on me when I was doing that thing I liked to do: take responsibility for everything that happened, including the decisions of others. The thing was, I knew I was doing it, but this time it felt like it was all on me. How could it not be? If I hadn’t opened my big mouth in an attempt to give the giantess the mental strength to go along with her physical strength, she would still be alive. I’d pushed her out of the nest when she wasn’t ready to fly. 

“Sam,” Beat said again, trying to get my attention on her, knowing that I’d turned inwards. 

It was too late. I’d already slipped over the edge and gravity had grabbed me by the balls and sucked me down into the abyss. 

I stood up, dripping ooze. It was all too much. Eve. Munzy. This fucking world. I had a mission to go on, but not for two Blacks, which left a helluva lot of time to burn. And I couldn’t spend it in my own head, not for a second longer. “Thanks for being here when I came out,” I said to Beat, “but I need some time.”

Beat opened her mouth to say something, I’m guessing to refuse to leave me alone, but then nodded slowly. 

As I passed her, I placed a hand on her shoulder, hoping it could convey everything that words could not at this particular moment. 

I moved on, climbing out of the gully. I felt kinda bad, because the truth was I didn’t want to be alone. I just didn’t want to be around someone who knew me as well as she did, who could see into my soul. 

I needed a distraction. 

~~~
I found the dark-haired beauty in one of the huts, alone, lying on her back and staring up at a crack in the roof. 

“You,” she said, her eyes darting down to glare at me. “You motherfucking coward!” She screamed it, simultaneously shoving to her feet and charging right at me like she was a bull and I was the matador holding the red cape. 

Her fists were a tornado, a vortex of fury, beating my chest, my arms…she even got a few good shots in to my face. I didn’t try to protect myself, letting her take out her anger and pain on me. She’d clearly been protective of Munzy. It was natural that she blamed me for what happened. I blamed me. 

When she realized I wasn’t going to defend myself, it served only to intensify her anger. I realized that she wanted to feel something too. 

She hit me again, her hand cracking against my cheek. And again, harder, with enough force this time to make my head turn to the side. I swiveled back to face her. I would be her punching bag a thousand times over if it helped her get through this loss. 

And then she did the opposite to what I expected. Instead of hitting me again, she stepped forward, so close her body brushed against mine, lifted onto her tiptoes, and kissed me. 

The immediate effect was better than anything else, and I kissed her back harder, matching the intensity of her passion, picking her up, my hands groping at her ass as her tongue slipped inside my mouth. 

I walked forward until her back pressed against one of the hut walls. She moved her lips back and forth, tasting the sides and bottom of my mouth, dipping lower to kiss my neck as her dark, silky hair brushed against my jaw. 

My hips had her pinned to the wall, so I managed to free my hands enough to lift and untie the top part of her two-piece loin-bikini, the leathery fabric tumbling away and allowing her voluptuous breasts to spill out. I dropped my hand beneath her once more and lifted her higher, so I could kiss her chest, licking at her large nipples faster and faster, letting my mind spiral away from all the memories of the last couple days. Giving myself into the pleasure as she ground her midsection against my abdomen. 

She was breathing heavily now, pressing her breasts hard into my mouth, her arms twined around my neck. I switched back and forth rapidly between her two sides, relishing the soft sighs of pleasure that emerged from her throat. “Oh,” she said. Louder: “Oh!” I didn’t stop, loving every sound she made, which only spurred me on. 

She arched her back even more, forcing her breasts into me even more, and my hands ripped off her bottoms and mine in one quick motion—the benefit of loincloths. One of her hands dropped immediately to grab my penis, stroking it slightly and then maneuvering it inside her. She began to thrust, slow, purposeful movements with a quick jerk at the end. I mimicked her motion, staying perfectly in sync, still devouring her chest as she continued to let out her Ohs, which now include the occasional obscenity. “Oh. Oh fuck. Oh. Fuck me. Fuck me!”

I wasn’t in any position to disobey, so I moved against her again and again, feeling the blood swarm to my extremities, providing a rush of pleasure that grew and grew and grew until Uva let out a final, “OH!” as I spilled into her, both our pelvises mashed against each other’s, holding that final, climactic thrust. 

And then releasing. My legs felt weak and I toppled over with her on top of me. 

She collapsed, our bodies flush against each other, our skin moist with sweat. 

Maybe Minertha had had the right idea after Dravon’s death.

~~~
I didn’t leave that hut for two days. 

Uva was kind enough to bring food and water into between…sessions. 

She even fought in two Blacks while I slept. I slept right through both Blacks. For the first time in a long time, I had no desire to fight in those Blacks. I didn’t want to risk getting myself killed before my big mission to find Vrill—I mean, the dragon. When Uva returned, sweaty and tired but uninjured, I didn’t ask about what happened and she didn’t volunteer the information. She just laid down beside me and went to sleep. After a few hours of rest, we enjoyed each other repeatedly, keeping our bodies active and our minds numb to any other feeling but pleasure. 

The morning after the second Black, we were just finishing when Beat appeared in the doorway. She’d tried the same once before, but I’d told her to go away and she’d listened. 

“Ever heard of privacy?” Uva said, covering her nakedness with her hands and fumbling for her loin-bikini. 

“Ever heard of get-the-fuck-out?” Beat said. 

Apparently Uva had, because she left without another word, though she did give Beat a death stare on the way out. 

“I’m not in the mood,” I said, replacing my own loincloth, refusing to meet Beat’s eyes. 

“Good,” Beat said. “Because neither am I.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but then I learned the hard way when she stalked forward and kicked me in the face. And let me tell you, Level 2 Beat could hit as hard as anyone I’d ever seen. Which meant Level 3 Beat could hit like a rocket train speeding down the track.

Despite being in a kneeling position, I lifted fully off the ground, doing a half-flip and landing on my face and chest. “Ur?” I said, blood trickling from the corner of my mouth. It hurt like hell, but this Leveled-up body of mine knew how to take big hits without staying down. 

Jaw throbbing, I did a pushup to get myself back up, which left my stomach wide open for another kick. It smacked the air out of me and I rolled over onto my back. Beat wasn’t done. “Get up,” she said. 

“I don’t want…to go…to school today…Mommy,” I said, trying to recover my breath. 

Evidently, Beat didn’t find it very funny. She grabbed me under the arms and hauled me to my feet, holding me steady with one hand, like a boxer slowing the swing of a punching bag just before…

She hit me in the face with a short, sharp rabbit punch. It was intended to hurt—which it did—without knocking me over again—which it didn’t. While she pummeled me, she started to talk, to tell the story I hadn’t given her a chance to tell the other day when we’d last spoken. 

“Munzy chose to fight,” she said. “And she didn’t go down easily.”

She followed the previous hit with another, then another. The vision in one of my eyes was starting to go as the skin around it swelled. My cheeks were warm and I could feel the ooze of blood from my mouth and nose. But none of that mattered now, my entire focus on her next words. 

“We were attacked by supersized vostra.” I could hear the tension in her voice at saying the name of what was probably the most horrifying of all the horrifying monsters on this planet. They lived in the ground, using bodies covered in a dozen mouths filled with razor-sharp teeth to eat their way through the earth, attacking from below one’s feet. The regular-sized ones were scary enough, so I couldn’t even imagine what facing giant ones would be like. “Munzy killed five of them,” she said. “Five of seven. She was a badass fucking Warrior.”

The next shot she took was another one to my gut, doubling me over. She reached out and lifted my chin, forcing me to look at her with the one eye I could still see out of. “If not for her, we would’ve lost half our force. So yes, Sam Ryder, you inspired her to be brave, to fight the forces of evil. What you said to her might’ve resulted in her death. But you saved the rest of us, just as Munzy did.”

With that said, her final blow was a knee to the face, leaving me feeling dizzy and seeing stars. My legs crumpled but before I could go down, she caught me and drew me to her. It was the strangest, most tender thing I’d ever experienced. 

She hugged me. 

My face felt like I’d been making out with a brick wall, and yet my heart felt full of something more real than anything else I’d experienced on this monster-plagued rock. 

Friendship. 

“Thanks,” I managed to say, tasting copper and sweat on Beat’s skin. “I’m lucky to have someone to beat the shit out of me when I need it.” 

I felt Beat’s smile form against my ear. “I’m lucky to have someone who appreciates it when I beat the shit out of them.” 

“Eve’s dead,” I said, speaking those words for the first time since I watched Airiel try, and fail, to save her. 

“I know,” Beat said. “I know.” She paused, inspecting the skin around my neck, shoulder and chest. “It’s getting worse—where the siren bit you.” 

“I know,” I said. More and more veins were visible now, like the white branches of a tree stripped of its bark. 

“What do the Three say about it?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t exactly asked them.”

“You should.”

“Later. I have to go on this mission,” I said. I waited for her to argue, but she remained silent, so I added, “Alone.”

“I know,” she repeated. “I’ll hold down the ship while you’re gone. And keep Lace from eating any of the Warriors.”

“Someone has to,” I joked back. It felt like we were slowly finding our rhythm again, the rhythm I’d screwed up for a while. 

“The Three asked me to give this to you,” she said, releasing me from her bear hug to withdraw something from her loin-bikini top. A necklace made of small chain links. At the end was a diamond-shaped red crystal. It was beautiful, but there was something weird about it. 

The red crystal wasn’t dangling. It was lifting and pulling on the rest of the chain. Even within the four walls and roof of the hut, I had a good enough sense of direction to know exactly where—what—it was pulling toward:

Annakor. 






 
   

  
 

 TEN 

SMALL THINGS

 

The amulet the goddesses had given me was both a gift and a tool. It was a gift in that it was clearly a priceless gemstone, more valuable than anything I’d seen in my entire life. Its crimson surface was free of blemish, and at its core was a glowing fireball.

It was a tool because it was connected to its last bearer. And its last bearer was Vrill. 

“It’s trying to get back to her,” I said, after Beat had explained all this to me. “It’s like a compass with Vrill as its true north.”

Beat said, “A GPS would be better, but hey, a magical goddess-blessed amulet works too. When are you planning on leaving?” She said the last part with a high-pitched note at the end. I understood. I hated this part too. Not knowing whether we’d see each other again. But I couldn’t not go. It wasn’t because the Three had given me the mission; rather, because I’d been heading on this course ever since the moment I watched helplessly as Vrill was dragged into the mirror by her doppelganger. I’d put the well-being of the Three and the other Warriors above her for too long. She was my friend. She had saved me in the very beginning, taught me the ropes so to speak. Hell, she’d even tried to rescue me from the Three when I wasn’t looking to be rescued. 

And. And, she’d been there to accompany me to Annakor for the first time, fought by my side for this world that was beginning to mean something to me. 

I had to save her. Not for my own redemption, although there was that.

For her. I was going to do this for her, and for her alone. 

“Helloooo,” Beat called, waving a hand in front of my spaced-out eyes. 

“Sorry,” I said. “I was thinking.”

“Dangerous business, that,” she said. “Try not to blow a fuse or you’ll end up a Seeker vegetable. I could practically see steam coming out of your bumhole.”

“That was just gas,” I said. 

“I thought I smelled something other than sex.”

“Very funny. I’ll have you know, Uva isn’t so bad once you get to know her.”

“Getting to know her? Is that what it’s called these days? I always thought it was just called fucking. Huh. That explains a lot.”

“Try to be nice while I’m gone, would ya?”

“I’ll think about it. She’s a badass Warrior, so that helps. Unfortunately Lace already added her to her crew. Maybe you could put in a good word to get her to switch?”

I held up my arms. “Sorry, no can do. I’m not getting involved in any Protector politics.”

“Thanks a lot, pal. Good to know I’ve got you in my corner.” Beat punched me in the shoulder and though it was a solid hit and hurt quite a lot, it felt good, like old times. Like friendship. 

“Hey,” I asked. “I think we’ve got to do something to slow down the supersized monsters. We’re hemorrhaging Warriors. It’s not sustainable.”

“No kidding, really?” Beat said. 

I blinked. Of course she was already thinking about building defenses. We’d talked about it often enough. “What have you done so far?” I asked. 

“We don’t have the numbers or energy to gather wood from Ursula’s Wood. Digging pits would take a lot out of us too. So we’re working on the simplest solution for now. Collecting as much demon blood as we can get.”

I nodded. “I like it.” We’d discussed using the demon’s blood to create a wall of fire many times. Use it as a weapon rather than just to create light during the Black. “How much have you got?”

She shrugged. “A few buckets so far. After each Black we harvest what we can.”

It was a great start, but a helluva lot more blood would be required to create a wall of fire long and wide enough to take out a bunch of giant monsters. “Okay,” I said, trying to think of anything else to say. 

Beat filled the gap in the conversation. “Bring Vrill back alive, okay? I don’t want to see you go on another loony sex misadventure with Uva.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, forcing a smile to my lips. It was fake, however, because all I could picture was Eve’s lifeless body lying prone as the Three tried, and failed, to save her. 

~~~
“Hey,” I said, spotting Uva. She was training with Lace and her crew, looking hot as hell as she twirled a three-pronged blade between her fingers. I noticed the pots of demon’s blood Beat had mentioned, sitting off to one side. I tried to picture Beat slowly walking backwards, pouring the blood along the ground. She could probably cover an area of about a hundred yards with what she had so far, but only in a thin line. The wall of fire would need to be broader, which meant she’d only be able to cover twenty to thirty yards with the current supply. Still, it was awesome to know we were being more proactive these days. When I returned from my mission, I promised myself to help coordinate more defenses, traps and weapons, anything to hold off the enemy. 

“No fraternizing during training,” Lace said, baring her fangs at me. Her Wolverine claws extended from her fists halfway, long enough to rip me to shreds. It was good that she was gaining control over her newly Leveled-up body, but that wasn’t particularly comforting right now. 

“Please,” I said. “It’ll just take a sec.”

She licked her chops, as if weighing whether I would taste better now or later. Finally, she said, “Fine. But make it quick. I’ve got to whip these newbs into shape before the next Black.”

“Thanks.” I turned to Uva, but she spoke before I could get a word out.

“I get it,” she said. “We had some fun. I wasn’t looking for anything serious either.”

“I was going to say thank you.”

“For what?”

“For distracting me. For giving my mind a break. I know it wasn’t a healthy way of dealing with grief—at least that’s what the psychobabblers on Earth would tell you—but fuck it, sometimes you just need a break from all the bad shit.”

“So that’s what I was—a way of dealing with grief?”

Shit. I’d said the wrong thing—as usual. “That’s not what I meant. You are highly attractive and not just because of your transformed body. You have a quick tongue. I like that.”

“I was just messing with you, but thanks for saying that. You’re not so bad yourself.” With that, she stepped forward, her body humming with energy and slick with sweat. She lifted onto her tiptoes and kissed me, her tongue flashing out quickly. 

She pulled back, a sly smile crossing her lips. “Hurry back from your important mission,” she said. 

“I’ll do my best,” I promised, leaning in for another kiss. 

“No fraternizing during training!” Lace’s voice rang out.

~~~
I gripped the amulet in my fist as I passed through the ward shield with a suck-pop! The gem was such a small thing but held such great possibility. The possibility to find my friend. The possibility to save her the way she’d saved me. Inside my closed hand I could feel the jewel pulsing and juddering, like a caged heart trying to break free. 

For a second I could almost believe it was Vrill’s heart and if I could only return it to her I could bring her back and sever her connection to the Morgoss. 

I cast that thought aside because that wasn’t the way it worked. And yet that didn’t mean there wasn’t another way. There had to be. This world had rules. Sometimes the Morgoss found ways to break them, but those were just loopholes. The rules still existed. For every spell there needed to be a counterspell, a way to reverse the effects. 

If I could find Vrill and kill the dragon, maybe I could find a way. Or maybe the dragon was the key to everything. If I took it out of the equation, perhaps that would be enough to set things right again. 

Past the ward shields, the gritty flatlands stretched all the way to the mountains, behind which I knew the Morgoss’ stronghold sat dark and foreboding, nestled between the shoulder of two of the tallest peaks. After two trips into the fortress, I had no desire to make a third. But if Vrill was in there, I would attempt to infiltrate the black castle a hundred times if necessary. 

I released the amulet and watched in awe as it dropped only partway before rising to hover in front of my mouth, stretching the chain-link necklace taut, tugging against the back of my neck. 

I stopped, frowning. When I’d first seen the amulet do its trick, I’d judged the direction to be vaguely leading toward Annakor. Which made sense. It was the direction Vrill and the dragon had flown from whenever they’d attacked the ward shields. Then again, they hadn’t been seen in days, a fact I was still trying to make sense of. Why would the Morgoss withhold their most powerful weapon? It was unlike them to give us any kind of a reprieve, especially when they held the advantage of numbers. There were only three possible explanations I could think of:

1. Vrill and/or the dragon were injured and unable to walk/fly. I tried not to think about this one too much.

2. Vrill had managed to sever her slave bond to the Morgoss and was on the lam. Unlikely, considering how powerful the Morgoss were. 

3. She’d been sent elsewhere. 

That third possibility was one I hadn’t really considered before, because I always assumed destroying the ward shields and getting to the Three was the Morgoss’ number one objective. Maybe it is, I thought. But that doesn’t mean they won’t use other methods to achieve it.

While I puzzled over that thought, I stared at the base of the diamond-shaped crystal trying to pull itself from the necklace. Yes, it was aimed in the general direction of Annakor, but I knew from experience that it wasn’t targeting the dark fortress. Not directly anyway. It was aiming to the side of it. 

My instincts told me Vrill was somewhere far more distant, which meant my journey was going to be a long one. 

Gripping my hammer in one hand, I settled into a steady stride for twenty or so paces, easing up to a jog and then a run, a pace I could maintain for many miles in my Seeker’s body. 

My goal, as always for this type of a mission, was to cover as much ground before the Black as possible. It felt good, running, exerting myself. On Earth I’d never been much of an exerciser, unless you counted all the exercise my thumbs got playing A-Civ. Now I understood why I always saw those people getting up at the buttcrack of dawn to run before work. The runner’s high was a real thing. 

Then I thought of Eve and that good feeling vanished. Why should I get to feel anything good when she was dead? Stop it, I commanded myself just as quickly. Eve, of all people, wouldn’t want me to be like this, constantly engaged in a tug-of-war of feelings, certainly not because of what happened to her. She would’ve wanted me to rise above the shit and focus on the goal: rescuing Vrill, recovering the other two goddesses’ hearts, defeating the Morgoss, restoring this world to its previous lightness. Ending the Black forever. 

With that in mind, I soldiered on, my pack slapping against my side. 

~~~
Running consistently for a few hours, I reached the foothills of the mountains ahead of the Black. Sweat dripped from my brow and chin, sheening my skin with moisture. 

I stopped, feeling good. Back on Earth, I would’ve been winded from running to catch the bus. Here I could run for days without tiring. I silently gave thanks to the goddesses for the body that allowed me to do things I’d only dreamed of. 

The mountains before me were like dark, jagged teeth munching on the edges of the sky. The silver sun was about to be devoured by them, which meant the Black was imminent. Monsters would crawl out of their hidey holes and charge across the flatlands toward our camp. Our two groups of Protector-led Warriors would face them for about two long hours. If no one on our side died, it would be considered an overwhelming victory. 

As I munched on some leafrat skewers and washed them down with water, I remembered Beat’s tale about Munzy’s death. Although the memory sent a pang of sadness infused with anger through me, it also gave me strength. If others could sacrifice for a cause above themselves, I could too. I would, if necessary. Vrill was just such a cause worth dying for. 

Reenergized, I started up the gently rising slope, careful not to fall as rocks skittered beneath my feet. The amulet had led me here, to a section of the mountain range off to the right of the tall peaks between which Annakor was situated. I would pass close to the dark fortress, and yet far enough away I wouldn’t have to worry about the demon overlords, not unless they deigned to leave their core defenses. 

The slope became steeper as long shadows fell over the foothills. Eventually I was forced to crawl on hands and knees toward where it appeared the terrain leveled out temporarily. Scraping and clawing, I clambered over the rounded edge, rising back to my feet. 

Whoa. Set before me was the dark maw of a cave leading into darkness. I didn’t particularly want to go in there, but of course the amulet had different plans. It pointed directly into the darkness. 

Hell, what did it matter anyway? Soon the entire world would be cast into darkness, so why not embrace it? Uh, because of all the creepy crawly things that like to live in caves, I thought wryly. 

Before the Black fell over me, I struck steel against flint and lit the demontorch in my pack, sparks flying as the flammable blood burst into flame. The path into the mountain was revealed, plunging down like the initial drop of the rollercoaster at Space Mountain. 

A loud screech drew my attention toward the sky. Silhouetted against the darkening backdrop, I saw a lone winged creature set out from the mountain peaks above me. I squinted, trying to judge the distance to determine the thing’s size. I was pretty sure it was close, which meant it wasn’t that big. Not the dragon. Therefore, not Vrill. My amulet confirmed as much, continuing to aim into the dark tunnel before me. 

More screeches sang out and an entire flock of gargats filled the air. Although the Black hadn’t fully fallen, these freaky winged gargoyle-like creatures were okay so long as the sun was partially blocked. Still, it seemed early even for them. I watched them as they flew toward the Three’s gully, which rose up behind the ward shields in the distance. It was going to be a long Black for Beat, Lace and the others. 

I couldn’t help them now. I had to trust them to take care of business the way they always did. 

I turned back toward the hole in the mountain. There was nothing for it. I stepped inside. 

Silence. The walls were bare. Something dripped onto my shoulder and I flinched, raising the torch to inspect my skin. I expected to see blood, mucus, ichor—something gross. Instead, it looked like water. I craned my head to look up, finding the point of a stalactite staring back at me. As I watched, a drop of moisture ran down its side, hanging for a moment on the tip before dropping, splashing onto my shoulder. I let out a nervous chuckle and walked on. 

As steep as the hillside had been to reach this point, the way down into the mountain was steeper. At first I was forced to slide on my ass, which was even less fun than it sounds, especially when wearing only a small-fitting loincloth. Eventually, however, I was forced to turn around and climb down the vertical portions. For the longest climbs, I had to first drop my torch to the bottom to light the way and ensure there was a bottom, and then drop my hammer with a clangor that seemed to echo for an eternity, which would probably call every monster within earshot to me. My hands free, I could scale down to my items, hoping nothing attacked while I was unprotected. 

Thankfully, this cave was free of monsters. At least so far. I didn’t expect the trend to continue forever. 

Finally, after what felt like a lifetime of sliding, climbing and maneuvering, the tunnel leveled out. I tried to gauge how long it had taken. An hour? Two? When I’d entered the cave, there was perhaps a half-hour of silver daylight left, which meant the two-hour Black could either be a quarter or three-quarters finished. More likely somewhere in between. 

I started forward down a tunnel that was strangely straight and narrow. Even odder were the walls and ceiling, which were as smooth as glass and yet clearly made of stone. A hole appeared on one side, mirrored by an identical one on the opposite wall. The holes were small and round. I shone my torch into one, then the other. Even with my Seeker eyes, I couldn’t see very far, but they appeared to travel straight through the rock like big pipes. Or passageways for little creatures with big appetites. 

I tried not to think about that possibility. 

Doing that became harder the further I traveled along the level tunnel, because more and more holes appeared. I passed dozens, then hundreds, then thousands. More holes than I could count. Just digging them would’ve taken years, decades, and would’ve required a large workforce. 

My first thought was the vostra. They were adept diggers and had the freaky ability to ingest and digest dirt and stone. If so, I’d found the vostra capital of Tor. If they attacked me now, it was over—that much was certain. 

I felt a strange tug on my neck, different to the one I’d been feeling since I reached this tunnel. My amulet was moving. 

It careened left, aiming into one of the circular tunnels that were far too small to fit my body. “Don’t you do it,” I muttered, but then the gem moved onward, until I could tell it was aiming back the way I’d come. 

What the fuck? I turned to look behind me, but the amulet had already changed direction again, swiveling to face the opposite wall now, where there was another hole staring at me. The crimson gem continued to change position, spinning around my neck and causing the chain to bite into my skin. Something was wrong with the amulet, causing the bond with Vrill to malfunction. Was it because I was close to her or because she’d moved out of range? Or was there something about this place, these strangely smooth walls, that was messing with the magic-infused device? 

At the moment, the answer didn’t really matter. I had a decision to make. Go back or go forwards. Before the amulet started going haywire, it had been pointing steadily forward. I just had to trust that Vrill was either down here somewhere and the gem would eventually repair itself, or she was on the other side of the mountain, which meant getting through was crucial. 

Still, something about the unnaturally smooth walls and ceiling gave me the creeps. 

Onward I marched, until the arrow-straight path spilled into a much larger space, a cavern. It was so large, in fact, that the combination of my demontorch and glowing hammer were insufficient to reach past the wall of darkness that surrounded me on three sides. Walking into the center of an open space seemed like a bad idea—I would be open to attack on all four sides. 

Instead, I hung a sharp left and hugged the wall, holding up the torch to inspect the marble-like stone. Shit, I thought as I spotted the first hole. It appeared the same as the others I’d seen thus far, perfectly round and carving a straight tunnel into the rock, except it was larger. If I wanted to, I could squeeze into this one and walk hunched over or shimmy along on my stomach. Neither choice was appealing, not when something smaller could move far quicker and grab my ankles from behind. Or if the holes really were carved by the vostra, they could burrow directly into me from the tunnel walls. Entering the mountain at all might’ve been a bad decision, but entering this smaller tunnel felt like it would be a very bad decision. 

I was about to move further along the wall when I spotted something else. A groove cut into the stone. It started out straight, but then curved around the hole and moved higher, before branching out into other grooves, each of which continued, disappearing into the shadows beyond the reach of my light. There was something else. 

The grooves looked darkly moist with a substance I was all too familiar with:

Demon’s blood.

A chill ran through me. I bit my lip, willing myself not to do what I already knew I was going to. I took a deep breath and then lifted my torch to the edge of one of the grooves. 

The red demonflames from my torch leapt across the space to the wall, catching the black blood immediately. Like a fast-moving lit fuse, it took off, traveling along the groove and branching off anytime there was a split, cascading outward and illuminating the entirety of the space piece by freaky piece. 

I staggered back as the whole of the cavern was revealed, my mouth opening from a mixture of awe and horror. 

I was in a dome. The walls curved around the outside of the massive space, as well as toward the peak, which connected seamlessly with the opposite side, a continuous ceiling-wall broken only by the additional tunnels cut into its surface with such evenly-spaced precision and uniformity they might’ve been planned and executed by a master architect with a touch of OCD. 

There were hundreds, if not thousands, of the tunnels. Without realizing it, I had backed up all the way into the approximate center of the domed area, which made it feel as if each of the tunnels was a gun turret aimed directly at me. 

On the opposite side from where I’d entered the space, was another perfectly circular tunnel. Only this one was large. Large enough for me, standing at around six-six, to walk with a straight back and still have plenty of clearance. Long, chalky-white objects littered the floor at the entrance to the tunnel. 

Bones. 

Awesome. 

I frowned, but for a different reason. Initially I’d thought the positioning of the demonfire grooves, while intricate and symmetrical, was intended only for the purpose of lighting the area. But now…taken as a whole…there was something off about it. On a whim, I laid on the ground and looked straight up, like I was back in grade school on a fieldtrip to the planetarium staring at a sea full of stars. 

Except instead of stars it was too-red flames fed eternally by the blood of demons. 

The flames formed an image.

A giant mouth with dozens of razor-sharp teeth that seemed to snap toward me as the flames roiled and danced. 

I stood up quickly, turning in a slow circle and gripping my glowing hammer. The domed area had taken on an entirely different feeling now. 

It felt like an arena. 

That’s when the first of the shrieks echoed from the tunnels cut into the walls and ceiling. I turned sharply toward the sound, prepared for something to leap at me, but then a similar noise burst from the opposite direction. I spun back, but the sound was a moving target, partly because it was echoing around the dome and partly because it was coming from multiple directions, made by multiple creatures. 

I muttered a string of creative expletives under my breath. Why did every mission eventually have to involve me surrounded by monsters looking to chew off various parts of my body?

Once more, I considered my options. I could bolt back the way I came. My Level 4 self was much faster now for a reason. Seekers were not supposed to be a one-trick pony used only to fight monsters in the dark. We—meaning just me at the moment—went on missions to find valuable items that one day might help to turn the tide against the Morgoss. As a Seeker, I was supposed to be smart, agile, able to think on my feet. 

And my Seeker self warned me against retreating. I’d already passed thousands of these smaller tunnels, and I was guessing they were all connected somewhere further down the line. Whatever was now hunting me would simply change their route when they heard me fleeing. I’d end up trapped in the main tunnel with even fewer options than I had now. 

Option two was to stand and fight. That also felt like the wrong choice. Unless my ears were being fooled, it sounded like there were a lot of creatures heading my way. And by a lot I mean hundreds or more. 

Option three would typically involve hiding and trying to ride out the worst of the attack until my foes grew bored and got distracted by something tastier than me. Hiding wasn’t an option. This room was completely empty. Anyway, I was guessing these creatures would be able to easily sniff me out. 

The sounds were coming closer and I knew I had to make a decision or be stuck with option two whether I liked it or not. That left the final option:

I booked it for the larger tunnel, the way that led forward. Yup, the one littered with bones. 

Whatever was in there, I was hoping it was sleeping or dead or out hunting in the Black. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t make it that far, because before I was halfway to the exit a shape leapt from one of the tunnels directly overtop the tunnel. It landed with an open-mouthed cry, revealing needlelike teeth and a long, forked tongue that bristled with something that looked like spikes. 

It was a Maluk’ori, but not. The smallish demons I was familiar with had dark slit-like eyes and black skin. They moved fluidly, almost gracefully, lulling their prey into a false sense of security until they ripped out their throats. 

This demon bore white, thin skin that was almost clear and seemed to be stretched tight across its bony frame. The skin was translucent enough to see the yellow snake-like veins beneath. Its pale, glassy too-big eyes were void of any color save for a slight pinkish sheen that gave it an albino look, almost like a smaller, lighter version of its darker cousins. 

It was pretty freaky-looking, but the worst part of all was the way it moved, with zombie-like jerks and twitches that gave me a full dose of the heeby-jeebies. 

It unleashed a shriek, head jerking to the side at the tail end.

And then it leapt. 

I swung my hammer hard enough to turn it into albino demon mush, but when I contacted the critter it somehow managed to cling to the end of my weapon. Thankfully, my hammer had been upgraded back at my old friends, the Syrene’s, pool.

A blast of white light shot from the hammer, sending the freak of nature flying back into one of the tubes and giving me a brief window to finish my exit stage left. 

Once more, I was thwarted, but this time by more than just one of the creatures. 

More than just a few or several. More than a baker’s dozen. 

Dozens upon dozens began to spill from the tunnels, moving toward me in that herky-jerky way that made it feel like they were walking on stilts. I swear to you one of them landed facing away and managed to twist its head a hundred and eighty degrees to look at me before the rest of its body caught up.

I had perhaps a few seconds before I was completely overwhelmed by their sheer numbers. I analyzed their movements for any evidence of group coordination. I stepped left and for a few seconds they continued toward where I’d been standing a moment earlier, before finally changing direction toward my new position. 

I could sense there was something there, some advantage I could use to give myself a shot at escape. I stepped back to the right, observing my foes carefully. Which was hard considering more of them continued to swarm from the tunnels. I was seconds away from being overrun. 

This time, I noticed the constant twitching in the center of their faces, where two parallel nose slits gave them a skeletal look. 

They’re smelling me, I realized. Because they’re blind. Or at least half-blind, I suspected. They relied more on smell and hearing than sight, that much seemed certain. And my Seeker body had a knack for moving quietly, which left their sense of smell to deal with. I didn’t have any way to mask my scent, but the delay in them picking up my location whenever I moved was something I needed to figure out how to exploit. 

The only problem:

They were closing in on all sides and there was very little room to maneuver between them. 

So I did something insane that was the only logical move at that moment. I ran forward with three long steps and jumped as high in the air as I could, using my momentum to launch myself over the heads of the first couple of rows of albino demons, landing hard on one of their heads with a sound like stepping on mushy garbage as it crumpled beneath my weight, its body exploding like a hurled water balloon. 

Ignoring the splash of ichor that coated my feet and legs, I spun in a circle, smacking another five or six of them with my hammer, shards of light shooting off in all directions, magical shrapnel that dropped at least a dozen more. 

My plan wasn’t to kill them all—there were simply too many. My plan was to get to that bone-littered tunnel and get the fuck out of this domed hellhole. I swung again, clearing some more space that was quickly filled by more demons. More and more tumbled from the tunnels, filling the void with ear-piercing shrieks. 

Once more, I spun, holding both my hammer and torch out in more of a defensive posture, trying to ward off any attacks. This time I was too slow. One went high and another low. The one that went high took a glancing blow on the shoulder, the resulting streak of light blasting it away and bowling over three or four more, but the other managed to dive under my swing and latch its teeth onto my ankle. 

I felt its teeth pincer my skin, muscle and then bone. I groaned, kicking out the leg to try to dislodge it, even as another swarmed onto my back, suctioning onto me with hands that weren’t clawed like its darker cousin, but more webbed and sticky. Good for climbing. Its teeth, however, were every bit as deadly as the Maluk’ori’s, and it wasted no time sinking them into my flesh. 

Making a split-second decision, I dropped my demontorch onto the head of the one latched onto my ankle and reached back with the now-free arm to grab the one biting into my upper back and neck. The one beneath me screamed and released my leg while I ripped the other one free, its gnarly teeth taking a chunk of my skin with it. 

Goddamn it hurt. 

I felt something warm in my chest and I risked a second to glance down, expecting to find an open wound slick with blood. Instead, I found my skin spiderwebbed with the protruding white veins that had been growing ever since the Syrene bit me. The heat rushed through me and I felt a biting pain in my mouth, like a tooth had been ripped out on each side by a sadistic dentist that used rusty pliers instead of sterilized dental tools. 

Oh crap. I felt them in my mouth and spat, the two white teeth tumbling end over end and dripping blood. 

The pain intensified and I roared, feeling the thrum of energy racing through my body, all the way to my hands and feet. 

Everything seemed to clarify, even my already improved vision, to the point where I could see every pore on my enemies’ skin, the exact spot on their chests where their tiny hearts were beating out a frenzied rhythm, the glistening spittle on their forked tongues. 

I bit down hard and tasted blood where my own teeth—two of which I could feel were now fangs, having shoved the other two normal incisors out—had pierced my bottom lip.

Holyshitholyshitholyshitholy—

That was what I was thinking, but my body was in a world of its own, all the pent-up energy seeking an outlet in the form of great violence with these demons as its target. I roared again and charged a thick pack of them, baring my new fangs. 

The creatures seemed to realize something had changed and started to back away, stumbling over each other to escape my wrath. 

They were too slow. I flattened three with a quick swipe of my hammer and leapt on a fourth, sinking my teeth into its flesh, which was more rubbery than scaly, another difference to the Maluk’ori. 

In my mind I was thinking how disgusting it was to be biting into the thing and tasting its yellow blood, but my body’s newfound instincts were urging me to sink my fangs in deeper and drink up to sate my thirst. 

WhatthefuckamInowsomekindofavampire? I thought, my mind spiraling, running words together faster than I could keep up with them. 

As freaked out as I was by the albino demons, I was now more freaked out by myself. That didn’t stop my survival instincts from kicking in, however. I couldn’t truly consider the changes wrought on my own body until I’d escaped from this stone prison. 

Easier said than done.

Though I’d clearly made the demons warier with my fangs and blood-sucking attack, they weren’t retreating like I’d hoped. Instead, they seemed to be regrouping, forming twin packs, one blocking my way out on each side. Each critter continued to sniff the air to keep tabs on my location. And the flow of new demons hadn’t stopped, more continuing to emerge from the tunnels and dropping down to join their buddies. 

They started forward on all fours, their bodies jerking to and fro, like two sides of a misaligned vice. 

Once more, my chest heated up and I felt energy course through my body. I gripped my hammer tighter. I licked the blood off my lips. 

My enemies froze, sniffing the air, their heads snapping around violently.

One unleashed a shriek that was a different timbre, higher-pitched and more fearful-sounding. And then, like a flock of zombie birds dispersing when faced with a predator, they clambered back to the walls, climbing up into their holes and disappearing. 

Leaving me alone once more. 

I blinked, trying to clear my mind, feeling the humming energy in my arms begin to dissipate now that the threat was gone. 

Of course, that’s when things got even worse. The thing that had eaten the meat off all the bones in the other tunnel crept out from the shadows. 






 
   

  
 

 ELEVEN 

UGH. REMIND ME NOT TO GO SPELUNKING AGAIN. EVER.

 

The thing resembled the albino demons but ten times as large, which made it more than twice as large as me. Its headlight-sized eyes were the same milky white that insinuated blindness. Its nose slits were long and wide and twitched as they took in the various odors created by the recent battle. Blood, some mine, most the demons’, tinted the air with metal. I’m certain it could smell my sweat as well, releasing a growl as its head swiveled in my direction. 

Yep, it had big teeth too, just as needlelike as its minions, but long enough to punch through my chest, impale my heart and exit through my back. Sam Ryder shish kabob. 

It was like being Bilbo Baggins, always escaping the frying pan only to end up in the inferno of the fire itself. 

Then again, I’d been here before. Not literally, but situationally. All odds stacked against me, the end seeming to approach faster than a thunderstorm. Which meant anything could happen if I only thought things through and made good decisions. 

Which was hard when you had a monstrous albino demon drooling all over the place because you looked tasty. 

The thing coiled back slightly. Not to retreat, to gain momentum for its attack. Before it sprang from its haunches I was already on the move, darting left toward the curving wall with all the holes into which the smaller demons had escaped. 

The beast changed direction far quicker than I expected it to, accelerating toward me with the reckless abandon of someone who’d played more games of chicken than they should’ve survived. Still, out of the corner of my eye, I could tell I would have half a step on it in a straight up footrace. I only hoped that would be enough. 

It had to be or I was toast, soon to join the piles of gnawed bones. 

I ran right up to the wall, planting one foot hard and leaping as high as I could, my eyes locked on the lip of one of the tunnels, my arms stretching, my fingers too. 

I grabbed the hole’s edge and hauled myself up just as the monster jumped and snapped at my feet, like Jaws himself launching from the water and chomping at Roy Scheider. It missed, barely, falling back to the ground. 

I didn’t count my blessings or even turn around to mock my foe. Because I already knew this thing could climb better than me. Hell, it was so tall it could reach handholds well out of my grasp. Which meant going higher would be a mistake. It would catch me in three seconds and drag me down. 

So I reached one hole higher, just enough to give the impression I would try to climb away, secured my feet on the base of the original tunnel I’d clambered up to, and then jump out to the side as far as I could go. 

My peripheral vision caught a glimpse of the monster’s pale, rubbery body as I flew away. It swiped at me with webbed fingers but I swatted it away with my arm, keeping the shaft of my hammer well out of its grasp. 

When I landed I didn’t look back, catching my balance with one hand and using my momentum to accelerate into a sprint that I hoped would win the race to the thing’s tunnel. 

Which could result in a dead end. Which would mean I’d have to finally face the thing in a real fight. 

Please don’t be a dead end. 

I heard the beast land behind me, making a guttural sound that likely indicated extreme rage at having been fooled, and then the sound of its heavy footsteps giving pursuit. 

Be faster. 

I wasn’t. Although I’d felt faster when I beat it to the wall, I’d primarily won that contest because I’d had a head start, the element of surprise and a short distance to cover. I had the first two again this time, but the distance was approximately double. I didn’t look back, but I could sense I would lose. 

Plan B. I waited until what I believed was the last possible second, until I swore I could feel its hot, moist breath on the nape of my neck, and then planted my right foot hard, allowing me to cut left. It wasn’t just a move intended to allow my foe to rocket past. 

Fuck that. I was done playing games with this douche. As I angled left I jammed my left foot into the ground, using the natural direction of my motion to spin the rest of me around counterclockwise, whipping my hammer in a wide arc. 

I had to be fast and I was. Just as the beast flew past, my hammer caught up to it from behind. Ideally, I would’ve clocked it in the head, giving it a concussion or, even better, a broken skull. Unfortunately, however, the issue was my smaller stature and the angle of the blow, neither of which favored a fight-ending headshot. Instead, I nailed it between the shoulder blades. Still, it was a solid hit that screwed up its balance as the top part of its body sped up while the bottom half struggled to keep up. Plus, there was the magic in my hammer, which exploded with a flash of white light. 

The bastard went down, landing on its face and skidding several yards, coming to rest between me and my goal. 

If I had time I would’ve done an awkward victory dance, autographed my hammer and thrown it into the crowd of my adoring fans, but I was no sports superstar, and this was life or death. As usual, I did something nuts that felt smart at the time. And maybe it was. 

I hurled myself right at the beast, which was beginning to rise, doing a sort of pushup and shaking itself off like a wet dog. In that moment, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was planning. I had thoughts of smashing my hammer into its head, but if I missed it was over. I’d be within grabbing range and once this dude got his hands on me…

The fat lady would be doing plenty of singing. 

Time to play monster launchpad. The hulked-up albino demon was still on all fours, making a medium-height tabletop. I jumped up onto its back, landing as squarely as I could, and then pushed off like I was in a slam dunk competition launching myself off a trampoline. Of course, there was no hoop to dunk my hammer into, so I settled for leading with it like a spear, landing in a gallop and running full speed toward the monster’s hidey hole. 

I entered the darkness without any light save for my glowing hammer and my new eyes’ ability to see in the dark. Behind me, I heard an angry roar, which only spurred me on more, my feet crunching on brittle bones that shattered under my trod. 

I’d expected the tunnel to continue relatively straight-ahead, which it did, except then it came to a fork, which was entirely unexpected. I didn’t have time to pause and do what Gandalf the Grey did when presented with a similar choice in the Mines of Moria, using his nose to decide which tunnel’s air “smells less foul.” Instead I relied on the theory that when presented with a choice of path involving two options, you always go left. And because I was contrarian by nature, I went right, spitting down the left fork and hoping it would leave enough of a scent to confound my pursuer. 

Another echoey roar that sounded more distant than before arose in my wake, but I ignored it and sprinted on until I came to…another fork. Ha. Just kidding. I wish it was that easy. I could’ve just randomly picked again, adding distance between me and my enemy as it used its nose to follow my path. Instead, what I came to was the end of this particular tunnel, which made me think my decision to go right had been, well, wrong. Then again, it could’ve been worse. It could’ve been that dead end I’d been worried about. Quite the opposite. The only wall that faced me now was the empty expanse of unbroken air, a sheer drop-off into another cavern. 

Somewhere below me I heard the telltale tinkle of falling water.

This is the climactic part of the story where I leap off the cave cliff into darkness, hoping the pool at the bottom is deep enough that I don’t sink to the bottom and shatter my legs. 

Uh, no thanks. I spun around and lowered myself carefully over the edge, my toes searching for footholds. Thankfully, the cliffside wasn’t smooth like the walls of the tunnel had been. I managed to jam my toes into a few crevices and follow behind with one hand while the other continued to grip my hammer. 

More echoey roars exploded from the tunnel mouth, sounding like they were getting closer. Perhaps the fork had slowed my enemy’s pursuit, but the spitting-down-the-wrong-path trick had not fooled it completely.

I climbed down faster, squinting into the darkness and searching for the bottom. 

Good thing I hadn’t jumped. At best I’d be dead. At worst I’d be a paraplegic about to be eaten alive. Because there was no pool, just a table of wet rock being constantly moistened by a tiny trickle of water emerging from cracks in the stone wall. The water cascaded off the edges of the gently sloping edges, filling dual streams on either side that burbled away between rends in the stone. 

The moment I stepped onto the slick rock, the loudest roar of all announced the monster’s arrival at the top of the cliff. I looked up, able to make out his ghostly outline staring down at me. 

There was no way forward other than the two streams. Going back would mean facing the monster again. A waterslide into abject darkness with no clue as to where it ended? Sign me up!

I slid on my butt across the smooth rock and into the water, which cooled my sweaty body as it lapped around me. The current wasn’t strong at this point, and I was forced to push off on either side to gain some speed. 

The monster released a final roar that said, “Don’t you come back unless you want me to feast on your flesh!”

I slid down the smooth shaft and into the rock. 

~~~
It was pretty awesome, I have to admit. Once I got past that fear of being smashed headlong into a wall or clipped by a low-hanging stalactite, it was a pure thrill ride. The water had carved out a smooth, natural shaft that dipped and turned as it wound its way through the mountain, ever angling downward, pulled by gravity. The water level rose slightly, enough that I began to fear it might cover my face at some point, but then it stopped, just enough to propel me forward at a breakneck speed, the tops and sides flashing past, lit by the glow of my hammer, which I gripped tightly to avoid losing it. 

The ride went on for a long time, and soon my jaw ached from clenching it, my teeth hurting from gritting them together. I forced myself to relax, at least until some new threat emerged.

Eventually, the water tunnel widened, the ceiling and walls moving away from me. The angle of descent eased all the way to horizontal and my momentum slowed until I ground to a full stop. Now I had to tread water to stay afloat, the river deepening. Ahead of me was a circle of gold, so bright it made my eyes burn like I was back on Primo. 

I pumped my fist and hammered it into the water with a splash. “Hell yeah,” I said to myself. 

I’d made it through the mountain. 

That’s when I remembered the amulet that was still around my neck. It had risen from the water, hovering in the air and gently tugging at its chain. 

It was no longer going haywire, once more focused in a single direction. 

Straight toward the light. 

I’m coming, Vrill. Finally, I’m coming.

I paddled toward the golden day. 






 
   

  
 

 TWELVE 

LEARNING IMPORTANT NEW SHIT.

 

The waterslide couldn’t have ended in a nice, lazy river for me to float down. 

Of course not. 

I clung to a few protruding rocks at the end of the line, where the stream tumbled off a thirty-foot cliff into a pond that looked deep, but which could be as shallow as a kiddie pool for all I knew. 

Climbing down wasn’t really an option this time. I was strong and had become a decent climber here on Tor, but this was next-level Cliffhanger shit, the descent to the bottom full of overhangs that didn’t seem to have much more than fingernail-sized hand and footholds. And I was no Stallone. 

Beyond the pool were high, steeply sloped hills and then an unforgiving landscape lit by the golden sun. Before my gaze reached the horizon, I saw the tendrils of smoke, interspersed across the land, twisting and curling into the sky. 

I didn’t know what to make of that. 

I watched my amulet, which was moving slightly from right to left. I could only tell it was moving if I stared at it for a long time. The red crystal was moving at a pace measured in millimeters per minute. Still, the meaning wasn’t lost on me. Vrill, and presumably her dragon, were on the move. All I knew was they were somewhere past the mountain. What I couldn’t tell was whether they were moving toward me or away, or simply parallel to the range. 

The amulet began to move back the other way, toward center. Strange. Was it going berserk again? I didn’t think so. The last time it had moved it had seemed random, spinning in meaningless circles. Now its movements were slow and subtle. No, this thing was tracking Vrill. She just wasn’t moving in a straight line, carving a path that looped and wound. Which meant she could be on foot, following a trail that wended its way through the smaller hills and mountains that stood before me. Or she was on dragonback and her dragon was taking her on a joyride, cutting back and forth while she whooped and hollered. Maybe she’d managed to escape the Morgoss on her own and was now having the time of her life. 

Unlikely, but I’d been surprised on this planet before. 

As I stared in the direction the amulet was pointing, I tried not to think about the sharp fangs I felt biting into my lips. What was I?

~~~

VRILL

 

Vrill had had to kill two-dozen of the creatures before they’d finally backed away, snarling and snapping at her. It was a good thing they’d retreated too, because she was feeling fatigued. The thing that was the most troubling, however, was that she’d felt the Morgoss’s influence on the battle the entire time. They’d given her a measure of their strength, filling her with an uncanny power through their link that felt like the inflow of shadows into her bloodstream.

She knew she would’ve died if they hadn’t given her their strength. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but some truth eluded her, exhaustion making it hard to think clearly.

If the Morgoss would only back off, she could let these things kill her. It would be better, right? They would continue to live in the darkness, afraid to step out of their hidden places. Unlike the Black, this darkness could stay where it belonged. 

The Morgoss had told her these creatures were called the Narzani, ancient monsters that had once flown across Tor, wreaking havoc on the gods and goddesses that inhabited the planet’s bounds. Eventually, however, they’d been subdued, defeated by the powerful armies of demigods and demigoddesses. 

Driven by their instinct for self-preservation, the Narzani had fled to these inhospitable lands, creeping into the small places others could not, or would not, go. Over time, they’d been changed. Their eyes, once fully black, had gained an orange tinge that might’ve been caused by the severe heat they’d grown accustomed to. Their wings had become no more than stubs, incapable of flight. Their bodies were somewhat gnarled now, loose flesh hanging off their bony frames, but they didn’t lack for strength. And yet their prowess in battle wasn’t the worst thing about these gray-haired, orange-eyed creatures. If only. No, it was their number. Left alone for generations upon generations, they’d bred too many children to count. They were the grains of sand, the stars in the sky. Countless. Vrill could only hold them off because she stayed near the window of light cascading into the tunnel, and the Narzani seemed to endeavor to avoid the light at all costs. Also, the space they came from was limited, and only a dozen or so could enter the main portion of the cave at any given time.

All of that led to this point, this final showdown. The Narzani were creeping out once more, their hackles up, the edges of their spindly bodies ghostly when surrounded by the shadows.

Call him, the voice commanded inVrill’s head. 

Vrill wanted to fight them now, but she was drained. She realized that had been the point. The Morgoss could’ve had her call Mrizandr down immediately to help her. They’d waited, however, to break her will. Forcing her to comply with their wishes. Still, she tried to refuse them. “N-n-n—” The word wouldn’t come out, lodged in her throat. 

Call him. More insistent now, impossible to resist. 

Vrill called the dragon through her link, feeling the warmth of her second collar against the tender skin of her throat. 

Good. That is better. Now tame our army. Don’t fail us.

Vrill tried to hold her breath, to keep her lips clamped tight, her teeth locked. To no avail. Her lips parted easily, were even forced to smile. “I will, my masters,” she said, hating the taste of every word on her tongue. 

The Narzani were close now, low growls emerging from the backs of their throats. 

They shrank back, however, when the heavy sound of powerful wings beating the hot air sounded from without the cave. Mrizandr stuffed his snout in, curling one lip back to reveal a single obsidian fang. A growl rumbled like approaching thunder. Flames licked at the dragon’s mouth. 

And the Narzani bowed before the might of Mrizandr. 

They’d been lost and leaderless for many years. Not anymore. And Vrill was the one to lead them. 

Just before she clambered onto the dragon’s back, Vrill realized what truth had been eluding her tired mind for a long time now:

Mrizandr didn’t respond to darkness. That was why the Morgoss couldn’t control the dragon directly. That was why they needed her.

Which meant she had something completely unexpected in this situation. 

Power.

She also had a theory, and though it pained her to admit it, it involved the Three. She needed their help.

The only problem was that the Morgoss’s invisible chains seemed to be growing thicker around her with each passing Black. 

She would need to find a way to break those chains before they broke her and everything good left on this planet. 

~~~

YEP. BACK TO ME.

 

The further beyond the mountains I traveled, the hotter it got. Not just New Mexico in the summer hot, but Hell hot. It was like I’d descended into some underworld, cracks in the stone spouting noxious yellow smoke, fissures erupting and spraying molten material. Fortunately, none of the eruptions were close to me, or a single glob of the melting rock would’ve burned a hole straight through to my heart or brain. After everything, I’d be killed by flaming rocks. Not exactly poetic.

Even worse, the rock itself was superheated from within to scorch my feet. Over the days and weeks since I’d been on Tor, my feet had developed many layers of callouses, which usually did the job to protect my feet almost as well as shoes would have. This heat, however, seemed to burn right through my hardened soles to the sensitive nerves beneath the surface. 

Eventually, I had to stop. 

I sat down to take the heat from my feet and it immediately began to roast my rump. 

I growled in protest and fought back to my feet, searching for a place to rest and cool myself. A bit of shade perhaps, where the rock might be slightly cooler. 

It was like walking on hot coals and I danced from side to side as I moved down a rough incline, my eyes flitting back and forth, growing desperate, until—

I saw it—water! 

It had an unusual yellowish tint and was barely a trickling stream tumbling through a tight space between two shoulders of rock, but still. It was wet and had the power to cool my burnt skin. 

I made my way toward it as quickly as possible, cringing with each step. I reached it without falling, which was lucky considering the damage the rough, hot rocks would do to my body. I sank my feet into the water. 

The water wasn’t cold, obviously. But it wasn’t hot either. It was very warm, however, which wasn’t ideal. Still, it beat the fuck out of walking on lit coals. 

I stood there for a long time, just breathing, smelling the sulfur stench but not caring. Considering what to do. Absently, I reached up and touched my new fangs. They were smooth along the sides, the enamel moist. I poked the tip of one with the pad of my finger. The fang was so sharp it broke the skin, drawing blood. I sucked it off. 

I shook my head to clear my thoughts. This was no time to dwell on the strange new change that had been wrought in me. I needed to make a decision.

Going forward was clearly an impossibility. Even if I had proper footwear, the soles of shoes or boots would melt under this heat, melding with my feet. 

That left retreat, something I was loath to do. It felt like abandoning Vrill all over again. Failing my mission. The amulet continued to hang in the air, pointing further in the direction I’d been heading. Now I knew for certain Vrill was with the dragon, for it would be impossible to travel on foot this far into the molten wastelands. She was flying overhead somewhere, perhaps on some mission for the Morgoss. 

The amulet twitched, up and then back down, before pointing steadily toward those forsaken canyons. “What was that?” I said to myself. Besides when the amulet had gone haywire in the depths of the mountain, it had been steadfast in the way it tugged at the skin on the back of my neck, like a strong fish on the end of an angler’s line. 

On a whim, I called, “Vrill?”

Of course, there was no response. Because I was dumb. Wherever she was, what possible chance was there that she could hear—

A familiar shriek cut into my thoughts. In the past, that distant sound had raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Now, however, the hunting call of the dragon ignited a thrill in my chest. 

I stood on my tiptoes, craning my neck to spot its form. At first, nothing. Then—

There! It was far away, but closing fast, a streak against the golden sky. It might’ve been a bird, except it was moving too fast, like a jet. Its wings weren’t undulating but tucked behind it as it shot toward the ground on an angle. 

Right toward me. 

Wicked. 

Behind its long, scaled neck, I could just make out the form of its rider, dark and at ease, as if riding a dragon was a daily activity. Which, for Vrill, it was. 

The dragon continued its descent, on a collision course with the spot I stood, prone and without defense. I had choices. Run back upstream. Chance my feet on the hot rocks and retreat that way. Fight the beast to save Vrill. 

None of those options felt quite right, so I just stood there, waiting, my knees bent in the event I had to dive away as the dragon crashed directly into me. 

It didn’t. 

With a majestic grace it swooped down, its wings emerging like great black sails on either side, catching the air and slowing its momentum at the last possible second. It landed mere yards away on a shelf of hot rock that flanked the sulfuric stream. 

It didn’t roar at me or breathe fire to cook me for its dinner. It simply lowered its head to reveal Vrill, her eyes targeting me with a narrow stare. As much as I was happy to see her, it pained me to look at her. Even more scars laced her body now, raised white lines against her dark skin. Even her face was scarred, her cheeks raked by some weapon wielded by her demon overlords. In that moment, I hated the Morgoss with every atom in my body. 

I noticed one of her two collars was glowing darkly, matching the hue of the collar around the dragon’s neck. 

She’s commanding it not to attack, I thought. And it’s obeying her. Holy shit, she’s a dragon master!

The only problem, I knew, was the other collar, the one I presumed linked her to the Morgoss, who could just as easily command her to instruct the dragon to eat my head off. If they were paying attention at this particular moment, which I really hoped they weren’t. 

“How did you find me?” Vrill said. 

Without taking my eyes off her, I reached down and grasped the gem that hung from my neck. It was still straining at its leash, trying to get back to her. “The Three gave me this to find you.” It was the full truth, considering they’d wanted me to find her dragon more than anything, but still…

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Vrill said, frowning. 

I shrugged, trying to remain calm, trying not to let my anger or pain show. Trying to be strong for her. “I’m never very good at doing what I’m supposed to do,” I said. 

“S-S-Sam,” she said, her teeth chattering. Dammit. She can barely speak my name. What have they done to her?

“I’m here, Vrill,” I said, my voice breaking slightly on her name. “And I’m not leaving.” I spoke without opening my mouth all the way, because I didn’t want her to see my fangs—what I’d become. 

She shook her head hard from side to side. “Th-there is something I need you to d-do.”

Kill the dragon? Count me in! Murder those Morgoss bastards and rip the collars from your neck? I’m your guy! But she didn’t say either of those things. She said, “H-have ooze ready. A l-lot of it.”

“What?” She was speaking nonsense, gibberish. Ooze? What the fuck did ooze have to do with anything? Was it a warning? Was she telling me our Warriors were going to be torn to pieces, requiring a shitload of ooze to put us back together?

“Go,” she said, her voice finally coming out with the heavy command I knew she was capable of. “Go now.”

“Vrill,” I said. “I can’t leave you again. I won’t.”

“S-S-S—” She shook her head, angry at her inability to speak my name. “Y-You need to t-trust me. They’re coming. Go!”

The last was a scream and I saw the pain that contorted her face. If the Morgoss had been oblivious to our conversation before, they weren’t now. She was fighting their will just to speak with me, to give me the message about the ooze. But why? What did it all mean? Who was coming? And what was she doing this far beyond Annakor anyway? There was nothing to be sought in this hellish place. 

Her teeth were locked together, her face full of the strain of righteous resistance I’d seen before, when she’d forced the dragon to retreat right when it was about to destroy us all. Back then she’d thwarted the Morgoss’s will and paid the price in torture and punishment. 

Now, however, she seemed to be struggling more. Because of me. If I stayed here to try to save her now, it would only make things worse. All she’d asked was that I trust her. I owed her that and so much more. 

“Fight them, Vrill,” I said. And then I turned around and started up the yellow stream. I didn’t look back, because I didn’t want to make things any harder for Vrill than it already was. 

The further upstream I moved, the cooler the water became. Many hours later, it lost its yellowish tint. Eventually I found its source, the very same pool I’d discovered when I exited the tunnels as I escaped the albino demons. 

Oh hell no, I thought. There was no way I was going back the way I’d come. Still, I did climb up the rocks to reach higher ground. My skin was stiff and blistered, like I’d been tanning without sunscreen, and it protested each movement. 

When I reached a point high enough to give me a view of the burnt lands, I stood and finally looked back. 

I saw Vrill astride the dragon, hovering in the air. They seemed to be watching me. 

My breath hitched, but not because of Vrill. 

Because of the movement I saw beneath her. Dark things, a shifting tide. From this distance, they were as small as ants, an entire nest of them swarming over the land, moving in this direction. They didn’t seem to mind the heat, which made sense, because clearly these lands were their home. 

Her words came back to me: They’re coming. 

Other questions were answered, like why Vrill had been here in the first place, what she was doing. She was on a mission too, one commanded by the Morgoss. She’d been seeking an army of darkness, a scourge the likes of which the planet had never seen—or at least had not seen for a long time. 

And she’d found it. 

Thousands upon thousands of the shadowy creatures covered the lands, heading toward the mountains. 

I had a new mission now—get back to camp before they reached us. 

I turned away, searching for a pass through the mountains. 






 
   

  
 

 THIRTEEN 

OOZALICIOUS

 

“This army,” Beat said. “What kinds of monsters are they exactly?”

I was back at camp. It had taken me two more Blacks to get back, a time that felt like an eternity. One Black I was forced to hunker down in a narrow mountain pass I’d discovered, my position hidden from the gargats patrolling the sky by a rock outcropping. Thankfully, no monsters had come through the pass on foot, or I’d have been up a stream without a paddle, or even a boat for that matter. Oh, and the stream would’ve been infested with sharks, crocodiles and piranhas. Anyway, I made it, and now sat with the Warriors to tell them what I’d seen. I wanted them to know first, before the Three, because they were the ones who would have to fight what was coming. 

Beat was still waiting for my response. The others too, all eyes on me. Besides Beat, there were ten sets of eyes, representing all seven of the inhabitable planets in our galaxy, besides Tor. Tor was what we were charged with defending. There were humans and Lri Ay, Primoans and Oceanians, Askanders and Corruns. And Protonos, like Lace and Chestah.

A real mix of peoples each bringing different skills and talents to the table. It felt like they were all meant to be here at this time, for this battle. I felt slightly foolish for having such an overly melodramatic thought, but it felt right. 

I’d been here long enough to realize that sometimes the world—even this one—had a way of balancing itself out. 

“Sam,” Beat said. “You’re freaking me out. What the fuck do these monsters look like?”

“Sorry,” I said, keeping my upper lip pulled down over my fangs. I wasn’t ready to reveal them yet. “I only saw them from afar. They were dark, furry, sorta rabid-looking?”

Beat frowned. “Like dogs? C’mon, you’re going to have to give us more than that.”

I shook my head. “More like reptiles with fur. I think. Honestly, they were far away. They looked somewhat small, but that’s not the issue. The issue is that there are thousands of them. They could be kittens and we’d be in trouble.”

Beat nodded. “And you said Vrill and her dragon are leading them?”

“Correct. I think she’s the one who tamed them or persuaded them to attack us. Something like that. But only because the Morgoss are forcing her to obey them,” I clarified for everyone else’s benefit. Beat, Lace and Millania understood that Vrill wasn’t purposefully trying to hurt us, but I wanted to make sure no one else thought of her as the enemy. 

“Why are you talking weird? You look like you’re chewing tobacco something.”

Of course Beat would notice—it was stupid of me to try to keep it hidden. “Uh…”

Beat shifted to get closer, one of her hands reaching out to touch the skin on my chest. “You should talk to the Three immediately. This shit’s getting real.”

I didn’t need to look to know what she meant. I could feel the white veins beneath my skin pulsating, as if filled with unquenchable energy. “There’s something else I need to tell you but promise not to freak out.”

“We fight monsters,” Beat said. “Just tell us.”

It was a fair point, but things might be different if one of their own was a monster. Still…there was nothing for it. I opened my mouth and lifted my upper lip to reveal my twin fangs. 

To her credit, Beat didn’t recoil, though she did frown. I saw at least three of the others flinch. One of the flinchers was Uva. I didn’t look at any of them, my eyes focused on Beat. She stared right back at me, still wearing that frown. “Big fucking deal,” she said. “Are you going to drink my blood?”

“No?” Oops. I hadn’t meant to make it sound like a question. 

“Then we’re cool. Right everyone?” I followed her gaze around the circle. One by one, the Warriors nodded in agreement, although a few of them looked uncertain of themselves. Uva being one of them.

Lace said, “We’re twinsies,” revealing her own set of wicked fangs. That didn’t make me feel much better, but I managed a smile.

“Guess so,” I said. 

“Is that it?” Beat asked. 

There was that one other thing. “Vrill said to have lots of ooze ready.”

“For what?” Lace asked, crinkling her nose. 

“No clue,” I said. “She asked me to trust her. And I do. She was fighting the will of the Morgoss when she said it.”

“What if they were making her act like that to fool you?” Lace said. “She’s under their control, remember?”

I didn’t reject the notion outright. The Morgoss were crafty and creative. They’d fooled me before. I’d almost died multiple times by their hands. They’d found a way to extend the Black. More recently they’d managed to supersize their monsters. But no, I’d felt the real Vrill fighting through the demons’ commands. “I believe what she said. We need to gather as much ooze as we can.”

Lace and Beat exchanged a glance, and then looked toward Millania. Though the quiet Oceanian hadn’t been Leveled up to Protector yet, in all our eyes she was an equal, regardless of Level. And she had a quick mind and good judgment. She cocked her head, seeming to consider all the facts. Her eyes met mine. “We should trust Vrill. She’s helped us before. She’s saved us.”

“I agree,” Beat said. 

I released my held breath. Lace still hadn’t thrown her skeptical hat in either way, but that was typical of the cat woman. She liked to hedge her bets. 

The rest of the Warriors seemed content to accept our decision. Except for Uva, of course. The dark-haired firecracker stood up. “So we’re going to just give our supply of primordial ooze to a woman on a dragon who’s working for the enemy? That’s the plan?”

“A pretty good summary,” I admitted. I didn’t blame her for being skeptical. She didn’t know Vrill. She’d only heard of her, and how she’d brought her dragon to destroy our ward shields on multiple occasions. 

But then Uva said something surprising. “If you all trust her, I trust her,” she said. 

I raised an eyebrow, my eyes naturally falling onto Beat’s. She offered a small, knowing smile. “What happened while I was gone?” I asked. I hadn’t asked before because the most important thing I’d immediately noticed upon my return was that no one had died during the three Blacks I’d been gone. 

“We killed a bunch of fucking big ass monsters,” Beat said, waxing poetic as usual. 

All around the circle, the Warriors and Protectors began to laugh. It felt weird, like I’d stumbled into the middle of an inside joke only to find myself looking in from the outside. It was the price I’d paid for becoming a Seeker. I didn’t mind. It was worth it. “Fair enough,” I said. “Have your secrets.” Then I spotted the area where the collection of demon’s blood had been gathered before I’d left. Only now the supple was enormous, at least a hundred clay pots set out in neat rows. “Are those all full?” I asked. 

“Hells yeah,” Beat said. “We’ve been working overtime.”

Yes. Yes. There was enough flammable blood to create the ring of eternal fire we’d talked about for a long time. It gave us a chance. A slight one, but still. 

I paused, not wanting to do what I knew I had to do next. Just another thing that made me an outsider. “Go,” Beat said before I could say anything. “Tell the Three what you told us. We’re going to need their buy in if we’re going to give all our ooze to Vrill.”

I nodded a silent thank you and started up the hill. 

~~~
Uva caught up with me halfway up the hill.

“I’m sorry,” she said, grabbing me by the arm. 

I turned, seeing the way her chest was heaving from the quick run. She must’ve been sitting, waiting, watching me go, deciding whether to give chase. Making a decision. 

“For what?” I asked. 

“For looking at you the way I did when you showed me you…” She pointed to my mouth. 

“Vampire fangs?” I said. 

She managed an uncomfortable laugh. “Yeah, those.”

“I get it,” I said. “It must’ve been disconcerting.”

She shook her head. “It’s not that, it’s just…” She paused, looking at her hand, which was still on my arm. “Your skin’s not cold,” she said. 

It was my turn to laugh. “I haven’t gone all full vampire.” In truth, I wasn’t sure what I was becoming exactly. The Syrene weren’t vampires, though they did seem to like the taste of blood.

“I always had a slight fear of vampires,” Uva said. “Growing up. I saw this scary movie once, about Dracula…I had nightmares for days.”

“No biggie,” I said. She looked at me skeptically. “Really,” I insisted. “I know you probably feel even weirder about it since we…”

“Fucked like rabbits?”

The breath left me. “Yeah, that.”

“Screw it,” she said, stepping closer, rising onto her tiptoes and kissing me full on the lips. 

She tasted…awesome. Different. Warm and moist and kind of sweet. I felt my fangs respond, tingling, but I was careful not to poke her. 

I wanted to poke her, to draw blood, to taste it…

I pulled back, trying not to show the fear I felt on my face. At what I’d wanted to do.

Uva offered a sly half smile. “We could, you know, make up for lost time,” she said, jerking her head back down the hill, toward the hut we’d consummated numerous times before I left to find Vrill. 

It was a powerful temptation. Her beauty was the thing of legends. But if I almost lost control just kissing her—I couldn’t imagine what might happen if we went further. It scared the shit out of me. “I want to—trust me, I do,” I said. 

“But you can’t right now,” she finished, looking slightly crestfallen. 

“Can I get a raincheck? I’m sorry, time is of the essence. The army coming is moving quickly. We need to be ready when they arrive.”

She nodded, rising to kiss me again. “I’m being selfish. You’re right. When the battle is over, however, I’ll cash in that raincheck.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

~~~
“No,” Persepheus said, because she was Persepheus. And because Vrill was Vrill. The two women didn’t exactly have a smooth history. In short, they despised each other. I didn’t know what Vrill’s feelings were toward Minertha and Airiel, but I suspected most of the strain on her relationship with the Three stemmed from Persepheus. 

“No?” I said. 

“No,” Persepheus confirmed. “You can’t take all the ooze. You already asked for ooze armor and we delivered. This will wipe out our stores entirely.”

“It’s a risk we have to take,” I said. 

“You think just because the Syrene’s blood is working its way through you that you’re now an equal? We are the immortals here.”

So she’d noticed my fangs. Not surprising. 

Minertha started to speak, but Persepheus cut her off. “Stay out of it,” she said. 

Normally Minertha wouldn’t take that from her sister, but now she just looked exhausted. She slumped back onto the feather bed where she’d been resting before I arrived. I felt awful for her. She’d always been kind to me. Even though the earth goddess’s heart had been stolen by the Morgoss, she acted like she had one—something I’d rarely, if ever, seen from her sea goddess sister.

“What am I becoming?” I asked. I needed to know what to expect. 

Persepheus shrugged, as if new fangs sprouting out was much the same as a zit on one’s forehead. “You aren’t becoming anything. The Syrene blood is interacting with the ooze running through you. If anything, it will make you stronger, but it shouldn’t change you much.”

What the hell did that mean? Maybe even she didn’t know what might happen to me. That wasn’t a comforting thought. I changed the subject. “Where’s Airiel?” I asked, frowning. If anyone would back me up, it would be her. By now she should be getting stronger, not close to fully recovered from her near-death scare, but approaching Persepheus’s strength. 

“Resting,” Persepheus said. Though she said it with her usual sharp conviction, her tone sounded odd. Like it was both a lie and the truth. Strange, I thought. 

“Look, Persepheus,” I said. “We are trying to save your lives. You Leveled me up for a reason. Beat and Lace too. We are all in agreement.” Well, maybe not Lace, at least not entirely, but Persepheus didn’t need to know that. “It’s time for you to start trusting us a little. This has to be a two-way street. All the secrets and withheld information needs to stop.”

I saw the flash of anger cross her face and waited for the rebuke that was surely coming with the speed of an approaching hurricane. I was ready for it. I’d been here. I would take every shot she had to give, because this was for Vrill. 

The rebuke didn’t come. Instead, the anger morphed into pain and she fell back, her legs crumpling beneath her, as if unable to hold her own weight. 

Had the fiery goddess just…fainted?

Minertha, her own eyes closed, said, “Nice job. I’ve been trying to win an argument with her for years.”

Had I won? Not really. But I’d take it. Whether she agreed or not, I was taking the ooze.

Because I trusted Vrill as much as anyone in this world, Beat included. 

~~~
“That’s the last of it,” Beat said, emerging from the ward shield as if stepping from a wormhole to another dimension. She had two large pots filled to the brim with primordial ooze. I took one from her and set it down next to the others. “Now what?” she asked, placing her own pot down. 

The other Warriors milled about, watching me. Occasionally their eyes flickered up toward the distant mountains. There were still a few hours before the next Black, but that didn’t mean the sight of the Morgoss stronghold didn’t make us all uncomfortable. 

“Now we wait,” I said. Together we’d hauled all the ooze to this spot. Several Warriors had also been assigned to spreading the pots of demonblood in a wide arcing circle that would soon become our battle arena. Now that the work was done, it felt weird, like we had too much time on our hands.

“For what?” Asfandiar asked. The ripped Warrior maintained an easy stance, as if he could conquer the world without breaking a sweat. We were lucky to have him on our side. 

I shrugged. I wish I knew exactly. “For Vrill and her dragon to come.”

Beat said, “You really think this will work?”

“I have no clue,” I said. “But I trust Vrill.”

“What if the Morgoss made her say—”

“They didn’t!” I snapped. I immediately regretted the outburst. “Look, Beat, I’m sorry. It’s just…I can tell the difference. It was her. She was fighting them when we spoke.”

Beat nodded slowly. 

Lace stalked over. She hadn’t carried a single pot of ooze, though she’d supervised her own crew as they’d helped. Still, it was obvious she was skeptical of the whole thing. I couldn’t really blame her. The concept of using ooze against our enemies didn’t make logical sense. But Vrill isn’t your enemy, I reminded myself. Although I knew that, it was kind of hard when she and her dragon has been forced to attack us on multiple occasions. Lace snapped me from my reverie when she said, “We should get behind the ward shields. Just in case.”

She was right, of course. We’d likely have plenty of warning if—when—the dragon crested the mountains, but that didn’t mean we shouldn’t take precautions. I nodded and Lace and Beat gave the commands to their Warriors to fall back. One by one, the Warriors passed through the wards, vanishing. Lace followed, then Beat, though she turned back to look at me. “Coming?” she asked. 

“In a minute,” I said. 

She paused, but then vanished as well. Though they were all only a few yards away from me in distance, behind the ward shields it felt like I was alone on a raft in a calm sea. Everything was still. 

I gazed at the mountain peaks, marveling at their shadowy majesty. I wondered if they’d once been covered in snow, reflecting the silver and bronze suns. Now they were dark and foreboding, like burnt knuckles preparing to slam down upon us. 

I thought I heard a sound and I craned my ear toward it, holding my breath. It had sounded like…a distant screech. It had sounded like the hunting call of a dragon. 

Seconds ticked by, restless, the world feeling frozen, like it was encased in a block of ice. My lungs began to burn with my held breath. My throat ached. Finally, I let it out in a whoosh. The initial sound I’d heard had not been followed by another. Perhaps my ears had played a trick on me. Or perhaps Vrill was trying to tell me something, like an announcement or a warning. I hoped it was the former. I’m coming, Sam. I’m coming. Wait for me.

“I will,” I promised. I wouldn’t fail her again. 

I wouldn’t. 

I melted through the ward shield to join the others. 

~~~
Time passed slowly as we waited. The strangest thing was that I enjoyed this period of waiting. It was something I’d missed as I’d Leveled up. The feeling of comradery, of being part of a group. There were moments of levity and those of seriousness. Lace threatened to eat two of her Warriors. Beat was loud and hilarious. All felt right in the world. 

We’d lost so much, but I needed to remember what we’d gained. This ragtag group of souls was all I had left. Well, them and Vrill.

Every few minutes, one of us would poke our head through the ward shields to check that nothing had made off with our ooze. 

“So what’s up with this army that’s coming to attack us?” Beat said when there was a lull in the conversation. “You said there were thousands of them and that they were like reptiles with fur, right?”

All side conversations stopped as the Warriors looked at me, curious to hear my answer. 

“Uh, something like that. But that’s all I know. They were far away. It was hard to see much else.”

“The Narzani,” a soft voice said, surprising me. It was Millania, the gilled Oceanian who’d always had a quiet confidence about her. I respected her as much as anyone on this planet. She’d been integral in carrying out my plan to train and grow our army of Warriors. 

“The who?” Lace said, her face naturally falling into a scowl. 

“Nasty creatures,” Millania said. “They almost overran the Morgoss, a long time ago. The Morgoss eventually managed to push them back to the firelands, where they retreated into holes in the rock. They haven’t been seen in decades.”

“Who told you this?” Lace demanded, hands on hips. She was the most experienced of us, so I could tell it bothered her that Millania, who was even newer to this world than Beat or I, knew something she didn’t. 

“Eve,” Millania said, which sent a pang through my chest. “We talked sometimes. I have an inquisitive mind and she didn’t mind sharing with me.” Damn. I missed a lot when I was out on missions. I hadn’t ever seen the two exchange even a single word when I was around. 

“What else did she tell you about the…Narzani?” I asked, trying out the name. 

She spoke slowly, her voice low. Had there been any other noise, it would’ve been hard to make out her words. As it was, however, she spoke into complete silence. “They are a swarm of death. They do not fear death, only the missed opportunity to spill blood. That was why they hid from the Morgoss’s forces all those years ago. To survive. To replenish their numbers. To one day come forth and cover this world in blood once more.” 

“You learned all this from Eve?” Beat said. 

Millania shrugged. “I filled in some of the blanks on my own. I have a sense for these things. I can discern intention better than most. This is typical of my people.”

“It’s true,” the new Merlin interjected. “Especially in female Oceanians.”

Another layer of Millania fell away. I had a feeling she had more layers than a massive onion. I hoped we’d survive to see them all one day. 

Lace growled. “So Vrill and her fucking dragon decided to unleash the Narvani upon us?”

I knew she was just doing that thing she always did—casting blame when there wasn’t anyone but the demon overlords to blame—but it still pissed me off. “She was forced to do what she did. She’s trying to protect us any way that she can.”

Lace bared her fangs and stalked off, commanding her group of Warriors to follow her. 

So much for enjoying a rare period of calm. So much for comradery. Lace was a valuable fighter to have on our side, but her temper was difficult to work with. 

Beat also shepherded her Warriors away, and soon the sound of training rang out in the waning minutes of daylight. Millania hadn’t followed either group, and for a while we sat in silence, watching the shimmering silver sun angle toward the dark mountains. 

I had a million questions for the Oceanian, all about her ability to discern intent and whether Eve had told her anything else about the Narzani, but I didn’t voice them. The quiet, green-skinned woman wasn’t one to rattle off information until she was ready, and I didn’t want to pressure her. 

“You don’t need to know anything about my past to achieve your objectives,” she said eventually, not meeting my eyes. 

“Maybe. Maybe not,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not important.”

Her lips pursed, which I took for an expression akin to anger. Since I’d met her, she’d never worn her emotions on the outside, her self-control evident in her every act. Even in battle she was methodical, each swing or jab of her trident well thought out and planned in a way that would give her the best chance of victory. She didn’t rely on bloodlust or hatred of her enemies to win. She was a thinker. I respected that. 

“You want to know about my past?” Her voice was strained as she asked the question, the pain of memory seeming to clench her jaw as tight as a clamped vice. 

“It’s your story to tell,” I said, curiosity gnawing at me. “But yes. I do.”

She muttered something under her breath I couldn’t make out. She repositioned her webbed hand on her knee, lifting her jaw resolutely. I watched her from the corner of my eye as she went through several stages of decision making before finally appearing to come to a conclusion. 

“Fine,” she said. “My father passed into the Deep when I was but six turns of the seasons. My mother sank into the depths when I was seven. I had no siblings. No friends. I was passed around like a possession. No, less than that. Like I was an unwanted thing that required great cost and effort to maintain. On my world, you are tied to your family name. My family was known to be bottom feeders, scoundrels. My parents didn’t die because of bad luck. They died because they got into trouble and did stupid things. I didn’t miss them because I didn’t really know them. My name was worthy of laughter wherever I went. Younglings mocked me. I was cornered regularly. Hurt. Poked. Made to bleed. Left to attract dangerous predators. 

“But I survived. I learned to defend myself. We are required to join the military for two years and when I did, I was ready. I fought for territory against our enemies, the Shellbacks. I killed many of them. I thought being hard would ensure I could never be broken again.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she spoke, though her own eyes remained trained on some unimportant spot in the distance. 

“I was wrong,” she said, after several seconds of silence. 

We were Outcasts, all of us. That was why Eve had chosen us. Yes, we’d been brought here against our wills, a method of recruiting I was trying to change, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t flourish here. Whatever damage Millania’s past had inflicted on her, here she was more. She’d risen above all that. 

“What happened?” I asked. 

“I made a friend,” she said. “Guilty by association. He didn’t give two shits about family names or reputations. He saw to the core of me. He changed me.”

The rest didn’t need to be spoken, though I felt she wanted to speak it. Still, I didn’t prod her. Like all she’d done since arriving on this planet, she needed to do this on her own terms. “He gave me hope where before him there had been none. And the funny thing is, I think I gave him hope too. Together we were more than the sum of our parts. Does that make any sense?”

It did, more than I could explain. I nodded. 

The next thing she said was completely and utterly unexpected. “He was killed by accident.”

“What?” No. There had to be more to it. There had to be a greater purpose. Like the forces of the universe molding and shaping past, present and future to bring us here to this exact moment at this exact time to accomplish something that mattered. Not some freak accident that took Millania’s world. 

“We’d both finished our time in the military. We’d survived. We wanted to settle down, start a family, create a life of our own, carved out away from the people who wanted to tear us apart.” The webbing between her fingers had gone pale, and I could tell she was pressing her hands hard into her legs. “Oceania had bad storms sometimes, but we could usually ride them out deep underwater. I can breathe the water for many hours before I’m required to resurface.” I’d always wondered about her gills and whether it meant she could live underwater completely or still required air from time to time. A single tear tracked down her cheek, but her expression remained stoic. She was a master at self-control, even in the face of memories that would’ve torn most people to shreds. “This was no ordinary storm. It lasted for days. Twice we’d needed to risk it and make our way to the surface to breathe before descending once more. When we went up the third time, most of the storm had passed. The waves had calmed. The winds had weakened.

“The rogue wave came from nowhere. It shouldn’t have mattered. Waves were nothing to us. We ducked beneath the crashing wave and I was all ready to come back up to laugh about it. I came up, but he did not. 

“I found him sinking in bloody water. There had been debris in the wave. A sharp stick. It had pierced his heart. He would’ve died instantly. He wouldn’t have felt any pain. I wished…”

I placed a hand on her shoulder and she flinched, shaking her head, more tears splitting her cheeks. “I wished I had been the one killed,” she said, a sob emerging after the last word. 

I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into my chest as she shook. 

“I don’t,” I said. 

~~~
Learning about Millania’s tragic past had only reaffirmed my belief that we all had a role to play in whatever was to come. Maybe the universe was random at the best of times. Maybe it was only luck or random chance that had spared her while taking the man she’d loved. Or maybe there were forces at play that mere mortals couldn’t possibly hope to understand. Whatever the case, after sharing her story with me, she’d brushed the tears away and thrown herself into training with the other Warriors.

Beat made her way over to me while her Warriors continued to practice with various weapons. “She okay?” she asked, gesturing toward the Oceanian. 

“She will be,” I said. “She’s a tough one.”

“Damn straight, son,” she said. “Hey, the Black will be here soon. Did you want to go see your newest recruit?”

I frowned, trying to make sense of what she was saying. Newest recruit? We hadn’t had a recruit in over a week, when Eve had last gone Finding. And now that she was…gone…there wouldn’t be any more recruits until the Three figured out whether they could Level up a new Finder. 

“Dumbass,” Beat said. “You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?”

Oh shit. I had forgotten. Perhaps my mind had been trying to block out the memories of what had happened to Eve to protect me, but still. I’d been on the last Finding mission. And we had brought back a recruit. A fucking large one. “The marmot?”

She grinned, nodding. “We call him Stomp. Creative, I know, but the name Nrrrf gave him was like twenty letters and sounded like a fart when you said it so…”

I spun around. Given the sheer size of the creature we’d managed to bring to Tor, forgetting it—him?—was no easy feat. But it’s not like my eyes could miss a gargantuan beast if it was sitting next to me. “Where is it?”

“That’s why we were laughing before,” Beat said. “While you were gone, our recruit fought in his first Black. Those supersized monsters never stood a chance.”

I gaped at her. “How did you control it…Stomp?”

“We didn’t. Nrrrf did. She comes from Primo, remember?”

I needed the reminder. It had always felt strange that both the talking lions and the giants came from the same place. A place that happened to have massive creatures called marmots. “She knew how to get it to fight?”

“Him,” she reminded me. “And yup. She made these high-pitched sounds and the big fella stampeded through the ward shield. We kept our distance, because well, friendly fire and all that. We didn’t even have to fight. Stomp must’ve killed three dozen monsters before the rest backed off. The next night was the same. No monsters even showed up on the third Black. Just the threat was enough to keep them away, it seems. That’s why we are all so well-rested and in good spirits.”

The whole thing was…tough to take. On one hand, it was fantastic news. We’d lost our Finder but her final mission had provided the best Warrior we’d ever had. On the other hand, we’d lost our Finder. Bitterness coated my tongue. Was her sacrifice worth it? Could I have saved her if I’d only been faster, stronger? 

No, I knew. The effort of bringing back the massive creature would’ve sapped her life meter regardless of what I’d done. Did the Three know that when they sent her? Did Eve know that?

Questions without answers. Still, I promised to bring them up the next time I saw the Three. I they knew…it would be the last straw. I would convince the Warriors to leave with me. We could form our own tribe, fight monsters and protect each other and find a way to free Vrill. 

And we would take our big fucking marmot with us. The Three could fend for themselves. They would be fine. I’d already restored Airiel’s heart, after all. Soon she’d be more powerful than the rest of us combined. Good luck and buh-bye. 

I knew I was spiraling because of grief again, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t right. 

“Hey,” Beat said, and I sensed she’d said it a few times before I finally heard her. “Your eyes glazed over for a minute. You all right?”

“Yeah. Yeah. I was just trying to make sense of things.”

“About Vrill?”

“Yes. And other shit too. Too much shit.”

“Speaking of which…watch your step when we go visit our new buddy. And you might want to pinch your nose.”

~~~
The marmot poo was impossible to miss, the size of boulders, trailing smelly crumbles across the wasteland. With no footwear to speak of, I was careful to give each dropping a wide berth. The marmot—Stomp—was sprawled out along the base of the cliff, its long, sinewy tail stretching to one end of the rock wall while its swordfish-like snout jutted to the other end, digging a path in the hard ground. 

The beast was sleeping, its hefty belly pressed firmly against the ground, a portion of its body rising and falling with each mighty exhalation. 

Nrrrf sat nearby on her haunches, watching over the creature. I could tell the blue-furred lioness heard our arrival; one of her sensitive ears was angled back toward us. 

We stopped on either side of her, but she didn’t look at us, her eyes trained forward on Stomp. “I am struggling,” she said. Her words surprised me, and I could tell they surprised Beat too, given the way her eyes flicked to meet mine. 

“How do you mean?” I asked. 

She sighed, and I couldn’t help but to admire the animal beauty she held, a majesty that was impossible for a human to emulate. “I wasn’t well-loved back on Primo,” she said. “But I’m sure you already knew that.” I did. Eve had always had a knack for choosing the lost and the downtrodden to bring into the Three’s service. Outcasts, all of us, reforged into Warriors. 

“You are well-loved here,” I said. Which was true. I may not have known all the Warriors half as well as I wanted to because of the limited time I’d spent with them, but it didn’t change the fact that I cared for them. I don’t know if it was Vrill’s influence that had instilled in me that sense of responsibility—she did, after all, save me, a complete stranger, in the Circle—but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I felt protective of Nrrrf and Uva and Merlin, and all the others. 

She shook her head, but I could sense it wasn’t a denial of the heartfelt statement I’d made. “That’s why I’m struggling,” she said. “I’ve never been a part of something like this. A group that helps each other, fights together. Despite the dangers, I liked it.”

“But not anymore?” I asked. 

“No, that’s not what I meant.” Her voice was gravelly, giving it a serious tone that fit the nature of our conversation. “I still like it, but seeing Stomp…” 

Ahh, that made sense. She was homesick. Maybe not for the people who had mistreated her and made her feel like an outsider amongst her own kind, but for the place she’d grown up. Could you love a place without loving the people who inhabited it? Yes, I thought, thinking of the house I’d lived in as a boy. I’d had so many grand adventures in that structure. I’d been a pirate, a miscreant, an outlaw, a hero. My parents might not have been affectionate, and I’d spent more time with babysitters than with them, but that had never marred my imagination’s ability to create a world where I was loved. 

“You saw Primo,” she continued, her gaze finally drifting over to fall on me. “Running through the wild forest, drinking from the clear, sparkling streams…there is a freedom in that place we may never have here, confined to this tract of land protected by magical shields. Stomp reminds me of all I have lost. So now I struggle.”

I nodded. Maybe agreeing with a wayward Warrior wasn’t the textbook thing to do, but the old ways of uniting those who did battle in the dark were no longer the best ways. Not to me, anyway. Sometimes that might mean losing a Warrior—like what had happened with Belle when I’d persuaded her to join Buploog’s all-female tribe—but having Warriors who wanted to fly from the nest was counterproductive. 

“I wish…” A felt a pang in my chest, because I couldn’t give this lioness what she wanted. “I’m sorry. If Eve was still…here…I would ask her to return you to Primo, if that’s what you desired.”

Nrrrf cocked her head to the side in confusion. “You would allow that? The Three would allow that?”

I raised one eyebrow and managed a goofy, half-smile. “I don’t know about the Three. But I would do everything in my power to make it happen. I still will, if it’s truly what you want. If there’s a way for the Three to Level up a new Finder, I will see it done. Their first mission will be to take you home.”

“Thank you,” she said, and I could hear the deep melancholy in her voice. “But I wouldn’t go home. Just because I miss a place doesn’t mean I want to return to it. I’ve turned that page in the story of my life. This is my home now. And, even though it has dredged up painful and happy memories of Primo, I am glad for Stomp’s presence. He is a reminder of the good things I once had.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “And I’m glad you are here. Without you, Stomp would turn us all into pancakes.”

She chuffed out a laugh. “He will continue to devastate our enemies. Hopefully it will be enough to hold them back until a new Finder is chosen.”

“Hopefully,” I said, exchanging another look with Beat. The truth was neither of us had any clue whether that was even possible. Back on Primo, Eve had insinuated that being a Finder was more something you were born into than something you could be chosen for. Unless I was missing something, I didn’t think we would be getting any recruits anytime soon, if ever again. 

Which meant one thing: I needed to move up my timeline for connecting with the other tribes on Tor, those ex-Warriors who had chosen to leave the Three’s service. 

Easier said than done. 

There was one other problem: we were out of time. 

The Black, as it always did like clockwork, had arrived. 

~~~

VRILL

 

She could feel the Morgoss tightening the invisible reins that linked her to them via the metal collar around her neck. They were holding her back, trying to prevent her from spurring Mrizandr on ahead of the main body of the Narzani, which now covered the flanks of the mountain chain like a plague of shadows, teeth and claws. 

Vrill fought against them, but this close to the demon stronghold made such a thing almost impossible. Her head jerked back viciously, and she almost toppled from the dragon’s back. The collar tightened around her throat, cutting off a breath that was only halfway to her lungs. Defy us no more, that grating voice said in her head as she struggled to suck air through the narrow crack in her clamped windpipe. Swear it!

Even as she grew dizzy from lack of oxygen, Vrill sensed a desperation in the demon overlord’s command. An urgency. Bringing her to heel was taking longer than it had expected. The Morgoss needed her to obey them without question or she might be able to ruin their plans. 

But why? Vrill wondered. Why did it matter? The army flowing down the mountainside was as innumerable as the grains of sand on a beach. Even if she managed to break the magical chains that bound her to the Morgoss’s will, she couldn’t destroy them all on her own, could she? Well, maybe—Mrizandr was as powerful a creature as there was on this planet. And yet…it felt like there was something more behind it all. 

She tried to lock her thoughts onto the idea, but everything was growing fuzzy now, the spots dancing in front of her eyes matched by many more in her head. 

Her head lolled to the side with dizziness, but she managed to grasp one of Mrizandr’s spikes, gripping it so hard she felt its sharp edges cut into her hand. 

It would be so easy to let go, to fall from her perch and be crushed on the rocks below. Would that save the dragon? Would that cause the Narzani to flee before his mighty roar as he turned on them, spouting fire at anything that moved?

Her fingers began to loosen. In a rush, the tightening around her neck released and air whooshed down her throat and filled her lungs, burning in her chest as if superheated. Against her own will, her fingers fisted and clung to the dragon spike. 

She couldn’t kill herself. Of course not. The Morgoss would not allow it. Nor was it really what she wanted. To admit defeat was out of the question. The sweet swell of breath made her brain work again, an idea springing from the depths of her imagination like a seed sprouting a stem. A single, beautiful leaf lined with silver edges. 

Instead of fighting the Morgoss’s will, she leaned into it, strengthening the connection, allowing the chains to surround her. 

She could feel the demon’s surprise. It hadn’t been ready for her to do that. It was caught with its mind opened to her, like a book flattened on a desk, its story laid bare for all to see. 

Something flashed in her mind, a glimpse of something. A dark spot. A chasm? Yes. The pit grew larger and larger, widening like an evil smile, fire licking the cracks around the edges. 

Something was in that pit. Somethings. Many. They emerged like spiders scuttling from a burrow, their skin cracked and molten like hot stone between the fire and the cooling bath. They were large, larger than any Lri Ay she’d ever met, even those Leveled up by the Three. 

And yet so small compared to what was dragging itself from the chasm behind them. 

The connection with the Morgoss’s mind was severed so swiftly it felt like her own mind had been cut in half by an executioner’s scythe, her brain ripped into two. 

She screamed, her pain resonating all the way through her connection to the dragon, who shrieked in response. 

But it didn’t change the fact that she’d seen something she wasn’t meant to, and no amount of pain could wash away the memory of those eyes ringed with fire.

The Narzani were a deadly foe, yes, one that could wreak havoc on Sam Ryder and the other Warriors. Maybe even destroy them.

But they were only a distraction. The real army was coming next. 

A mixture of fear and determination coursing through her veins, Vrill wheeled the dragon around and then rocketed away from the mountains toward the Warrior encampment. Mrizandr shrieked again, not in pain this time, but in excitement. The thrill of the hunt was on. 

Beneath them, the Narzani swept onto the flatlands and charged across the terrain like a scourge, perhaps sensing they would taste blood on this night. In their wake, the Black came crashing down.

~~~

SEEKER RYDER (HAS A NICE RING TO IT, DON’T YOU THINK?)

 

“Hurry,” I said, though I didn’t need to urge Beat—she was already running as fast as she could back to the other Warriors. 

“Some of us aren’t Level 4,” Beat said behind me between heavy breaths, her feet slapping against the hard ground as she followed. 

Though the Black was mere minutes away and it was pretty dark already, my Seeker eyes allowed me to see what was happening near the ward shields. Lace was already rallying her group, while Beat’s squad milled about, squinting into the shadows, searching for our arrival. “Is Nrrrf bringing Stomp?” Lace asked as I slowed to a stop.

“She’s waking the marmot now,” I said. Before we’d run off, Nrrrf had explained she would need to coax the beast from his slumber, being careful not to startle him. Apparently, marmots didn’t like to be startled, something Eve and I had learned the hard way back on Primo. 

“We can’t wait for her.”

“I know. Let’s go.”

The demontorches were already lit, held by several of the Warriors, including Uva. She smiled at me wryly. It felt good to see her. “Nice night for a battle,” she said. 

Though I knew she was joking—this night was no different than any other—it helped to loosen the tightness in my chest. I’d heard the dragon’s shriek just like everyone else. “Why not?” I said. “I’m tired of sitting around the campfire while the Warriors and Protectors get to have all the fun.”

Beat had arrived and was rallying her troops, giving them last minute instructions and reminding them of the correct formation depending on which type of monsters arrived. Of course, there was no “right” formation if Vrill and her dragon descended upon us from the air. Nor if the Narzani attacked on this night. We would have to learn how to fight them on the fly.

Millania was standing the closest to the ward shields, the glassy edge barely visible to my Seeker eyes. She turned back and looked in my direction. “Something is out there,” she said. 

I knew she couldn’t see shit through the wall of darkness, but I’d learned to trust the Oceanian’s instincts. “Let’s go,” I said, a weight filling my words that was one step beneath a shout. 

The two groups, each led by their Protector, marched forward. I strode between them, like a bridge between islands. My hammer glowed softly, humming slightly in my grip. Like us, the magic-infused weapon seemed able to sense the violence that was to come. 

The ward shield swallowed us, the tingly sensation followed by the suck-pop! as we emerged on the other side. The inky darkness awaited us, the full measure of the Black having taken over the sky, ground, and everything in between. I could see farther than anyone else, but only in shades of gray and green, the distant mountains not much more than thumbprint smudges against the obsidian backdrop. 

Something moved across the sky. 

“The dragon is coming,” I said. My immediate thought was to convince the others to retreat. This wasn’t their fight—it was mine. But then I remembered that I didn’t get to choose for them anymore than I wanted them to choose for me. 

And the winged reptile wasn’t the only threat we faced. A wave seemed to move across the ground, heading toward us.

Beat was at my side a second later, but I waved her off. “Take care of your Warriors. Hold off the Narzani.”

“They’re here? Shit.”

That about summed it up. I knew we stood no chance against this force, if only because of the sheer number of enemies we faced. But if the two Protectors and their Warriors could hold them off long enough…

I trusted Vrill. Even if she was being controlled by the Morgoss, she would find a way to defeat them. Hell, she’d already managed to talk to me, to warn me about the danger that was now upon us. If not for her advanced warning, we’d have been annihilated during this Black. 

“Go,” I said, cutting horizontally through her group as Beat barked out orders. They formed a circle, back to back to back to ensure no one could be killed from behind. Lace’s group was doing the same. I ran toward the loads of primordial ooze we’d prepared for Vrill, waving my glowing hammer over my head to ensure she spotted me. I shone the metal head across the large pots to illuminate them. Like one of those people that waved glowing sticks to assist pilots on an airfield. My eyes were trained skyward, searching for another flash of dark scales that would give away the dragon’s location. 

There! It was much closer now, so close I could hear the whisper of leather wings beating the air. A flash of armor appeared above the scales—Vrill’s armor. 

“Vrill,” I shouted. “I’m here!”

There was no response but the heavier sound of powerful wings. And then…

Guttural growling. Stampeding feet. The wave was moving faster now, the Narzani propelled forward by the promise of fresh meat. I didn’t know what they were exactly, or why their bloodlust was so strong, only that they wanted us dead, all of us, more than they wanted themselves to be alive. 

The urge to run back to help the others was strong, but I had to rely on my trust now more than ever.

The dragon angled toward me, a weapon in and of itself, dark, bladelike spikes flashing on its back, lips roiling with unreleased tendrils of flame. It shrieked. 

Oh fuck. I dove to the side, knocking over one vat of ooze in the process, which splattered all over me, coating my skin in a gel-like slime. Despite the speed of my decision, I felt the heat of the dragon’s jet of flame as it crisped the earth nearby. The ooze on my skin bubbled like boiling water. 

I think I would’ve sustained third-degree burns if not for the ooze. 

Instead, I shoved to my feet and spun around to face the dragon, which had now landed, its tail switching back and forth and knocking over another pot of ooze, the clay pot shattering from the impact. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the wave of Narzani approaching, close enough now that I could make out their orange eyes and bristling fur in the darkness. It was time to use the trick we had up our sleeves. “Lace!” I shouted. “Light it!”

She didn’t need to be told. The speedy feline woman was already bolting away from her group of Warriors carrying a demontorch, the flames whipping back and forth because of the speed of her flight. 

She was a lone defender against a sea of death. She’s not going to make it, I thought for a second. The Narzani were upon her, claws and teeth flashing in the dark, lit by the fire of her torch. 

With my Seeker eyes, I could see the swathe of wetness glistening on the ground, a long band that Beat had the Warriors paint on during the day. We’d used most of our supply of demon’s blood, gathered over the last few weeks. 

Lace dove, her arm outstretched, the flames seeming to reach for the blood on the ground, craving it, needing it. 

A gout of flame erupted as the blood caught, swiftly running to either side, the fastest moving fuse ever known. In seconds the wide area we occupied was surrounded by a massive wall of fire, cutting us off from the Narzani. 

And cutting the dragon off too. 

The dragon, I remembered suddenly, surprised I hadn’t been sliced to ribbons and then burnt to a crisp while I’d watched Lace complete her part of the mission. 

The dragon was pawing at the dirt, making a low growling sound from the back of its throat. The large collar encircling its throat was glowing darkly. 

Vrill, I thought. She’s controlling it. Or at least she was trying to, though I was certain the Morgoss were fighting against her, attempting to force her to make the dragon inflict terrible violence on us all. Still, she’d bought me a few more seconds of life and I wouldn’t waste them. I ran to the side, circling the dragon to the left, my eyes never leaving its maw in case I needed to dodge another jet of flame. 

Soon I could see Vrill, her face contorted in agony, her head raised to the sky as she issued a silent scream. “Vrill!” I shouted. “Hang on!” Her face twitched slightly in recognition of my voice, but she was unable to turn in my direction, her focus entirely on thwarting the efforts of her masters to control her and, through her, the dragon. 

Which meant it was all up to me.

~~~

VRILL

 

It was a place of darkness. A place of pain. Vrill wished for blindness, for her eyes to return to those of the woman she’d been before being Leveled up. Even then, she knew, she wouldn’t be able to escape the nightmare invading her skull. 

She saw the fate of the world, the destruction of Tor, the End of All Things Light, the Onset of the Eternal Black. The Morgoss showed her all this to cow her, she knew, and it was working. Her body was trembling, weakening. She’d hidden her true intentions from the demon overlords for a long time now, but that didn’t mean she could act on her heart. Not when their link through the damned collar around her neck was so strong. 

She managed to turn her head slightly in the direction she’d last seen Sam Ryder, but he was already gone. She didn’t blame him. Saving her mattered little when the fate of the world hung in the balance. She only hoped he would remember her fondly, the person she’d been before and not this darker, shadow-cloaked version of herself. 

Then she saw something else, something that cracked the edges of her thinning resolve.

The Narzani. They leapt through the wall of flames without regard for being burned. Not because they couldn’t burn, but because they desired the taste of flesh and blood more than they valued their own lives, more than they feared pain. 

She watched three go down in a heap, their bodies aflame. Two went still almost immediately while the third writhed back and forth to try to extinguish the flames. Eventually, the fires on its fur went out, not having demon’s blood to feed them. Its gray fur was black now, singed and crisp. It shuddered once, twice and then died, a croaking noise on its lips. 

The wall of demonfire had been a smart move by Sam and his allies, but Vrill knew it would not be enough. She knew this because she could see into the Morgoss’s minds just as they could see into hers, using her eyes as their lens into the battle. They were already formulating a counter maneuver. 

Several more Narzani burst through the fire, rolling to extinguish the flames. Two died. Four survived, badly burned but still full of bloodlust. They launched themselves at the pack of Warriors standing at the ready. The Warriors moved like a single organism, shifting to the side to meet the attack, three of them facing the creatures while the others covered the rear. The largest of the group, a solid woman with a body that seemed to be constructed of nothing but taut skin stretched over mountains of muscle and ridges of bone, lashed out with a long spear, catching one of the Narzani in the throat. Its head snapped back as blood spouted from the puncture. Beat, Vrill realized with excitement, remembering with fondness the time they’d fought together in Annakor. She was different now, a Protector, even more formidable a fighter than before. 

The woman’s prowess in battle gave Vrill strength, even as several more Narzani leapt through the flames, half surviving while the others perished. The fire would pare their numbers down to a more reasonable amount, but even split in half the ocean of Narzani would be sufficient to overrun the Warriors, killing them all. 

Unless she did something. 

“ARGH!” she yelled, pressing her mind against that of the Morgoss, twisting her head in the opposite direction, against their will. She could feel her veins popping, her tendons stretching and protesting. Her own body fought against her, but she refused to be denied. 

Surprising her, the Morgoss severed the link and her head snapped around viciously. She cried out in pain, her mind flooded with so much…so much…everything. After days and weeks bound to the will of her demon overlords, the sudden freedom seemed to fill her in a rush of sounds and colors and thoughts, so many thoughts, each stumbling over each other to try to get to the front of her mind. But then her gaze landed on Sam, who stood but a stone’s throw away, hefting a large clay pot of primordial ooze over his shoulder. The vision of him gave clarity to her convoluted thoughts. He hadn’t abandoned her at all. He’d risked everything by coming within striking distance of Mrizandr. To save her. Because he trusted her. He’d gathered as much ooze as he could, because he trusted her. 

She was about to jump down to help him when the full strength of the Morgoss returned through her collar, which tightened around her throat, cutting off her lungs from the air they needed. 

Never again, their voices said, scraping, grating, chipping away at her mind. Gasping, she felt her fingers moving upwards, toward the other collar, the one that linked her to the dragon. To Mrizandr. She felt her mind being twisted, her eyes still locked on Sam, who stood frozen, a look of uncertainty and concern falling across his face as he held the pot of ooze that contained so much hope if her theory was right. 

The Morgoss sent the command to her and she relayed it to the dragon, her resistance shattered beyond repair. She had nothing left. 

Nothing. 

It was over. 

~~~

SAM

 

I knew something was wrong. For just a flash, a narrow window of time that seemed to move in slow motion, it had been her again. Vrill. Just Vrill, with no influence from the demons hellbent on destroying this world. 

But then that moment had ended and her eyes went blank, those of a stranger once more. 

Which I knew was bad. Very bad. Acting on instinct alone, my legs started moving even before my mind caught up to the situation, even as the dragon lunged toward me, mouth open, flame-crusted jaws snapping. 

“Oh fu—” I tried to curse as I dove, the side of the dragon’s scaled face thudding against me, picking me up and launching me in the air. Ooze from the clay pot flew everywhere, hitting my face like splatters of fat raindrops. Still gripping my hammer in one hand, I was forced to release the pot to cushion my fall. The clay shattered and the rest of the ooze ran out through the cracks, pooling on the ground. 

I immediately knew I’d made a mistake. I didn’t need my hammer for this battle. I wasn’t going to attack the dragon, or Vrill. Their lives were linked somehow, and to kill one would mean the death of the other. And I wouldn’t kill Vrill, not even to save everyone else. I just…couldn’t. Sacrifice one to save the many. That saying suddenly didn’t feel so noble, so necessary, anymore. Because if someone as good as Vrill had to die for the rest of us to survive, was any of it worth it?

Not to me. 

There had to be another way. 

I dropped my hammer, shoved to my feet, and grabbed the first pot of ooze I could find. 

I was too slow by half. The dragon’s tail whipped around, ripping into my side, one of its spikes goring me through the ribs, puncturing all kinds of organs not meant to be punctured. 

It lifted me up slowly, until I was face to face with it, its oval-shaped black eyes burning into me with such hatred I thought it might manage to stop my heart just from that look. 

Wait. Wait. There was something else too. Something beyond the hate. Hidden away, deep inside. It was fear. The fear of being used. Of being someone else’s pawn. It was the same look I’d seen on Vrill’s face before. This dragon was as much a slave as she was, but that didn’t mean it was too far gone to be saved, did it? 

Spots danced before my eyes, the pain immense, agonizing. I was dying. The ooze that had once coated my skin was gone, having sunk into my skin to save me from the burns. I still held the pot of ooze in my hands. All I had to do was tip it over onto myself and be saved. 

But someone did have to be sacrificed for the greater good, and it wasn’t Vrill. 

It was me, and I was a willing lamb facing a pack of wolves.

With all the strength I had left, I hefted the pot onto my shoulder and then launched it toward the dragon’s open mouth. 

~~~

BEAT

 

The Narzani were vicious motherfuckers. Beat still couldn’t believe the flames hadn’t thwarted them. Instead they’d gone all kamikaze, more than half of them dying as they launched themselves recklessly through the fire like goddamned Hollywood stuntmen. 

And even with most of them dying, there were still plenty left. 

Beat didn’t know how many she’d killed herself, but it was in the double digits. Based on what she’d seen, Lace and her Wolverine claws had killed at least as many as she had. And yet there were always more to kill. The Narzani made the Maluk’ori demon horde look like a gang of toddlers riding tricycles. 

The cat-dude named Chestah was dead. The white-furred guy named Guz, too. 

It was two too many for Beat, who’d fully bought into Sam’s ideal of No More Deaths, something that was to be strived for, even if it was impossible in this violent world. 

Speaking of Sam, she’d lost sight of him somewhere near the dragon. She desperately wanted to search for him, to make sure he wasn’t injured or dead, but that wasn’t her role anymore. He trusted her, and she had to trust him. 

Her responsibility was the Warriors, both living and dead, around her. 

Beat didn’t mourn her dead, however, not now. Not when there were enemies to be fought, allies to protect. Instead, their deaths spurred her on, righteous anger filling her from head to toe. Her spear was a series of lightning strikes wielded by a creator of storms. Her foes fell before her in droves, piling up, their blood running into dark rivers. She was covered in it herself. She tasted it, felt its warmth. 

She felt one claw jab into her back and she reached back to grab the creature by the throat, tearing it from her skin, which ripped away. “Fuck you!” she shouted, pouring her anger into her words as she launched it away. Right into the wall of flames. It shrieked and then was gone, devoured by the hungry fire, which sizzled and spat in excitement. 

She spun to open the throat of another Narzani with the blade of her spear, stopping to watch it fall, her ears picking up a new sound. 

She narrowed her eyes and searched for Lace. The cat-woman’s hearing was far better than hers, and if something was amiss, she would be the first to know. There! Sure enough, Lace had paused in her own efforts, clambering up a stack of furry corpses and cocking her head to the side, listening. Her eyes met Beat’s. “Gargats,” Lace said, just loud enough that Beat could make out the single word. 

Shit, she thought. That was all they needed right now—another enemy. The winged gargoyle-like creatures could fly right over the flame wall and land amongst them. 

A shriek rang out and her head snapped toward the dark sky. Normally, seeing anything in the sky during the Black was impossible, but the height of the fire wall was so great that she could just make out their dark silhouettes angling toward her. There should’ve been lighter spaces between the gargats, however. They weren’t large animals. Dangerous and deadly, but not as large as many of the ground-dwelling monsters on Tor, like trolls or bludgeons. 

Instead, the area between them was a blanket of black.

What the hell?

“Fuck me,” Beat heard Lace curse. The cat-woman was also watching the gargats’ approach, and her curse wasn’t just because of them. It was because of what they were carrying between them, the massive shark-like creatures she’d faced once before in a room filled with blood in Annakor. 

Shreek. 

The monsters were close enough now that she could make out their deformed humanesque faces, elongated shark fins and black, smooth skin that reminded her of the sea lions she’d seen at Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco. Their hideous mishmash of physical characteristics was finished off with a dolphin’s tail and clawed crocodile feet. 

Even with one shreek between four gargats, the flying monsters were having trouble carrying the massive swimmers meant to live in pools of blood. Beat knew from experience that the finned monsters were much scarier in liquid—where they were fast and sleek—than on land—where they were heavy and slow. 

There had to be some method to the madness, something she was missing. 

The gargats drifted lower, pulled by gravity and the heavy monsters they carried. 

Until they were right over the wall of flames. 

The shreeks’ mouths opened and liquid poured out, the waterfalls of blood they’d been holding inside them. It all made sense to Beat in a rush of understanding, a massive oh-shit moment that opened her own mouth as she shouted a warning to the Warrior closest to the flames about to be flooded by the deluge of blood. 

It was Jak, the dark-skinned Lri Ay Warrior who’d become one of their most steadfast members. He turned toward her, a frown lancing across his expression before he turned to look upwards, getting a face full of blood even as the flames were smothered. Because it wasn’t the flammable blood of demons, but the blood of long-dead Warriors and Protectors and Seekers, stored up over decades, somehow preserved by the dark magic of the Morgoss. 

The flames were doused by the new blood, retreating to either side and paving a smoldering pathway between the fire wall. 

It was like a drawbridge crossing a moat. 

The Narzani poured across it even as the gargats dropped the shreek into their midst. 

Jak was caught in the onslaught, disappearing under a flurry of fur and scales and teeth and claws. 

Gone as if he’d never existed at all. 

~~~

VRILL

 

Vrill’s heart was in her throat, her stomach in her chest. Everything was going wrong, her carefully plotted plans laid to waste by the violence of the Morgoss. The shreek had managed to pave a path through the flames. Sam had been impaled on Mrizandr’s spiked tail. 

She could hear the Morgoss’s grating laughter in her head, amused by the terror and death they’d engineered without risking themselves. She’d had enough of their commands. She’d had enough of their violence. She’d had enough of being their pawn.

She’d simply had enough. 

She managed to suck in a breath to stop the burning in her lungs and then growled at them through the link. Her mind found another gear, shoving back, refusing to be controlled. She clambered up the dragon’s neck and onto its head. She was fully prepared to launch herself off and drag Sam away by force if necessary. 

She stopped. The dragon was peering at Sam curiously. It was breathing heavily, like a series of great sighs. Its face was dripping with slime. 

No, Vrill thought. Not slime. Ooze. Goddess spittle. Sam had done it. He’d managed to toss a pot of ooze into the dragon’s face. It was a chance to test her theory, finally. Could the ooze, the very thing she’d despised for so long because of its source, the Three goddesses, truly be the key to releasing her and Mrizandr from their shadowy prison?

The dragon snorted, flames spouting from its nostrils. 

And then it roared, an ear-shattering sound that told her the ooze hadn’t worked. That she’d been wrong. 

Her gaze settled on Sam, who was still skewered by the dragon’s spike. He wore a look of resignation and contentment. To her it said, I tried my best. I gave all I had to give. It wasn’t enough. And, at the very tail end, it said, I’m sorry.

His eyes closed and his head slumped forward. 

~~~

SAM

 

Everything was warm and quiet. The dragon’s roar had faded away, replaced by the sound of displaced air, even and rhythmic, like a gentle breeze rustling palm fronds on some beach on a tropical island. 

The pain was fading now, replaced by that warmth. It was like being wrapped in blankets beside a fire in winter. 

Fading.

I am fading.

That last thought brought me back to life, and with life came too much sound, too much color, too much pain. But then she was there, Vrill, having clambered down the dragon’s back and around the curve of its tail to kneel beside me. The dragon’s head rose up behind her, but it was calm now, the anger having faded away as my life almost did. 

Wait. Something was dripping off Vrill’s head, something wet and slimy. 

Ooze. 

I blinked because surely this was a dream. Except after my eyes closed they wouldn’t reopen. The warmth was returning. The pain and noise of life fading once more. 

Something wet splashed over my head, my face, making my skin tingle. I knew that feeling—the healing. Vrill, as she’d done before, was saving my life. 

Her strong arms wrapped around me and I felt my body began to rise as she pulled me free of the dragon’s spike. I roared in agony, a deep pressing pain encompassing the whole of my body, but then I was free. 

My eyes opened and I looked into hers. They were all hers, no sign of her evil overlords’ will behind them. The dragon made a low warning sound and her eyes flicked back. “Rest,” she said. “It will take more ooze to free Mrizandr completely.”

As she gently laid my head onto the unforgiving ground, I understood. The ooze was the key to her escape the entire time. It had counteracted whatever magic was infused in the collars, spreading its taint across the whole of her body and mind. Could the dragon truly be saved the same way? And if so, would its sudden freedom cause it to go berserk, returning to its animal nature and turning on Vrill and anyone else in its path?

As Vrill walked away to tend to the dragon, my hands settled on the hole in my stomach, the one that went all the way through to my back. The fact that I could move my arms and legs at all meant that my spine hadn’t been injured. Thankfully. The healing process would require substantial time as it was, but a spinal injury? Could take days to recover.

My head lolled to the side and I watched the battle, which was continuing without me, as if I was nothing but a silent observer trapped behind a bulletproof glass partition. Something had changed since I was last conscious. Something had gone awry. There was a gap in the wall of flames. The Narzani were pouring through like water through a sieve. Gargats swept about overhead. Several of them were carrying something—a shreek. They released it and the massive creature seemed to hang in the air for a moment, its blood-slick flesh writhing to and fro as gravity began to drag it down. 

It landed with a whump on all fours, snapping at the closest Warrior—Millania. 

Her quickness saved her, as she danced back and thrust her trident out to prod it away. 

I groaned, rolling over and trying to push to my feet. I knew it was madness, my injuries grievous. Resting was the only option that made sense if I was to survive. But was survival worth anything if the rest of those you cared about died? 

My arms trembled, but I slowly managed to lift my body off the ground. The small amount of exertion was too much for my damaged body and I slumped back down, the lance of pain that cut through my gut excruciating. 

When I looked back at Millania, Beat and Lace were there, fending off the shreek using their speed and agility on land to surround and torment the beast that was looking very uncomfortable out of water. 

Narzani poured across the terrain, trampling each other in their haste to get to their prey, and the Warriors were forced to turn away from the shreek to meet them. Gargats swooped from the sky, harrying their prey with sharp claws and gnashing teeth. 

If I didn’t do something, this was the end. I tried once more to regain my feet, and this time managed to fight to my knees. I heard a strange sound and I realized it was coming from the back of my throat, the effort of each small movement grating me from the inside. One foot planted. Pause. Beat ducking as a Narvani launched itself at her head with a shriek. She spun and impaled another through the chest on her spear, only to be attacked low from three sides, her legs ravaged by claws and teeth. Lace growled and leapt to her aid, slashing two throats open before she was dragged down into the midst of fur and death. 

“No,” I breathed, shoving to my other foot. Staggering. Maintaining my balance. Stumbling toward the battle. Hearing a voice calling me back. Vrill, worried about me, as usual. A good friend, to the end. A hero. 

What was I? Could I ever be as inherently good as she was?

No, I thought. But I can help the others. Bodies were flying now. Most were furry, blood spouting from numerous wounds, but there were Warriors on the ground too. Broken and bleeding. Limbs contorted at unnatural angles, joints having bent in the wrong direction. Where was Beat? Couldn’t see her. Staggering forward. A Narzani spotted me and leapt into my path. My hand shot out, grabbing it by the throat. Shaking it. Watching its dark eyes bulge out, its tongue loll from its mouth. The breath left it and I tossed it aside like the evil nothing that it was. 

I stalked forward, growing used to the pain, numb to the agony in my stomach. If not for the ooze working its way through my body, I’d already be dead.

I hammered another Narzani from behind with my fist, hearing its spine crack upon impact. It slumped away. I grabbed another by the head and twisted, snapping its neck. I threw another aside with a roar and Beat was revealed. She was on one knee, standing over Millania’s twisted body beneath her, willing to defend her to the death if necessary. 

And it would be necessary, the number of enemies growing by the second as the unrelenting army poured through the gap in the flames. 

Beat was willing to die for these Warriors and so was I. That was something we’d always had in common. 

Beat swung her spear in a circle, forcing her foes to retreat and almost slashing through my belly. “Whoa,” I said. 

“Sam? I thought…”

“I’m not,” I said, grabbing one of the creatures as it slashed at me. I shoved it back into its buddies, watching a space open as they tumbled over each other and went to the ground. More fell in around them, trampling them underfoot. 

Beat stood up and I stepped to her, our bodies naturally falling into the back to back stance we’d practiced so often, the base of our heels pressed taut against Millania’s motionless body. And then Lace was there, and Uva, and Merlin 2, and Asfandiar. Standing with us. Strong. The Narzani attacked and we defended, piling up the bodies until they were forced to climb up to get through to us. It only made things worse, because now they were attacking from above, launching themselves from the corpse piles created by the fallen. 

We were going to be buried by the dead. 

The ground shook and everything seemed to be put on pause for a few moments. The attacking Narzani swiveled their heads around, fear in their eyes. Another ground-shaking thud, one that had struck fear in me when, on Primo, I’d first felt the powerful earthquake-like vibration rumble through the earth and into my feet. 

In truth, there’d been so much chaos on this night that I’d forgotten all about my conversation with Nrrrf and how she’d run off to awaken the marmot, Stomp. 

Now they arrived, emerging from the darkness and flames, the gargantuan stepping through the massive wall of fire like it was nothing but a matchstick. As he stepped into the large circle, dozens of Narzani died under his heavy trod. Nrrrf rode on its back, grinning like a banshee. “Sorry I’m late,” the lioness said. 

She whispered something into the marmot’s big old ear and he kicked out, sending three of the Narzani careening into the flames, their bodies catching fire and vanishing. 

The Narzani turned their full attention to the new threat, throwing themselves at his thick hide, digging their claws into his flesh and climbing his legs. For the rest of us, it was a much-needed reprieve. 

All of us were exhausted and injured, but we managed to clear a path through the bodies as Stomp gored several of the creatures with his long tusk. Some of the Narzani had managed to climb onto the marmot’s back and now Nrrrf found herself in a fight for her life. She leapt forward, tearing out one of their throats. The beast tumbled from the marmot’s back, dark blood flying. 

The marmot released a roar of anger, pain and distress as more Narzani piled on. Though he outweighed and outmatched them a hundredfold, their sheer numbers allowed them to overrun him even as he killed them in droves with his battering ram feet and long, sword-like tusk. 

With a groan, he dropped to one knee. I couldn’t believe how quickly our temporary advantage was vanishing. “C’mon,” I said, urging the others on. We needed to help them. 

Beat fired a glance back toward Millania.

“I’ll protect her,” Uva said, surprising us both with her willingness to stay behind, alone. 

Beat and I exchanged a nod and then started forward to help the marmot and his lioness rider. We stopped suddenly when a gnarled, scaly creature lunged to block our path. The shreek was clearly injured, green ooze-like blood pouring from numerous wounds in its rubbery skin. But it was also clearly royally pissed off, its dolphin’s tail bobbing up and down as if it was trying to swim despite the lack of water. 

“Fuck this,” Beat said, shoving me and Lace aside with two strong arms, taking two steps forward, and then shoving her spear right through the shreek’s forehead. The monster’s eyes crossed and it reared up on its clawed hind legs. Beat shoved harder and it toppled back, flipping over its tail, wriggling like a fish out of water as it slipped off the spear. 

“You always gotta be such a badass,” I managed to say, though I was feeling breathless now, my own injury catching up to me with the speed of a passing freight train. 

“Can’t help what I am,” Beat said with a grin that was so out of place amongst the violence that it might’ve been a unicorn dancing in the circle of flames. 

We ran as a ragged group, weaving around the dead to get to the marmot, which was completely covered by the swarming Narzani now. Nrrrf was fighting valiantly, forcing many of the creatures off, but there were simply too many. It didn’t help that for every beast she killed three more leapt forward to take their place. I glanced back toward the gap in the flames. More enemies continued to run through, a never-ending sea of them. 

We cut down enemy after enemy as we fought to get to our allies. Somewhere along the way Asfandiar gave me an extra blade he had, and though wielding a sword was foreign to me compared to the blunt power of my hammer, it was better than nothing. I used it to slash through fur and bone and muscle, killing at will. 

Eventually, however, my energy flagged. 

The marmot was lying on his belly now, groaning, a mournful sound that twisted my heart every bit as effectively as a knife might’ve. I hated hearing—seeing, witnessing—his pain. Because I had brought him here. Taken him from a life where he was a useful member of society and forced him to fight monsters. 

I was no better than the very people whose ways I’d been trying to change. If I—we—survived this night, never again would I allow any of us to steal lives that didn’t want to be stolen. 

Never fucking again.

I poured all that anger and regret into my last stand, stabbing and slashing and shoving back the unending waves of enemies. I watched Asfandiar go down, then Nrrrf as she was dragged from the marmot’s back by two Narzani. 

I took a slash to the chest, another to the cheek. One leapt onto my back and I didn’t have the energy to twist around to pull it away. 

It was over. 

That’s when the dragon, which had been unusually silent since its spike had been pulled from my body, roared. 
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The dragon’s roar was another well-timed distraction, and I managed to drop suddenly and dislodge my attacker from my back. I spun and opened its throat with my blade, but then my feet gave way, unable to hold my weight any longer. 

I’d given all I had to give, and it hadn’t been enough. 

Luckily I had a friend with a pet dragon. 

The dragon swept toward us, its wings extended in a glide, its eyes fierce and its open maw bristling with fangs highlighted by flames. 

Flames that jetted out, blazing through the Narzani like they were nothing but chaff to be burned away. It grabbed four of the creatures—two on each side—with its hind claws, crushing them in its grip and then releasing them to crash into others. Vrill clung from the dragon’s neck from one of its spikes with one hand, her other hand gripping my hammer. The dragon swooped past the marmot’s flank and she held it close enough that I managed to reach out and snatch it from her, a thrill running through me as air washed over me from the dragon’s passing. 

Bright white light danced along the hammer’s shaft and into its steel head, runes swirling. Energy leapt into me from the weapon, not enough for a full recovery but sufficient to get me back onto my feet. I swung the hammer, knocking Narzani off the marmot three or four at a time, light flashing and adding power to each blow. 

Beat was nearby, stabbing her spear through the backs of the creatures and pulling them off. Nrrrf, who hadn’t been badly hurt in the fall from the marmot’s back—she was a lion, after all—joined in the fight as well. And all the while, the dragon soared around the area, burning the Narzani by the dozen. 

The gargats, however, with the power of flight, were less easy for the winged reptile to handle. Three managed to land on its back and avoid the spikes, tearing into its scaled flesh with their hideous mouths and teeth. I saw Vrill pick her way to them, weaponless. The first slashed at her with a long foreclaw, but she dodged, grabbing its thin arm and breaking it in one swift motion. It had been a while since I’d seen her in action. She was mesmerizing to watch, each move executed to perfection as she killed one, two and then the third gargat. 

A dozen more circled overhead, too many for her to handle alone. Her dragon might’ve been able to help, but it was focused on the ground, where the enemy numbers suddenly seemed more…scattered. Was the flow of reinforcements finally waning?

Yes, it was. No new enemies bounded through the gap in the fire circle. I saw Uva emerge from the semicircle of corpses where she’d been watching over Millania. She even managed to take out one of the enemy as it ran past. 

Not retreating. No, after so many years lurking in the shadows, this enemy’s bloodlust was beyond retreat. We would have to kill them all. So we did, one at a time—or in the dragon’s case, ten at a time. 

We fought until we had nothing left. 

It was enough. It had to be, and it was. The dragon’s attention turned to the gargats that were harrying Vrill from above, diving at her from odd angles and forcing her to dodge and land blows where she could. 

When the dragon focused on them, however, they showed their true cowardly colors, flying back toward the mountains just as the Black started to fade to gray. My mouth dry, my skin covered in blood—both my enemies’ and my own—and ooze, I watched them go, until they dropped, one by one, turning to ash as the first rays of bronze sunlight crept over the horizon. 

Beat was by my side, watching too. “Shit,” she said. “How are we still alive?”

Normally I would’ve laughed, but it was a stark reminder that some of us might not make it. I turned to find Vrill atop the dragon’s back, watching me. “I’m sorry,” she said. Why was she apologizing? It hit me when I saw the ooze dripping from the dragon’s flanks. “I used it all.”

Which meant there was none left to save Millania or to heal the rest of our injuries. And there was most certainly none left for the marmot, its breaths growing shallower and less frequent. Nrrrf was by its side, one of her paws resting on its cheek with all the tenderness of a mother comforting a child. Stomp’s eyes were full of anguish and pain. 

This beautiful creature shouldn’t have had to die for us. He shouldn’t have had to die at all. 

“Help,” I said, softly at first, but then louder. “Help! Please!”

I didn’t know who I was calling to, only that I needed help. Beat looked at me, compassion in her eyes. “What do you want us to do?”

And then Lace was there, and Uva, and Asfandiar, whose skin was covered in bite and claw wounds and yet he was still standing, still willing to help. “The ooze,” I said. “Gather every drop that’s left in the bottom of the clay pots. Catch whatever you can that’s dripping off the dragon. Scrape it from my skin. I don’t need it.” The last part was a lie. I needed every last drop. In truth, I probably needed a whole lot more, a full ooze bath. 

I didn’t regret giving it all to Vrill. She was well worth it, her dragon too, and without them we all would’ve died anyway. But that didn’t mean we shouldn’t try to save the others. Millania. Stomp. The few Warriors that had fallen earlier in the battle were probably beyond saving, but we needed to try to bring them back. 

I needed to try. 

In the end, it wasn’t my efforts that made the difference, but my naked cry for help. I was about to start helping the others salvage any ooze available, when I saw the light. It wasn’t the bronze sun, though the landscape was brightening by degrees, minute by minute. The light radiated from within the goddess whose life I had helped save when I’d reached into the Morgoss and wrenched the stolen heart from its chest. 

Airiel was coming. She came not by air, but on foot, her wings tucked behind her, visible only above her shoulders, the white plumes like a prop in a fashion show. She walked slowly, like each step was a struggle. She’s still weak, I thought. It was frustrating, because she shouldn’t be. She was no longer dying. She should be getting stronger. Well, technically she was getting stronger. When I’d first met her, she was bedridden pretty much all the time. At least now she was up and walking.

No, I thought. There’s something else. Something I’m missing.

It was something to consider later. For now, her presence was exactly what we needed. A ray of hope. 

“Airiel,” I said, hearing the strain in my voice. The exhaustion. The hints of pain. “Please. Save them. Heal them.”

All eyes were on her now and she stopped, surveying the bloody scene. I could tell it was hard for her to look upon the carnage. “I will do what I can for them. My sisters too.”

That’s when I noticed the two other forms approaching and my eyes widened. Airiel’s brightness had distracted me from seeing them earlier. Compared to her, they were far worse for wear, hunched over and clutching each other as if only their combined strength would allow them to reach us without toppling over. It was the first time I’d ever seen Minertha and Persepheus leave the safety of the canyon, well-protected behind their ward shields. 

And now they were on the outside of the shields. Coming to help us.

And holy shit, Vrill was here too, I realized. For a second it felt like one of those scenes from a reality TV show where two of the most polarizing characters happen to see each other at a bar and the viewer can’t look away because everyone knows it’s on like Donkey Kong. 

Except it wasn’t. Regardless of what had happened between these women in the past, regardless of the bad blood that might boil over in the future, here, in the present, they had the same objective: save lives. 

I watched Vrill abandon her mount, sliding down the dragon’s side and vanishing around its front shoulder, which was facing away from us. 

“Thank you for coming,” I said, my eyes roving from Minertha to Persepheus and back again. 

“We heard your call,” Min said, her deep brown eyes a mix of wonder and sadness. How many years had it been since she’d seen the lands she’d once ruled? The fact that she had heard my call for help was a stark reminder of their power. Even in a weakened and dying state, these were ethereal beings beyond our comprehension. 

Persepheus, on the other hand, was less diplomatic, as usual. “She practically dragged me,” she said. 

I almost smiled, because I knew that wasn’t true. If Persepheus didn’t want to do something, not even her equally stubborn sister could make her. If she came, it was because, somewhere deep inside her, she wanted to help us. 

I felt no shame in asking them for the thing we needed the most. “Can you please sp—”

My question was cut off when Airiel spat on a long gash on the marmat’s leg. “Yeah, that,” I said. “More of that.”

I saw Persepheus’s mouth open, a question on her tongue. Likely something like, Where the fuck did the rest of the ooze go? but then I saw her eyes land on the dragon with its ooze-slick skin, still dripping. Asfandiar and Uva had started moving again, the shock of the Three’s presence wearing off. They were capturing the ooze drips in any of the clay pots that hadn’t been broken in the melee. 

“Great,” Persepheus muttered. “All our hard work to save a monster.” It wasn’t time to have this conversation, though it was a discussion we’d need to have eventually, so I let it go. Persepheus, to her credit, got to work, cupping a hand over her mouth as she drizzled spit on Millania’s many wounds, including the leg that was bent the wrong way. 

“Is she…” I said, unable to finish the question. 

“Alive,” Persepheus said. “In bad shape, but alive. She needs a full ooze bath.” She didn’t look at me. “You do too.”

I remembered the Three’s ability to see each and every creature’s life meter. It was tempting to ask them what mine stood at, but I resisted. I didn’t want a reason to be selfish. Even if my life meter was at five, there were others in worse shape right now. 

“Sam,” Beat said, and I could hear a familiar note in her voice, the one that meant she was worried about me and I had better not give her shit about it. 

“I need to talk to Vrill,” I said. 

“You need to rest and let the goddesses ooze you.”

I met her eyes, thankful to have a friend like her, even in a place like this. “I will, I promise. As soon as they’re done with the others. I’ll go ahead of the rest of you schlubs.”

“Deal,” Beat said. “And I’m coming with you.” I was about to protest but she gave me the stink-eye, the one that said Mess with me and pay the price. Considering she was bigger than me now, I didn’t argue. “She’s my friend too.”

It was a fair point. When Vrill had been taken, the three of us—Beat, Vrill and I—had been together in that room of mirrors where we were forced to fight dark, evil doppelgangers. “Fine,” I said, then hesitated. I was doing it again, being selfish. I should be helping the others collect as much ooze as possible to save Millania and the marmat. But when I scanned the scene before me, I realized the others had it covered. Asfandiar and Uva continued to man the clay pots around the dragon, which had settled its chin on its forepaws and gone right to sleep. Every so often Uva would grab one vessel before it overflowed and deliver it to Persepheus or Minertha to use as needed. Millania was already covered in the ooze, almost looking peaceful in her slumber now. Lace barked orders to anyone and everyone, including the Three. Persepheus glared at her each time and I sensed she would rebuke her eventually. Long story short, there wasn’t much Beat or I could do at this point. 

I glanced down at my stomach, where the dragon’s spiked tail had gored me. The hole was gone, having been sealed by the ooze Vrill had used to save my life. I knew my body was still repairing itself on the inside, but it was still better not to be able to look in and see my innards. Ha, I thought. That should be a bumper sticker. “It’s always better not to see your own innards.”

“Why are you smiling?” Beat asked. 

“No reason,” I said. “Let’s go.” I headed for the spot where Vrill had disappeared around her dragon. 

Beat settled in beside me. “You know, for a minute there I was afraid I was going to have to start referring to you as a holey man. Get it? Hole-ey?” She gestured to my stomach. 

I snorted. “You still can.”

“Does that mean I get to poke more holes in you.”

I groaned. “Bad one.”

“And yet so good.”

I laughed, and it was a real sound, meant with every fiber of my being. We needed to laugh as much as possible, which, in my mind, was the equivalent of giving the Morgoss the middle finger. Eat that, demon overlords! We’re still laughing!

We’d rounded the dragon’s side, its scaly underbelly bulging out with each deep exhalation. Then there she was, her skin a deep obsidian against the ever-brightening bronze backdrop. She stood looking away, one hand resting on the dragon’s cheek as it slept. I noticed her collars were gone. The dragon’s too. The ooze had disintegrated them completely. 

This could’ve easily been one of those awkward moments where we stopped, waiting for her to turn to look at us, trying to find the right words to say in a situation where there were no such things as right words. 

Screw that. 

I strode ahead of Beat right up to Vrill and she turned in surprise, probably having expected the moments of awkwardness and doubt, and I picked her up, wrapping her in a big hug. Which hurt beyond hell, the pain radiating through my chest and throughout my body. But I didn’t care, because this was my friend, a woman who had saved me so many times it was good I was barefoot so I could keep count. More than all that, she was a good person, a hero if I ever saw one. A person I wanted to be like. A shining example to the rest of us, goddesses included. 

Her arms wrapped around my neck and she looked down at my face. “Sam?” she said, the word coming out in a choking manner. Like a sob. Her cheeks were riddled with scars from the torture she’d endured at the hands of the motherfucking Morgoss. I hated them for what they’d done to her. Despised them. Wanted to end them. I let the anger fade away, however, because all I truly wanted in this moment was to hold this beautiful person and know that she was real. 

“As corny as it is, lemme get in on this,” Beat said, wrapping her powerful arms around us both. I set Vrill down and the three of us embraced for a long time, not speaking. 

We finally pulled apart when the dragon stirred nearby, a plume of smoke bursting from its nostrils. “Is it…friendly?” I asked. A stupid question considering how many times it had tried to destroy us. Still, with it sleeping like this, it almost looked…cute? Was that the right word? Probably not. 

Vrill laughed. “Remains to be seen. For the moment, he’s exhausted.”

“He?” Beat said. “What—did you lift up its scales and take a peek under the hood?”

“I just…know,” Vrill said. “In any case, I’m exhausted too. The ooze tore our minds away from that dark place. It was painful and tiring. We both need to sleep. I don’t know whether Mrizandr will be dangerous when he wakes up, but I’d rather be fully rested so I can handle him just in case.”

“He has a name?” I asked, my wonder growing by the second. Naming pets made sense. But naming a dragon? 

Vrill nodded. “It wasn’t my doing. Through our connection, I just knew what he was to be called. The Morgoss didn’t. That was why they couldn’t control him on their own. There is great power in a name. But now I must rest.”

She placed one hand on my shoulder and the other on Beat’s. “Thank you. Thank you both for trusting me. For bringing the ooze. That dark place—it almost broke me.”

“Nothing can break you,” Beat said, beating me to it. “If we were back on Earth you’d be given an honorary degree in badassery from Kickass University.”

Vrill managed a tired smile. “I won’t pretend I’ll understand what any of that meant, but I’ll take it as a compliment. Now…may I borrow one of your dwellings for the day?”

Beat and I looked at each other and I was almost afraid to breathe. Vrill was actually coming inside the ward shields? “Don’t make nothing out of something,” Vrill said, noticing our reaction. “I just need sleep. There will be much to discuss when I awaken. There is something I must tell you all.”

That didn’t sound good, but I wasn’t about to argue. Vrill being here was a blessing I wouldn’t ignore. “Of course,” I said. “Pick any of them you want. Except Lace’s. Her hut is the closest one to the shields. Unless you want to become a midmorning snack. Beat will escort you.” 

Beat looked at me, frowning. “Where are you going?”

“To get treatment,” I said. My head had started spinning. I was aching in places I didn’t even know could ache. My injuries, though partially healed now, were catching up to me. 

“Sam?” Beat said, her voice growing tinny and distant to my ears. She caught me as my legs gave way, my vision growing fuzzy around the edges. 

“See you on the flip side,” I managed to say just before everything went black. 

My last thought was the realization that Vrill hadn’t said anything about my fangs. 

~~~
The sun was creeping through the opening in the hut when I awoke. Which was weird for two reasons: First, it was coming from the wrong direction. When I’d passed out, it had been morning, which meant by now it should be much later, casting shadows in the opposite direction. And second, the light was silver rather than bronze. I was certain it had been the Bronze time before. I blinked away my exhaustion, my mind trying to wrap itself around these two thoughts. Duh. The second one explained the first. The battle had been yesterday. I’d slept for a long time. All the way through the Bronze and another Black, into midmorning of the Silver. 

I hoped the Black hadn’t been full of monsters. 

I flinched when I realized someone was watching me. Beat chuckled, her head propped on her hand as she lay on her side. “Sleeping Beauty awakes at last,” she said. “And it didn’t even require a kiss. Thank the goddesses.”

I yawned, the sound morphing into a groan halfway through. Parts of me still ached, though I had to admit I was feeling somewhat better. Something wet was wrapped around my skin. Almost all my skin, in fact, covering me like a mummy. Ooze-soaked cocoon material, I realized. 

“There’s still not nearly enough ooze for a full bath so we had to tend to your wounds the old-fashioned way,” Beat said. “It’ll take longer, but you’ll make a full recovery—or at least Airiel thinks so, and I tend to trust her on such things. The Three have been working nonstop. I’ve got to hand it to them, they came through in the clutch.”

“Where are they now?” I asked, still trying to comprehend all that had transpired.

“Resting back in their cave. Lace and I had to carry Persepheus and Minertha. Airiel was able to walk under her own power.”

I was in shock. I expected Airiel to help us. Hell, she’d helped us even when she was about to die. Minertha, too, maybe. But Persepheus? It was unprecedented. 

“And Vrill?” I asked. 

Beat smiled and nodded at me. No, behind me, I realized. I twisted my neck and my gaze fell on her sleeping form. She was on her side, one hip thrust in the air. She was facing toward me, her sharp eyebrows and long lashes beautiful against her rich skin. Gosh, the last time I’d seen her sleep was back when I was a newb, having just survived the Circle. It seemed like ten lifetimes ago, a dream memory. 

For her to be here was just short of miraculous. 

I turned back to Beat. “Millania?”

“She’s a tough chick,” Beat said. “Tougher than you, Ryder. Already up and about, acting like a mother to her hens.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief. “And Stomp?”

A shadow fell over Beat’s eyes. “Our big ol’ boy is hanging in there, but he’s in bad shape. There simply wasn’t enough ooze to dress all his wounds. The Three promised to provide more as soon as they regain their strength.”

Honestly, the fact that the marmot was alive was more than I could hope for, but I still felt awful. He was here because of me. I tried to sit up, to unwrap my bandages, which I would gladly donate to him. 

The room spun and Beat crawled over to help me back down. “Don’t even think about it. Your tiny bandages won’t make a difference. He needs buckets of the stuff. It will take time, but he has a good shot. He’s strong as hell.”

I slumped back down, closing my eyes until the wave of dizziness passed. Beat was right, as usual. It made me feel helpless that I couldn’t do anything for Stomp, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t do anything at all. We’d won a major battle, held off the Morgoss’s latest plot to destroy us. Hell, we’d killed an army of nasty critters whose only goal in life was to eat us and drink our blood. 

It was time to make plans for the future, even if that only meant the next few days. But first I needed more information, so I knew what we were working with. “What’s the status of the dragon?”

“You mean Mrizandr?” Oh yeah, I’d forgotten he had a name. “He’s still sleeping, thankfully. I would hate for him to wake up before Vrill. I have a feeling he’ll spout fire first, ask questions never.”

There was something about the dragon’s actions that was gnawing at me. Once it—he—was free of the Morgoss’s influence, he had clearly attacked the Narzani while sparing the rest of us. Maybe it was because Vrill had been there, or maybe it was something else. Something not even the goddesses understood. 

Something Vrill understood. I glanced at her again. Had her finger just twitched? She was still and silent, having rolled onto her back, her chest rising and falling. She was also wrapped in some ooze bandages, her scars hidden beneath them. “You wrapped us both, didn’t you?” I said, not turning to look at Beat. 

“Don’t get all sappy on me, Ryder.”

“Just…thank you.”

“You would’ve done the same for me. Both of you.” That much was true, but still. What she’d done for us meant something. 

Now I was certain Vrill’s finger had moved. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked at me. Her tongue moved along her bottom lip. “I—I’m so hungry,” she said. 

Of course she was. Her kind—the Lri Ay—required rejuvenation. In other words, sex. It was like food to them. Beat said, “I’ll leave you two to it. Be sure to rewrap the bandages when you’re done.” Then she was gone. 

Vrill said, “Please.”

Of course I would help her. Of course I would. I just hated that to her our closeness was something to be consumed, like leafrat. I was leafrat. I gritted my teeth, angry at my own selfishness. I would hang the moon from the sky if this woman asked me to. I loved her. I wasn’t certain as to the extent of that love, how much was romantic versus friendship, but that didn’t change the fact that I’d die to save her. 

And now all she was asking was for me to replenish her stores of energy. That I could do. 

“Sam,” she said, and I realized I’d been looking through her, lost in my own thoughts, missing the fact that she’d been removing the ooze cloth from her skin, the armor from her chest and torso. Bright white scars remained on much of her dark skin, memories of the torture she’d endured at the hands of the Morgoss. The damage took nothing away from her beauty, which shone as bright as a lit torch. Her fingers curled over her luscious hip, tracing lines on her skin. 

“I—yes. You can rejuvenate yourself with me. But you should know—”

“I already know,” she said. “You’re changed here.” She made a motion to my body, to my lips, where I felt one fang protruding. “But not here.” She reached out and touched my heart. 

I nodded. I shouldn’t have been surprised that the changes in me didn’t matter to this strong, beautiful woman. “I’ll do this for you. Of course I will.”

A small smile played on her lips, but there was sadness in it too. Sadness that it had been so many days since we’d last been together. In a different world, perhaps, things would’ve transpired differently. “I need this, yes,” she said. “But I need it more with you.” 

Those words on her lips meant something to me. She might come from a world, a race of people, where sex was required for sustenance, just like air or water or food. But I wasn’t just a snack to her. I believed her. She’d never lied to me before and I knew she never would. 

I went to her, leaning down upon her strong body, my hands pressed into the ground on either side of her chest. Her arms wrapped around the back of my head and pulled me to her. Our kisses were slow and tentative at first, not because we’d forgotten how to experience each other, but because we both wanted to make it last. 

She licked my bottom lip and laughed. 

I laughed, too, feeling like I was in a dream. Ever since she was dragged through the mirror I’d tried to stay positive, but I’d never truly believed we’d be united like this. If this was a dream, it was the cruelest I’d ever experienced. 

It wasn’t. I knew it wasn’t. 

I tried to lick her back, but this time she lifted her head to catch my tongue in her mouth, swirling her own around it hungrily. Hungry for sex. Hungry for me. Under my loincloth, I was rock hard, but I delayed doing more than grinding against her. 

Gently at first, but then with more vigor, she peeled off my ooze bandages until there were none left. 

She rolled me over, nipping at my neck, her tongue moistening my skin before biting it gently. One of her hands cupped my cheek while the other tiptoed down my chest, my abdomen, pressing against the muscle, not as pronounced as when I’d been Protector, or even a Warrior, but more chiseled now. To her, I was a different experience this time. To me, she was the same sexy creature out of a dream who’d saved my life in the Circle. 

So much time had passed. It might’ve been a second. A millisecond. 

Her body was so familiar, my hands running down her sides and rounding the curves of her hips, the angles just as I remembered, burned into my mind. I cupped her ass and gave a gentle tug and she reared up, her breasts bouncing above me. One of my hands vacated its position to cup one, my thumb teasing her large nipple, which was firming up. I did a stomach crunch into a sitting position, my mouth closing around her breast, my tongue flicking at her nipple. I was careful not to puncture her with my fangs. She groaned and thrust her hips against me, spurring me on. My fingers played with her opposite nipple and then my tongue transitioned, giving equal time to both sides. 

“Get inside me,” she demanded, which made me breathe out heavily, a mixture of laughter and effort. I wanted to make her feel everything I was feeling. I managed to release her breast long enough to grab the right part of my loincloth so I could pull it away.

Nothing separated us now, my erection sliding between her moist legs with just the right amount of friction. “By the…” I started. By the what? The goddesses? Hell no. This was by Vrill. Only by Vrill. “Vrill,” I said. “Holy…Vrill.”

Her name on my lips seemed to energize her and she dug her thrusts in deeper, deeper, grinding as much of her skin against me as possible. We were both sweating now, our skin wet, sliding easily against each other’s. She touched herself, playing with both nipples at once, an expression of ecstasy on her face as she thrust again and again. I helped her with both hands now, one positioned on the forward part of her hip, where I could feel the bone and skin and curve. My other hand was in the center of her ass, feeling both sides at once, pushing, pushing…

Her lips were parted now, her top teeth occasionally biting her bottom lip, her tongue rolling around. I pressed forward once more to kiss her, our tongues melding together, roiling like a windblown sea, unable to taste enough, always wanting more. Her chest was mashed against mine now and I could feel her hard nipples and the beat of her heart, which was pounding. 

“Oh,” she said, a moaned word that spoke of intense feelings. Louder: “Oh!”

I slid in and out of her, my entire body tingling—I’m pretty sure my toes were going numb. 

I found another level, one I could’ve never managed as a Protector but which my Seeker body allowed. I acted on reflex alone, wrapping both hands beneath her and lifting her into the air, pushing with my legs at the same time to keep me inside her as I stood. She wrapped her legs around behind me, her grip as taut as a vice. One of her hands reached down to grasp the bare portion of my shaft that wasn’t inside her. Her other hand stroked my jaw, my neck, fingers of fire burning a path on my skin. 

She was a solar and lunar eclipse combined, able to blot out the world around me, boiling it down to nothing but a fiery gleam in the dark that was her eyes surrounded by her face. 

Step by step, I backed her against the wall. She was thrusting even harder now, as if she wanted to smash a hole through me with her hips. Her tongue and teeth on my neck were more persistent now, too, and I knew I was going to have the hickey of all hickeys when this was over—I would probably need to recycle one of my ooze cloths to heal it or Beat would never let me live it down. 

I could sense Vrill reaching her climax as she reared back once more and touched her breasts, her breaths coming in panting waves. I continued to push from behind with one hand but brought the other hand up to play with her nipples again, to bring it home, trying to make her feel every sensation she deserved, trying to wash away the horrific memories of what she’d endured for the last few weeks. 

She released a high pitched, breathy groan, then another. Another. Another. Each was slightly softer than the last as she finished her orgasm. I felt good that I was able to help her to feel something good, as well as restore her energy. 

I wasn’t finished, however. Which was fine by me. All I wanted in this moment was to satisfy her. 

Vrill, however, was thinking the same thing but about me. “How much longer can you go?” she asked, her eyes piercing me with their gaze. 

“A while still,” I said, not really sure. My libido was a moving target, increasing with each Level up. 

“Good,” she said, releasing her legs’ grip on my waist and sliding down, gently guiding me out of her with one hand. She looked up at me and licked her lips. “Because I want to taste you.”

She brought me into her mouth, running the flat of her tongue along my penis, adding lubrication on top of lubrication. She’d been serious about tasting me. Every inch. Every millimeter. Her lips, her tongue. She began to move me in and out of her mouth. “Holy…” I breathed, bracing myself with one hand against the wall as my knees grew weak. “…Vrill.”

In and out, her tongue sliding, her lips providing the friction. Blood was swarming to my extremities now and I felt like I was in a climax that would never end, teetering on the edge of a precipice, a braided rope peeling away one single thread at a time. 

Harder and harder and—

Finally, I toppled over the edge, an eruption that she drank, swallowing every bit as she continued to work me inside her mouth, sucking every last drop from the tip until there was nothing left.

She released me and I almost fell over. We wrapped our arms around each other and sank back to the ground, legs fitting like puzzle pieces, her head resting on my shoulder. 

“Round one,” Vrill said. 

~~~
Beat returned a while later. “Are you two rejuvenated yet?” she asked in her usual unfiltered way. 

I laughed. “You could say that.”

Vrill said, “I feel good. Is Mrizandr still sleeping?”

“Your dragon buddy? Yep, like the dead. I never realized dragons were so much like cats.”

“He has been deprived. The Morgoss let us rest, but just enough for us to serve them again. Not enough to fully recover. It was part of the way they controlled us for so long. It took a toll on both of us, but more so on Mrizandr. Dragons’ bodies expend so much energy while awake that they require substantial rest,” Vrill said. 

“And you know this how?” I asked. 

Vrill looked upwards, as if searching for answers on the hut roof. “It’s hard to explain. When we were connected, I caught glimpses of the dragon’s mind. And he saw into mine. Not everything, but enough to learn much about each other. Because of it, we are bonded for life now.”

“Meaning he’ll fight for you?” Beat asked. It was the same question I was planning next. 

She nodded. “If I ask him to.”

There was a topic I knew we’d all been avoiding. I avoided it a while longer. “Was it the same with the Morgoss? Could you see into their minds the same way you could see into Mrizandr’s?” A haunted look crossed Vrill’s face and I quickly said, “If it’s too painful to talk about, forget it. I have a bad habit of wanting to know everything.”

“No,” Vrill said. “It’s fine. It’s not too painful. It’s just…I haven’t told you all something yet.”

“What?” Vrill and I said at the same time. 

Again, Vrill hesitated. She was scaring the crap out of me. Finally, she spoke. “The Morgoss were trying to hide something from me, but I managed to see it anyway. The Narzani were only meant to be a distraction.”

Beat and I looked at each other, and I could see the WTF? on her expression. I was pretty sure my face mirrored back the same thing. 

Vrill continued. “The Morgoss are scared for the first time since they overthrew the Three. They lost one of their own, along with one of the hearts. They still hold the advantage, but they know that if Airiel returns to full strength it could turn the tide of the war against them. So they’ve been experimenting with dark magic again.”

This wasn’t news. “We know,” I said. “The monsters they’ve been sending have been bigger, supersized.”

Vrill nodded. “That’s only the beginning. What you’ve seen so far are the same old monsters, only bigger. Meanwhile they’ve been using the same magic to create new monsters. They are made from shadows and earth and fire. They will not release their army until they are certain they’ll be victorious. That’s why they needed to buy time with the Narzani. Before my link with the demon overlords was severed, I saw how close they were. The time is nigh.”

“How long?” I asked, a bolt of fear zigzagging through my gut. Every time we scored a major victory and I felt like we might be able to push back on the Morgoss, they came up with another way to hurt us. 

Vrill shrugged. “It’s impossible to know for certain. I don’t think the Morgoss know yet, which is why they were able to shield this information from me. Could be weeks. Could be days.”

“Could be tonight?” Beat asked.

“I doubt it,” Vrill said. “The Morgoss will continue to send their larger monsters to keep us occupied, but they’ll want to gather more information before they attack.”

“Information about what?” Beat asked, though I’d already guessed. 

“Vrill and her dragon,” I said. “They’ve thrown a wrench in the Morgoss’s plans. Speaking of which, I’ve been wondering something. How did you know the ooze would combat the Morgoss’s magic collars?”

Vrill’s eyes focused on mine, our gazes locking. “I didn’t,” she said. “It was just a theory.”

Jesus. She’d risked all our lives on a theory. I couldn’t hold it against her. This was a time for risks. We’d taken one and it had paid off. So far at least. But it also led to my next question. “The monsters are sort of slaves too…” I said. 

Beat snorted. “Hardly. They enjoy the killing. Even if they didn’t serve the Morgoss, they would try to kill us.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But even still, if they can be enslaved by one master, why not another?”

Beat frowned. “Wait…what the hell are you getting at, Ryder? That we should capture a few and make them our bitches? I know we did that with the slithers for training purposes, but those snakes are the weakest of our foes. Capturing anything bigger would be almost impossible.”

“Not if we use the ooze,” I said, finally revealing the thought I’d been mulling over in my head. 

Vrill said nothing. 

Beat said, “You want to use our ooze on the monsters we fight on a nightly basis? Let me count the reasons that’s a bad idea.” She held up her forefinger. “We’re out of the ooze shit. Even if the Three can produce a bunch more, we need to maintain a store to heal our own Warriors.” She wasn’t wrong, so I stayed silent. She added her middle finger to the first, like a peace sign. “What if the ooze heals the monsters the same way it heals us? Then we’ll be creating foes that are even harder to defeat.” Again, it wasn’t anything I hadn’t thought about. She added her thumb to the other two fingers. “Even if the ooze somehow converts the monsters to our team—and we have no guarantees that it will—how do we communicate with them—grunts and snarls and gnashing of teeth?”

They were all fair points. “I know,” I said. “It’s just a theory. Something to consider experimenting with in the future.”

“Okay,” Beat said. “Fair enough. Now let’s quit dancing around the big ol’ fucking marmot in the hut. What are you going to do next, Vrill?”

I closed my eyes, wishing it had been me who’d had the guts to brave the topic first. I wasn’t afraid of monsters or dragons or even the wrath of Persepheus. But losing Vrill again? That haunted me. I opened my eyes. Looked at her. She met my gaze with her usual steel, shifting between Beat and me. “What you have done to transform the way things are done around here…” she said, “…I could never have done it. I was guided by anger. So much anger. So I ran. I tried to fight the Three’s cruel ways from the outside. My objectives were noble, I’ve never doubted that, but now…maybe my approach was wrong. Selfish.”

“Vrill, you don’t have a selfish bone in your body,” I said. 

“Thank you for saying that, Sam. But it’s not true. All creatures have a measure of selfishness. I didn’t want to be the Three’s slave any longer, even if it meant I couldn’t help others who were enslaved.”

“We’re not slaves,” I said. “At least not anymore. And while technically we are protecting the Three, we make our own choices. We protect each other above all else. No more Circle. No more forcing people to come to Tor against their wills.”

At that, Vrill’s thin, bladelike eyebrows went up. “Eve agreed to that? Where is the bitch?”

A hammer blow to the chest. Not because Vrill still hated Eve—I already knew that. But she didn’t know she was dead either. I opened my mouth to say something, though I’m not sure what. In any case, my thoughts were obliterated by a powerful roar that seemed to shake the very world around us. 

“Oh no,” Vrill said. She was already on her feet and running from the hut, banging her shoulder on the doorframe in her haste. 

Beat and I were right behind her, but I quickly outdistanced my bulky friend. But I couldn’t catch Vrill, her legs seeming to sprout wings as she gained on me with each step.

And then she skidded to a stop just before the telltale shimmer of the ward shields. I slowed as well, jogging the last dozen feet to her side. “What is it?” I asked, staring at the serious expression on her face. She didn’t look at me—just stared through the ward shield with such intensity I thought she might burn a hole through it with just her eyes. Another roar, but instead of stepping back, Vrill stepped forward, lifting her arm and angling her hand palm out, as if to touch the edge of the shield. 

“Mrizandr is….I can sense his thoughts,” she said. “He’s watching us. He can see us.” We couldn’t see the dragon, because somehow the ward shield masked any living creatures when you looked through it from either side. My Seeker eyes could see a little better through it than others, which meant Vrill could too, but it was still just the idea of a massive creature on the other side, with no detail. Mostly we could see the long stretch of unforgiving flatlands and the shadowy mountains rising in the distance, their peaks blanketed by dark clouds. 

I shivered as a rare cool breeze washed over us. I was glad I was on this side of the ward shield and the dragon on the other. For all I knew, he wanted to finish the job he’d started on me with his tail. Though he’d been freed from the service of the Morgoss, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a monster who ate Seekers for breakfast. “Vrill,” I said. “You should…”

I stopped because something appeared through the ward shield, emerging scale by scale, claw by claw, the dragon’s forepaw pushing through until it rested gently against Vrill’s palm, which was so small in comparison it might’ve been a child’s hand. 

“Holy fuck,” I breathed. 

The ward shield no longer stopped the dragon. Vrill said, “My strong steed. You have been through fire and emerged unburned.”

Somewhere behind the ward shield, the dragon made a sound that shocked the hell out of me. It was a purr, so loud it might’ve been a chorus of cats. A sigh of contentment, of calm, the opposite to anything I’d seen from the dragon thus far, who always put the fire in fiery. 

“Come to me,” Vrill said. 

“Uh,” I said, backing up. “Maybe that’s not the best idea.”

Beat had caught up to us now, but when she saw the dragon’s claw, then arm, then its tooth-filled snout emerge through the shield, she muttered a curse and backed away, pulling me with her. I let her, even as the dragon’s shadow fell over us. 

It—he—was so close to Vrill that the dragon could kill her just by taking another step, or by accidentally sneezing out a fireball. Instead, he lowered his head and allowed Vrill to pet him like a trained dog. She was speaking to him in soft, indistinguishable tones. Beat whispered in my ear: “There’s a fucking dragon inside the ward shields.”

“Is there? I hadn’t noticed.”

Something Vrill said made the dragon tilt its head in our direction, its nostrils flaring, smoke roiling out in long, sinewy tendrils. One breath and we were toast—literally. 

It snorted and a gout of flame shot from its nose, singeing my feet. I jumped back with a yelp, ready to turn and run but stopping because—

The dragon was laughing. I shit you not, that was the only way to describe it. His head had risen high over us and he was making a deep chortling sound from the back of his throat. His dragon shoulders were even shaking. Flames licked his mouth as he had a good chuckle at my expense. 

“Well I’ll be goddess-damned,” Beat said. “The big fella has a sense of a humor.”

Vrill turned to us and smiled. “He likes you. He’s decided not to eat you.”

“Yay for me,” I said. “Because I’d prefer not to be eaten. Is he, uh, planning to stay inside the ward shields with us?”

“Of course,” Vrill said. “Why wouldn’t he?”

The fact that she had to ask was pretty cute. Though Vrill had seen horrible things in her time on Tor, there was still an innocence about her. I found it highly attractive. “I dunno,” I said. “Maybe I’m just worried that he’ll sleep walk, get hungry, and mistake one of us for a snack.”

Vrill’s smile widened. “This guy? He’s as gentle as a furrik.”

I didn’t know what that was, but I doubted it was the kind of animal that would compare well to a dragon. Then again, what was I going to do? Hold up a sign that said, “Dragons not welcome”? I might as well write my own obituary. 

So instead I stepped forward, trying to ignore the pain in my feet, which were still burning. I said, “Welcome Mrizandr. And thank you for helping us fight the Narzani.”

A deep growl emanated from the back of the dragon’s throat. It didn’t sound like a happy sound, but then again, I didn’t speak dragon. Vrill, however, seemed to know what he was saying somehow, perhaps a lingering side effect of the twin collars they’d worn. “He’s hungry,” she said. 

Which was a problem. Meat wasn’t exactly something we had in plenty. “We can give him our entire supply of leafrat and then hunt for more,” I said. 

Vrill laughed. Beat did too. Apparently there was some joke I was missing. Beat said, “He’s a fucking dragon, Ryder. He doesn’t need to be fed. He’s heading out to hunt.”

Duh. Though he acted like a pet around Vrill, he was nobody’s pet. He was wild and free. As if to confirm my thoughts, he bent his knees and then sprang up, his wings unfurling as he jetted into the air, turning once, the silver light reflecting off thousands of scales. And then he was gone, passing back through the amorphous ward shield as easily as any of us could’ve. 

I had to admit, it was pretty awesome. “We have a dragon,” I said. “Awesome.”

Vrill looked at me, and I could see how happy she was. For once, something had gone our way. But then I remembered what she’d told us earlier, about the dark magic the Morgoss were using to conjure new monsters, ones that would be far more difficult to defeat than the ones we were accustomed to—even with a dragon fighting with us. 

“We need to tell the Three everything you told us,” I said. 

Vrill’s smile evaporated. “I thought you said we don’t answer to them anymore.” Despite the sharpness in her words, that single two-letter word in the middle felt like sunshine bursting through the clouds. We. She’d said we. Like she was one of us now, no longer an outsider. Like she was going to stay. “We don’t,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t use their help. Airiel may soon be strong enough to fight. And I don’t know about you, but I’ll take a goddess fighting on our side any day of the week.”

Vrill seemed to mull it over. “Fine. But I’m not going to make nice with them. It’s an alliance of necessity, that is all.”

“Understood.”

“And I won’t work with Eve. I won’t speak to her. I won’t look at her. I won’t breathe the same air she breathes.”

I felt my heart thudding in my chest. “That won’t be a problem,” I said. “Because Eve is dead.”






 
   

  
 

 FIFTEEN 

SURPRISE!

 

“Tell me again,” Vrill said, although I’d told her the story of Eve and my Finding mission to Primo twice already. 

It almost seemed like she was enjoying hearing the tale of Eve’s demise. Which wasn’t very nice, but then again, they had history. Bad blood. I wasn’t one to judge, even if I felt differently. After all, I’d had my moments of strong dislike—if not hate—toward Eve. But then she’d changed. She’d started listening. She may not have fully atoned for her sins of the past, but when she’d died she was trying to be better. And that was all any of us could do. 

“Vrill,” I said. “There’s nothing else to tell.”

“You brought back a marmot.” 

It wasn’t a question, but I felt inclined to nod anyway. “Yes, you saw him in battle. We call him Stomp. He might not survive the injuries he sustained at the hands of the Narzani.”

In the distance, nestled against the cliffside, I could see Nrrrf prowling around the giant beast’s unmoving form. Apparently the lioness had managed to coax the giant creature to his feet and he was able to lumber all the way through the ward shield and close to home before flopping down to rest. 

“The strain of transporting such a large creature back to Tor stopped Eve’s heart,” Vrill said. I finally realized that she wasn’t gloating or enjoying the story of her archnemesis’s death. No. She was trying to understand. As long as Vrill had been on Tor, she’d known Eve to be an invincible, ever-present force. For good. For ill. And now she was gone. I understood how she felt. It was like a giant black hole had been created in the firmament of this planet, an unfillable void. We would all need to find a way to adapt if we were going to survive, especially because we no longer had a Finder to rely on to bring back fresh Warriors. 

An idea struck me, and I knew Vrill wasn’t going to like it. But I was done tiptoeing around feelings. We were in a precarious position as it was, and we needed something to tip the scales in our direction. “I don’t know if the Three will go for it, but I think you should be the new Finder,” I said. 

Vrill’s lips opened. Closed. I’d rendered her speechless. She shook her head. “I thought you were different, Sam Ryder. But you don’t know me at all.”

“Hear me out,” I said, ignoring the sting of her words. “Try to erase the past from your mind. We no longer operate that way. There is no Circle. We don’t bring people here and throw them into an impossible situation where they’ll most likely die.”

“But you still bring them here to die.”

“Only if they want to fight,” I said. “And we train them now for as long as it takes until they feel ready to fight in the Black. Our goal is zero deaths. We don’t assume anyone will die, not anymore. If you are Finder, we can change things even more. You can make your own rules. You don’t have to abduct people. You can talk to them. Let them decide whether they want to come with you. It will take longer to get recruits, but willing recruits are better than unwilling ones.”

Vrill seemed to chew on my words for a few minutes. “The Three would allow that?” she finally asked. 

Honestly, I didn’t know what they would think. Frankly, I didn’t care. “They don’t have a choice,” I said. “They need a Finder and you’re the most experienced person we’ve got.”

“You’re a Seeker too,” Vrill pointed out. 

Beat snorted. “More like a baby Seeker,” she said. “He’s only just been Leveled up. I wouldn’t trust him to Find a cow patty in a barn.” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “But Beat’s right. I’m still learning the ropes as a Seeker. Trying to figure out my role and how to defeat the Morgoss. You, on the other hand, can make an immediate difference. Help us grow our army with the right kind of Warriors. What do you say?”

“I’ll think about it,” Vrill said, which was a better response than I expected.

“Good enough for me,” I said. “But don’t think too long. We need more Warriors as soon as possible.”

“I’ll decide by the next Black,” Vrill promised. 

“Deal,” I said. “Now let’s go visit your three best friends.”

Vrill frowned. “I despise the Three. Why would you refer to them as my ‘best friends’?”

I grinned. I’d forgotten that human sarcasm was difficult for the Lry Ay warrior to understand. “It was just a joke. Probably a bad one.”

“Agreed,” Beat said. “Like most of your jokes.”

“Let’s go,” I said.

~~~
Because I didn’t know whether we’d be able to get in through the back entrance, we took the long way, trudging up the hill, sliding down the glowing vines into the gully, and then making our way along the canyon walk. 

Vrill kept taking deep breaths, and I could sense her unease. “It is strange being back here,” she said as we walked. “Like I’m in a dream and unable to wake up.”

I thought I understood what she meant. It wasn’t so different to how I’d felt when I’d visited my parents one Christmas after not seeing them for a few years. They hadn’t invited me, so I’d just shown up. The house I’d grown up in was different in a lot of ways, and yet there was a sameness I hadn’t expected. It was like walking through a stranger’s house that I’d seen in photographs but never really experienced. I recognized myself in some of the pictures on the walls, but it might’ve been someone else who just happened to look like me—a twin perhaps. My parents had acted like robots the entire time I was there, saying and doing all the right things but with no feeling or meaning behind any of it. Clearly, I’d disrupted their plans, but they didn’t want to say it. I ended up leaving a few days before Christmas and my parents hadn’t protested. It was the last time I’d seen them, our phone calls growing less and less frequent until we’d stopped talking altogether. 

As much time as Vrill had spent here, she now felt like a stranger the same way I had in my childhood house. 

“We can stop if you need to rest,” I offered, though none of us were tired. 

“I—” Vrill said. “I’m fine. Let’s keep moving.”

The area in the center that was supposed to be filled with pots of ooze was empty, a stark reminder that we were all out of goddess spittle, unable to heal any more wounds or Level anyone up. The Three would need to use every waking moment to replenish our stores. I didn’t regret using all of it to free Vrill and her dragon from the Morgoss, of course not, but it was still a hard sight to see. 

The next area, however, was full of the cocoon-like material spun by Airiel. The material was piled high like the wares of a rug factory, ready to be used. The familiar river running along the edge of the canyon burbled as the current grew faster. I could hear the telltale sound of the waterfall that emptied into the large pool just beyond the tower of rocks that blocked our progress forward. 

Beat said, “It’s just like a Slip ’n Slide.” 

I remembered she had never been here before. Recently, most of the interactions with the Three had been handled by me or Eve. I was way past due in bringing Beat into the inner circle. Lace would be pissed off that she hadn’t been invited, but she’d been training her Warriors and she wasn’t always the best at conversations that required a certain degree of tact and compromise. 

Vrill said, “I’ve never been this far before.”

Now that surprised me. She was the same Level as me. I didn’t know how long she’d been with the Three, but I believed it was longer than me. I remembered the stories she’d told me, about how she’d been treated like a valuable person. Promised a special place once the Three had restored their kingdom. Maybe that was all true, but it didn’t change the fact that Vrill had been treated badly. The beautiful thing about the past, no matter how shadowy: You can use it to change the future. You can avoid the same mistakes. You can learn from them. You can be better. We all needed to be better, the Three included. 

But it wasn’t the time for philosophical discussions. “Jump in,” I said, leading the way, relishing the cool water on my hot skin. 

I heard the sound of the others entering the water, but didn’t turn to watch as the current accelerated as the channel narrowed. There was one somewhat dangerous part, where a large stone sat in the center of the river, forcing the stream to divert around it on either side. It was also the fun part and I shouted, “Lead with your feet. Once you’re past the big rock you’re home free.”

I wasn’t certain whether they heard me over the sound of the rushing water, but it was too late for further instructions, the current grabbing my body and sucking me to the left, whipping me past the big stone with just enough distance that I didn’t get slammed against it. 

And then I was free, surrounded by whitewater and bubbles and, in front of me, empty air. 

Despite having ridden this water slide before, my stomach dropped and my heart skipped a beat as I went airborne. The drop wasn’t too far, and I knew from experience that the water was deep and free of dangerous rock edges. 

Just before my feet hit the water, I heard someone yell, “Motherfucker!” from above. That would be Beat. 

And then the water was all around me and I was kicking my legs, but not upward. To the side, because I didn’t want the muscly Protector to land on my head. I resurfaced and looked around. Vrill already had her head above the water because she was lighter and hadn’t sunk as deep. She wasn’t smiling exactly, but I could tell she’d enjoyed the ride. I had a pretty good idea why she wasn’t smiling. We were going to see the Three. Not exactly a fun outing for her, not after all this time and everything that had transpired between them. 

Beat came up grinning and laughing and immediately splashed water in my face. 

“Thanks for that,” I said. 

“You’re welcome,” Beat replied, splashing me again. “So this is the super-secret place where the Three like to hang out to get away from all us losers, huh?” She looked around. “Uh, Ryder, did we make a wrong turn or something?”

I knew exactly why she was asking. The first time I’d made it this far it had taken me a few seconds to figure things out. We were surrounded on all sides by walls of rock over which a dozen waterfalls were tumbling from above, combining into an uninterrupted sheet of water. 

Vrill’s keen Seeker eyes spotted it first, the parts of the water that were a slightly different color. “There are caves in the rock,” she said. 

I swam over to the spot she was looking at, pushing my hands through the falling water into the empty space beyond. Despite my supercharged Seeker hearing, I couldn’t make out any sounds in the caves, so either the Three were asleep or they were being exceptionally quiet. 

I clambered up, water cascading over my head and streaming down my body. My eyes adjusted to the dimmer lighting immediately, the fiery demon torches painting a flickering red-orange path around stalactites and stalagmites. There I saw the truth. 

All the goddesses were, in fact, awake. They were kneeling on cushions, their heads hanging over clay pots, their hair tied back to avoid getting in the way. Like someone who was ill, vomiting into the toilet. Except they weren’t throwing up. They were creating saliva, working their mouths for a few seconds and then opening their lips to let it run out in stringy rivulets. Persepheus and Minertha looked gaunt, the area beneath their eyes bruised and sunken. They looked exhausted and sick. Dying. Which they were, slowly and inevitably. 

The only one who looked somewhat okay was Airiel, but even she was blinking with tired eyes. 

All around them were other clay pots, some already full to the brim with primordial ooze and others empty, waiting their turn. 

Vrill and Beat parted the curtain of water behind me, positioning themselves on either side. Their eyes taking in the same scene I had. 

Vrill said, “Selfish monsters,” under her breath. I turned toward her, understanding the sentiment but not sure it was appropriate for what was happening. Yes, they needed Warriors to protect them. Yes, healing and Leveling up their Warriors was in their own self-interest. Therefore, creating as much primordial ooze as possible was in their own self-interest. But I’d never seen them push themselves this far before, not to the point where they looked ready to pass out at any second. I didn’t say anything to Vrill, because there wasn’t anything to say. She deserved to feel the way she felt, and she certainly had good reason. 

I turned back to the Three and said, “Stop.” It wasn’t a barked command, just a gentle request. They stopped, all of them. Airiel was the first to look up. If she was surprised to see my companions, she didn’t show it.

Minertha and Persepheus looked up at the same time. I wasn’t worried about Min. She was a reasonable person—goddess—whatever. She listened. Persepheus, on the other hand, was the wildcard. She was like a rattlesnake in your bed at the best of times. 

Now, however, she said nothing. 

Which was almost worse. 

Vrill said, “Nothing to say, Persepheus? Unless your tongue has fallen out, this is very unlike you.”

I stayed out of it. This was Vrill’s show. She needed to get whatever she could off her chest. If she was going to be a part of this—whatever this was—there could be no holding back. 

Persepheus said the last thing I expected her to say in a million years. “I’m sorry.”

My eyebrows shot up and I glanced at Vrill. Her mouth opened, closed. She looked as shocked as I was. The sharp-tongued sea goddess didn’t apologize, not ever, even when she was clearly in the wrong. She was the reason it was so hard for any of us to stay. Minertha was far from perfect, but she was a warm summer’s breeze next to the icy gusts that were her sister. 

“I have…” Persepheus started, but then coughed, her chest heaving. Airiel moved to pat her back until she was finished. 

“Don’t speak,” Airiel said. “You need to rest.”

“No,” Persepheus said sharply. There she was—the fiery goddess who no one told what to do. “This ends now.”

Vrill stepped past me. “I should kill you,” she said. 

Persepheus managed to find her feet, though it looked like a major struggle, her own personal battle with her weakening body. “You should,” she said. 

I couldn’t hold back any longer. This wasn’t going even close to how I’d planned in my head. “Listen, we should sit down and talk about—”

Vrill reached out and pushed me back as I tried to step forward. Not roughly, but firmly. Hard enough for me to get the message loud and clear: Stay the fuck out of it. 

Which was hard for me. I’d been a major part of getting us all to this point and I didn’t want old feuds to destroy all our progress. But Vrill also deserved this moment to be hers and hers alone. I owed her that much. I shut my mouth and stood back by Beat, resigning myself to being a spectator for the duration of this encounter. I hoped no one died by the end of it. 

Vrill stepped right up to Persepheus until they were nose to nose. She drew a blade from her hip scabbard. Held it up, the edge gleaming in the demonlight. 

I couldn’t breathe. Vrill had been working up to this moment for a long time. She’d been cut to the quick by the actions—or inactions—of the Three, and Persepheus had been the unspoken leader. The focus of Vrill’s anger and regret fell squarely on her. 

To Persepheus’s credit, she didn’t back down, didn’t flinch away from the threat standing before her. “Do it,” she said. “If it will help, do it.”

This was a different Persepheus, resigned to the end, her spark extinguished. I hoped Vrill could see that. 

Vrill shoved the blade at Persepheus’s gut and I flinched. She stopped just short of stabbing her. I knew a simple stab wound wouldn’t kill the goddess, but if Vrill wanted to, she could carve her to pieces, burn them until there was nothing left but ash where the goddess had once stood. 

I knew justice would be served as a result. 

But that wasn’t Vrill—had never been Vrill. She was a freedom fighter, a righteous Warrior. She wasn’t a cold-blooded killer.

She dropped the knife. “Say her name. Say it without threat of death. Say it because you own the fact that her death, her blood, is on your hands.”

Persepheus’s nostrils flared. Her lips tightened, her jaw too. Not in anger, that much was obvious. Because she did feel responsibility for the countless deaths, the lives lost to protect her and her sisters. I don’t know if she always felt responsibility or if it had taken years for her to own up to the truth, the path laden with corpses buried beneath her feet. Whatever the case, she finally opened her mouth and said, “Darcy.”

Vrill backed away as if she’d been slapped. I wanted to go to her, to embrace her, to wipe away the tears that streaked her cheeks. I didn’t go, because she would come to me when she was ready, when she needed support. She was a strong woman, capable of bearing the weight of the world if it was asked of her. Hell, even if it wasn’t asked. 

“I will never forgive you,” she said. “None of you.”

“I know,” Persepheus said. “And you shouldn’t. We will never forgive ourselves.”

I knew it probably wasn’t fair to Airiel, who’d been the worst off for a long time and probably had had very little input into the decisions made by her sisters. But I could see the shame on Min’s face, the way she hung her head. Even if she hadn’t been the leader, she’d been a party to the atrocities that had been carried out. She’d stood by and done nothing. That was the same as wielding the blade of death. 

“Good,” Vrill said. Her anger had been snuffed out, leaving ice in its wake. “The rules have changed, and it’s your turn to follow them.”

“We will,” Persepheus said. Min, still speechless, nodded in agreement. 

I finally felt like it was the right time to involve myself in the conversation. “Vrill was connected to the Morgoss for a long time. They tried to hide their minds from her, using the connection to force her to carry out their plans, but they let their guard down. Vrill, tell them what you saw.”

A shadow fell over Vrill’s face. I hated that she needed to go back to that dark place, but the Three needed to know what she’d told us. “The larger, stronger monsters are only the beginning. The Morgoss are calling forth monsters the likes of which this world has never seen. They are the worst of the worst creatures of the underworld. That is why the attacks have been mild for so many Blacks now. They’ve been storing their dark energy, binding it into enough magic to summon their generals. After Sam recovered Airiel’s heart, the remaining two Morgoss were enraged. With my connection to them, I could sense the truth behind that anger: That truth was fear. They were scared they would run out of time to carry out their nefarious plans. That’s why they used me to bring the Narzani here. It was meant to be a distraction and to weaken our defenses. To give them the time they needed to complete their final summoning of the largest, deadliest monsters this world has ever seen.”

When she finished speaking, Minertha said, “How long?”

“It’s impossible to know. But they need some time still. Fifty Blacks? A hundred?”

Airiel said, “Tell us what you need.”

“We need numbers. We need Warriors, those who want to be here. Those who are committed to repelling the Morgoss’s army. I want to be Finder,” Vrill said, which surprised the hell out of me. Though I’d said the same and explained to Vrill how we didn’t have to do things the old way, I didn’t expect her to volunteer so soon. 

“That’s impossible,” Persepheus said. 

Vrill’s eyes narrowed, a cat eyeing her prey. “Why not? You’re a goddess. You make the impossible possible.”

Persepheus paused. “You misunderstand me. We’ve never had more than one Finder at a time.”

Vrill’s head snapped toward mine, our eyes meeting. The goddess’s words didn’t make sense, as if they were spoken in a foreign language. “You’ve already Leveled someone up? Who?” I asked. My mind raced through the possibilities. Lace was an obvious choice given her seniority, but I wouldn’t put it past the Three to choose someone else, someone they felt they could control. Someone utterly loyal to them. The only problem was that most of us were fresh off the boat, so to speak. 

Of course, I’d completely missed what she’d meant. The revelation had flown right over my head. 

“No one,” Persepheus said. “We’ve been waiting to tell you until we were certain she would make a full recovery.”

My heart was pounding in my head. Because her words could only mean one thing. One person. 

It was impossible. 

Vrill’s words: You make the impossible possible. And yet this was beyond the impossible. Beyond my comprehension. I’d watched Eve die. I’d seen the moment Airiel gave up hope that she could save her even with her full goddess abilities at her disposal. 

Eve stepped through the arched space that led to the artifact room. 

She was too pale, her breaths coming slowly, as if they required great effort on her behalf. But she was standing under her own strength. Alive. 

Vrill stiffened. Facing the Three had taken so much out of her, ripping off pieces of her soul. And now this. She spat, turned around and left without another word. 

I knew I should go after her, because staying felt like making a choice. But I wasn’t making a choice. I just needed to touch Eve, to know that she wasn’t some ghostly apparition, or a figment of our imagination conjured by the powers of the Three goddesses before us. 

“I’ll talk to her,” Beat said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “But don’t be long, Ryder.”

I nodded, thankful she knew what to do. I stepped forward, my legs numb. It was like I was floating. I’d held onto Eve in the netherspace between planets. She’d waited for me on Primo. Waited when she didn’t have to. I’d carried her limp body to the Three. I’d fought for her the same way she’d fought for me. 

A part of me had died when she did, and now that part was revived. 

I walked past the Three, ignoring their stares. 

I stepped up to Eve, who was watching me with her dark kohl-lined eyes. Even at her weakest, there was strength in those eyes. I didn’t move to touch her. Not yet. I said, “How?”

She said, “Ask Airiel. She never gave up on me. I remember snatches of things. Pain. Anger. Acquiescence. I gave up. I was fading. Then I heard her voice. Always her voice. 

Of course it was Airiel. She was the kindest of the Three. She gave of herself even when she was broken and dying. She’d saved me before, and I was thankful I’d been able to return the favor. 

It explained so much. Why it was taking her so long to gain her full goddess strength even after her heart had been restored to her chest. She’d poured every ounce of strength into saving Eve, filling her with healing power. 

I finally took the last step, enveloping Eve in my arms. She buried her head in my chest. I held her for a long time. Eventually she looked up at me. “I’m sorry if this…complicates things,” she said. 

I shook my head, amazed at how selfless she’d become. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll speak to Vrill. I’d rather have both of you on our side than one or the other. Even if it’s complicated.”

“Do you think she’ll ever forgive me?”

I didn’t. Vrill might be able to get past everything that had happened enough to help us defeat the Morgoss, but she would never be able to forgive those who’d harmed her so deeply. She shouldn’t have to. “That doesn’t matter,” I said.

“To me it does.” 

I understood. I’d struggled with forgiving my parents for having not loved me enough. In the end, it had driven a wedge between us. The difference there had been that they didn’t even think they needed to be forgiven. At least Eve knew she’d hurt Vrill. “You can’t control what she does. First, you need to forgive yourself. Try to make up for your mistakes. Do better. The rest is up to Vrill.”

She nodded. “Not having control is hard for me.”

I laughed. “No kidding. Consider it part of your punishment for past sins.”

Her expression turned grave. “I deserve the worst.”

I shook my head at that. “No, you don’t. None of us do. We can only keep struggling, keep fighting. But we need more help. We keep losing Warriors. We need another Finder.” I turned toward the Three. “Why can there only be one Finder?” I asked. Eve had explained some of this back on Primo, but I wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.

Minertha, who had been very quiet, said, “One of the main issues is that we can’t Level someone up unless they’ve been touched by an Ancient Power.”

I frowned. “Meaning?”

“The power of a god or goddess—or demon overlord, like the Morgoss.”

“So Vrill is eligible because she survived being the demons’ slave?”

Minertha nodded. “There are other ways, of course. You could be bitten by one of the Syrene, for example.”

I started. In all the action, I’d forgotten about those white veins running beneath my skin. The twin fangs set on either side of my mouth. “Wait, are you saying I could be Leveled up to Finder?”

Min nodded. “Technically. But we don’t believe you’re the right choice. We have other plans for you.”

Cryptic much? Still, the insinuation was clear: I had foreign power running through me, which allowed me to be Leveled up to even greater heights. The very idea was humbling. “Anything else I need to know? If Vrill is a candidate for Finder, then why are you hesitating?”

“Leveling up a Finder requires a large amount of energy, which is hard for us right now,” Min continued. Eve had already told me as much back on Primo. “But I think we can manage it.”

I didn’t understand. “Then what’s the issue?”

“Every time a Finder uses their power to travel between worlds or through time and space, they take a measure of our strength,” Min said. 

This was news to me, but it made sense. Eve always rested for a long time between Finding missions. Longer than seemed necessary. I thought it was just to restore her own strength. In truth, it had been for her and the Three. I looked at Eve and she offered a shrug of apology. She’d told me much while we were Finding on Primo, but not everything. She’d held back information. It was frustrating, but I couldn’t blame her. She’d lived this life of secrecy for so long, and the Three had seemed to encourage it. Breaking those chains would take time. But where there was a problem, there was always a solution. “Airiel is stronger now. Now that Eve is recovering, can’t Airiel handle the load of two Finders?”

Airiel said, “I will take on this burden.”

This was normally the point where Persepheus would say no and threaten us with bodily harm. Instead she just shook her head in resignation and said, “It is your choice to make, sister. I think it is folly, but you know your own strength better than I.”

Who is this goddess and what did she do with Persepheus?

I said, “Airiel, if you believe supporting two Finders will harm you, we will forget about it, no questions asked.”

Airiel seemed to contemplate the idea, her wings hidden away, tucked behind her shoulders. Her white dress flowed like liquid silk around her hips and legs as she shifted from side to side. She had a vitality about her that was missing from her two sisters—that had been missing from her before we’d recovered her stolen heart. Finally, she said, “I can bear this burden. If I cannot, we can easily suspend all traveling for one of the Finders.”

It was a good point and a decent compromise. “Eve?” I said. I hadn’t consulted with her yet, mostly because I didn’t know she was alive. She’s alive, I reminded myself, those two words sounding like fake news even in my own head. 

“I will do anything in my power to improve our situation. And to show Vrill that I’m not the evil bitch I was before.”

I nodded. “Good. Then it’s settled. I’ll speak to Vrill.”

“Can you spare a few minutes?” Eve asked. 

I chastened myself for being so heartless. After everything we’d been through together, I’d just found out she was alive and I was going to run off two seconds later? “Of course,” I said. 

“We’ll give you some privacy,” Persepheus said, ushering her sisters into the other room. Once more, my mind was blown. The sea goddess had finally turned a corner and learned all about that famous Aretha Franklin song, RESPECT.

Eve slowly made her way over to the plush feather bed the Three often lounged on. I gripped her hand and helped her ease down to a sitting position. “Thank you,” she said. 

“I thought you were dead,” I said, unable to hold back any longer. 

She smiled grimly. “I did too. Thank the Three Airiel didn’t give up on me.”

“I did,” I admitted.

“You didn’t,” Eve said, stroking my hand with her forefinger. “Even if it feels that way. You couldn’t do anything for me, so you did something else, something better. You protected the Warriors and in doing so protected me. You helped free Vrill and the dragon from the Morgoss’s bonds. You gave us a glimmer of hope in the darkest of nights.”

“Well if you put it that way I guess I did alright,” I said, squeezing her hand. “I played the role I needed to play.”

“You always do, Sam,” Eve said. Again, she managed to make my ordinary first name sound anything but. “But I didn’t ask you to stay just to recap the past few days.”

“Then why?”

“Back on Primo, I shared things with you that I haven’t shared with anyone in a long time.” I said nothing, giving her time to gather her thoughts. “It freaked me out a little, because I don’t do that. I am a closed book, even to those who gain my trust. But with you, it was easy. I don’t know why. It just felt…right.”

“To me too,” I said. “Why should we close ourselves off to each other when every Black could be the last we see?”

“I get that now. Still…it’s hard for me.”

“You have more to tell me,” I guessed. I wanted desperately to hear the rest of her story, to understand how this woman was formed, why she became such a cruel monster before returning to what I believed was the true person who had been locked inside a hardened exterior for so long. 

She nodded. “My mother was…human,” she said. She hadn’t told me that before, though she’d implied it. Plus, Eve had always seemed more human to me than any of the other non-humans on Tor, although she’d consistently alluded to the fact that she wasn’t human, at least not entirely. 

Maybe I should’ve waited patiently for her to continue, to tell me the things that she wanted to tell. But my curiosity was a volcano with only one setting: eruption. “And your father?”

She flinched and I almost regretted having asked. No, I chided myself. No more regrets. I deserved to have all the information available, and that included Eve’s history. “He was a…a god.”

“What?” I couldn’t help the surprise in my voice. 

“It’s true,” she said. 

I gaped at her. I remembered another story, one told by Airiel when she was still on her death bed. About another half-human, half-god who’d owned the magic boomerang I’d recovered from the depths of Annakor. The goddess had referred to him as a demigod. “But that makes you a…”

“Demigod,” she confirmed. “Yes. The Three are my half-sisters.”

“Whoa,” I said, which wasn’t the most eloquent response, but which summed up my thoughts pretty well. Something else struck me. “Wait, is that—are you—Level 5?” I’d always thought that Eve wasn’t on the same Level-up scale as us, her position as Finder carved out in a separate screen in this game we played. And no one had ever said what Level 5 was. “Is Finder Level 5?”

“To answer both your questions: Yes, I am Level 5, and no, Finder is not Level 5. Demigod is Level 5. I was born a Level 5. The rest of you must earn it. We haven’t had a Level 5 in many years.”

“Then how does Finder fit in?” I asked, my mind trying to clamp around all the new information, visualize it the way I would on my screen while playing A-Civ. 

“Finder is like a specialty within Demigod. It has its own sub-levels within the specialty.” Things were clicking into place in my mind. Vrill would need to be Leveled up to Demigod before she could be Leveled up to Finder.

“So you were already Level 5, which is why it made sense for you to succeed your mother as Finder.”

She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“And that also explains your long life. Are you immortal?”

She laughed. “Not quite, but close. By the time I die of old age I’ll be more than ready for it.”

All the new information was like a seed planted in my mind, sprouting a trunk and then a million branches, each of which represented another question. I needed to focus. For now, time was on our side, but soon the Morgoss’s new shadow army would be ready to attack. There was so much to do. My next question was a cruel but necessary one. “When will you be ready to Find again?”

She didn’t react negatively, her gaze clear steel. “Three days. Four at the most.” A Finder was what she was born to be. Falling off the horse was part of life for her and she unflinchingly got back on each time. It was a quality I admired in her. 

“Okay,” I said. “Is there anything you need from me right now?”

She lifted a hand to touch my cheek. “Thank you, Sam, but seeing you has been a bright spot in this damned dark cave. Airiel will complete her treatment of me today and then it will be up to my body to do the rest. I’ll return to the camp tomorrow at first light.”

“The camp?” I said, surprised. Eve never really spent more than a few fleeting hours in camp. Now she sounded like she might actually move in with us.

She nodded. “It’s about time I started acting like we are all on the same team.”

I nodded back, feeling warmth infiltrate my chest. “Took you long enough,” I joked. Then I remembered Vrill. 

Though I was glad Eve was going to stay in camp with us, I hoped the two women wouldn’t kill each other. 






 
   

  
 

 SIXTEEN 

LEVEL 5

 

I found Vrill sitting by herself, staring at the mountains. The dragon was resting nearby, its long tail curled around its scaled body.

Beat was working with her Warriors. She spotted my approach and started to break off to meet me but I waved her away. There was nothing to explain. I knew Beat probably tried her best to talk to Vrill without success. It was on me to try to fix things.

I sat down next to her, the ground warm against my skin. 

“How’s Eve?” she asked, not trying to hide the disgust in her tone. 

“Alive,” I said. 

“I figured that much out all on my own.” Her voice was full of scorn and anger. As much as she hated Persepheus, she hated Eve even more. I couldn’t blame her. The Three were goddesses, used to feeling—and being—superior to the rest of us. Yes, Eve was a Demigod, but she should’ve been more—not less—relatable to the Warriors she brought from the Eight Planets. 

“You don’t need to be BFFs and hold hands and celebrate birthdays together,” I said. 

Vrill narrowed her eyes in confusion. “BFFs?”

“Sorry. It’s a human acronym. Best Friends Forever.”

“Why would mortal enemies be best friends?” she asked. 

I was going about this the wrong way. “I was joking. I just mean you two don’t have to like each other, but if we are going to survive what is coming you need to be able to work together.”

“No fucking kidding, Sam,” Vrill said. I’d never heard her curse before, mostly because where she was from, Lri Ay, most words were taken quite literally. I was guessing it was something she’d picked up from Darcy, a long time ago. 

“I don’t understand,” I said. “You walked off like you were done.”

“I was done. Done with being in the same room as Eve. But I get that it’s better that she’s still alive. It’s better that the Three are alive. Why do you think I didn’t stab Persepheus when I had the chance? Out of the goodness of my heart? Why do you think I haven’t exacted revenge on all of them already? I’ve chosen to use my energy for good in this world, fighting them by saving Warriors in the Circle. If I’d wanted to hurt them, I would have.”

I’d been a fool. For some reason I always believed Vrill hadn’t gone after the Three and Eve because they were too well-protected in their canyon fortress. Of course they weren’t, especially against the likes of Vrill, who was a one woman army. No, she hadn’t hurt them because she was too good for something as basic as revenge. It was a stark reminder that she wasn’t human. No, she was far, far better. “I’m sorry. I assumed something I shouldn’t have.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “And I’m not angry at you, even if it seems like it. I’m just…angry in general. Tired of all the pain. The violence. The bloodshed and death. I’m just tired.”

My heart broke for her then. She’d been through events that would’ve destroyed almost anyone. But not her. She was an enigma for just having survived the ordeal. “The Three agreed to make you the second Finder.”

Her eyes snapped to mine. I’d finally surprised her. “Truly?”

I nodded. “With the caveat that you and Eve coordinate your Finding missions and check in with the Three first.” Her eyes narrowed again and I rushed on. “Not to take orders, but to ensure they have the energy to support you both. Airiel is getting stronger by the day but Finding requires substantial energy and the last thing we need is for one of you to get trapped on another planet with no way of returning.”

Her scowl vanished. “Sorry, I’m just used to being defensive around them.”

“Understood. No problem. But we’re not going to fall back into the same patterns. I won’t let that happen. I promise.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, smiling now. “Whatever you do to help the Warriors helps us all. The enemy of our enemy is our friend.”

“I wouldn’t go that far…” Vrill said. 

I laughed. “Neither would I.”

“C’mon,” I said. “It’s time to get started. Your Leveling up is set to occur before the next Black.”

She stood without further question, resting a hand on Mrizandr. Then she began to walk toward the hill.

~~~
Before I’d left the Three’s cave, Airiel had asked me to bring Beat, Lace and Millania to the Leveling up ceremony to assist with the process of wrapping Vrill’s body. All the Three were there, which I knew was a monumental effort, at least for Min and Persepheus. They looked worse for making the short journey, even though Airiel had flown them the length of the canyon. 

They stood in a semicircle around one of the stone slabs on which Leveling occurred. A pile of cocoons stood ready for the wrapping, a pot of ooze beside it. 

Vrill strode right up to the Three in her usual no-nonsense way. “Let’s get one thing straight,” she said. “I don’t work for you. I work for the Warriors. And I won’t bring anyone here against their will. Understood?”

“Understood,” Airiel said gravely. Min and Persepheus each offered a single nod. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Vrill said. She pressed the buttons on the sides of her armor and each plate released with a hiss. She handed her breastplate to me and let the bottoms fall away completely. Naked, she climbed onto the slab and lay down on her back. 

“Sam,” Airiel said, and I approached with the fruit containing the juice that would render Vrill unconscious for the duration of the Leveling up process. I stood over her. She looked up at me with eyes so deep I could fall into them and never reach the bottom. A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. 

“Only you could’ve made me come back here,” Vrill said. 

“Yeah,” I said. “Me, a dragon, and the demon overlords that enslaved you.”

She chuckled. For once one of my jokes hit home with her. “Go ahead,” she said. “I’m ready to taste that nasty fruit.”

I nodded, held the fruit over her face and then squeezed. Glowing white liquid dribbled onto her skin and she closed her eyes. She licked it off her lips, tasting the bittersweet mixture that, despite her words, was actually quite delicious. And then she was gone—mentally that is—falling into a dream that would sustain her throughout the process. 

Her expression serene, she looked breathtakingly beautiful. 

I gestured for Beat, Lace and Millania to approach to assist with the wrapping and oozing, but Persepheus said, “No.” It wasn’t the kind of sharp rebuke that I was used to from her, but a soft suggestion that was every bit as effective. “We will do it. All Three of us.”

If Vrill was still awake, I would’ve suggested they not touch her, not if they wanted to keep all their limbs intact, but she was long gone. And, in a way, this was the chance for the Three to do something they should’ve done a long time ago—respected those who protected them. 

I wondered why any of us were here if the Three were going to handle the Leveling up themselves. I sat on a stone and watched as, quite tenderly, the Three worked together to prepare Vrill’s body, covering her nakedness with the cocoon, encasing her in the material. Airiel then picked up the clay pot and dribbled it onto the cocoon, filling every nook and cranny. 

When they were finished, they each placed their hands on Vrill and whispered something under their breaths. A spell, a prayer, something. The cocooned body began to glow with the same bright white aura that coated the vines and fruit growing down the canyon cliffs. Even when they lifted their hands from Vrill, the glow lingered, eventually fading, seeming to seep inside the cocoon. 

“This is good,” I said. 

“Yep,” Beat said casually. “Now let’s get some grub. All this Leveling up made me hungry.”

“Not yet,” Airiel said. “We are not finished.”

“This better not be a joke,” Lace said, catching on before Beat and I, who pretty much wore the same confused expression. Millania, as usual, was silent, but a small smile had crept onto her lips. 

“It’s not,” Airiel said. “Not for Sam, Millania and you, anyway.”

It clicked. Beat was getting left behind. She understood too. She punched me. “It’s fine, champ. I would make a sucky Seeker anyway. And I like being a Protector. I’m fucking good at it. Millania and I will hold down the fort, don’t you worry.”

I laughed. “Yes, you are. The best. And Lace did kind of suck at it.”

The cat-woman fired a glare my way. “Watch it,” she warned. 

I raised my hands. “I’m just saying you’ll make an awesome Seeker.” She showed me her teeth, but at least she seemed placated by that response. “And Millania will be an excellent Protector.” Millania offered a shy smile, but I could tell the lanky ocean dweller was pleased by the compliment. 

As for me…

Holy shit, is this really happening? Was I really going to be Leveled up to 5 with Vrill? I remembered what Min had told me back in the caves, about how I was eligible because of my pesky Syrene bite. Thank you, Vampire Mermaid, I thought, wondering whether I should send a card and a note. 

I stood up, feeling like I was flying as I made my way over to one of the remaining stone slabs. Lace did the same, unabashedly plucking off her loin-bikini and tossing it aside. Her perky breasts barely moved as she slid onto the hard surface, her wolverine claws wicking out and then back in. 

Millania had moved toward another slab, easing her clothes down her body and stepping daintily out of them, her lean, greenish body revealed. 

“Drop your loincloth, turn your head to the side and cough,” Beat said, slapping me on the ass. I obeyed, minus the head turning and coughing. I hopped up onto the stone, which was cool on my bare skin. 

My head flopped to the side so I could look at Beat, who was cutting open another of the glowing white fruits. “Don’t take advantage of me while I’m unconscious,” I said.

“I won’t,” Beat promised, winking. Her fingers were crossed, which made me laugh. “You ready?” She held the fruit up, juice dribbling down her fingers. 

Lace muttered, “Of course you’d do him first.”

“Can it, kitty,” Beat said. “Level before beauty.”

That silenced her. Lace loved compliments. “Ready,” I said, opening my mouth wide and feeling, strangely, like I was at the dentist, only the dentist was a hulked-up woman holding fruit rather than a drill. 

Beat squeezed her fist and a waterfall of bittersweet liquid fell onto my tongue, coating it. I closed my mouth and swallowed. “See you on the flip side,” she said, her voice sounding unusual, muffled, like she was speaking through a gag.

“Ba-bye,” I said, the world already fading. 

And then the Black came early. 

~~~
“When did it start?” a voice said somewhere beyond the edges of my dream. 

Everything was dark, and yet I felt like a thousand flashes of light had gone off in my head, providing a measure of clarity beyond anything I’d ever experienced before. A truth I’d known for a while but had never been able to understand appeared, but I forced it from my mind, the feeling of claustrophobia setting in as I felt the sides of the cocoon pressing against me. 

“Halfway through the Leveling up process,” a second voice said. The first had been Persepheus. The second Minertha. 

“The time has come,” a third voice said. Airiel. What time had come? I wondered. What are they talking about? I needed to get out, hated the feeling of breathing the ooze, the wet, sucking sound of each breath like nails on a chalkboard. 

I pushed against the sides of the cocoon, feeling my biceps, triceps and forearms bulge. My abs clenched and I felt the material balloon out and then begin to tear, parting like wet paper between the force of my efforts. 

“We can discuss this later,” Persepheus said. “He’s awakening.”

I slung the cocoon material away from my face and chest, hearing it flop wetly to each side. The first thing I did was retch, dispelling the ooze from my lungs, coughing out chunks until there was room for a single ragged breath to pass through my throat. My legs were still pinned by the bottom half of the cocoon, and I took a moment to wipe the slime from my eyes, clearing my fuzzy vision. 

That thought returned, but again I tempered it. For all I knew, it was just a random idea with no truth behind it. 

I knew that was a lie. 

The Three stood before me, two looking worse for wear—Persepheus and Minertha—and the third—Airiel—looking like the recovering goddess that she was, practically shimmering. Somehow I’d been transported to their cave, laid on one of their soft mattresses. I knew what came now—the “reward” for Leveling up. 

I didn’t want it. Vrill was back. Eve was alive. These women, goddesses, were still just as beautiful and alluring, but my mind felt sharper now, my control over my carnal desires stronger. “What were you talking about? What is happening?”

Minertha opened her mouth to speak but Persepheus lifted a hand to silence her. Maybe Persepheus hadn’t changed after all, the same old woman with the secrets, lies and half-truths. 

But she didn’t lie this time. She just wanted to tell me herself. “The inactive artifacts are awakening,” she said. 

“What?” I said, reaching down to tear off the rest of the cocoon, freeing my legs. I swung them over, unembarrassed by my nakedness. It was nothing these three hadn’t seen before, and anyway, my body felt like that of a stranger now. Not only was it bigger, but there was something else too. Like a sharp constant pinprick in my mind. Not just a further heightening of the senses, but something else too. I felt…smarter. Maybe that was the wrong word. It wasn’t like my IQ had magically gone up, more like I was more aware of the many thoughts in my head, able to process them all simultaneously whereas the previous version of myself would’ve needed to consider one at a time or lose them all. It’s like I was listening to this conversation while also analyzing and assessing a dozen other conversations at the same time. 

It felt…awesome. But also somewhat disorienting. 

“You should take a few minutes to get your bearings,” Persepheus said. 

She was probably right, but my mind refused, wanting to process everything at once. “No,” I said. “About the artifacts….” In the background, my mind hummed along, remembering the mission through the caves, where I’d battled the freaky albino demons and the massive leader, barely managing to escape with my life. 

At the same time, I noticed something hovering above each of the goddess’s’ heads. The things were fuzzy around the edges, but only because more ooze had dripped from my forehead, muddying my vision. I dashed the slime away with my knuckles, my eyes zoning in on the numbers. 

The numbers. Their life meters. I could see their life meters. 

Minertha’s read “14”. No. Not possible. She should’ve still had a few months left, maybe more. Persepheus’s was at 18. Airiel’s was at 204 and, as I watched, continued to climb one digit at a time. 205, 206, 207…

“He can see our lifeblood,” Airiel said breathlessly. 

“Impossible,” Persepheus said. “None but a god can sense the bridge between life and death.”

“Not true,” Minertha chimed in. “Once there was a Demigod who could do the same.”

A Demigod. Though in my head I’d known I was now Level 5, a Demigod, it took the goddess voicing it to make it true. “You mean, this is unusual?”

“Most,” Persepheus said. “Rare.”

I didn’t know what it meant, if anything, nor did it matter. I needed to ask them about how low their life meters were, but not yet. “Back to the artifacts,” I said. “If they are active now, does that mean we can use them?”

Min nodded excitedly. Her typically brown skin had a pale tint to it. Her immortal body was failing her. As I watched, her life meter wavered and the 4 became a 3. 13. She flinched. She was dying before my very eyes. 

And I had the power to save her. Because of that thought I’d had before, the one that had clamped onto my mind like a leech, refusing to let go. And I would try. But not yet. Not until I’d secured the safety and future of the Warriors. My people. My friends. “The artifacts will choose the Warriors,” I said, remembering what Airiel had explained to me on that day so long ago, when she’d been the one on her deathbed. 

Persepheus nodded. “Carry them out the backdoor,” she said. “All of them. The time has come to put them to good use.”

I was about to obey but stopped. I knew I shouldn’t hesitate when such an advantage was at our fingertips. I knew I didn’t owe these three women anything. But I had knowledge and I wasn’t one to keep secrets. “I know the location of Minertha’s heart,” I said. “Beneath the mountain where I fought pale demons. The artifact that was leading me to Vrill was going haywire, twisting in circles. I thought it was because I was too deep, or because Vrill was on the move. But that wasn’t it, was it? Your heart”—I gestured to Minertha—“was interfering with it. It’s hidden away somewhere in the caves. Tell me I’m not right.”

Minertha said, “I can’t do that. But recovering my heart is not your task. Not now. We must stop the Morgoss army before we think about recovering the last two hearts.”

I didn’t know whether she was being selfless or selfish, but it didn’t matter in that moment. The course of action she was proposing was better for the Warriors. 

I had a better idea. “We’ll do both,” I said. With that, I grabbed my loincloth where I’d spotted it resting on the edge of the bed. Instead of tying it on, I balled it up and chucked it against the wall. Then I headed into the adjoining cave, right over to a hardy-looking set of armor I’d spotted the last time I was in this place. 

No more loincloths for us. From now on we’d be the most well-armored force Tor had ever seen. 

~~~

OF DEMONS AND SHADOWS

 

In its nest of bones, the monstrous white demon stirred. Its eyes narrowed and it growled. Something had awoken it. A nightmare. No. A memory. Of the man who’d escaped its grasp. The man’s scent had been intoxicating. Even now, the demon could practically taste the human’s sweet flesh. 

Beneath the pile of bones, the demon could feel the never ceasing thrum of the heart it had been entrusted with protecting. It had been a close call. The man had clearly been the kind known as a Seeker, those the demon had been warned about, charged with finding and stealing the goddess hearts. 

That thought gave it solace in the dark. For it meant the man would return. He had sensed the heart, the power that resonated from it every second of every minute of every hour. 

He would return. 

And when he did, the demon would taste his blood. 

~~~***~~~
Greetings reader! Thank you for reading the third book in the debut series in my Men’s Adventure Fiction penname, I hope you enjoyed it. I have a HUGE favor to ask. Book one in the series, Warrior, could really use some positive reviews on Amazon to ensure I can entice new readers to the series. This will allow me to continue it and add additional sequels. If you can spare a minute, please tell me what you thought of all three books via Amazon reviews. Then send me an e-mail (davidestesbooks@gmail.com) to let me know you did it. There might just be a reward for you as part of the deal. 

 

Back to business. As many of you might already know, 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…Demigod will be out by the end of the year! Sorry for the delay, but I’m working hard on another series before I can come back to this one. But I promise you won’t have to wait too long for book four (which may or may not be the final book in the series, wink wink). Thanks for all your support and I hope you enjoy Fatemarked while you wait for Demigod. 








  
 





"The best new fantasy I've read in the last decade." - Book-Absorbed Reviews
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They are the fatemarked. Misunderstood. Worshipped. Hated. Murdered at birth. Their time to step into the light has come.

An ancient prophecy foretold their coming, the chosen few who will bring peace to a land embroiled in a century of mistrust and war. When kings start dying, that hope and belief swiftly turns to fear. Roan Loren is one of the fatemarked, but has hidden his mark of power his entire life, fearing the damage it might cause to those around him.

A great evil is coming. He can't hide anymore.

In the spirit of fantasy epics like Throne of Glass and The Lord of the Rings, enter a world of magic and dragons, kings and queens, and victory and defeat, during a time when honor and valor still meant something. Fatemarked is now a #1 Amazon bestseller in three categories. 

Start your 4,000+ page epic adventure today.





  
 

    A sneak peek at The Fatemarked Epic, available NOW!    
Prologue

The Northern Kingdom, Silent Mountain (circa 518)
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The newborn babe awoke in an empty cave, lit by a swathe of green moonlight. The weather was cool, but dry, and a warm blanket swaddled his arms and legs. For a moment he did nothing but stare at the point of a stalactite overhead, which stared right back at him. He was hungry, but he did not cry.

Heavy footfalls echoed from an indeterminate distance. 

The cave mouth was soon filled by a mountain of a man, near as wide as he was tall, which was saying something considering his eight-foot-tall stature. He’d been called many names in his life, and none of them out of kindness: troll, ogre, beast, monster. I am all of those things, he thought.

To his friends, who were few, he was known simply as Bear Blackboots, his birth name lost decades ago, squashed under his thunderous trod and what he had become after his mother had been murdered. 

Bear stood over the child, and his long brown beard tickled the nose of the swaddled babe, but the infant didn’t smile nor fuss.

In one hand, Bear held a book, its brown leather cover worn, its pages yellow and brittle. In the other he held a torch, which he waved over the child’s hairless scalp.

In a blaze of light that sent the shadows running, a mark burst into being, like a single glowing ember in the midst of a dying fire. The mark was a perfect circle, pierced in eight points by four fiery arrows that split the symbol into eight equal portions, like silver scars from an octagonal mace.

The enormous man yanked the torch away from the babe with a gasp, and the mark vanished in an instant, leaving the child’s head pale and smooth once more. 

So it’s true, Bear thought. After over a century of searching, his life extended well beyond that of most mortals, he’d finally found his true purpose, the one his mother had foretold the day before she died. 

Because of you, child, the Four Kingdoms shall suffer, Bear thought. Unless I slit your throat now.

He raised a meaty hand, thick and strong enough to crush small boulders. The edge of a knife glinted.

After a moment’s hesitation, he dropped his hand with a sigh, letting the blade fall from his fingers. “What shall be, shall be,” he murmured, his voice grainy and rough from years of disuse.

Who am I to destroy one with such a destiny, and only an infant who will never know his mother’s breast? Mother? Are you proud of me? Of course, no one answered. She hadn’t answered him for many years. 

From one of the many pockets inside his worn leather overcoat, he extracted a milk jug, capped by a drip cloth. “Eat,” he said.

The child ate, and for fourteen long years he thrived under the mountain man’s surprisingly gentle care. Bear only referred to the boy by one name as he grew:

Bane. 

 

One

Fourteen years later (circa 532)

The Southern Empire, Calyp

Roan
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“Out of the way, cretin!” the horse master shouted as the royal train galloped past, charging for the trio of pyramids in the distance.

Roan barely managed to fall backwards without getting trampled, his lungs filling with fine dust kicked up under dozens of hooves. As he coughed, he used a hand to cover his mouth with the collar of his filthy shirt. The tattered cloth was brown (though at one time it had been white, its true color eternally lost under layers of Calypsian dust) and as stiff as a leather jerkin. 

Royals, Roan thought, slumping against the side of the sandstone hut he’d crashed into when he fell. He’d been living on the streets of the City of the Rising Sun ever since he’d run away from his guardian, a large, gruff Dreadnoughter by the name of Markin Swansea, six years earlier. Three years ago, Markin had been murdered. As far as Roan knew, his guardian had gone to his grave still protecting his secrets, something he remembered every day of his life. 

“Are you injured?” someone asked, drawing Roan’s attention away from the passing cavalcade. 

“I’m no worse for wear,” Roan grunted, trying to see past the shadows of the stranger’s gray hood, which hid his face from the fiery Southron sun. It wasn’t unusual garb for a Calypsian, their long cloaks designed to protect against both sun and dust. 

The hooded stranger extended a gloved hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, Roan took it, allowing the newcomer to pull him to his feet. “Thank you, …” 

“No one. I am no one,” the stranger said, his voice of a timbre that reminded Roan of sand being gritted between teeth. 

“Well, No One, thank you all the same. I’m Roan.” He was genuinely appreciative—in Calypso acts of goodwill were rare and far between. In a gesture that was automatic, if pointless, Roan shook as much of the loose dirt off his clothing as possible. Stubbornly, his shirt remained brown and filthy. 

“You can see me?” the stranger asked.

Roan eyed him warily, wondering whether the odd man had been chewing shadeleaf, which was known to cloud the mind. “Yes,” he said. “I can see you.”

The royal procession continued to thunder past while Roan and the stranger watched it without expression. Throngs of dark-skinned Calypsians lined the streets. Though the plague—a strange flesh-eating disease transmitted by touch—had been running rampart through the city for years, the city dwellers obviously weren’t letting it affect their day to day lives. They wore colorful cloaks that stood out against the beige sandstone huts. Some cheered their leaders, but most remained silent. Perhaps they were weighed down by the heat. 

Amongst the horses in the cavalcade were several guanik, long, reptilian creatures armored with black scales. As they impressively kept stride with the horses, their pink, snake-like tongues flicked between rows of dagger-like teeth. Their riders were the guanero, the royal guardians of Calypso. 

While Roan watched the guanik and their hooded riders with narrowly disguised disgust, an authoritative voice suddenly shouted, “Halt!” Like appendages attached to a single creature, the line of horses and guanik reared to an abrupt stop, raising yet another cloud of dust.

When the fog cleared, Roan saw a broad-shouldered man wearing leather riding armor slide from his guanik’s scaly shoulders. His black hair was spiked in a dozen places, held up by some kind of shiny liquid. 

Roan knew exactly who he was, and hated him for it. 

The shiva, the master of order in Calyp. This man had the authority of House Sandes, the empire’s governing family. Roan had once watched him run down a woman in the street for some crime she’d never had the chance to defend herself from. 

And now he was walking toward Roan and the hooded man standing beside him.

“Ho, beggar!” the shiva called.

Roan said nothing, but was dimly aware of the way the stranger beside him tensed up, shuffling back a step. 

“You are a stranger to these parts, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I have not once asked for anything,” Roan said. “Therefore I am no beggar. And just because I’m a stranger to you doesn’t make me a stranger to Calypso.”

Regardless of whether he was or was not a stranger, Roan didn’t understand why this man would waste a moment on him. The shiva scowled at Roan. He was garbed from head to toe with leather armor marked with the royal sigil, a silver dragon over a rising red sun. He eyed Roan and the stranger warily, his dark eyes darting between them. “I spoke not to you, but to your companion.”

Roan glanced at the hooded stranger. “He is not my companion. We’ve only just met.” And yet Roan found himself stepping in front of the man, blocking him. Defending him?

“Then move aside.”

Roan didn’t, and he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because he showed me kindness. Perhaps because he cared.

The shiva sneered at Roan. “What are you going to do, peasant?”

Nothing, Roan thought. Choke on dust. Burn up under the sun. Help no one but myself. Live the only life I was ever offered. 

“Oh no. Not again,” the stranger murmured behind him. Confused, Roan looked at the man, who had thrown back his hood and was staring at his gloved hand in horror. The gray glove had a slight tear in it, on the heel of his palm, exposing a sliver of white flesh. 

Roan was instantly drawn to the man’s face, which was much younger than his voice had suggested. His skin was the palest Roan had ever laid eyes on, as white as the eastern clouds or the northern snowfields, a physical trait that was extremely rare in Calyp. His flesh was also parchment thin, doing little to mask the bright blue veins running beneath the surface. But more than any of that, Roan noticed the man’s eyes, which were as red as sunrise. 

And those red eyes were staring at Roan. “I’m sorry,” he said, stumbling backward, throwing his hood back over his head. He turned to run, tripping over his own feet before catching his balance and darting into an alley. 

Odd, Roan thought. Then again, he’d met a lot of strange people growing up as an orphan in Calypso. 

“Gods be with us,” the shiva said, jerking Roan’s attention back to the halted procession. The shiva was backing away, scrabbling at his leather breastplate, attempting to yank it over his mouth and nose. 

Roan frowned. The rest of the royal guards were backing away, too, the fear obvious in their eyes. “The plague,” someone said. Then, louder: “He’s afflicted with the plague!” 

A woman screamed, high-pitched and piercing.

Roan shook his head. What are they talking about? 

That’s when he felt it. An itch on his cheek. He reached up to scratch his face and noticed something on his hand. A bump, red and puffy. He inhaled sharply, dropping his hand to rest beside the other. Before his very eyes, dozens of fiery bumps rose to the surface of his skin, seeming to jostle for position. 

Roan fell to his knees, still staring at his diseased hands. Beyond him, he could see the shiva’s black boots standing in the dirt.

For some reason, he crawled forward, reaching for the boots, feeling the need to touch them. Maybe my hand will go right through them. Maybe this is a dream. In his heart, however, he knew it wasn’t. 

The moment before his fingers brushed the shiva’s boots, a shadow closed in from the side, swinging a weapon of some kind, which thudded against his skull with a vicious crack. 

He collapsed, his cheek pressed to the dust, a set of dark eyes materializing overhead. The shiva vanished from sight as he was pulled away by his guardsmen, who created a human wall around him. 

Roan’s vision was obliterated as a thick sack was thrown over his eyes.
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When Roan awoke it was dark. The sun had long retreated beyond the horizon, and the night held an unnatural chill so foreign to Calypso that he instantly knew he was no longer in the city of his childhood. 

But if not Calypso, then where? 

Roan tried to think, but it was difficult when his head was pounding. He reached up to feel the side of his scalp, which was bulging and crusted with blood. His ear was badly damaged too, and he wondered if his hearing would be affected. Not that it mattered.

He touched his face to find his once-smooth skin covered in bumps on top of bumps, each filled with heat. He scrubbed at them with the heel of his hand, which was also bumpy and burning. He had the sudden urge to run. To where, he did not know.

As Roan fought weakness and fear to push to his knees, the wind howled over him, and he shivered. 

The first strange thing Roan noticed: Even after the breath of wind dissipated, its mournful howling continued like an echo through the night. 

The moan was filled with pain, and sadness, and hopelessness. 

The nightmarish events rushed back through his mind, pounding away like the throbbing in his skull: the royal procession; the gray-hooded stranger; the unexpected words spoken between he and the shiva; the torn glove; the fear in the eyes of everyone who stared at him.

The plague. 

He had the plague, and he knew exactly who had given it to him.

The stranger with the porcelain skin. Not again, the man had said. 

Something clicked in Roan’s mind. The plague had been tormenting Calyp for half a decade. No one truly knew its origin, or whether it could be stopped. Some said it was conjured by the Phanecians, a silent weapon in the ongoing civil war that had ripped through the Southern Empire for twelve long years. Others, however, whispered of the Beggar, whose simple touch supposedly transmitted the disease. The most superstitious believed him to be a wraithlike demon, while others said he was simply a man borne with evil inside of him. 

Now, after seeing the sadness in the stranger’s eyes, Roan knew the truth: The Beggar was a young man, like him, cursed with something he never asked for. Despite what the stranger had done to him, Roan felt sorry for him. 

Something scuffled nearby, and then a heavy force bashed into his side, knocking him off balance. A woman’s hot breath splashed against his face. A foul odor filled his nostrils. 

“Help me!” the woman cried, her plea punctuated by the howls of her companions, who suddenly surrounded Roan. They appeared to be Calypsians, all of them, their skin as dark as night. One of them held a torch, waving it around like a sword, illuminating grotesque faces that Roan knew would haunt him for the rest of his life. 

Their eyes were bulging from their skulls, their tongues lolling from their lips, their mottled skin dripping from their bones. 

Even as he thought the word monsters, he knew it was not true. For they were merely human victims, like him, transformed by the fast-moving disease. 

Gnarled hands reached for Roan, as if to embrace him, but he swatted them away, feeling a burst of energy rush through his blood as something he’d kept hidden for a long time flared from his chest, right over his heart. For there he bore what the southerners referred to as a tattooya—a mark of power. In the west they referred to the very same as sinmarks, while in both the east and north they simply called them skinmarks. One of the southern princesses, Fire Sandes, even had one—the firemark. But he’d heard of a half-dozen others, too, spread throughout the Four Kingdoms. 

He was one of them. 

But perhaps not for long.

The heat spread from his chest to his face to his torso, flowing outward to his limbs like a ripple in a pond. 

This time the heat wasn’t from the plague. This time it was his own curse, the curse that led to his life as an orphan in a foreign land. For once, his curse felt almost like a blessing. 

His body healed as he ran, dodging arms and legs and bodies, each more horrifying than the one before. Bodies littered the ground, most unmoving, and Roan tripped on one, his ankle turning sharply. He cried out, but his yell was cut short when he came face to face with a living skull, its teeth rattling as its jaws opened and closed. What was left of the victim moved slowly, reaching for him. 

Roan slashed his elbow across the skeleton’s skull, knocking it away. 

Should be dead, should be dead, should be dead, he thought, shocked by how long the plague kept its victims alive before eventually turning them to dust. It was unnatural. Then again, so am I, he reminded himself as heat rushed to his ankle, healing his stretched tendons. 

He was on his feet again a moment later, winding a ragged path through the corpses, sighing in relief as the wails and moans faded into the distance. 

What now? Roan wondered, even as he realized exactly where he was. They called it Dragon’s Breath, an island off the coast of Citadel, the northernmost city in Calyp. The island, located in the glassy waters of Dragon Bay, was once home to a vicious tribe of cannibals, but the Calypsians had decimated them and rebuilt the land to quarantine all plague victims until the disease finished them off. 

According to city gossip, the island was surrounded by an immense wall. Victims were dropped over the sides. They should die from such a fall, but the plague wouldn’t let them. The plague held no mercy, only pain and torture to the very end. Roan must’ve been dropped, too, stumbling feverishly across the terrain to where he ended up. If not for the power of his own tattooya, he’d probably already be too far gone. 

Roan wheeled about in a circle—a dark shape surrounded him, rising up toward the red, green, and gold stars. The wall is real, Roan thought. Which might mean the other obstacle was real, too, but he chose not to think too hard about that. Not yet. The wall was first, then whatever came next. 

Although he could sense the plague all around him, hanging thickly in the fetid air, Roan did not have the plague. Not anymore. He’d used his curse to take care of that little problem. 

Unfortunately, healing himself had left him feeling drained and ashamed. All of these people were in need of what he could offer, and he selfishly chose to help himself. But there were too many to help. Even if he wanted to, he would collapse from exhaustion before he could heal them all. And then he would die.

He shook his head, trying to focus. His legs felt like lead, but he forced them forward, toward a part of the ground that seemed less littered with bodies. 

Dark shapes stumbled across the open terrain, the living dead wandering without purpose. 

What felt like hours later, Roan reached the wall, which appeared to stretch all the way to the heavens. All along the base of the wall were bodies in various stages of decay. They formed a pyramid, not unlike the enormous pyramids of Calypso, except constructed of flesh and bone rather than stone and mortar. At its apex, the ramp reached nearly halfway to the wall’s summit. 

Despite its morbid nature, the human pyramid strategy was an interesting one. Plague victims continued to flock toward the wall, climbing the bodies, eventually succumbing to the disease at the top, becoming new building blocks for future victims to climb. For those afflicted with the plague, climbing the wall would be next to impossible, but perhaps for Roan, who still had his strength…

Roan started his ascent, using his hands to steady himself on the unbalanced terrain. His power flared up each time the plague attempted to infiltrate his body, holding the disease at bay. Other climbers noticed his progress, and tried to grab him, their mouths opening to reveal toothless maws. He knocked their disease-weakened arms away and fought onward. 

When Roan reached the top of the human pyramid, he was exhausted, his knees trembling, his back sore. Even his bones felt weary, the constant use of his power sapping them of all strength. 

Three plague victims were trying to grasp the stone, but their dark skin was slippery with sweat from the fever burning through their bodies. Hearing Roan’s approach, they turned, their lips contorted with pain. “Help me,” one said, his teeth chattering. “Please,” said another. “Please.” The third one only reached blindly for Roan; her eyes were milky and unseeing. 

“I’m sorry,” Roan said, trying to dodge around them.

The largest one, a man who might’ve once been as tall as Roan before the plague hunched his back and bent his legs, moved far quicker than Roan thought possible. Like him, he might’ve been a new arrival, not yet fully broken. He grabbed Roan around the neck and slammed him against the wall, his breaths coming hot and quick. Spit flew from his mouth as he demanded, “Give me a boost, boy!”

Roan could feel the plague trying to squirm inside him, the force of his tattooya fighting back valiantly. His vision began to blur from the effort. He had the sudden desire to stop fighting, to give in to the disease, to embrace the darkness and relief it would eventually bring. 

His legs wobbled. His heart stuttered. His breath clawed in and out of his throat with ragged gasps. 

And then he remembered his mother. Not her, exactly, for he couldn’t remember anything about her. Only what his guardian had told him about her, how strong and good she was. How she’d sacrificed everything so he could live.

Could he really throw away her sacrifice so easily?

He couldn’t and he wouldn’t. “I will help you,” he choked out, feeling the sting of the lie in his throat, even as the man released his grip. 

The second he was free, he used the wall for leverage and kicked out, knocking the man down the human hill. He smashed into the blind woman, sending her flying as well. The third victim tripped of his own accord, screaming in pain.

Roan’s stomach hurt from what he had done, but he forced himself to turn back toward the wall. 

He had two choices, die or climb, and that was no choice for a man like Roan. 

Mustering what strength he had left, he raised his arms and began to climb. 

Thankfully, the wall was hastily constructed and eroded by steady ocean winds, and he had no difficulty finding hand and footholds. Still, with his last reserves nearly depleted, the biting wind threatened to tear him from the wall with each inch he gained. Every time he stared up, the apex seemed farther and farther away, an unreachable goal.

He refused to look down at all the poor souls he had abandoned. 

He began to growl with each step up, his feet aching, his hands cracked and bleeding from gripping the rough stone. He was no longer capable of healing himself. 

But then, like a rocky coastline disappearing into the sea, the wall ended. He sprawled on the broad windswept surface, unable to hold back a sudden burst of laughter. His chest rose and fell. His hands dripped blood. His muscles spasmed and cramped. 

And, despite the gnawing hunger he suddenly felt in the pit of his stomach, Roan drifted off into a deep sleep. 

Beneath him, just outside the island’s walls, the slumbering dragon’s chains rattled as it began to stir.

 

Click HERE to continue reading!
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