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-Before-

Aspirant #2239

US Highway 550, Colorado Mountains, USA

Time Until Cognitive Capture: 00:04:27

I can’t keep doing this to myself.

I grip the wheel and I turn just in time to carome around a hairpin curve. Wheels screech, churning up rock and dirt as I come half off the road, dangerously close to a cliff whose bottom I can’t see in the wan light of the half moon. A few more feet and I’d be at the bottom, nothing but flaming wreckage.

I can handle this.

Headlights blind me on a straightaway. My lane, theirs? A semi blows past like a train, horns blaring. He’s probably already on the radio to Highway Patrol. And he’s probably the only person hoping they catch me before I make it over the pass, but there are one or two more who should cross their fingers. When your girl takes off with your best friend, it’s bad enough. Jason was my foreman; that means when you punch the sonofabitch responsible, you lose your job. And he leaves for Utah with your final pay in his pocket the day before rent’s due. And she leaves with half your stuff.

I could probably get over an empty house and an anorexic bank account and everything else they took, but Remington was my
 goddamn dog.

The moon disappears behind dark clouds, heralding a storm that I had a vague notion of trying to outrun. Too late for that. The first fat drops of rain spatter against my cracked windshield, and I flip on the wipers. Dog-eared rubber makes streaks. It doesn’t clear the rain, but I don’t slow down.

Half-jokes about my dog aside, I don’t know why I’m doing this. Driving like a maniac on a fatality highway. I guess I’m fucking tired of feeling
 tonight, being at the mercy of rage and bitterness. Now I’m in control, both hands around the neck of Life.


Another semi blows past me, its horn rising and fading like a low tide. Good luck, buddy. Capitalism is the only force powerful enough to get someone to drive in conditions like these.

Well, that and revenge, I guess. When I’m done with Jason bail money will probably eat up most of that final pay and I’m good with it. I’ll have enough for dog food and gas to get me the hell out of Shithole Colorado.

My single headlight barely illuminates the next turn through mountain-peak sheets of rain. In my defense, the shoulder is deceptive, spooning the curve and tricking my eye into thinking there’s more forgiveness beyond the pavement than really exists. But I should have suspected. I know this road; I know better than to lay my foot so heavy on the gas.

This wasn’t premeditated. I thought I had control.

Instinct and reflexes scramble to save me from myself. Turn, correct; break and coast.

Too little too late. My truck clears the edge at sixty miles an hour. There’s an apex of weightlessness and darkness and my brain buzzes. This isn’t real. I’m dreaming, or I’ll be suspended like this forever, above a jagged canyon.

The nose of my Chevy pitches downward. My lone headlight is swallowed by the chasm. Gravity grabs me and shakes me by the shoulders.

This is going to be bad. This is going to be so
 bad.

This is going to–
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Waiting to initiate…|

Room 0

“Get up. Please, please get up.”

The world swims around me. I don’t feel… inside myself? Or I don’t feel inside this place? It’s too hard to sort out. I turn away from her voice.

“Please wake up. You have to. Ugh, what is
 this?” she pants through a vague accent.

Her panic stirs something, but like a dream versus the alarm I ignore it and ball tighter. There are questions pinging in the back of my mind, bigger worries that haven’t reshaped themselves yet. There’s something I should be terrified of, brace for. This is what I need to focus on.

A small foot plants in my ass, pushing down with surprising force and sprawling me on my back. The floor is slick, icy against my skin. I come up flailing. It’s preservation, not rage, but my companion doesn’t take it that way.

“Don’t!” She stumbles back, shielding her face with both arms. “I had to do something. We have to go
.”

“Go wh–” Everything hits me at once.

This isn’t a dream or a hallucination. My backside aches a little from her foot and the ground beneath my hand has texture and temperature. The space around us is complete and realistic, no purple grass or kids I haven’t seen since high school trying to run me over.

And there’s her.


“You have a name?” I ask, glancing around us.

“Um…” Her chest heaves as she watches me with wide dark eyes like prey would a predator. Her breath comes in little hitches of panic, and tears pool at her bottom lashes. “Mika. It’s Mika.”

She doesn’t sound sure about that. Maybe it’s that she’s entirely naked.

Her body is near voluptuous, all curves and ivory skin. A curtain of thick black hair accentuates the turn of her almond-shaped eyes. Folded arms and legs barely conceal a geisha-like beauty.

I can’t help how my body responds to her. This is when I realize I’m naked, too. Explains why the floor felt like a glacier against my back.

“What the fuck…” I fold my legs to hide my embarrassment, but not before her eyes dart low, taking me in. There’s a tinge of blush to her cheeks and her gazes moves past me.

“We have to go,” she repeats, standing and reaching out a hand. “Get up.”

My eyes are everywhere but on her now. “Where the hell am I?”

“That doesn’t matter right now. Please, just get up.”


“I don’t–” My head still swims. The last thing I remember… “My dog. I need to get–”

“That doesn’t matter
 right now.” Mika wrings her hands, a combination of fear and frustration warring across her delicate features. “Look, we can talk later… Just please come with me.”

Something about her terror, so raw and real, galvanizes me. I stumble up, half trying to hide myself and half so disoriented that I don’t care. Where am I?

Some kind of hallway. The walls are sterile white and featureless like an Apple store, meant to soothe. There are no light sources I can detect but the passage is bright as day. At one end, only a dozen steps away, is a door, the same color as the walls. I can only tell it’s a door by its outline, a grey and black silhouette that seems to float an inch from the wall. At the center of the door is a plate with two glowing handprints at its center, like something from a spy movie.

And that’s it. White hall, weird door, naked woman.

If I’m dead and this is the afterlife, I have a lot
 of questions.

Mika goes from nervous to trembling.

I don’t see what has her so shaken. Maybe she’s just more overwhelmed than me by waking up somewhere bizarre. Nothing seems that bad. Weird but not bad. “Hey, I don’t think we’re stuck–”

“We have to go! I don’t know how else to say it!” She’s too scared to hide her nudity anymore. She glances behind me over and over.

“Why?
 Can you explain what the hell is happening?”

“That,”
 she moans. “That
 is happening. It’s been
 happening since I woke up.”

Some of the light around us fades.

I’m not sure why I didn’t turn before; the passage runs both ways. But the length behind us is impossibly long, fading off into a kind of horizon.

That’s not what keeps me frozen right now.

What paralyzes me is what shares the hall with us. It wasn’t here a minute ago, but I realize now it’s been coming, manifesting as the light recedes. Black smoke expands, thickening. My brain shouts fire, but there’s no source. No flames, no vents or doors letting it in. It’s come from nothing, and it’s growing. This
 is what Mika saw.

It’s vaguely manlike now, a shadow of a person, so dark it seems to swallow the sourceless light around it. The ceiling must be ten feet up and the creature hunches to fit its form into the space.

Only two things about it are distinct: Red eyes blaze, twin flames that gaze at us with purpose so palpable my skin prickles. This feeling is underscored by a slate blade curving out where its arm should be. The scythe-like weapon hangs as long as my body and drags a furrow in the solid floor as the creature begins his approach.

“It’s moving,” Mika whispers, hands gripped around my bicep. “It’s–”

“Yeah.” I can’t find more words. This is so far beyond what my brain can grasp.

This time when she pulls, I don’t resist.

We run for the door. “What is that thing?” I already know what she’ll say but my brain screams for an explanation. Minutes ago, I was on a Colorado highway, pissed off. Now…

“I don’t know,” she says as we skid to a stop. “Or why it hasn’t… run us down.”

I watch the creature. His pace and posture don’t change. “I’m not sure it’s supposed to.”

“What?” I can feel her staring at me while I study the thing. He’s almost mechanical. Deliberate. A plow or conveyer. “He’s herding us along, I think. So long as we move–”

“Okay but look at it!” she hisses. “I don’t want to know what happens if we don’t… move
. I’m not wearing anything!”

Like jeans and a t-shirt would stop that blade. But I get what she means; no clothes and no shoes make the odds of winning a fight feel as impossible as they already are. And a high stress situation somehow seems a lot more pants shitting when you’re naked.

I turn and smooth a hand over the door seam. “How?”

“The plate, the hand scanner,” she stammers, brushing dark bangs from her eyes. “I already tried my hands, but it didn’t work. I think it needs both of us.”

“Wait. You tried to leave
 me?” This rattles me. I thought our Naked and Afraid
 vibe had built some insta-trust.

“I don’t even know you.” She gives me a withering look. “I wake up in a strange place and see a monster coming at me… tell me some naked passed-out stranger would be your first real worry.”

“You must have grown up in the city…”

“I don’t know you,” she repeats in a more apologetic tone. “I woke you up because I need you. At least I think I need you and you need me.” She raises her left hand to a pulsing imprint that fits her perfectly.

“What’s that?” Something is implanted into the skin of her wrist, a watch face with hair like dark wires disappearing into the back of her hand. Its edges are fused with her flesh. It displays a single, blinking number in urgent red: 00:00:00… 00:00:00… 00:00:00


“No clue, but I think it means our time is up.” Scraping underscores her remark.

She nods at my hand. “You have one, too.”

I don’t want to look. I can’t take any more crazy right now.

Scraaaape… Scraaaape…

“Hurry, the scanner,” she urges.

I fit my right hand before it occurs to me this could be a trap. I could be zapped to death or go T-1000. The fit is perfect and my hand sinks into a surprisingly warm chrome impression.

The door flickers and turns pixelated. Its octagonal panel disappears.

Mika and I charge ahead… and stagger back, clutching bruised shoulders. For a second the door shimmers into existence.

Correction: It’s invisible, not gone.

Mika strangles a sound in her throat and swats at the panel. Less shimmer.

It’s opening but it’s fucking slow.


Scrape… Scrape… Scrape…

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.” The girl repeats it, over and over, pressing against the wall. Survival instinct surges through me, hammering my mind with images of the road, my rain-smeared windshield, of weightless terror.

I move in front of her, fists raised. Maybe I don’t have weapons. Or clothes. Or any idea where I am. But I have a few bareknuckle wins under my belt. Probably not much good against a ten-foot tall monstrosity with a blade that could cut a truck in half. Even so, I’m not just going to stand here.

Screw it. A few minutes ago, I thought I was dead. Maybe I am. Going out again, fighting, standing between Mika and that thing? Looks better in an obituary than ‘Died driving like a jackass’.

Her hands rest on my back, almost uncomfortably reassuring. I can do this alone. I’m fine on my own.

“I’m really, really glad you were here to help open that door,” Mika whispers.

I groan. So maybe I can’t do this alone. That means I can’t let her die.

I won’t let her die.

“Come on, you son of a bitch!” I yell, adrenaline powering shaking limbs. “Come on!” I have to admit, it sounds kind of cool. Like Ripley screaming at the Alien Queen. I have the wild urge to yell Let go of her you bitch!


I think I’m losing it. Maybe I already lost it. I should be dead and I’m not. What if I’m a Hulk now or something? The idea is definitely going to my head a little.

“What are you doing?”

“Listen,” I whisper, as it measures another step toward us. “If the door is too slow, I’ll rush it. Try to stop it so you can get away.”

“No!” Mika’s hands ball into fists against my back. “Don’t leave me alone here…”

“Sam.”

“Sam. I can’t… I can’t do this alone.” Her words are hot and desperate against my skin.

Scrape…

I guess it’s already been made apparent I probably can’t do this alone, either. “You run through. I’ll train it until I can run after you.”

“What?”


Scrape…
 His blade arcs. Ten feet away but given his size that’s practically face-to-face.

“You know… train it. Lead it around?”

“Ohh. You mean kite.”

“What?”

“In games it’s called kiting.”

“Makes sense, I guess. I don’t play a lot of games though.”

Mika’s gasp makes me think this is the most shocking revelation of our time here. “Get ready…” My legs tense under a ready spring. I plan my route– not hard given this is a hallway
. Maybe there’s another door, an opening at the far end. Some way to get the fuck out of here.


Scrape…
 The blade raises high, seconds from coming down.

Now or never. “One, two–”

I lunge and Mika’s arm wraps me. Actually, she has me in an impressive stranglehold. We collapse through the now-clear doorway, no heroics required.

And no dignity left. We’re a struggling, flailing tangle of limbs.

“Just… here…” she pants.

“Trying… Could you move your…”

Mika freezes. Her back rests against my chest, my thighs against her hips where she holds between my legs.

The shadow thing. It lurks, watching us from the other side of the doorway. It doesn’t cross the threshold for some reason I won’t question. Its furnace eyes never waver, never blink. “I think… we’re good?”

His blade zips high, hanging above him like a guillotine’s blade.

Mika’s breath comes in low pants. She moans and burrows into me. I wrap her tight.

If it comes through the door, we can’t escape this time.

His blade comes down, splitting the air.

I squeeze my eyes shut; his blow doesn’t land.

When I dare to peak, the creature is pivoting on the trajectory of his swing. A blinding white explosion of cracks appear in thin air, lines dancing across the doorway. A smell of burned ozone assaults my nose. Mika and I shove away in unison.

It’s an unnecessary move. The creature moves back down the hallway, on and on until he merges with its pinpoint on an all-white horizon.

“It couldn’t break through,” Mika murmurs.

“But we could. Weird.”

Her answer is a breathless sob that shakes me.

A shriek echoes from beyond the door, a sound like my grandma’s old dial-up internet layered with some primitive predator.

Mika shivers. I’m not ashamed to admit the hair on my neck prickles.

Red eyes flash small but burning from the hall’s vanishing point, measuring us one last time. Marking us.

What the fuck.
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Our door reappears, solid and secure and maddeningly faster than it opened.

My laugh sounds crazy in my own ears. “Couldn’t have done that before?”

Mika joins in with a tremulous sound. “Right? It –” She stills in my arms. This is a moment of realization for both of us. Fear and survival fade. Her skin is warm against mine, soft as she stiffens. Her blush is so deep I can see it in the back of her neck.

She jerks away and half turns her body from me.

I do the same. “Sorry… I didn’t mean…”

“It’s not… I don’t…” She stumbles over her words as she tries to cover herself. Her breasts are full, large, and her arm is barely large enough to conceal dark nipples as her other hand drops low. I stand, transfixed for long moments as she struggles before her eyes turn hot. “Stop looking!”

I spin in place like a top. “Sorry! Sorry! I didn’t mean… This is all so… It’s this place!” God, this all sounds so lame. Crazy ass situation aside, I usually have no problems talking to women. Comes from years of not caring whether I went home alone or not, I guess. But now?

I sit with my back to her while we both decompress. The space around us is white and sterile as the passage but it’s an actual room. A sparse room, however, which is why I have to sit with my ass rudely aimed at the poor girl behind me. My body has never been a concern of mine, but I usually have a lot more say in when and how I show it to a women. “You okay back there?”

“No. I’m not.” The room is so still that I can hear her gentle scuff as she backs away from me, the smack of her shoulders coming up against a wall. Her voice raises an octave. “I don’t know where I am, don’t know who you are, or what that was
.” She gasps, voice trembling.

“Okay. Yeah, stupid question. Just….” I want to tell her to calm down, but no one ever calms down that way. Honestly, I’m having trouble getting a grip too. But we can’t just sit here. “Look, you told me I had to get up and we had to work together.” I point at the door. “And you were right. I think… for now, we gotta keep that up.”

I have to ground myself somehow and it sounds like Mika needs that, too.

After a long stretch she expels a shaky sigh. “What now?”

“Clothes, food and water. Even a chair; this floor is freezing my ass.”

She laughs softly. “Let’s see what we can find, I guess.”

The room is roughly as big as my whole shitty apartment. Featureless, like everything so far. Well, not the ceiling. There are still no light sources I can find, but there are
 long furrows, pulsing with a gentle orange glow. They don’t give off much illumination, but I can feel their warmth.

My shoulder stings like a bug bite. I slap at it and wince. My hand comes away bloody. “What the hell?”

A thin gash lines my bicep, one of those wounds that doesn’t hurt until you notice it. Probably from Mika’s fingernail while we were falling into the room, or something. I rub the welling blood away, then roll my eyes. Nothing to clean it with or wipe my fingers.

Before I can complain about this to Mika the pain lessens, almost disappears. I rotate my arm, try to bring the wound closer. It itches like mad and pulses in time with…

The lights.

Each time they emit a warm pulse my wound echoes. It shrinks. Even the blood trailing along my arm disappears. My cut is gone, not so much as a scar or red mark to hint where it was.

“What are you doing?”

Mika’s question startles me. “This is… I don’t know.” I do a sort of half sideways shuffle, trying to hide my crotch while not looking her way as I approach her.

She laughs. “Thanks, Zoidberg.”

“Wub wub wub! I know that one.” From a meme, but still. She’s cracking a joke and that’s a good thing, I hope.

I settle beside her. “This is nuts. Watch.” A quick zip of my thumbnail beads blood on my wrist.

Mika leans in, squinting. “What? Whoa…” Her eyes widen as the cut seals.

“I wonder if it works for me, too?”

I nod. “Pretty sure it’s those lights.”

“Why not?” She buries her face in her arms. “Everything else about this is nuts. Why not healing magic?”

“Pretty handy, though. Your nails are wicked.”

She raises her head, eyes narrowed. Damn, she’s beautiful. A purple lock of hair falls over one eye, highlights I didn’t notice before. “I’m
 dangerous? You elbowed the shit out of me when we…” She blushes. “Before.” She frowns. “But, actually, it doesn’t hurt anymore.” She peers down her torso, shielding herself. “You got me in the ribs so hard I figured there’d be a hell of a bruise.”

Before I can answer, the display at her wrist chimes. So does mine.

We bring our hands up together, peering. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at mine. Thus far, an iWatch embedded in my arm is the least interesting thing that’s happened.

Red words flash urgently: CONVALESCENCE COMPLETE. INITIATING ROOM TIMER.


Room timer?

00:15:00… 00:14:59… 00:14:58…

Mika locks eyes with me.

“What happens when the time runs out?”

“Convalescence field,” she says. “I guess that’s what healed us?”

“Sure. Why not?” I smile, probably not very convincingly. “Like I said. Handy.”

Mika’s eyes roam me. Her cheeks are rosy with her blush, but she doesn’t stop. She eyes the tattoo on my forearm for a while. It’s a set of numbers, random to anyone but me. I’m used to people asking about it. I expect she will, too.

But she surprises me. “Sam.”

“Mmhm. Sam Warner. Colorado.” I don’t know why I add this. Maybe it makes me feel more grounded in this place. Like I still have an identity somewhere.

“Mika Toriyama. San Francisco.”

“Not originally…” Her accent is pretty Americanized, but it’s there.

“My parents came here from Osaka to be with family.”

“Long way.”

“Yeah. Long story, too.” She takes me in without hesitation. “You’re the first man I’ve ever seen naked that wasn’t on the internet.”

“I… Wait, what?”

Red as she is, it gets worse. “Sorry! I don’t… I don’t know why I said that.” Mika turns away, hiding her face in a veil of black and purple. “We should find some clothes. Food and clothes
.”

At a loss, I nod. “Yeah. Maybe there’s something we missed. I’ll just.” I glance back but she’s still hiding her face. “No peeking.”

“Oh, no worries.” Her embarrassment is painful but adorable. I don’t remember the last time I met a girl who was legitimately shy about anything.

I move off, decide that searching the perimeter of the room is probably the best option. There’s nothing in the middle, no benches, just flat floor, but maybe there’s a notch or something in one of the walls. The only features that break the illusion of this being a huge white cube are doors at each end.

Huh. The door we came through has a timer on it, too. I give a quick check of my wrist. It matches. 00:13:32… 00:13:31…
 Across from it is another door, this one with matching handprints, exactly like the ones we activated before.

Good to know, I guess. I’m not dying to venture out, not with sword-hand prowling around, but I’ve already learned we don’t want to be here when the timer runs out.

I smooth my hand along the wall feeling for anything. My fingers trace a rounded corner. It segues seamlessly with the next wall. It's like the entire place is one piece of… plastic, fiberglass? No wood, metal, rivets or screws.

Weirder and weirder.

“I found something!” The words fly out before I know what or even if it’s important.

“Really?”

“A hatch.” It’s so tightly joined to the rest of the wall I wouldn’t have found it if my fingernail hadn’t caught.

Mika hovers at my shoulder. “What’s it for?”

“Not sure.” I run my hands around a circular panel about the length of my arm.

Mika smooths its surface. “I wonder what’s inside.”

“Hope it’s whiskey.” I could use a goddamned drink.

“What? Whiskey?
”

“Clothes, I mean.”

“Sure.” Her finger stops tracing the hatch. “What’s this?”

“What?” I squint. There’s nothing there.

“This.”

I shake my head.

“You can’t see this?” She traces a long curve. “It’s… obvious.”

“No, nothing.”

“Weird.” She shrugs.

“You can see something I can’t? How does that work?”

She laughs. “Like everything else here, I guess.”

“What is it?”

“Some kind of mark. Let me try something…” She pushes exactly at the center of the hatch. Her finger sinks into the white surface slightly. The material shudders and shifts around her fingertip like white putty. It sinks into the surrounding wall.

Mika jerks her hand back and we hold our breath.

Nothing happens. Nothing bad, anyway.

“Whoa.” I step back. “Nice. How did you see that?” This fact still has me a little shaken. If we’re in the same place, shouldn’t we see the same stuff?

“I have no idea. But look!” She yanks out a bundle of fabric. “Clothes!”

“Thank Christ. I was this
 close to being done with you leering at me.”

“Leering! I didn’t –” She stops. “Ha ha. Put on a shirt.”

Laughing, I obey as she throws some pants at me a lot harder than she needs to. I wrestle those on, trying to save some of my dignity and stop. “Weird.”

I have to stop saying that.

“What?” Mika asks from inside a shapeless tank top.

“These fit me perfectly. Like, better than clothes I buy for myself.”

She’s turned away, shimmying into pants. Not watching is ridiculously difficult. Her body is curved in the best fucking way. “Huh. Mine too. And that’s not easy with…” She shakes her ass as she the cloth up.

I don’t hide my stare this time.

“And what material is this?” she asks, thankfully too distracted to notice me.

I rub a sleeve between my fingertips. It’s soft and white like cotton but feels substantial and thick.

“I think we should probably just get used to the fact that everything here is batshit and move on,” says Mika.

“Hah. Yeah, probably. Anything else in there?”

She pokes around. “Maybe? It’s dark and… oh shit.”

I try to peer past her. “What?”

Mika holds up a dagger, complete with cross guard. Bright metal winks at me in the neutral light.

“Weapons.” Her voice is hushed, scared again.

“Uh…more than one?”

Mika nods. “Sam, what is this place? Why are we here?”

“I know as much as you.” Who made it? Who runs it? How did they get us here? Do they expect us to fight? What if there’s some Gladiator style arena on the other side of the next door?

I swallow and take the dagger from her. This wouldn’t do shit to that thing in the hallway but get us killed.

“Sam.” Mika’s voice is strong but small. “I’m scared.”

I take a deep breath. How can I reassure her when I don’t have any answers? We’re here. We have to find out why. And we have to survive long enough to get the hell out of here.

“Hey.” I put a finger under her chin and raise her gaze to mine. Small threads of gold glint in her brown eyes. “We’ll be okay. Remember, the door kept that thing out. This place has rules and we can figure them out.” My smile is more genuine this time. “You were right; the door proved you it. It took both of us to open the door and escape the creature. We did it.”

Mika smiles and melts a little, losing some tension in her shoulders. She squeezes my hands. “I don’t even know who you are.”

“Yeah. I’ve always sucked at those Facebook ‘about me’ boxes.”

“I wasn’t allowed to have Facebook.”

“Damn. That tells me a lot about you, actually.”

“Yeah.” Mika winces. “I had one anyway.”

“That tells me more.”


“Yeah. I’m a real rebel.” Her smile drops away.

Something I said? Probably not, but naked or clothed, I don’t know her well enough to dig.

I glance at the door timer. 00:7:44… 00:7:43…
 We have a little time. “Well, I’m Sam.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“Hah, right. There’s not much to tell. Mom died, dad took off. I scraped through welding school and worked my way through the oil fields.”

“Lots of promotions? That’s pretty skilled work, right?”

“It’s skilled work, yeah.” But guys who don’t have a lot of use for the rules or staying out of fights with derrick hands don’t change fields because they get promoted.

Mika tightens her hands on mine but doesn’t press me.

I like her a lot.

“Anyway. I’m pretty boring. Like good Kentucky bourbon, video games, and bad action movies.”

“Games? I thought you said you didn’t play them?”

“Okay, I’m not nerdy enough to know what the hell ‘kiting’ means, but I play some,” I say with a smile to soften the jab.

She grins. “That’s okay. You’ve probably guessed already that I love them.” She grins and seems to forget the insanity around us. “I played competitively for a while.”

“Yeah?”

“League of Legends
 is my baby.”

“Played that one for about five minutes. Kids are too good these days. I had to take my crappy reflexes back to single player games.”

Her eyes narrow, skeptical. “You’re like, what, twenty-five?”

“Nice guess. With blue collar hands and a drinking hobby. Built for distance, not for speed.”

We laugh.

“What about you?”

Mika looks sad again. “Twenty.”

Do I ask? Nah. Point here is to buck her up, not bring her down. “That it, Mika Toriyama? Strict parents and videogames?”

She deflates again. Dammit. No more jokes. “Yeah, mostly,” she says. “Don’t get out much. Well, I didn’t
 get out much and then it was a lot of work to… Life is, well… Never mind.”

“No job?”

“Worked for my dad. Kind of.”

“Boyfriends?”

“No.”

“Surprising.”

Her eyes lift. “Why?”

I feel oddly shy suddenly. Probably because she was naked a few minutes ago. “Ah. Just… You’re …” Her gaze is intense. She takes her bottom lip between her teeth.

Suddenly, insanely, I really want to kiss her. Feel those full lips and whatever it is she’s holding back.

“I’m what?” she whispers.

Our wrists ding. Saved by the bell. 00:05:00 REMAIN. SHEPHERD ACTIVATED.


“Shepherd?
” we say together.

“That thing
. It has to be.” She tugs me toward the door. “We know each other enough, now. Let’s go.”

“Definitely.” I poke my head through the hole and grab a second dagger. “We can talk more later.”

Her shy smile is heart stopping. “I’d like that.” Then she turns away, fear knitting her brow.

I turn her back to me. “Hey. There will
 be a later.”

Mika nods.

We reach the door. She puts her hand up and fits it to the reader.

Not exactly eager for what’s on the other side, but we can’t stay here.

I slap my hand to the plate, smile at Mika, and pretend I’m not scared shitless as the door opens…
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Chamber 1

Aspirant #2239

Time Remaining: 00:15:00

I’m not sure what the hell I expected.

A medieval dungeon wasn’t it.

We stumble through the gateway. I take Mika’s arm to keep her from tumbling over as she gasps.

“What… the hell?”

My words echo off dark stone that glints in the light of flickering torches that dot the walls. Torches that I can see but not reach because we’re trapped in a cell.

A dungeon cell.

“Run!” We turn and lunge for the door, but it’s gone. The wall is featureless stone, wet with condensation. “Always fast at the wrong times.”

Mika snorts.

The ceiling is low, and the cell isn’t wide enough for the two of us to stand shoulder to shoulder. It’s more like an animal pen than any jail cell.

Good thing I’m not claustrophobic.

I hope Mika isn’t.

There’s not much else. A bucket, for obvious reasons that fill the dank air. Sure as hell am not going to use it in close quarters with Mika. A pile of straw heaps one corner, not enough for one of us to sleep on.

Not that it’s an option. A huge fucking rat peers at me from inside the pile, hissing to make sure we’re aware who owns it.

“Sam…” Mika’s eyes are trained on it. She clutches her dagger, backing against the bars.

“Territorial, but I don’t think it’s aggressive.” I hope.

The rat bares teeth big as carpenter’s nails and hunkers toward us. Like he wants to call me on my bullshit.

“Sam…” Mika’s hand trembles against my back.

I heft the dagger. This is so bizarre, so unreal, some part of me doesn’t believe it’s happening, but the slavering rodent in front of me is enough to snap me to attention.

“Uhh…” I take a tentative step forward, weapon held out. “My hand-to-hand badge is more for fists.”

“Well… if you punch it, don’t miss,” says Mika.

The rat leaps. Fucking leaps
 like a goddamned panther right at my face.

Mika screams.

I slash, bellowing.

The strike is off, weak and startled, but it’s enough. The blade cuts into the rat’s face, and it shrieks as I take its weight and deflect it to the floor. It slams down, flops over, and even through a ruined it eye peers at me hatefully, bunching to leap again.

I stab, down, as hard as I can.

It takes the rat in the spine, cutting right through it. My dagger snaps against the floor as it spasms, once. It’s remaining eye rolls back in its head and it dies, shuddering hideously, pinned.

“Jesus…” I stand, coughing.

“Sam, how… Where?” Mika’s eyes are on the rat and her whole body shakes like a leaf.

“I don’t know.” I turn, take her in my arms. She collapses against me gratefully, hands to my chest as she lets out a soft sob.

I hold her that way a few moments, turning my wrist to peer at my display at her back.

00:13:42… 00:13:41…

Shit. Minute and a half gone, and I don’t know what the fuck’s going on. Let alone how to get out of here.

I drop my hands to Mika’s shoulders, take a step back. “Mika, listen. I don’t know where the hell we are, how this can be happening. But it is, and we have thirteen minutes to figure out how to get out of here.”

She takes a panicked look at her display, opens her mouth to say something. I can tell by her eyes, her trembling hand, that she’s losing it.

I bridge her lips with a finger, stopping her. “Mika, listen. I need you. We need each other. Panic won’t help us. Keeping cool, fighting back, will. Stay with me. Stay strong.”

She nods, taking a shuddering breath. “I’m with you.”

“Good. Good.” I slump, cast a look at the rat, whose blood runs in little rivulets from under its body. “Stay away. Probably diseased.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” She swipes disheveled hair from her eyes. “Thank you, by the way. That was… really brave.”

I laugh. “More like panic, but I’ll take it. Now, let’s figure out how to get out of here.”

“Right.” Mika moves to the front of the cell, grips the bars. “Solid. And locked.”

“Just our luck. There has to be something,” I say as I move to the back of the cell. “Something brought us here. Created this fantasy. What would be the point if there wasn’t a way out?”

“I guess I’m afraid to assume anything. None of this makes sense to me.”

“I’m not the smartest, admittedly, but there are some things I think we can make assumptions about. We’ve been given ways to escape, clothes, and weapons. To me this feels more like a… well, as weird as it sounds, it feels like a video game. We get stuff, we progress. Right now, we’re on the Castlevania level or something.”

Her mouth tugs up in a half smile. “A video game.” She nods. “Okay. I can handle that. Almost makes sense.”

“Good. Now, there must be something…” I pick up the bucket. Empty, thankfully, though judging by the dark stains in its wood it isn’t usually. “Gross.”

Mika rifles through the straw pile, a bold move after the rat. Her search is equally unproductive and equally disgusting. That rat nested here for a long time, guessing by handfuls of droppings raining out of the mildewed flakes.

“This is crazy. How can this place exist? I don’t understand how this room is joined to the room we were just in.”

Mika runs her hands over stones around the door. “Like a holodeck, maybe?”

“What’s a holodeck?”

She turns an accusing look on me. “You play games and watch bad movies, but don’t know what a holodeck is?” She shakes her head. “You are the worst kind of nerd.”

“Owch. That cuts deep. Excuuuuse me, Princess.”

She narrows her eyes. “Okay. You get a few points for that one. You’re back in the green.”

“Good to know.” I glance at my wrist. 00:11:23…
 “Found anything?”

“No.” She smacks the stone. “Hologram or not, it feels depressingly real.”

“Well, only one thing left to try.” I wink. “This always works in the movies.”

“What are you –”

“Hey!” I shout, yelling as loud as I can. “Anyone out there? Hellooooo!” I pull my broken dagger from the rat and rattle it back and forth across the bars. “Anyone in this fucking place? Guard!”

“Sam, I don’t think–”

“Guard, guard, guard!”

“Sam! I’d stop if–”

Her words die in her throat.

Footsteps echo down the stone passage beyond our cell.

I glance to Mika. “Be ready for anything.”

She wavers.

“I’ll take the lead. Just stay with me.”

She clutches her dagger and nods.

The footsteps draw closer. Whatever makes them, it’s big. Armor rattles and something else, a jingle with each footfall.


Keys?
 Fuck yes.

Now I just have to figure out how to get them from a–

“Orc,” Mika whispers, backing up a step.

Orc it is. Taller than me, hugely muscled, with worn leather and chain armor dangling from its frame. It has a sword as long my torso strapped to its back, and a necklace of ears, human and not, around its considerable neck.

And his face. Green with red piggy eyes and boar tusks cradling a mangled upper lip. It sneers, a hideous effect.

“Well, well, well,” it rumbles with a voice like shattered glass. “The prisoners is awake. ‘Bout time. Thought Gruk beat you a little too hard, but…”

Gruk? Beat us? Something tells me we showed up after the fun.

His eyes widen. “Weapons? How’d you get –”

“Now!” I shout to Mika, not sure what the hell now
 is supposed to entail. I reach through the bars with both arms, stabbing, but his chest piece deflects my broken dagger.

Shit.

I drop it, grab the sides of his chest piece, and yank.

He bellows, showering me with spittle. My move is so sudden it surprises him, and no amount of twisting breaks his inertia. He rams into the bars of the cell. I hold fast as he begins to thrash.

Goddamn. It’s like trying to hold back a bear. He grabs the bars and tries to push away, but his feet are tangled. We have seconds. “Mika!”

She cries out and stabs forward, her blade whispering past my head and driving between the bars.

Into the orc’s eye.

His body stiffens as her blade passes into his brain.

“Yes!” I whoop. The orc spasms and his face rams the bars. Blood pours from his pierced eye onto me and Mika. We cry out together in disgust and triumph.

It’s dead.

I release my death grip as it slides down the bars and a last breath moans from rigored green lips.

The orc falls to its knees against the bars, starts to tip back. “Oh shit!” I yell, whipping my hand low to catch its falling keys before they move out of range. My hands close around a massive, pitted key ring, and I hold on for dear life as the orc’s backward inertia tries to rip it away from me. There’s a frozen moment as my trembling, sweat soaked fingers grasp the ring on one side and a leather loop on the orc’s belt pulls from the other. “Shit… Help!”

Mika slides a hand through the bars and grabs. Her blood covered fingers are hot against mine as she grunts, strains.

The leather stretches, stretches… and snaps.

Mika releases her grip as we tumble back on top of each other.

Right onto the dead rat.

I’ve never stood up so fast in my life.

Mika stands frozen at the bars, staring down at the orc. “I can’t… I didn’t…”

“Mika?” She doesn’t look up.

“It’s… dead.”

“Mika.” I cup her face.

Her eyes focus on mine and she grins. “Sam, I killed it!”

“That was amazing!” I reach around her, lift and spin, laughing. Her hair smells like roses. “You saved us!”

I set her down and she brushes her hands down her clothes, shaking her head. “I did it. I killed him.”

“You were fucking amazing.”

She blushes, deep scarlet. “Thanks. Almost peed my pants, I think.”

“Hah. Me too.” I glance to my wrist.

00:10:01… 00:10:00… 00:09:59…

It seems unreal all this happened in three minutes. Adrenaline courses through me like liquid fire, and I feel like I can do anything, take on anything. “Okay. Let’s see about these keys…” I spin them, feeling deft and heroic.

Thirty seconds of fumbling follows where I try not to drop the keys as I probe the other side of the door for a keyhole I feel with my fingers but can’t see. The first three keys are a bust. The fourth slides home. How many movies have I watched? It’s always the last one.

I turn. The tumbler doesn’t give. I swear and Mika lets out a defeated groan. Out of sheer frustration I crank on the key and am rewarded by a series of clicks and thunks from the lock’s mechanism.

Mika chews her lips, thinking. “Why?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, straining.

“This place? A dungeon with orcs. Just seems like a bizarre choice of… Test? If this is one. Just trying to get my head around the logic of this place and its rules. What are we supposed to get from this part?”

“I don’t know,” I grunt as the door finally unlocks. I stand, cracking sore knuckles. “This place, the orc, the rat… They’re like the most generic version of a fantasy dungeon ever. Did you ever play Baldur’s Gate?”

Mika frowns so I don’t bother explaining its run of the mill ‘defeat all the rats in the cellar’ quest. “Hey, thought you were a gamer. That’s a classic.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard of it. Too much new stuff to play. Anyway, why bring it up?”

“Maybe it came from us,” I wonder without thinking.

“What do you mean?”

I pause to think, and it starts to gel in my mind. “You know…” I make wavy fingers at my forehead. “Bzzzt. Mind scan. Takes things in our heads and makes them real.”

“That’s… impossible.” Mika looks down, to the orc with her dagger still jutting from its skull. “Okay, yeah, never mind.”

“Virtual reality, holodeck, shadow monsters, brain scans. I don’t know how it all works. I don’t know anything aside from the fact that I want to get the hell out of here. But you’re right; we probably have better odds if we understand the rules and how it all works.”

“I can think of worse explanations,” agrees Mika. “But does that mean we need to be careful what we think about?”

“I don’t actively think about rat quests so no, I don’t think it matters. If our thoughts are being scanned or whatever, I think it’s all fair game.”

Mika eyes me. “I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.”

“Same. Just don’t think about the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man.”

“Shit. Too late,” she says, punching me in the shoulder.

“Owww… I see how it is. Take down one orc and now you’re a bloodthirsty killing machine.” I grasp the iron bars. “Help me with the door?”

Another minute of shrugging and straining follows as we struggle against five hundred pounds of dead orc behind the door. When it’s wide enough for us to slip out, I hold it for Mika as she shimmies through, straining her thick body through the narrow gap. The view is pretty nice, but I still shove a little harder when she almost gets stuck.

The orc’s bulk shifts behind our efforts. It slams the cell shut with an iron reverberation that echoes from the dank walls.

We trade glances. “Shit.”

She shakes her head. “Good job, Pippin.”

“That another nerd reference?”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t watch the movies…”

“No, I did. Just giving you shit.” I grin. I feel a bit loopy. Surviving the last few minutes has me all jumped up. I’m almost eager to see what comes next.

“Oi, what’s all that ruck!”

Okay, maybe not.

The cry echoes from down the dark hall. Another orc, larger than the one we killed, looms ahead. He eyes his dead friend, then us.

“Ah, shit.” I push Mika behind me.

A glance at my display doesn’t help matters. 00:03:27… 00:03:26…


This just gets better and better. Opening the door took longer than I thought.

“You killed Arok,” the orc rumbles, face twisting with rage.

“Sorry?” I try, slowing and bending to pull the dagger from Arok’s eye.

The orc’s face calms, and his head cocks. “Hm. Didn’t like Arok. Ploughed my sister.”

I trade another bewildered glance with Mika. “Oh,” she says, voice placating. “What a whoreson.”


Whoreson?
 I mouth at her.

The orc nods. “Yes. Whoreson. Good he’s dead.”

Mika takes another step forward, hands up to show they’re empty. “Now that we’ve done that for you, we need to be going. A favor for a favor?”

The orc laughs. “Oh, no. Prisoners don’t leave.” He snuffles and pulls his sword. His big sword. His jagged, pitted, man splitting sword. “Prisoners who leave the cell die.”

He charges toward us.

“Shit
. Mika, get back.” I put a hand to her chest and push. She handled Arok but this guy is ten times her size and coming on full steam.

The hall is long, with no exit behind us, but if I have to fight this thing… “Get as far back as you can.”

“Sam…”

“Just go. We got this.”

She nods, and with a strangled sound, turns and darts down the hall.

I take the dagger in my shaking palm, watch the orc come.

Fuck. I’m an idiot. I look down, and sure enough, the dead orc has a variety of weapons at his belt. His sword is pinned at his back behind him, but there’s a dark axe that’s… It’s glowing.
 It’s strapped to his belt, and I wrestle it free, standing triumphantly.

Hell yeah. Magic axe, bitches.

The orc is closer, now. He’s still about twenty feet away, and is closing slowly, unhurried. He spins his blade as he passes a torch, and its terrifying length reflects liquid gold. And God, he’s huge.

A little dagger and an axe as long as my forearm? Even magical, what the hell am I thinking?

But there’s nowhere to go. It’s fight or die.

00:01:59… 00:01:58…

My heart throbs and my breath comes in sharp hitches, but I grip my weapons tighter. I died once, and I’m not eager to do it again.

Screw it. Surprise worked once.

I bellow and rush the orc. His eyes widen, but he’s ready, and his enormous blade cuts sideways, a wide sweep that will chop me in half.

That is, if I weren’t already ducking.

It’s a panic move, one that could have easily gone very wrong, but somehow, it works. I bellow again and cut at the orc’s stomach with my glowing axe.

It cuts through leather armor like butter, slicing deep through layers of clothes and green flesh. Blood sprays my face, into my mouth, hot and metallic as thick ropes of the orc’s entrails pour forth like wet snakes that flop to the stone.

The orc screams in pain, and as I raise, it’s armored fist hammers down, taking me in the shoulder and the side of the head. I’m slammed down like I’ve been hit by a train, and there’s a sickening crunch from my arm as my face impacts the floor like a hammer. My nose flattens, breaking spectacularly, and my blood washes across the floor, mixing with my enemy’s.

Oh, fuck me. It hurts. For long moments, there’s nothing but the agony, white hot, as I moan against the floor, trying to roll to the side.

“Sam!” Mika’s feet slap the stone as she runs for me, but I’m barely aware of it.

Nearby, the orc still shrieks, over and over, startlingly human. He stumbles back, trying to hold in his insides, before falling heavily to his knees, then onto his face.

“Sam!” Mika’s hands are on me, and she turns me, laying me on my back. “Oh shit, oh fuck. Sam, what do I…?” She takes the hem of her shirt, wipes ineffectively at my face.

“Door,” I groan. “Get to… door.”

“Right. The door.” She grabs my other arm and heaves. I barely have the strength to help her. We stumble along. The orc isn’t as dead as I thought, and his hand slaps out as I pass, whipping across Mika’s leg. She staggers and almost collapses under my weight but between the two of us we don’t fall.

Please don’t let the exit be far. Don’t let the door be so fucking slow.

Luck answers this time. At the end of the hall, there’s a turn, and there it is: The hand scanner pulses, waiting for us.

Lifting my wrist enough to see the time is agony. 00:00:11… 00:00:10…


Mika smacks the panel and jostles me when I don’t. “Sam?”

“Arm. My arm… Broken…”

“Oh. Oh, God. Sorry!” She squeezes her eyes shut.

I cry out as she grips my wrist. There’s not enough time to be gentle. She jerks up my arm. My fingers don’t line up at first. Mika has to take away some support to help me.

Broken bones grind in my shoulder. Sparks explode behind my eyes. I’m about to pass out.

Our displays ding.

Time’s up.

Behind us a roar begins, like air rushing into a vacuum.

Scrape… Scrape…

The Shepherd.

Mika mashes my hand to the scanner and slaps hers in place.

The door starts to dissolve.

I stumble back, peek around the corner. “Oh fuck, oh shit…” It’s already so close.
 It doesn’t step over the dead orc, just passes through it somehow. Except its blade. It doesn’t lift its midnight edge, just drags it along, and it cuts through the orc from top to bottom with no resistance.

I fight back vomit, at my injuries and the grotesque sight.

“Hurry the fuck up!” Mika shouts, beating her fist against panel.

My vision clouds and things go dark. I’m dizzy, think I’m moving back to Mika. I vaguely realize that if I pass out, I should try to fall through the door. I don’t feel a loss of balance until the floor catches me.

Can’t see. Can’t…

Hitting the ground shoulder first wakes me with my own scream. I’m not proud of it but I can’t swallow back the agony.

When my eyes can focus past the pain, we’re beyond the door.

We’re safe. Everything’s okay… right?
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Convalescence Field 1

Aspirant 2239

Room Timer: 00:10:00

Everything is not okay.

What follows is one of the worst experiences in my life.

As orange light pulses dully above us, my body rebuilds itself. There’s no anesthesia, no ibuprofen, not even a fucking IE pack. Just me lying on the cool floor, shuddering and trying not to moan as bones shift and relocate in my shoulder. As my nose thickens, pushes out from my face. As blood wicks away into nothingness and torn flesh heals. This is what it would have felt like, if I’d hit the bottom of that canyon. My last moments, if I could remember it. If it had happened? Either way, at least this agony is healing.

It’s incredible, magical, and it fucking sucks.


Mika kneels at my side, smoothing my hair, helpless to do anything but watch. But she talks constantly, keeping me distracted. “That was incredible, Sam. You’re a hero. I can’t believe you charged that thing! I thought you were dead. You’ll be okay…” Her words penetrate the fugue of pain, and I have to admit that I feel pretty badass.

Even if this isn’t very dignified.

Finally, it’s done. I sit, momentarily weak, and fall into Mika’s arms as our wrists chime.

CONVALESCENCE COMPLETE. INITIATING ROOM TIMER.

00:10:00… 00:9:59…

“Not much time to rest,” I mumble. If we have to go through something like that again… I’m not sure I can.

“Just sit. We’ll go at the last second. Recharge.”

“No, I’m okay.” I sit, pulling away from the pillow of her chest with a lot of regret. “We only have a few minutes, and we should explore. See if there’s anything here for us.”

“I’ll do it. Just chill. You need a few minutes… You were…” She winces, turns her face away. “You looked bad. I thought maybe…”

“I’m okay. I mean it.” Even though the convalescence
 was complete, the lights above us still radiate with the healing glow. And with each marmalade pulse, I feel better. And, strangely, I feel stronger than before? “Do you feel… different?”

Her laugh is a little crazed. “Sam, I don’t know if I could remember my address right now.”

“No, seriously.” I flex my bicep, shake my head. “I can’t tell…”

“Showoff.”

“Hah.” I drop it. Maybe it’s my imagination. Or maybe not. Oil field work isn’t easy, and it taxes the shit out of your body. You learn to read yourself, know your limits. And right now, I feel better and more capable than I’ve ever felt in my life.

Maybe it’s just the healing. Maybe it took care of sore muscles and little aches as an added bonus.

Mika’s eyes hold a question.

“Never mind. Later.” I reach up, feel my nose. “Still a little crooked, but I blame my parents for that one, not the orc.”

Mika ducks her head. “Looks fine to me.”

“Why thank you, Mika Toriyama. It’s not my best feature, so I’ll take that one as a win. Anyway, I don’t think we can die, so long as we make it into here. So trust me when I say that I’m okay.”

She eyes me skeptically. “I believe you.” I start to raise, but she presses me back down. “But I don’t need you for this. We’re a team. Let me help you now.”

I slump and have to admit that I’m not unhappy to do it. The light helps, and my body feels charged. Full of energy. But I still feel like I’ve been on a three-day bender. My head is foggy, and the memory of the agony, my nose smashing into hard stone, is still so fresh. I shudder.

Really don’t want to do that again.

Mika walks around the room, trailing her hand along the wall like I did in the first field room. “So, what have we learned?” she asks.

“Don’t use the floor to stop your face.”

“If you didn’t know that before we were brought here, I’m a little worried about our survival. But I’m pretty sure after seeing you swing a fist… you had that down already.”

“Okay, okay, fine. First, whatever this thing is,” I say, raising my wrist, “It’s connected to the Shepherd.”

“Second,” she says, “let’s not be in a room when the timer runs out.”

“Right. Third. This place partnered us because we need each other to solve… whatever this all is.”

“Yeah.” She touches a few spots in the wall, then shrugs and moves on. “Fourth, between rooms this place can create anything it wants.”

“Not happy about that one. Whatever we find in the next room–”

“We’ll be fine.”

Something’s changed in her. “You sure about that?”

She puts her back to the wall, cocks her head. “Yeah, I am. Killing that orc, solving the puzzles, helping you in here… I think I’d be worried if I didn’t feel a little different. Or, if I didn’t believe we could get through this.”

I feel the same. That was horrible, terrifying, and somehow thrilling. I grin at her.

Mika returns it. “Okay, to recap… be ready for anything.”

I suddenly realize I’m weaponless. “Shit.”

“What?”

“Dropped my magic axe.”

Mika clucks. “Rookie.”

“Sorry. This is my first magic dungeon.”

Mika pulls her dagger, pretends to trim her fingernails with it. “It’s okay. I’ll protect you.”

I smile. “You know what? I think you will.”

She blushes and turns away to check out our surroundings.

I watch her as she walks the length of the room. In fact, I can’t take my eyes off her. “Before. In the last convalescence room.”

She pauses again, watches me from behind the veil of her hair. “Yeah?”

“What I was going to say. When the timer dinged.”

She turns further, watches me, cheeks pink. “Yes…?”

“Just…” Why is this so hard? I’ve never been shy. I suck in a breath. “Look at you.”

Her cheeks pink further, and she coughs. “You’re not too bad to look at, yourself.”

“Crooked nose and all.”

She laughs, low and throaty, eyes still on me. “This is nuts. We don’t know each other, so why…?”

“I know that you’re brave. That you didn’t let fear stop you from saving my ass back there. More than once.”

Mika ducks her head. “Yeah, well. We’ll see how I deal with the next crazy ass thing this place throws at us.”

“Like you said… We can do this.”

I stand, legs still a bit shaky, but I’m almost back to normal. “Any hatches?”

“No. There are markings all over the walls, though. It’s bizarre.”

I look around, confused. “I don’t see anything
. Just white walls. Another mystery yet to be solved, I guess.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t understand, either. But I see them.”

“They say anything? Any words? Numbers?”

“Nothing I recognize, though…” She trails off, running her finger along the wall, tracing a strange pattern I can’t see. “I almost feel like I understand them. What they are.” She growls, smacks the walls. “It’s like a song at the edge of my memory, one I heard years ago that I can almost remember.”

“Maybe the next room will have some clues.”

She purses her lips. “Maybe.”

Our displays ding. FIVE MINUTE WARNING


“Could have used one of those in the dungeon.”

“Heh. Yeah. C’mere. I think there’s another hatch.”

I move next to her, shoulder to shoulder. She doesn’t unconsciously shy away, like she did in the previous convalescence room. There’s new comfort and trust, between us that warms me.

“Here.” She presses her finger, and like last time, the wall puddles away, leaving a hole with a small compartment behind it. “Not more weapons, I hope.”

I lean in. “Nope. Just… Huh.”

“What?”

“Just this.” I hold up a figurine the size of a chess piece. It’s vaguely human but has too many arms. And heads.

Mika takes it from me, brow furrowed. She turns it, rotates it. “So bizarre. How is this meant to help us?”

“I don’t know, but–” I fumble it as she hands it back to me, and it falls, breaking in half when it hits the ground. “Shit!”

Mika crouches, picks up the pieces. “Wait, you didn’t break it.” She holds up the bits, worrying her lip as she rotates them, fits them together. Now that they’re separate, they’re clearly male and female; tiny nude figures stretched, hands above heads thrown back in some kind of artistic ecstasy.

“Would I be wrong in saying that this might be the strangest thing that’s happened to us, yet?”

“Shhh… I’ve almost got it…” She blows hair from her eyes as she turns the pieces and finds the right alignment. They slide together, joining so seamlessly it’s like they were never broken. “There. Got it.” She grins, triumphant, before deflating. “But how the hell are they supposed to help
 us?”

I shake my head. “You got me. Well… wait. Male and female, joining in one. Maybe we’re supposed to…” I wink.

“Oh no! Could it be?” She lowers her voice dramatically. “Whoever they are, aliens, demons… They’re perverts! They brought us here to study HUMAN REPRODUCTION!”

“Hmm. Might be wise to give ‘em what they want.”

She laughs. “Sam.”

“For the human race! Not for me.”

“Sam!”

“Sorry,” I cough. “I know we’ll probably be fighting for our lives or something in a few minutes, but… Well, I’m kind of loving this.” I chuck her shoulder. “Can’t think of anyone else I’d rather wander a deadly temple… station… dungeon… whatever… with.”

“That means making lewd jokes, too?”

“It’s mandatory, actually. You make it kind of hard to resist.” I can’t believe the words cross my lips. I don’t know how much time has passed since I left that Colorado highway, but it seems like mere hours. What’s changed?

Maybe I should slow down. “I’m sorry, Mika. That was… I crossed the line.”

“I didn’t say I minded
.”

It feels like an eternity passes as we just stare at each other. The air feels charged, electric, and I can’t take my eyes from her full lips, her shadowed eyes.

Of course, this is when our displays ding.

“To be continued,” I say, holding up my wrist to show her mine. 00:00:58… 00:00:57…


Mika’s eyes are hungry, but she steps away and stows the figurine in her pocket. She beams. “Now I know
 this place is trying to help us. Pockets on a woman’s pants!”

“Revolutionary.”

“You have no idea,” she says, strolling to the plate. She palms it, and I join her.

The door dissolves away. I squeeze her free hand.

She grips me back, hard, and we step through to whatever fresh hell awaits us.
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‘Fresh hell’ turns out to be… A room almost exactly like the one we just left.

“Okay. This place keeps surprising me,” Mika says, turning a slow circle.

I can’t disagree. The room is smaller than the convalescence chamber, but not by much. Maybe fifteen feet across, with long white walls, white floor, white ceiling. That’s about it.

Well, there are a few changes. “No orange lights,” I say, pointing up.

“And the walls. Can you see the lines?”

“Nope. As usual, your special eyes put mine to shame.”

She laughs at that, harder than I think she should.

“What?”

“They don’t have my brand!” Mika shakes her head when I don’t respond. “Nerd thing.”

I roll my boring regular eyes. “Anyway.”

She moves off to the right, tracing her fingers up and down at regular intervals. “Long lines, floor to ceiling. Every three feet or so.”

“Any idea what they do?”

Her fingers trace another. She pushes, like she did with the hatches, then raps at it. “Huh. Nothing that I can see.”

“There must be something else.” I glance down. Already at fourteen minutes.

Damn.

We scan the room, moving in different directions. I don’t see anything but featureless walls, aside from the door.

Mika sighs. “Dammit. We’re eating up a lot of ti–” She lets out a little yelp.

I spin, ready to rush to her side, to fight goblins or werewolves or… Something.

Instead, she’s standing, hopping on one foot, holding her big toe and staring murder at the floor.

“Ah… You okay?”

“Stubbed my toe on something. Or, it sank into a hole. Don’t know what, just feels like I freaking broke it.”

I crouch next to her, run my hands along the floor. “Well, damn. Right here.”

She ceases her hopping and cussing and kneels next to me. “Where?”

“Run your hand along the floor right here.”

She does, eyes widening. “Wow.”

“Yeah.” Below us are three indentations, so perfectly placed and colorless that until my kneeling shadow passes over one, they’re virtually invisible. “This has to be something. There’s nothing else in here.”

Mika’s fingers dance across the holes, feeling their shape and depth.

“Nimble fingers. Good to know.”

Her eyebrow raises. “Oh?”

“You know. Like, if there’s a gambling challenge or something. Or we have to pickpocket an ogre.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Seriously.”

The holes are long, irregularly shaped, but I have no clue what the hell they are.

Twelve minutes. This is taking too long. “Thoughts?”

“I’m not sure. They almost feel like…” Her eyes widen, and her hand slaps at her pants. She pulls the figurine free.

“You think?”

“Only one way to find out. One of the impressions is wider than the other two, the one in the middle.” She pushes the figurine into it. It doesn’t fit, at first, but she rotates it, flips it around, and suddenly it slides into the groove, a perfect fit.

“Awesome!” I say, glancing around. “Ah, what did it do?” Nothing’s changed. The hand plate at the exit is blank, as is everything else. And time is running out.

Mika growls, frustrated. “Okay, let me try something else.” She pulls the figure free, then yanks on it, pulling and chewing her lip. “Dammit, how did you– Oh!” She yelps as the figure splits, so suddenly that she drops one.

I pick it up, grinning. “The male figure, of course. I see how you treat your men.”

“Don’t have any men…” She says absently, already trying to fit the female into one of the side slots.

“Yet.”

She pauses, shakes her head. “Stop distracting me. Get your man into the… manhole.”

Laughing with the clock against us seems almost nuts, but I can’t help it. It’s been a long, long time since I had fun with someone like this.

Mortal terror seems almost worth it.

Mika’s figure sinks into a slot, and instantly, lights on the floor erupt. An arrow, small but powerful, shining toward the central slot.

“Mika, you absolute fucking genius,” I grin, turning mine until it slots.

“I like puzzle games, RPGs.” She touches the floor as my arrow ignites. “Never thought I’d be living one.”

“I’m glad it’s you and not some jock here with me.”

“You may regret that, the next time an orc shows up.”

“I don’t know,” I say, eyeing her dagger at her belt. “Like I said before… You’re dangerous.”

“Sure. Hmm.” The arrows in the floor pulse, but still, nothing else happens. “We need to do something else.”

“They’re pointing at the central slot. Maybe they were keys?”

“Good idea.” She pulls the female free from the floor. Her arrow doesn’t go out. “Grab yours!”

I do, hand it to her. She puts them together, far more deftly than she took them apart, and then drops the completed figure into the center.

The room ignites.

We jump up as the walls around us flash on and off like huge TV’s tuning to a station. They alternate colors and patterns for a few moments in roughly three-foot sections. “Just like the pattern you traced earlier.”

“Yeah,” she says. “Hush a sec.” She counts, as the sections light and darken. “Seven per side of the room. Two to each side of each door, five along the walls.”

“What does it mean?”

She shrugs.

After thirty seconds that feels like an hour, the walls stop blinking. All but two sections directly next to the door we came through to get in. The section to the left is pink, and the right is blue. They’re separated by the door just far enough that even I wouldn’t be able to reach them both by myself with arms stretched wide.

“I think the pink one is meant for you.”

“Patriarchy!” She yells. “Oppression!”

“Time limit,” I counter. “Let’s go with that’s easiest, for now.”

“Fine.” She marches to her section. “Symbols.”

She’s right. “And ones I can understand, this time.” Arrayed across my section are maybe fifteen squares, each with a picture or symbol inside. They’re simple; a man, a horse, a house, a tree. “What about you?”

Mika cranes her neck. “They’re not the same as yours.”

“Damn. I was so good at matching games when I was a kid.”

“Come on, Sherlock. Clock’s ticking. We can figure this out.”

In the center of my panel is the man. It’s shape and form are almost the same as the male figure still resting in the floor. “Do you have a female over there?”

“Yeah. You think?”

“Let’s try it.” I touch the male symbol. It’s not a button, just a projection on the wall, but it lights up like a button on a touchscreen computer monitor. “Okay, now touch the lady.”

“Phrasing.” She presses the symbol of the female.

Instantly, our sections light green as the symbols disappear. They stay that way for a few heartbeats before going dark.

The next sections light.

“Starting to get this,” I say, moving to my next spot.

“Pretty simple,” she agrees. “Nothing that complicated. Yet.”

I scan my new section. More pictures, different than last time. “These are new.”

“Yeah. Still simple, though.” She glances over to mine. “I think I see a few matches over there. I’m going to hit the symbol for fire.”

“Sounds good.” What do I have? “Ah! Water!” I press the symbol.

The walls turn red.

“Oh, shit.”

The entire room shakes, rumbles. The floor groans. “Uh, Sam?”

“Stay still! Wait until –”

I don’t get to finish. At the very center of the room, the floor splits open, pulling outward.

Toward us.

It ripples, flows away, creating a roughly square hole a few feet wide, right where the figurines were slotted.

The shaking stops and the floor stabilizes.

“Okay. Damn. Let’s not do that again.”

Mika tugs at her collar. “Is it hotter?”

I frown, creep toward the new pit in the floor. As I draw near, the heat definitely
 increases, worsens with every step. I have a bad feeling as I peer into the hole.

Yup. Called it. “Great.”

“What?” Mika doesn’t follow my lead, stays close to the wall.

“Oh, you know. Just your average infinite lake of flame. Nothing major.”

“Seriously?”

“Like I said. Let’s not do that again.”

By the door are three lights I hadn’t noticed before, left after the walls stopped flashing. Three huge balls. Two of them are green.

One is now red.

“Only three mistakes? Harsh.” Mika tugs at her collar, again. Sweat already dots her forehead and runs in a thin stream down her chest, disappearing between her breasts.

I’m not much better. A fat drop runs into my eye, and I curse, wiping away the sting. “I’m not sure what my mistake was.
”

Mika chews her lip. “Water and fire. Opposites.
 Opposing forces.” She points to the male and female symbols. “Man and woman. Opposite in a different way. Complimentary.”

“Damn. I hadn’t thought of it like that.” I give her a crooked grin over my shoulder as I dash back to my section. “Touch fire again.”

She does, lighting it. When she does, the red in her section of wall goes back to gray.

This time, I touch what looks like a little pile of firewood. Green light radiates forth.

“Fire and wood. Complimentary.”

“See, you’re not just good looks,” Mika says, moving to the next section.

I’ll remember this, but I don’t respond because as I move to the next section, my display dings. “Five-minute warning.”

The room is sweltering, over a hundred degrees easily. God, I hate the heat.

“Okay,” Mika says, wiping her eyes with her forearm. “What have we got?”

“I’ll tell you what I have, and you choose the match. You’re definitely smarter than me.”

“Fine, we can argue about that one when we have more time. Go.”

I scan the symbols. “Uhh… horse?”

She murmurs to herself as she thinks. “Man again? Rider? No, not really mutually beneficial. Hmm…what else?”


00:04:00… 00:03:59…
 And we’re only on the third set. Panic starts to set in. There must be something really general, something that would fit many criteria. “Uhh… a plant?”

“Water!” Mika says immediately, triumphant.

The wall lights up green.

We move on immediately. Behind me, the pit roars. “Is it my imagination, or is that getting louder? Hotter?”

“No, it definitely is.” Her voice is strained, tight. “Come on. What have we got?”

Fuck. “Math.” There are no more symbols. Instead, mathematical equations dot each square. “Not really my strong suit.”

“Doesn’t have to be,” she says. “At least, not yet. This is simple stuff.”

She’s right, they’re three-part equations. I gasp a long breath, trying to work up spit in a mouth already bone dry. “Five plus four minus nine!”

“Ummm… No zero over here! Next one!”

“Seven plus twelve minus six!”

A pause. “Nothing! Next!”

“Eight times six minus ten!”

Another pause. “Thirty-eight! Hit that one!”

We hit together. Green lights
.

Three minutes.

No time to celebrate. The next two panels are the same, increasingly complex math. Luckily, Mika’s a goddamn genius, and we move to the last panel with no more mistakes.

But we have two minutes for the final panel. Should be enough, if it’s more math or pictures. The furnace behind me roars as I move close to the door. “Okay, ready!”

The wall lights, and my heart falls through the floor. “Mine are blank! Nothing here!”

Mika’s eyes are on her section, wide, panicked. “They’re not blank! It’s the symbols! I can see them… But I still don’t know what they mean!”


Shit.
 I glance to my wrist. “Ninety seconds!”

“That’s not helping!”

“Sorry! We have one more freebie… Make a guess and let’s try something!”

“Ahh… Okay!” Mika glances between my panel and hers, gasping. “Left row, third from the top!”

I hit it. Amber light glows behind the panel, hideous promise. Will it change to green, or red?

Mika extends a hesitant finger and presses another panel.

Red.

The shaking starts immediately, so violent it knocks me to my knees. Mika screams, stumbling back as the pit expands, eating the floor with savage hunger. She falls back a few steps, trying to catch her balance.

“Mika!” I dive up, grab her outstretched hands just as the pit draws up under her feet.

She falls.

There’s a frozen moment where my awareness is perfect, like the world stands still. This is just like the curve on the highway. Mika’s eyes, stretched wide in terror. Her mouth, frozen in an O of surprise as the floor under her disappears. Her hand reaches for me.

Her dagger. I snap it free from her belt as she tumbles downward.

With one hand I grasp hers as tight as I can. With the other, I stab her dagger into the floor, adrenaline and fear lending me savage power.

The dagger rips into the ground just as Mika reaches the terminus of her fall and transfers all her weight to me. I can’t believe it doesn’t snap like mine did in the dungeon, but I’m not questioning it.

It feels like my arm tries to rip itself from my socket. Her weight pulls me across the ground, toward the pit, but the dagger holds, arresting my slide. My head goes over, but only just, and what I see would make me piss myself if there was any water left in my body.

Fire. Infinite flame, stretching in every direction.

“Sam!” Mika shrieks. “Don’t let go!” Her eyes are on me.

“I won’t! Don’t look down! Climb!” My hand is sweaty and hers is no better. But she reaches up with her other hand and grasps my wrist just as she loses grip. I can’t speak, can only hold on, gritting my teeth against the agony as she climbs me, using my shirt for handholds. It doesn’t tear, and despite being tensile and almost stretchy, it holds her weight. Thank God for alien shirt technology.

She reaches around my shoulder, using my neck for leverage, and I roll, taking her up from the pit with one last savage burst of strength. We lay for just a moment, her on top of me, just breathing. She lifts her head, wants to say something, but I shake my head. “Time!” I shout over the roar of the pit.

Less than thirty seconds.

We scramble up, an impressive feat, considering that I feel like I just got hit by a fucking tank and she doesn’t look much better. “One try left!”

Her head swivels back and forth as her lips move, whispering words I can’t hear. “I think… I think…” She points at one of mine. “That one!”

“Are you sure?”

The look she casts me is desperate, terrified, but she nods. “Yes. I can feel it. I don’t know how, but I know!”

Good enough for me. Fifteen seconds left. I slap the panel.

She hesitates for the briefest moment before hitting hers.

Green.

I whoop as the panel with the exit lights, waiting for our handprints. We hit it immediately, this time with eight seconds to spare.

The shepherd forms just as we escape, hand in hand.
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“This is the most delicious water I’ve ever tasted,” I say, back resting against the wall. Two canteens were sitting in the middle of the floor when we stumbled through the door. After a moment of deliberation, we decided that the place wouldn’t try to kill us in a convalescence room, and I took an experimental drink. Not poison.

Orange glows pulses above us, and the oven of the last room is a distant memory. Mika closes her eyes as her arm knits. “Gimme.” I do, and she drinks greedily, then lets her head fall back. “Fuck.”

“Shit,” I agree.

“That was nuts. Like a scene from a movie.” Her head tilts, and she cracks one eye. “The kind where the hero saves the heroine from falling into the pit at the last second.”

“Is that what I am? Your hero?”

“Right now? You bet your ass.” Her voice is low, husky.

CONVALESCENCE COMPLETE. INITIATING ROOM TIMER.

“Always at the worst time.”

Mika gives a weak laugh. “Yeah.”

“You were amazing back there. I’d be dead right now, if not for you.”

“Same.” Her mouth quirks. “Maybe that’s the point of this place?”

“Yeah. Rely on each other, trust each other, and get rewarded with… Not dying.”

Mika straightens. Her hand is in mine. I don’t remember it happening. “Do you?”

“What?”

“Trust me?”

“After all that? What we’ve been through already?”

“Sam. I mean it.”

I think back to Amy’s betrayal, to every person whose left me or hurt me, from a Dad that disappeared when I was ten after my mother died, to a few hours ago when I got the Cinemax version of a breakup.

But all that dissolves in the endless ocean of Mika’s eyes. There’s no deception there, no malice. But it’s more than that. Why is she here? Why am I? Out of everyone who's ever died, who died in the world today, this place chose her
 to wake up with me. There must be a reason.

“Yes,” I say. “I do.”

“Good,” she says, giving me her sideways smile. “Because if I’m gonna be falling into any more fucking fire pits, I gotta know you’ll be there to catch me.”

“Scout’s honor,” I say, standing with her.

“You were in Scouts?”

“Foster parents made me. I hated it back then. Miss it now.” I crack my shoulders.

Mika stretches, almost catlike, working out kinks in her newly healed arm. The odd clothes this place gave us already hug her curves, and wet with sweat from the furnace room, they’re skintight over breasts that erase all rational thought.

I’m staring, too long. Some alarm is my brain blares. I tear my eyes upward, an apology on my lips, but stop.

She stares at me the same way I looked at her. Her eyes roam across a shirt plastered by sweat to my chest and abs; I’m not a bodybuilder, but I’m in good shape. Her gaze drops lower, to tight pants that leave nothing to the imagination, especially with the memory of her tits still fresh in my mind. She bites her lip, which really doesn’t help the situation downstairs.

Finally, her
 alarm goes off, and her eyes snap up to mine. Her cheeks color. We take each other in for a long moment, but neither of us apologize.

FIVE MINUTE WARNING

“That’s really starting to piss me off.”

“You have no idea,” she says.

“Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Mika rakes me with a last look, then turns and walks the walls, like each time before. This time, she stops in the middle of one of them. “Huh.”

“What?” I ask, desperate for something new to concentrate on.

“This is different than the last few times. The symbols are huge, and I think they end… About here.” She turns. “After that last room, I’m afraid to try it. Maybe we should just move on.”

“I don’t know.” In each room we got help of some kind or another. And I can’t get past my revelation from before. That maybe she was chosen to be here with me. “I think I trust it. This place is scary as fuck, but it seems to have rules. I think we’re safe, in these healing rooms.”

Mika swallows. “Okay. I think I know what this one means.”

“Yeah?”

“Push here,” she says.

“Ha ha. Very funny. Hurry up and finger that hole.”

I’m rewarded when her finger stops on the way to the hatch. “You’re terrible.”

“A little.”

She shakes her head, opens her mouth to retort, but her words are stolen as her touch triggers a reaction.

This time, it’s not a hatch that opens. It’s the entire wall, dissolving away to reveal…

“It’s an arsenal
.”

Mika takes a long step back, hand at her throat. “So many…”

Before us is arrayed enough weaponry to outfit a small army, from every period of time I can imagine. Swords and axes are mounted next to guns and rifles. There are variations of everything; long swords to short, stabbing blades; axes that I could barely lift to so tiny I can’t imagine them chopping wood; and the guns… I spot everything from a Desert Eagle to futuristic weapons I’m sure don’t exist on Earth.

“Holy shit.”

Mika is silent, standing straight and staring.

I come up next to her, nudge her hand with mine. “You okay?”

“The last time this place gave us a weapon, we had to fight for our lives.” She takes a shuddering breath. “I don’t… I don’t even feel like the same person I was a few hours ago. But this…” She finally turns, falls against me, trembling. “Sam, I’m fucking scared.”

I wrap her in my arms. “I am, too. And I know what you mean, feeling like a different person.” I step back so I can see her face. “But I think we’ll be okay.”

“How do you know?”

“Because we’re a really good team.”

She laughs, but it’s hollow, unconvinced. “Been tight, so far.”

“Sometimes, yeah. But we’re here. A moment ago, when you asked if I trusted you…”

“Yeah?”

“I do. Which is crazy. I don’t really know you. You don’t know me. But I feel it when I look in your eyes. And I realized something. This place… It chose us, out of everyone it could have. It paired us for a reason.” I smile, and it’s genuine. “I trust that
.”

She hugs me again, a brief embrace, but her fingers run across my arms in promise as she pulls away. “You know what? I think I do, too.”

“Okay,” I say, turning to the weapons. “Uh, any idea how we choose? Or, what we choose?”

Mika’s eyes are distant, scanning a blank section of wall underneath a row of rifles. “Sam, after that last room… I think I can read this.”

“What? How?”

“I don’t know. I just… Know. I couldn’t read it out loud, don’t even know what the symbols mean. But when I stare at them, relax my mind… They just make sense.”

“What are they saying, now?”

“To choose one. And to choose wisely.”

“Damn. I was kind of looking forward to replaying that scene in the hotel lobby from The Matrix.”

“Guns. Lots of guns
.” She laughs. “Gotta pick one, champ.”

I briefly consider grabbing two weapons at the same time, to see if I can get away with it, think outside the box. But no. Not worth the risk. This place has a harsh way of punishing fuckups, and I’m not about to press it.

I chew my lip. “Well, I don’t know shit about hand to hand fighting if it isn’t fists. Swords, axes, and such. I mean, I get the concept. Sharp point goes in the other person and all that. Slashy slashy. But yeah, I’d probably kill myself long before I do any damage to my enemy.”

Mika run her hands along a series of long staves, each made of different wood and with different kinds of glowing jewels at their tips. “I don’t know. You were pretty handy with an axe, back in the dungeon.”

“Yeah, and if you hadn’t carried me out of there in the aftermath, you’d be choosing weapons alone right now.”

She whistles It Takes Two
 by Marvin Gaye instead of answering.

Smartass.

In the end, I have to go with a gun. I learned to shoot rifles in the Scouts, and I’ve fired a few handguns in my life. Mika eyes me as I browse handguns, eyebrow raised. “Hey, I’m a pretty good shot. I’m a long way from being a sniper or whatever, but I can hold my own. Even won a sharpshooter competition when I was twelve.”

“Okay, Tex. Choose your weapon.”

“Don’t rush me.” I glance to the time. Two minutes. “Well, rush me a little.”

In the end, I can’t pass up on a future weapon. Long, sleek barrel, white and grey, with a massive chamber above a double grip. It looks like a blaster rifle from Alien, or something. I heft it, feel its weight; it’s light, but solid. Kind of terrifying to hold.

Mika’s brow lifts higher.

I grin like a kid in a candy shop. “I hope it’s a laser gun or something.”

“Remind me to stand behind you when you fire it for the first time.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I sass. “One minute. What are you choosing?”

“I can’t decide. Red, green, or blue?” The three staffs she indicates are gorgeous, gnarled dark wood that look hewn from single, slender logs. “Uh, are they magical?”

“I don’t know, but knowing this place… I have to try.” She grins. “I like to play a mage, in games.”

“Then by all means, go forth Master Mage. Red probably means fire, right? Let’s roast some motherfuckers.”

Her laugh is merry. “Kay.” She pulls the staff free, and the gem pulses, once, at her touch. It lifts from the top of the staff, detaching, and then floats a handspan above it, slowly rotating. She looks as delighted as I felt a few moments before. “Definitely magic.”

“Ding!” I yell.

Mika rolls her eyes.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

ONE MINUTE WARNING

“Are you sure we can’t grab just one more…” I reach forward, fingers aching to pull a glowing dagger from the wall, but before I get close, the wall reforms, and I have to jump back to avoid getting sliced in half.

Mika tsks,
 slaps my hand.
 “You called me
 greedy?”

I rub my fingers. “Had to try.”

This time when we slap our hands to the plate, there’s no fear in us.

We’re ready.
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We land in a forest glade.

There’s a drop of a half foot as we step through the doorway, and Mika stumbles. I take her arm to steady her, but she barely notices.

I don’t blame her. This place is gorgeous.


It’s like every picture I’ve ever seen on the internet of a Nordic country; mighty trees waving in a lazy breeze, their green leaves and needles a wall so solid I can’t see fifteen feet into the forest beyond; mountains jutting like massive teeth, capped by snow that disappears into piles of mashed potato clouds; a sky so cerulean blue that I feel like I could fall off the face of the world if I look straight up. The wind sighs through the trees, carrying birdsong that ebbs and flows, ghostly music.

“It’s beautiful…” Mika pulls away from me, takes a few steps, and plucks a flower from the clearing floor. It’s yellow and red, and despite the feeling that this place could be on Earth, something about the plant looks alien.

“Incredible,” I say, taking it from her. I take a deep sniff; it smells like cotton candy. “But also, like everything else about this place, really weird.”

“More holodeck fuckery. Images from our minds, but incomplete, or wrong.” She points out a nearby tree, whose bark is, for some reason, moving.

I remember the orc, the dungeon, how generic they were, even if they were terrifying. I guess this makes sense, if whoever created this place scrubbed our minds for inspiration. If neither of us had ever been to a place like this, they’d have to make some shit up. “So, it’s fake.”

“Yeah. I don’t mind, though.” She takes a long breath, inhaling air that carries the scents of clean sap and soft loam. She wriggles her toes in the rough grass at our feet, and sighs happily. “After puzzle chambers and dark dungeons, this is lovely.” She eyes me, a sad turn to her lips. “I wish we could have a picnic, right here, and forget about all this.”

“That would be… really nice.”

She holds up her wrist, stares at the dwindling timer for a moment. “After. Take me someplace like this? If we… If we make it out the other side?”

I take her wrist and lower it, hiding the display. “Yes.”

She sighs, then hefts her staff. “Wonder if I should test this thing out before we get started.”

“Start what?” I turn a slow circle. There’s one exit to the clearing, but other than that, there’s nothing, no indication what we should be doing. “Timer’s longer than normal, which makes me think the door out is somewhere else.”

“Good point. Seems pretty clear which way we’re supposed to go.” She points her staff toward the break in the clearing.

“Yeah, let’s hustle. Getting tired of last-minute escapes, already.”

She laughs as we start off. “Right? You watch movies and they always stop the bomb timer with one second left. I thought that was so unrealistic.”

“Seems like a lot less bullshit when you’re living it.”

“Definitely,” she says fervently.

We make good time through the forest, along a long, treeless furrow that cuts a straight line along our path. In the real world, this could never exist unless it was manmade. Now, it’s a peaceful road, breathtaking and relaxing.

Which is exactly why I don’t let my mind drift, or my attention wane. I don’t know if werewolves are going to pop from the trees or if a pit of snakes will open beneath our feet, but whatever’s coming, I’ll be ready. My new weapon is a comfort, and I lift it as we walk, examine it.

It glows, just faintly, in a few spots; little lines that look like LED’s. I don’t see any use for them, but they look pretty damned cool running along the barrel and twined around the grip. There’s a little switch near the trigger, two symbols with a dial between that I’m pretty sure is the safety. Mostly because one symbol is a skull and the other is a baby.

I lift it high enough for Mika to see. Her mouth quirks. “Hah, cheeky.”

I flip to the skull but remember my trigger discipline and keep my finger the hell away from anyplace I could accidentally fire. “Target practice?” She asks.

“Maybe not yet,” I say, eyeing the trees. “I have no idea what this thing actually does. I’m assuming this place wouldn’t have given it to me as an option if it didn’t make things dead real nice, but if I pull the trigger and it spits fireballs, well…”

“What, don’t want to add running from for our lives from a forest fire to the list of attractions?”

“Yeah, probably not.”

Mika chuckles, lifts her staff. The gem’s glow is so powerful that even in the blinding sun, it’s easily visible as it rotates like a tiny ember.

“You should really name that thing.”

“What?”

“You know,” I say, waving vaguely. “Powerful weapons always have names. Foehammer! Orcsbane!”

I expect her to laugh, but instead her eyes go far away, considering. I’m joking, teasing her, but when she smiles and whispers ‘Inferno’
 I don’t dare say so.

“Not bad. Gonna be a little awkward if it doesn’t shoot fire, though.”

Her grin is wicked. “Oh, it does. I can feel it.”

“Feel it? How?”

“Magic? Not sure. Here, see if you feel anything.”

She hands it to me, and I’m surprised by its heft, far heavier than my rifle. “Damn, you’re gonna get some guns, handling this thing.”

She pokes her bicep, frowning. “I could use some.”

“Shut up. You’re hot as hell, no pun intended. Also, what the shit?”

“What?” She says, but her eyes widen as she realizes the gem’s glow is waning, disappearing. Over a few seconds, it vanishes entirely, and its rotation slows. Finally, it settles back into the head of the staff, completely dead.

“Uh, I hope I didn’t kill it.”

“Hm.” She takes it back, and instantly, it lights back up, reigniting. “Interesting. And don’t think I missed that compliment, buddy.” She winks.

“Wouldn’t think of it. So, what I’m getting is, make you start the campfire if we need one.”

“Whoa there, hero.”

“Oh, chivalry ain’t dead. I’ll even let you gather the firewood.”

“Hah. Hey, let me see your gun a sec.”

I hand it to her. The second my fingers leave the grip its LEDs die. The hum inside stops.

“Good to know,” I say, taking it back. “No switching weapons.”

Mika nods. “No swapping load-outs till the end of the game. And I think we found our destination.”

Ahead sits another clearing, larger than the first. And at its center is… “Is that an arena?”

“Looks like it.” Mika holds her staff closer.

It sits among the trees like the Coliseum, made from a solid block of dark marble. An entrance gapes wide, inviting us in the worst way. Above it, pillars tower from its walls, anchoring flowing orange and blue awnings that wave us on. Or warn us away.

No guards stand at its gates, waiting to take us inside. In fact, there are no signs of life at all.

“Bizarre,” Mika whispers. “I mean, it looks kind of Roman? But in the middle of a forest like this? And the architecture is… alien. Like space
 alien”

“Even stranger,” I say as we pass into the clearing, “I’m like a hundred percent sure this wasn’t here a minute ago.”

“No, you’re right.” She turns and gasps. “The path!”

It’s gone. A solid line of trees, huge oaks like prison bars stretch behind us. “As usual, everything’s wack.”

“Nothing about this makes sense,” Mika finishes, and though she’s so much calmer than when we were first taken here, I can tell she’s freaked. “Why even make us walk here if this was our goal all along?”

“Another test?” High above us, and ink blot of birds wing their way across the perfect sky, the first signs of life we’ve seen. At least, animal life. The wind picks up and dies, rustling the thousands of leaves around us like an ocean’s current. “Remember what you said about the picnic?”

Her eyes are haunted. “Yeah?”

“Temptation. To stay here. To give up.”

“Damn. When we got here… I almost suggested it. I mean, it’s so beautiful. To stay in a place like this, with you…”

“I know. I wonder if anyone’s been here before us? I wonder if others have been brought, and have succumbed? Even knowing that the Shepherd would come?”

“I never would,” she says, firming. “You owe me a date now. Gotta collect.”

“Damn straight,” I say, hefting my rifle and flipping the safety back to armed. “Got fifteen minutes left. Let’s see what this place has waiting for us.”

The walk into the arena is terrifying and anticlimactic, by turns. We pass through the dark marble gate, and as soon as we cross the threshold, massive iron bars slam into the earth, blocking our escape. It scares the shit out of me, and I yelp, jumping forward.

I’m saved from embarrassment by the fact that Mika’s shriek is louder than mine. But barely. We turn a slow circle, back to back, waiting for ambush, for something to come screaming down the tunnel.

There’s nothing. Nothing but the whisper of distant trees.

“Heh,” I say.

“I won’t tell if you don’t,” she says.

“Deal.”

We continue, passing into the arena itself. It’s as bizarre as the rest of it; a wall at least ten-foot-high circles the field, and above it, seating for thousands stretches high. Everything is hewn from the same dark marble, and if not for the fact that it’s midday, I wouldn’t be able to make out details at all. All the features I’d expect from a Roman arena are present; elevated seating for the rich and elite, and even better seating for nobility. Huge arches that tunnel into darkness swallow pathways cut through the seats; access for no one. Above it all, the columns tower, challenging the sky, impossibly tall.

In fact… “There’s no way this place was this big from the outside.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Mika says. “Just didn’t want to say it because I’m already about to have a panic attack.”

“Where is everyone?” The place is entirely deserted, as still as death. Perfectly rendered with room for thousands, and not a soul in sight. The sand below our feet is flat, unmarred by wind or the passage of anything living. Until us. “This is creeping me the fuck out.”

Mika’s hand finds mine, and our fingers twine. “Me too.”

We near the center of the arena. Jutting from the unbroken sand is a round dais, about a foot high. Made of the same dark marble as the rest of the place, but something about it seems different. “I think its… Glowing?”

Mika casts me a sharp glance. “It is. Well, symbols around the outside of it are. Maybe you’re starting to be able to see them?”

I squint, kneel to get a better look. “I don’t see a pattern, or any kind of symbol.”

“I do. White glow, like before.”

“What do the symbols say?”

Mika squats next to me, tracing the base of the dais. “I don’t actually know what
 they say; it’s more of an impression. Almost emotion.”

I put two fingers to my temple, pitch my voice up. “Captain, the alien being… He feels… I think he wants to mate!”

She swats me. “Seriously, though. I don’t really understand it, but I can tell what it wants us to do.”

We stand together, all humor evaporating. “And what’s that?”

“Step onto it.”

My display reads thirteen minutes. “No time to waste, then.”

“Wait, before we do. I want to try something.”

“Okay, but let's make it fast.”

Mika hefts her staff. “Seems safe enough in here.” She points it opposite me, toward the door we entered, and grips it tightly. “Okay. I can kind of feel the magic in this thing, but I’m not sure how to activate it. Or what it’s going to do. Just… Stay behind me.”

“Will do.” I take a few steps back, being careful to avoid the dais. “I’d better try mine out, too.”

“Me first,” she grins. Hefting the length of gnarled wood, she points the crystal up, slightly into the stands. Her hands whiten against its dark wood, and she bites her lip in concentration. After a long moment where her whole body goes taut, she jabs her staff forward, yelling a battle cry.

Nothing.

“Did you check the batteries?”

She throws me a withering glance. “Shut up. This is hard.”

“Okay. No more jokes. Gandalf.”

“Are you comparing me to a withered old wizard?” She turns the staff, bringing it in line with my torso.

I hold my hands up in surrender. “Sorry! Sorry. More like Galadriel, then.”

Mika’s eyes narrow. “So now you’re saying I look thousands of years old?”

“Oh, God. The Shepherd might be preferable to this.” My joke sobers us. Twelve minutes. “Okay. Seriously shutting up now.”

She tries again, concentrating so hard perspiration springs to her forehead. Still nothing. I’m getting antsy, worried at the delay, but going into battle with her not knowing how to use her staff sounds terrifying.

And it will be a battle. Somehow, I know it.

Finally, she groans in frustration. “I don’t get it. I can feel
 the heat of it inside. It wants
 to escape, to burn. But I can’t figure out how to let it free.”

Close to ten minutes. “Maybe we’ll figure it out as we go, but I don’t think we have more time to experiment.”

Mika’s face crumples. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey, none of that. This is your first magic staff. We’ll get this.”

She sniffs. “Okay. You next.”

I’ve been waiting for this, but I didn’t want to break her concentration. I have to admit, I’m excited as fuck.

I raise my rifle to my shoulder, bracing it. I have no idea what kind of recoil this thing might have, and I’m not taking chances. I bring my eyes down, sighting for one of the royal seating areas.

I pull the trigger.

There’s no
 buck, and a bullet, white, hissing and crackling like ice, explodes from the barrel. It hurtles toward the seats with a high, odd whine, slower than a regular bullet from a gun but still almost faster than I can track. When it impacts marble, it explodes spectacularly, sending a shower of stone hurling upward and out over the arena.

“Damn.”

Mika’s eyes are wide. “Kind of bummed we can’t trade, honestly.”

I knock her staff with the tip of my rifle. “Don’t fret. You’ll be blasting flame in no time.”

“I hope so.”

“Anyway.” I swallow. “Ten minutes. We’d better skedaddle.”

“Ske-what?”

I don’t answer, just heave a huge breath.

I step onto the dais.

Nothing happens.

“Must need us both,” Mika says. Her breath comes in small pants, and her face is pale.

“Hey. I mean it. We’ll figure this out. And did you see what my gun
 did? We’ll be okay.”

She nods, takes my outstretched hand. “Okay.”

I tug her up. The moment her feet are both planted, the dais lights green.

A huge door, directly across from the entrance, rumbles.

I go to one knee while Mika stands over my shoulder, and I aim at the rising gateway. “Ready?”

“No.”

“Mika.”

“I’m with you, Sam.” Her hands rests on my shoulder, clammy, but steady. “And Sam?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever happens here… If we don’t make it through this one…”

“Hey. We will.”

“But if we don’t.
” She takes a shuddering breath. “I wanted you to know that I’m… I’m happy I found you here. I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

I almost quip, something about not trading this for her life? But it dies on my lips. She’s right. Being here, with her… It’s the first in what feels like… well… my entire life that I’ve been really happy. Orcs and traps included.

I look up to find her almond eyes locked on mine. “I don’t know what the hell is going on, or why we’re here. But every minute of it has been great with you.”

Her smile melts me, and the banked desire in her eyes makes my heart beat faster than the doors sliding upward across the arena.

From here we’re silent, waiting in trepidation as the door crawls open. I can’t see what’s inside, which is a lot goddamned scarier than anything I can imagine. After long seconds that make me wish we’d hustled a bit faster through the forest, the doorway stands open.

The entrance illuminates without a source.

But there are statues.

Seven of them stand arrayed in a straight line, each one identical. The arena makes it hard to grasp scale, but I’d guess the figures stand ten feet tall. Black armor turns them into shadows. Their onyx helmets have no openings for eyes or mouths.

I almost wish their armor was fancy, with scrollwork or something, because it’d pull my eyes from the midnight blades they carry. They’re not as long as the Shepherd’s but are equally terrifying. Mounted to their other arms are shields, kite shaped, large enough to cover their torsos and faces easily.

Mika takes my arm. “Why,” she whispers, “Do I have the feeling they’re about to–”

They take a long step forward in unison.

“Move.”

I inch closer to her. My heart tries to climb my throat as my aim through the holographic reticle shakes.

The statues charge, ground eating strides that close distance with predatory speed.

I squeeze the trigger, aim steady on the center statue. The moment I fire his shield comes up to block. Energy explodes, leaving a fist-sized dent but the shield doesn’t break.

But the impact is enough that the statue spins and falls to one knee.

His companions grind to a halt. “At least we can slow them down!”

Mika steps ahead of me. “Why’d they stop?”

“Maybe they can only move together?”

“Hit him,” she shouts.” Don’t stop, Sam!”

I’m happy to oblige. The middle statue is standing, and despite being made of some metal I can’t identify, his movements are fluid.

I aim at its head this time.

The shield comes up faster than before and again it takes the impact without breaking. The statue lunges against the impact, slowed but not stopping.

Time to stop experimenting, fucking around. The statues are halfway to us and I haven’t taken one down.

Mika’s staff radiates above me, its crystal a glowing ember at the edge of my vision. It’s comforting, somehow. I know she’s got my back. She’ll figure the magic out.

The statues reach full stride, pounding up dust clouds. I fire as fast as I can pull the trigger, one shot on top of the next. The statue takes them on its battered shield, somehow still pushing on, but with each shattering explosion, its protection is ruined more and more until it finally melts off its arm in a pile of hissing slag.

My next bullet takes it in the face. Two more follow. The statue staggers on even as its head melts. “Really?” I fire over and over, heat radiating from my barrel. At last the statue falls to its knees, top half gone.

The other statues slow as I beat the middle one down, halting entirely when it falls. There’s a long moment as it lays hissing, melting sand to glass beneath. Its body dissolves, evaporating away in a black mist like diesel exhaust.

“Yes!” Mika shouts. “One down, and the others aren’t –” The other six jerk, arrange their formation. Their first step is timed to seventh misting away.

“They’re free!”

Mika turns on me. “What?”

“When the broken one disappears, it doesn’t hold them back!”

I turn to the next one, firing as fast as I can pull the trigger. My rifle doesn’t seem to need ammo, which I’d be pretty pumped about if six statues with black blades slashing weren’t bearing down on us.

Mika utters something low and even as another statue goes down, throwing blobs of molten metal into the sand. But it’s too slow, too late; the others are almost on us, and it takes too many rounds to take each of them down.

“What’s that?” Mika shouts over the crack and whine of my bullets as I fire over and over into the next statue in line. Bullets smash into him, tearing his shield away with a lucky ricochet, and like that, another one of them dies, melting even as its legs keep trying to fight its way to us.

“What?” I ask, taking aim for the fourth in line. I’m too late, they’re so close, and I shout, stumbling back. I fall into Mika, and we tumble off the dais in a tangle of limbs and weapons.

Untangling takes a few seconds that feel way too long. They’re coming. Any second…

But we’re not dead. And we continue not being dead.

I have to look.

The statues are frozen, and the dais isn’t lit.

I struggle up and pull Mika with me. “I think we have to stand up there for them to come after us?”

Her laugh is a little crazy. “So, let’s just kill them all. Or better yet, sneak past them?”

“No such luck.” Our exit stands across the arena floor. Handprints glow in the dim tunnel, beckoning.

From behind pitted steel bars.

“Dammit,” Mika swears. “Okay. We have to kill them. At least they aren’t coming after us right now
.”

“Yeah.” I take aim at an unprotected head. I want to say something badass, some action movie line or something, but all I can think of is Hasta la Vista, Baby
 and that’s too cheesy, even if Mika is nerdy as hell.

So, I just fire.

I feel the impact of my shot in my teeth.

It does nothing.

“Dammit.” I fire twice more but the bullets dissipate as soon as they hit, accomplishing jack shit.

Mika deflates. “So, no cheating. We have
 to go back up there.”

FIVE MINUTE WARNING

Of course.

Something tugs at my mind, forgotten in the chaos. “What did you mean when you said, “What’s that?”

“Oh! On your gun.” She points opposite the safety.

I rotate the rifle. There’s another switch with two more symbols. “Damn. How did I not notice this before?”

“Not very observant,” she agrees.

“I can not
 believe you’re sassing me right now.”

“You’ll be okay.”

“For the moment. Let’s see what this does.” Like the safety, this new switch has two settings. One is a thin line with a diamond crossing it. Ice? The other is pie shaped, a wide arc with a lightning bolt in its center.

“Oh, hell yes. If this does what I think… Get behind me.”

“You always say that,” she grumbles, shuffling past in a way guaranteed to make me notice her backside.

“Because your wizard stick can’t shoot fire.”

Mika smirks. “Not yet
.”

I aim at the statues for good measure, flicking the new switch. The LEDs along its length pulse bright blue.

I pray that I’m not wrong about this, and fire.

The concussion is titanic, a massive explosion of lightning and energy that tears the air ahead of me apart. It’s astounding, terrifying, and I stumble back into Mika’s arms with a shout of surprise.

She holds me for a moment as my heart stops trying beat its way out of my chest. “Holy… Holy shit.” That was more powerful than I expected. Or was ready for.

Mika’s voice is low with malice. “Let's get back on that dais.”

“Yeah, but did you notice? Almost no range on that. Scary as fuck but it only travelled ten feet.”

“That’s all we need,” she says, circling the statues. Her bare feet whisk through the sand as she points to a spot with two of them in close proximity. “If you stand there and fire here, you’ll kill two scary birds with one giant stone.”

“What about the other two?”

“They’re a few feet off. If you brace, you can turn and fire again quickly, and hit them, too.”

“Wow.”

“Trigonometry. I was a mathlete.”

I can’t argue with math I can’t pronounce but I still weigh the logistics. Blades hang in the bright sun, hungry. But based on how fast they charged before, they’re at least ten seconds from the dais.

Enough time?

“I guess we’ll find out,” I say with a lot more confidence than I feel.

I mount the dais first and get into position. Crouched low, I steady myself. “Okay, ready.”

Mika stares at her staff for a moment before looking up. “I’ll do what I can.”

“I know you will.”

She steps on the dais and it ignites again.

The statues rush like they never stopped, boots churning trenches in the sand. Their swords are poised above us ready to descend.

I fire.

The first two attackers vaporize, blown to smithereens by the concussion. Fragments rain back in a deadly hailstorm.

God damn. She was right.

I don’t have time to celebrate. I pivot and fire again.

Nothing happens. There’s a low whine from my rifle and the LEDs flicker. That’s it.

Ah hell. It has to recharge.

“Back!” I shout, trying to pull Mika from the dais. I’m too late. They’re so close I can see my reflection in a shield.

Its sword comes down like a guillotine, aimed for Mika’s head.

I drop my rifle and shove her out of the way.

The blade slices through my arms at the bicep, cutting through them like hot butter.

I scream, falling as my blood spurts across the sand and my severed limbs thud next to me. The agony is immediate, consuming, like nothing I’ve ever felt.

This can’t be happening. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

The longest twenty seconds of my life pass while brain careens from thought to blind animal panic. I flail out, try to reach my arms over and over. I can’t understand why I’m not grabbing them.

That they’re gone.

Mika…

The thought punches through a haze of pain that’s already fading into something like shock. My vision dims at the edges, blackening, trying to take me away.

No.

Have to help… Mika…

I clench my eyes so tight they strain against my eyeballs. I force them open, sure my last sight will be her lying dead next to me.

Mika stands above me, protecting me, screaming her defiance at a statue who stands above her,
 readying for a strike meant to end her. Her staff is a long column of flame, and the gem at its head blazes like a miniature sun.

Where’s the other statue? The one that took my arms? I crane my head. The effort is too much. My heart races even as my blood seems to cool.

But I get one glimpse before I collapse. The statue lays at her feet, torn to shreds. She killed it? How?

Doesn’t matter. The last statue towers above her, almost twice her height. Its blade comes down, a scythe of obsidian, a cut that I’m sure will split her in half.

Come on, Mika. Come on. I want to shout encouragement, buoy her, let her know that I believe she can save us. I don’t have enough breath.

When the sword hits her staff, its blade explodes
 into fragments. Pieces rain down on Mika’s face and chest. She cries out but doesn’t relent. She brings her hands together at the base of her staff and grips it like a baseball bat.

The statue raises its shield to hammer her down, and Mika swings. The gem in her staff impacts the statue’s torso.

It detonates. Metal rains down, practically liquified.

Mika screams in fear and triumph as her enemy falls.

I try to reach for her and groan.

She falls to her knees beside me. “Sam! Oh shit, Sam!” Tears stream down her face as she takes in stumps, still pumping my lifeblood onto the dais. “Oh God, Sam. Oh no… Please Sam… Help. This is so bad, so bad… What do I do?”

“Blood,” I croak. “Losing…blood.”

“Right, shit.” She casts about helplessly. “I can’t… there’s no cloth, no–”

“Staff.” My vision is so dim. I can barely focus on her.

“My staff? What?”

“Cauterize.”

“That will kill you!”

Can she see my look? Is my face still capable of sarcasm?

“Right.” She lifts her staff, breathing so fast she must be close to hyperventilating. “I’m sorry.”

I want to ask, ‘for what,’ but my mouth won’t move anymore.

She touches the gem to my wound.

The pain is white hot, a thousand times worse than when the statue cut me. I want to scream, to beg her to stop, but nothing works.

My vision goes black, and the last thing I consciously recognize is the stench of burnt flesh.

I come to what must be moments later. Mika’s arms crush my chest, and she drags me across the sands of the arena toward the exit sobbing and cursing in English and Japanese. My thoughts come from a long way away, distant things I can barely hold onto. When did she get so strong?


The dais dwindles behind me, barely visible through my slit eyes. My arms still rest back there, along with my rifle.


Going to need that
, I think.

“Arm,” I croak. “Arm.”

She stops dragging. “Oh, thank god. I thought you were dead.” Her tears fall between us, wetting my face.

“Not… Yet…” I wince as she pulls us along. There’s something important. “Arms.”

“What?”

“Display,” I manage.

“Shit! Your hand!” Mika rests me against the wall of the tunnel and dashes off, back to the dais. It’s not far but it feels like miles. She’s gone for so long I could sleep. Just close my eyes and–

I jerk my head to the side. The bars blocking the door are gone, must have disappeared when Mika killed the laste statue. The timer above the door reads: 00:01:22… 00:01:21…


Hurry, Mika. Hurry.

She grabs me on her return pass, dragging me over sand and pebbles, raking a cauterized stump along the marble and sending fresh agony into my brain like a spike. I try to push it away, help her, but can barely stumble along. “Come on!” she yells over her shoulder. “Thirty seconds!”

When she reaches the door, she wrestles my severed limb onto the scanner. I can only watch helpless and insensate, leaning against the door until she has it right.

She palms the other plate, and the door evaporates. Slowly
 evaporates.

Did time run out? I didn’t hear the chime. Is the Shepherd coming?

I don’t know, can’t care anymore.

“Come on, Sam! We’re so close!” Her cry comes from a great distance. Is she helping me? Am I moving?

There’s a vague sense of resistance and then it gives way. The door must be open.

I hope she grabs my arms before it closes.
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Blissfully, I’m unconscious for most of my healing.

Images run through my mind rampantly, a mishmash of memory and sensation. Mika, standing above me, Inferno ablaze like a sun as she fights off the statues. My mother, singing ZZ Top as she combs my hair, her voice rough but comforting. Mika, stabbing the orc in the eye, shrieking her fear as she saves my life. Amy, or was it Jen, walking in the door drunk and smelling like someone else’s cigarette smoke. Mika, dangling over a pit of flame as she crawls up my arm, eyes never leaving mine. My father, ruffling my hair as he walked out the door to get cigarettes for the last time. Mika, clothes plastered to her wet body, staring at me in a challenge. Mika’s hand in mine. Mika’s little smile when she named her staff.

Mika.

“You’re awake.”

I groan as consciousness floods me. I try to jerk up, crying out. My arms. Where are they? Mika. Is she safe?”

Something bands my chest, keeps me from rising. “Shhh. Shhh. You’ve had a shitty couple of hours. Just relax.”

Mika. Her mouth is close to my ear, her words a warm whisper. I’m on the floor, laying on my back, and she rests against me, face snuggled over my shoulder, one arm and leg thrown across me. Her body is warm against mine, delicious comfort.

I turn my head, take her in from inches away.

Her mouth is so close I can feel her smile. “I thought I lost you.”

“Not yet,” I say, wincing at lingering pain. “Won’t get rid of me that easy.”

She comes closer, if that’s possible, nuzzling me. Her touch is electric, pulls me fully awake. “Good. I want so much more of this.”

“Mika!” I laugh, and then immediately regret it. “What happened to the shy girl I met a few hours ago? The one that could barely look me in the eye when we talked?”

She shrugs almost imperceptibly. “It’s this place. Sam, until today, I’ve never been this close to a boy. Never kissed one, or even really spoke to one at length. I went to al all girl’s school, have never been to a party. I… Now…” She silent a long time. I don’t move, don’t dare break this spell, want to feel her breathing against my body forever. “Now, I’ve fought. Killed. Saved your life, had my life saved by you. Fought with you. Trusted you, even though I barely know you. I don’t know.” Her breath is fast, hot, delicious. “I don’t know who that girl is anymore. She’s still inside me, somewhere. But this…”

“I know.” One of my arms rests under her, my bicep her pillow. I run my hand down her back, a long, slow movement that pulls the cloth of her shirt taut. “I feel like I’ve spent the last day running and almost dying and fighting and flopping between being terrified and incredible. But I love it. It feels…” I trail off. It’s too cheesy to say.

She saves me. “Like you’ve never felt more alive?”

I laugh weakly. “Yeah. Like that.”

“I know. But it’s more than that.”

“Yeah, Mika. It’s you.
 You’re right, I don’t know you. Not really. But at the same time, I feel like I do. More than anyone I’ve never known. And what I’ve learned, I really, really love. I wouldn’t go back. To my old life.” I swallow. Hard. “Because of you.”

Her lips are warm at my ear. The tiniest kiss, a promise. “I know.” Then she laughs. “There’s something about going through multiple fucking traumatic experiences with someone that kinda makes little details like ‘what’s your favorite food’ trivial.”

“Hot dogs with peanut butter.”

She pulls back. “What? Gross!”

“Just kidding. Pizza. Boring, I know.”

Her voice is wistful. “My mother’s miso soup. Equally boring, culturally.”

Orange pulses above us, and with each long thrum,
 my body strengthens. It feels like getting an incredible night’s sleep after doing the iron man, and it happens in moments while I’m still awake.

I raise my hand, blissfully attached to an arm that’s attached to my shoulder. I stretch my fingers, snap a few times. It feels… Normal. Not weird or ghostly at all. But the memory… Dark metal, flashing down. The wet bite and crunch as it cut through my muscle and bone.

And pain. So much pain.

I push the memories aside, though not fully. I’m not sure I ever can. I’ll have a lot to sort through when my mind stops reeling.

I stretch my arm, flexing sore muscles. “Incredible.”

“You have no idea.”

I turn, bump noses with her. “What?”

“I pulled your arms through when the door opened, and the whole time I’m like, How the fuck does this work? Do I hold them to the stumps?
 I was pretty freaked.”

“And?”

“And after a few moments, they disappeared. Gone.” She shakes her head. “And then your arms started regrowing.
”

“Uh. Regrowing?” Are they my
 arms? Did I get arms from some spare parts bin? “What if they’re not mine, like when the Robot Devil gets Fry’s hands and they want to jerk off all the time?”

Mika laughs until she snorts. “I don’t know, or how to explain it. It was like watching one of those old claymation movies, or something. Your bones extended from the stumps, like tree roots in fast forward. Forearms, then hands and fingers. Then tissue and muscle stretched across them, forming in time with the glow from the lights. Then skin and fingernails. It was gross.”

“You don’t sound grossed out.”

“Nah. It was fascinating. Gore doesn’t bother me. I wanted to be a doctor, before my parents–” She sighs. “Never mind.”

We can’t keep reaching this point with her pulling away. Soon, we’re gonna have to talk about the deeper stuff.

“There’s something else.”

I shift so I can see her face without changing position. “That sounds ominous.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” She chews her lip. “Do you feel… I don’t know. Stronger?”

“If you remember, I asked that question awhile back and all you did was tease me.”

“Yeah, yeah. Seriously, though.”

I flex my bicep, shifting her head. “Seriously I don’t know. Do I?”

“Oh, come on. Do you?”

“Come to think of it…” When I recovered some strength in the tunnel a part of me wondered how
 the fuck I’d done it. I lost two arms, what felt like half my blood, and most of my sanity. Somehow, I wasn’t dead. “Yeah. Back there…”

“Yeah. When I fought the statues, when I dragged you to the door…” She raises an arm, holds it above our heads. “Sam, I’ve never
 been what you’d call an ‘outdoor girl.’ Never lifted much more than my laptop. I jogged, when my mother would let me, but that was about it.” She sighs. “How did I do all that?”

“Adrenaline? I’ve heard of people are capable of heroic strength when they’re pumped. You know, saving trapped cars from burning children, stuff like that.”

She laughs. “Maybe. But… Even now, I feel… Good. Better than I ever have.”

“I do too. I mean, I feel like shit. But beyond that… I think you’re right.”

Mika’s voice is quiet. “Sam, what’s happening to us?”

I pull her tighter. “I don’t know. Up to this point in my life, I wouldn’t have believe that any of this was possible. If someone had told me that I’d be reincarnated after death with a beautiful woman in some gamer’s wet dream, I’d have laughed and suggested rehab. Now?” I shrug. “Who the hell knows?”

“I know. Just… I’m scared. But like I said… I love this.”

“Me too.”

“And don’t think I missed the ‘beautiful’ part you worked in there. Snake in the grass.”

“You like that?”

I can feel her smile against my ear. “Yeah. I really did.”

I lay for long seconds, enjoying her, and the feeling of my body knitting back together. “How long was I out?”

“Maybe six hours? Not sure, it’s hard to keep track in this place when the clock isn’t running. No windows. It’s weird, though. I’m not hungry.”

“I haven’t eaten since… Man. Like twelve hours before I died. But I’m good, too. Still, just in case, they can’t throw a pack of peanuts in here? A few apples just in case?”

Mika tsks.
 “What kind of futuristic dystopian wasteland facility are they running here?”

“I know, right? Amateurs.”

We laugh together, and it feels fucking good. To be alive, to be free of pain. To be with her.
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I stir, but Mika pushes me back. “Not yet. Whatever’s coming… We have a few minutes. I don’t want this to… Just… Not yet.”

I turn, wrap her in my arms. We’re forehead to forehead, close enough that her breath feathers my lips. I want to kiss her, more than I’ve ever wanted anything, I think, but something holds me back. I don’t know what.

Mika’s fingers till my hair. Somehow, she still smells like roses. Her breath is a stopwatch, ticking away our time until the next hell we’ll face, but for now… Nothing on Heaven or Earth could move me.

“You talk in your sleep. Like, a lot. Did you know that?”

“No one’s ever told me.” Then again, I haven’t ever had a night like this one with someone before. “Why?”

“Do you always talk about girls in your sleep?”

I still, worry worming its way through my gut. Who did I mention? Amy? The breakup is still fresh, but Mika’s been like a warm bath, washing the filth of dysfunction away. One of my old Instagram girlfriends? Maybe Jen? Nah. I don’t think about them these days.

Mika’s breath is low, waiting. I have to answer. “I don’t think I do, normally. Why?”

“You talked a lot about one girl.”

“Oh?”

She melts further into me. She’s so close I can feel her heartbeat through my shirt. “Me. You talked about… Me.” She sighs. A sigh I don’t think I’ve ever heard before from a woman I was involved with.

I smile. “You are pretty memorable.”

“Most of it was hard to understand. Some of it was… Well, I won’t repeat it. But all of it was pretty great.”

FIVE MINUTE WARNING

“Mika, I…”

“Shh. Not now. Let’s survive the next room. Find a quiet place.” Her lips brush mine as she speaks, her touch feather soft. So close.

“Really?”

“Really.”

Why not? She’s beautiful, this is all crazy, and who knows what the hell is waiting ahead?

“Then let’s make it through the next test.”

We untangle. Mika stretches, winches, waves around the arm that rested under me. “Ah, shit. Arm’s asleep!”

“Raise it above your head!”

“What?” she laughs. “How is that supposed to help?”

“I don’t know. Old coworker swore by it.”

“Did you ever try it?”

“Are you kidding? Dude was a drunk.”

Her giggles are wonderful, at odds with this horrible place and somehow defying it. “Great. Thanks,” she says, whacking me with her sleeping arm. “Ah, ow!”

“Karma,” I say, grinning. I duck another whack, backing up. “Seriously! Have you already explored the room?”

She ducks her head, sheepish. “No. I should have. I didn’t want to leave you.” She bites her lip, cheeks dark. “This will sound stupid, but after what happened, where we are… I felt like, if I took my hand from you, even for a second… you’d disappear. Like a dream.”

“I felt you. Knew you were there.”

“Good.” She laughs softly. “Good. Anyway. Yeah, I don’t know where we are, or if this place has any tricks. I’m a shitty explorer.”

“Nah. You just know that taking care of the leader is the most important part of any journey.”

“Leader!” She cuts me a dangerous glare as her hands run along the walls. “Who elected you leader? I’m
 the one who can see the magic writing.”

“Hey, having a genetic mutation doesn’t make you good leadership material.”

“Ooh, just you wait. Next time we get to a room with a booby trap, maybe I can read the safest path, and maybe not.”

“Touché,” I say, hands raised in surrender. “Anything?”

Mika steps back, hands on hips, and frowns. “Nothing. No glowing symbols. No hatch. Nothing at all.”

“Maybe we already have everything we need?”

ONE MINUTE WARNING

“I sure hope so.”

I step up next to her, hand to her shoulder. She fits herself against me. “No more severed limbs this time.”

“From either of us.”

We press hands to the plate and step through.
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I bring my rifle up, and Mika’s staff blazes as we step into the next room. I’m ready for whatever shit this place throws at us next. I hope. Burning demons? Swinging blades or spike pits? Super soldiers? After everything we’ve been through, I think we can handle it, be ready for anything. And I expect it all.

Instead we get… paradise.

“What…?” Mika’s breathless gasp is a mirror to my astonishment.

The room resembles nothing more than the kind of multimillion-dollar hotel rooms you see in movies or glamour magazines. The sort where you say someday, when I’m rich
, and know it’s bullshit. You’ll never get there. Not in a million years.

But here we are.

The room is the same austere white as the rest of the complex, but it’s muted with dashes of color along the walls and ceiling; multicolored lights radiating moody ambers and cerulean, sashes of every color in the rainbow adorning the walls, and exotic plants with impossible rainbow flowers in vases on almost every surface.

And there are a lot of surfaces. Tables, chairs, and beds are scattered with some sort of Feng Shui fuckery I don’t understand but am immediately soothed by. They look like something out of Star Trek, all gentle curves hewn of ivory or some other precious stone.

At the center of the room is a sunken area. Several tiers descend, and in the middle is a hot tub the size of a small swimming pool. It burbles and pops, inviting, and next to it is a small bar with labeless bottles and piles of fluffy towels. The bottles have the unmistakable shape of liquor bottles, but they’re not what make my mouth water.

Along one wall is a gigantic trellis table, and its entire surface is covered in –

“Food!” Mika squeals, taking an involuntary step forward. She looks at me sheepishly. “I mean, ahem. There is food present. How delightful.”

“Haha.” I can’t fault her enthusiasm. Plate after plate adorned with everything from steak to fruit to steaming bread is stacked high. Bottles of everything from clear water to more liquor dot the back, spaced between fried chicken and pizza and little tea sandwiches. It scents the room deliciously, and my mouth waters. It’s like the old cartoons, where the food smells so good that a hand of scent lifts you along, drags you toward it. I have to restrain myself from being pulled toward it with almost gravitational force.

The last noteworthy thing are the windows. Another wall, opposite the food, is occupied entirely by a bank of floor to ceiling windows that are so clear it’s like they’re not there at all. And beyond them?

The universe. I’ll have to get closer to really see what’s beyond them, but from just beyond the doorway I can make out stars, little points extending forever, perfectly clear.

Are we in space? Or is this another illusion?

I’d bet on anything at this point.

Mika takes another hesitant step forward, toward the food, but I stop her with a hand to her shoulder. “Wait. We should look around, first. Just, make sure it’s safe.”

She gives me the most pathetic look. “But… It looks so good
.”

“For all we know it’s poisoned or made of radioactive rock or something! Maybe it’ll turn us into toads!” My stomach growls, punctuating my words. Traitor.


She sighs. “Fine. Let’s stick together, though.”

“Absolutely.” We weave between soft chairs and enough flowers to fill a thousand gardens. The room is absolutely still, silent aside from the bubbling water, and the smell of the food and flowers mix into a heady aroma that tears at my resilience.

But there must be a catch. Every room between the convalescence fields has tried to kill us somehow, and I can’t trust that this is different. “Anything on the walls?”

“Nothing,” Mika says, almost impatient. She turns, tugging at my hands, pulling me toward the tables. Her eyes are hooded, and her teeth worry her full lip in a way that sets my heart racing. “Come on, Sam. This place has helped us as much as it’s fought us. Maybe this is a reward.”

“Or maybe it’s another test,” I say, but my resolve wavers. “I’m not trying to be a killjoy. I just want to be careful.” I stare into her dark eyes, steel myself against the temptation around us. And the temptation that is her.

“No, you’re right,” she says, breathing deep. “After that last test… You’re right.”

We take a long circuit around the room, examining everything. The flowers are delicate, tensile, perfect, even if none of them exist on earth. The hot tub looks benign and ridiculously inviting, and I grit my teeth as I dip a finger in, expecting acid or invisible lava or something. Instead, it’s perfectly heated, ordinary water, as far as I can tell.

The food table is the worst, though. Fat purple grapes glisten in the low light, moistened by some invisible hand before we arrived. Or magicked into existence? I have no idea. Exotic rice dishes, sushi, even french fries; it’s like every food I’ve ever eaten and loved, and some I’ve never seen before, lay before me. “Pizza,” I say, mouth watering. Thick crust, perfect cheese, pepperoni… “I’m about to lose it.”

“Oyakodon,” Mika says, and she sounds a little nervous. “What are the chances, Sam? Our favorite foods. Specific, unusual foods…”

Alarm bells ring in my mind. “You’re right. This is… too perfect. I don’t trust it.”

“I assure you that the Respite Chamber is perfectly safe. It’s tailored to suit your every desire.”

The voice comes from behind us, lilting and feminine. We spin, weapons coming up as she descends the steps from the bank of windows.

Silhouetted against the backdrop of stars, a delicate figure of liquid silver slowly walks toward us, one hand upraised. Her figure is unmistakably feminine, with small, tight breasts and gentle curves to her hips and legs. Which is good, because she has no face, no clothes, no nipples or hair, or any defining features at all. She looks like the liquid metal Terminator.

I raise my rifle higher, aiming right at her. If she asks for John Connor, I’m not asking questions. “Who are you?”

Mika stays just behind me, and the glowing ember at Inferno’s tip shines in my peripheral vision, comforting. “Stay back!” she shouts, and there’s a firmness, a confidence to her command I know she couldn’t have mustered a few hours ago.

The figure pauses, then flicks out a delicate spun-metal finger. “No need for that,” she says.

Instantly, my rifle powers down, and its hum quiets until it’s utterly silent. Inferno’s gem banks, dims, and dies, slowly sinking back to the staff’s tip.

“That’s better,” she says. “Please, do not be alarmed. I mean you no harm.”

I push Mika further behind me, backing away a step. “No offense intended, ma’am, but that’s a bit hard to believe.”

“Waking up in a strange place and almost dying a half dozen times tends to build a mighty strong distrust in you,” Mika says.

“Perfectly understandable.” The figure halts a dozen steps away. “As such, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Astra. I am what you would call an artificial intelligence, and I tend to those who find themselves in the Citadel.”

“Astra,” Mika says, stepping out from behind me. “That’s a lovely name.”

Astra is silent a moment, and if her face had expression, I’d think she was blinking in surprise. “Why, thank you,” she finally says. “I believe that is the first time an aspirant has ever paid me a compliment.”

“Aspirant?” Mika and I say together.

“Indeed,” Astra says. “Sam Warner, Aspirant number two two three nine. Mika Toriyama, aspirant number two two four one. Cycle seven hundred and forty-two of The Citadel.”

Aspirant. It sounds decidedly ominous to me. “Sounds almost like we’re contestants in some game.”

Astra’s head cocks, a disturbingly human gesture in someone who doesn’t have a face. “Indeed. I’m not permitted to give you full details at this time, but a contest is an excellent way to think of this.”

“But why?” Mika says, voice haggard. “Why bring us here, put us through this? For a contest? What are the stakes? What do we win?”

Astra’s voice is quiet, almost sad. “The stakes and the prize are the same: your lives.”

We’re all quiet for a long time. Mika’s fingers lace with mine, squeeze tight. Astra stands perfectly still, watching, expressionless.

“Astra,” I say, trying to get control of my rampaging thoughts and worries, “why exactly are we here?”

“I am not permitted to tell you that at the moment.”

“Did you build this place? Bring us here?”

“I am not permitted to tell you that at the moment.”

“By who? Who’s in charge of all this?”

“I am not permitted–”

“I know, I know.” I hiss in frustration.

“Astra,” Mika says, taking a step forward with one hand raised in placation, “what can
 you tell us?”

“For now, very little. Just know that this chamber is safe. You have earned respite, earned your reward. You have twelve hours to rest, eat, and bathe. Sleep is not necessary on the Citadel; the convalescence fields remove the need. You will never need food or water, though you may partake of them if you wish. Pleasures such as tobacco, recreational drugs, and alcohol are on the table, and the effects of them are removed when you leave this room.”

That’s handy. “That reminds me. Maybe you can answer us something else. Those fields… They repair us after the… Tests. But our bodies…”

“Yes,” Astra says. “You will have noticed the upgrades. Each field you reach strengthens you, increases your endurance, your tolerance for pain and injury. As the tests increase in difficulty and danger, so does your ability to endure them.”

Mika grins. “Told you we were levelling up,” she whispers.

“An apt comparison,” Astra says.

We stand for a few moments, silent. I’m not sure what to say. I don’t think we’ll get anything else useful out of Astra right now, but I feel like I should ask something else. Mika stays near, her hand laced in mine.

Astra takes another hesitant step forward. “Your heart rates and vital statistics indicate agitation, worry. Please, believe me when I say that I mean you no harm.”

“I believe you, I think. But it doesn’t mean we trust you. Trust anything about this place.” I lower my rifle to a nearby table, almost tipping over an ostentatious vase of flowers.

Astra cocks her head. “Is it my current form? Previous aspirants found it hard to communicate with me in this shape.”

“Maybe?” Mika says, reassuring. “What form would you like to take?”

“Perhaps…” Astra pauses, and then starts to change. Her liquid form flows like mercury, taking shape. Hair, long, cascading, sprouts from her head, silver strands that wreath her slim shoulders. Eyes deepen, take shape, and despite the lack of color, I can discern pupils, irises. Her nose is delicate, perched atop full lips, the kind you see on lipstick models at Walmart.

“Much better,” I say. “I feel like–” My words die as her form continues to shift, meld, moving lower. Breasts, high and tight, expand from her chest. They thicken, growing fuller, fuller, until they’re huge, porn star huge. Areola like flower petals appear, then silver nipples, oozing slowly, almost sensually, taking perfect shape.

“Um…” Mika says, face reddening.

Astra’s stomach tightens, pulling into proportions I’m not sure are humanly possible. Her stomach sucks in a bit, heightens the definition of her ribcage. Deeper, her belly button sinks inward, and below it hip bones, perfect lines that beg for fingers to drag across them, become defined.

“Astra…” I cough, but it’s too late. Tiny silver hairs between her legs twine together, a delicate thatch that sits atop her still forming lips and vulva. I can’t look away as her legs lengthen and her thighs thicken, changing from vague to perfect.

“There,” she says, standing before us like a horny teenager’s fantasy. “Is this better?”

“Astra!” Mika chokes.

My mouth opens and closes a moment, throat suddenly dry. “Astra, ah… Why… Is this the form you chose?”

Her perfect lips deep in a frown, and her expression is so forlorn I have to fight the urge to wrap her in a hug. “Is this not pleasing? Most of the former aspirants preferred me like this.”

“No… You’re… Beautiful,” I say, trading a burning glance with Mika. Astra smiles, radiant. “But maybe some clothes? That would be, you know… Customary.”

“Would you like a dress?” Mika runs her hands down her torn clothes. “I know I would.”

“But… The others…”

“Astra, I think this
,” I say, gesturing to her ridiculous proportions, “says more about the former aspirants than it does you.”

“Maybe dial it back,” Mika says. “Your chest for example is…”

Astra stares at her. “You have large breasts, do you not? They seem to please Sam; I’ve seen him examine them at least four times since I–”

“A dress!” I say, not daring to look at Mika this time. “I don’t know anything about who came before us. Just… on Earth, clothes are customary. Whatever you’ve been told.”

Astra’s expression turns thoughtful. She’s so… warm
 despite her silver skin, and her emotion seems genuine. Her expression is so human, like she’s remembering something from long in her past. It’s uncanny. “Yes, that’s acceptable,” she says. Liquid metal flows downward from her shoulders, forming a simple but perfectly cut dress that adheres to her, while somehow still flowing
 like fabric. It’s incredible. Beneath it, her form shrinks from Pornhub to Instagram. “Is this better?”

“Yes,” Mika and I say together.

“Excellent,” Astra says, clapping. “A rapport must be established if I’m to guide you.”

“This is a great first move,” I say, stepping forward and daring to lay a hand over hers. Her grin at the contact is a bit heart stopping. “But for now, we’re hungry.” I’m not, really. But I do want to sample like everything on that table. And I want to sample Mika.

She nods. “We’ve been through a lot.”

“Yes. Of course.” Astra’s form shimmers a moment. “From this point on, I will be available to you between trials. Please call me if you need me.”

“Why didn’t you appear earlier? Between the trials?” Mika asks as if the thought just popped into her head.

“It was against the rules. The first three chambers were your… trial run
, let us say. If you hadn’t survived them, I would have waited for the next Aspirants.” Her face is perfectly serene as she says shit, as if discussing our deaths were a routine matter.

A lot of Aspirants came before us, so maybe is is, for her.

Thinking of the former Aspirants makes me wonder something else. Something I almost don’t ask. “Wait, Astra.” My words pull her attention sharply and I’m close to chickening out, but I push on. Something about how human she is forces the question. “The former Aspirants… They preferred you in that form. Did they… Were they…”

Mika saves me. “What did they use you for?”

Astra pauses. “Are you referring to sexual intercourse?”

I cough. “Yeah.” The thought heats my blood, fills me with impotent rage. They’re all dead, but still…

Astra gives me a little half smile. “No. That would be against the rules. And… thank you for asking.”

“Yeah. No problem.” My anger melts away.

Her hands flow like liquid until hers are on top of mine. “It will take time to trust me. I know that.” She worries her lips with little silver teeth; she’s so human, it’s hard to remember she’s another part of this place. “Know this: I want you to succeed. It is necessary, in some sense.”

She flows away, melting from solid to liquid to gone in a few beats of my heart.

Mika raises a brow. “What does–”

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Astra’s voice comes from all around. “The armory is located adjacent to the exit. Please pick suitable attire before the next trial.”

I grin at Mika. “Amory?”

She casts a long look at the food laden table before nodding, eyes lit. “Yeah, we have to check that out.”

I sigh. “Let’s get it out of the way. Business before pleasure.”

I love that I can still pull a blush from her.

The back wall is as featureless as everything else, to me, but Mika immediately traces her hand along its glossy surface, fingers moving in unfamiliar patterns. “This one is pretty simple,” she says. “I think… Yes, got it!”

Like before, her index finger inserts deep into the wall, and instantly, it ripples away from her skin like water, revealing a wide doorway. From what I can see, the room beyond is as bland as the rest of the Citadel, but I’ve learned pretty quickly that doesn’t matter, so I’m ready for anything as I follow Mika through.

The armory is more like a really large closet, except there are no shelves, no clothes. In fact, the walls are blank, featureless. “Uh, can you see anything?”

“No,” Mika says, walking the length of the room and turning. “There’s nothing here.”

“Ah…” I look to the ceiling, wondering how this works. “Astra?”

She forms instantly, melting up from the floor and coalescing. She looks like she did only moments before, as if she never left. She laughs, a musical tinkle that’s almost human but not quite. “Most aspirants eat or bathe before coming here. If I’d known I wouldn’t have left.”

I glance to Mika. Her eyes mirror the same thing I’m feeling: Astra can’t be from Earth. AI this real doesn’t exist, does it?

“Astra,” Mika says, turning full circle. “You told us to ‘select attire,’ but there’s nothing here. I don’t even see runes on the wall.”

“That’s where I come in.” Astra waves a hand, and part of the wall melts away, revealing a dark, burnished plate that’s not unlike the exit panels in the trials. “Please place your hand here. Sam, you may sit; this will take a few minutes.” She motions again, and a low bench extends from the wall near the door.

Bemused, I follow her instructions. There’s something disarmingly innocent about Astra, and though I’m not ready to trust her, I think it’s safe to relax for a moment. We’ve handled ourselves against some shit already.

“Now,” Astra says, turning to Mika. “Place your hand against the panel and imagine how you’d like to be armored.”

Mika swallows. “Armor?”

“Yes. The following trials increase in difficulty, and danger. Though the armor you select will not protect you from all possible danger, it will help mitigate any damage you may take.”

I rub biceps that, though unmarked, still feel the cold iron sting of the statue’s blades. I shudder. “Sounds handy.”

“Um… What should I imagine?” Mika asks.

“I don’t know. Full plate? Cover every inch?”

“You may imagine anything you like,” Astra says, reaching up to pinch the torn material at Mika’s shoulder. “The look and coverage
 of the armor is entirely ornamental. It merely makes you more resistant to damage, to pain.” She waves, and an image of me appear on the panel. In one I wear ornate armor of burnished silver, and only my eyes poke out from a fearsome looking helmet. I only know it’s me because next to it is another frozen picture of me, and in this one, I’m almost entirely naked. Some sort of black and red war paint in a complex swirl runs along my arms, chest, and legs. It extends down to my crotch, which is solid black, but otherwise uncovered.

“Ah, yeah, got it!” I say, springing up. I cover warpaint me with my hands. “I think we understand.”

“No, no,” Mika says, creaking with barely contained laughter. “I think I need another look. Not sure I get the concept.”

“I am only too happy to assist,” Astra says, and with another wave, the panel expands until it covers the entire wall. The two images of me scale with it until they’re so large there’s no hiding them. “As I was saying,” Astra says, stepping forward to indicate the armored version of me, “it does not matter which of these you choose. Your protection will be the same.”

“She gets it.” I stare in mock murder at Mika as she covers her mouth to hide her grin. “She’s just messing with me.”

“Oh.” Astra seems momentarily crestfallen. “I apologize. The nuances of human behavior are complex. Even after all this time, I don’t fully understand –”

“No, it’s my fault.” All humor falls away as Mika puts a hand to Astra’s shoulder. “I'm just having some fun with Sam. I didn’t realize you’d take it seriously.”

“Besides,” I smile. “If she wants a show, she just has to ask.”

Mika’s mouth opens and closes, speechless, as her face reddens.

Astra’s face is unreadable, but there’s something speculative in her silver eyes as they glance between the two of us. “Yes, well. Anyway.” The screen shrinks, and my images thankfully disappear. “As I said, your armor can be anything you desire. Merely imagine it, and I can make it so.”

“You first,” I sass, sitting back down.

“Anything I desire…” Mika chews her lips, eyes faraway. She puts her hand to the panel. “Well, it’s stupid, but…”

Astra cocks her head. “I can do that.”

Before we can respond, she steps forward. Her hands dart out, gripping white fabric.

“Wait –” Mika manages, trying to pull away, but she’s too slow. Astra’s fingertips become tiny blades that chop and slice, precise little movements that cut through fabric effortlessly. Her hands are everywhere, lightning quick, and though Mika fights her halfheartedly, in moments she’s stripped bare.

Her eyes dart to me and her cheeks color, but there’s no time to make a joke, or even avert my gaze. I get the briefest glimpse of her thick ass, the side of one breast, just enough that my breath catches in my throat before four more arms erupt from Astra’s torso and descend on Mika.

They’re a blur, and everywhere dart, material appears. One of her hands morphs into scissors that snip and cut while others wrap purple fabric at Mika’s crotch and chest. Other little touches appear; a miniature bandolier wrapping one bare thigh, a sheathed knife at her hip, and even a little band to tie back her long hair into a flowing ponytail.

In moments, Astra is finished. She steps back to admire her handiwork.

Mika stares. “What… was that
?” Her surprise turns to excitement when she catches her reflection. “Oh. Oh wow.”

“Yeah,” I grin, holding back a laugh at Mika’s slack expression. “Pretty incredible.”

Her armor is spare, revealing more of her than it covers. Purple material that perfectly matches the highlights in her hair swathes her, conveniently covering her privates and not much else. It looks like supple leather, but when she raises her hands to run fingers along her chest piece, it moves like silk. She stares, cheeks burning. “It’s a lot more revealing than I realized. Maybe I should pick something else…”

“No. No way,” I say, turning her. “You look badass. Like Lara fucking Croft or something.”

She ducks her head. “It’s the kind of thing I always picked for my characters in video games… I like to look sexy.”

I shake my head, can’t keep my eyes off her long curves. “You do. Goddamn.”

“Well…” She covers the line of her deep cleavage with one hand, then laughs and gives me a ‘fuck it’ shrug. “I guess I’ll keep it.”

Astra reforms behind us, beaming. “I’m pleased that you’re pleased, Aspirant.”

“Mika. You can call me Mika. And… Thank you. I love it.”

“Me, too,” I grin, winking.

Mika tries to hide her smile, but she doesn’t duck away, doesn’t color like she did before. Maybe she’s been waiting for and adventure like this her whole life. I know I have.

“Now,” Astra says, turning to me. “Your turn.”

“Ah,” I say, backing away a step as they turn together to take me in. “Maybe I’ll wait…”

“Oh no, hell no,” Mika says, resting her hand on her new knife as she smiles maliciously. “You got a show; now it’s my turn.”

Astra’s eyes are unreadable as they take me in. “He has excellent physique, does he not?”

Mika licks her lips. “He does
.”

I back another step, smacking into the bench and falling on my ass. “Feel kind of like a side of meat, but fine. Guess I have no choice.”

Two hands, one flesh and another metal, help me back up. “Now,” Astra says as Mika steps back, grinning wickedly, “please imagine your preferred adornment and place your hand at the panel.”

“Well…” My mind immediately goes to one place; characters that have always defined the term badass.


Astra’s head twitches the moment my palm contacts the chill surface of the wall, and her silver eyes go distant. “Acknowledged.”

There’s no time to react as her hands bridge the distance between us, cutting, slicing. Her fingers change shape from blades to fingers to scissors and back faster than thought; when they touch my skin, they’re cool, but not uncomfortable, and her little caresses are light, so gentle I can barely discern them. They move from my shoulders to chest, then lower, taking material with her, and at the last moment one of her fingers brushes the length of my cock from base to tip as she rips my old clothes from me.

I gasp at how unexpected it is and how good it feels. Almost as soon as she starts, it’s over. For the briefest moment I stand naked before her. Mika’s eyes roam me, darting low. When her eyes come back up there’s something in them, something new.

A challenge.

Like with Mika, Astra’s not finished; two more arms emerge, and I’m poked, prodded, turned and pulled. Material, white and brown and blue, spins from inside her arms to wrap me, and her fingers fly across my body as she sews, tucks, and cuts. In less than thirty seconds I’m fully clothed, and as Astra steps back she adds the last touch; a leather gun belt with a slot for a blaster.

Before I can ask, Astra thins and flattens, reforming as a mirror once again. And there I am. Black boots, blue pants, white shirt, dark vest.

“Yes!” Mika squeals and claps.

Han fucking Solo.

“Oh, hell yes. Awesome.”

“You like it?” I ask, preening.

“I mean, it’s old school but yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“You? You didn’t see the new movies the second they came out?” I ask, pinching her hip. She giggles and jumps back, hands up in surrender. “Besides,” I say, straightening my vest. “Can you think of a man more heroic than Han?”

She rakes me again, eyes hooded. “Yeah, I can think of one.”

Oh, shit. That was a good. “I really, really like you.”

Her face is absolutely serious. “I know.”

Definitely keeping her.

Astra reappears. “Excellent. You are now prepared for the next trial.”

We sober, and Mika’s hand finds mine unconsciously. “Can you tell us anything about it?” I ask.

Astra’s face falls. “No. I am not allowed to share information regarding the next trial, nor can I assist you from within it. Aspirant success or failure must not be influenced.”


Not allowed…
 Huh. Interesting phrasing. Something to remember.

“What is an Aspirant?
” Mika asks.

“One who wishes to become a champion of the Citadel.”

“I don’t know if we really wished that,” I joke.

Astra looks a bit sly. “Having mastered the first trials, would you wish to fail
?”

“Good point.” I take in Mika’s new armor, my own. I must admit, we look badass. But I don’t feel
 any different. “Astra, how does this protect us? It just feels like… clothes.”

“While armored, direct resistance to physical damage is increased. Much in the same way you are augmented by each convalescence chamber.”

“Physical damage?” I say, eyeing Mika’s bare stomach.

“Cutting, bludgeoning, stabbing, energy discharge, acid, burning –”

“We get it!” Mika says, paling. “Gonna try to avoid all that, I think.”

“That may not be possible,” Astra counters, matter of fact.

Mika shoots me a look.

“You have eleven hours and nine minutes until the next trial. Please, relax. Eat, bathe. I cannot hear you or respond if you don’t activate my process with a voice prompt. If you need me, merely say my name.”

Mika nods. “Thank you, Astra.”

“Yeah, thanks for the help.”

Astra ducks her head. “It is what I’m programmed to do.” She mumbles
. It’s insane how real she is. She raises her head, silver eyes locking on mine. “Thank you, Sam. Mika. Most aspirants… Well… It is gratifying, to be seen as something more than a tool to be used.”

I think of the grotesquely sexual body she morphed into before, and shudder, wonder what kind of tool the former aspirants saw her as? At least they never touched her. The thought makes my skin crawl.

She melts away, leaving Mika and I alone.

“Think we can trust her?” I ask, fully aware that she might still be able to hear us no matter what she says.

Mika’s eyes hold mine. “Yes. I do.”

We exit the armory together, taking in our quarters for the next half day. “Still want to try some of that food?”

“God, yes,” she says. She rolls her shoulders, and for a moment I’m dumbstruck. Her new armor fits her like a second skin; at least, what parts of her it covers.

She notices me noticing, and somehow manages an intoxicating combination of raw sexual challenge, in her eyes, her slight grin, while still blushing and ducking her head shyly. “Come on,” she breathes.

I have no choice but to obey.
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“Buy a girl a drink?” Mika winks, running a finger along a blue bottle at the food table. Thick droplets of condensation bead at her pass.

“No way. I don’t want to go to space jail. You’re only twenty. No drinking, no bars.”

Mika laughs, rolls her eyes. “Ignorant American. Twenty is the legal drinking age in Japan.” She sighs. “Not that I’ve ever been to a bar. Not for more than a few minutes, and that…” she pauses, looks down. “That didn’t go well.”

“Well, in that case, let’s try… This one.” I carefully heft a red bottle stoppered with a dark black cork. Whatever’s inside bubbles madly, like champagne after it’s been poured.

Mika saunters over with two fluted glasses, holds hers up. There’s a stillness to her, measuring, and her lips are slightly parted, her breaths rapid. We both know where this is going, has been going for hours, even if neither of us is saying it.

This is just foreplay.

She holds her glass up, but I push it back down with one finger. “Nuh uh. Not yet. Taking you on a proper date.”

Mika laughs, turns full circle. “Oh? We’re just going to nip off to dinner and a movie?” Despite her joke, her smile is heart stopping, her face flushes with excitement.

“You’ll see.” I’m not the most romantic person, have never been with someone who appreciated grand gestures. No rose petals leading to the bedroom or champagne hidden in the river for my girlfriends.

Doesn’t mean I haven’t always wanted to try it, though.

Mika almost bounces with impatience as I grab the edge of a nearby runner. It’s placed atop a table across from the food, and the only thing on top of that
 is a vase filled with a riot of violet and white flowers. I give an experimental tug, gently at first, to see if the runner is loose.

“Ooh, I’ve always wanted to see this done properly,” Mika says, clapping her hands.

I bow with a flourish, and then pull
, a hard but smooth yank like I’ve seen in countless TV shows and films. The runner pulls free instantly, but instead of staying impressively still, the vase spins like a top, whirling dangerously before overbalancing and hitting the floor. It bounces away, not breaking, rolling down the tiers in the floor until it plops into the hot tub, leaving a trail of flowers along the way.

I grin, bow again. “Just like the movies.”

Mika bats her eyes. “So dashing.”

I grab an assortment of portable delights; cheese and bread, somehow not stale despite being open to the still air; fruits, dried and fresh, including those incredible looking grapes; meats, succulent turkey and ham; truffles, chocolate dusted with what I hope is cocoa; and finally, two more bottles, one of something light that smells like wine when I open it for a sniff, and something dark like a good stout beer.

I wrap it all up in the runner before hefting it over my shoulder. Mika watches the entire time, chewing her lip, but her eyes aren’t on the food. She watches me, breath husky, and I hurry as I pack. I’m not sure she’ll wait if I take too long.

Her hand fits into mine and I drag her across the room. “Normally, I’d take you on a walk somewhere nice, the forest, maybe a bike path along a river at midnight.” As I say it, the lights dim, lowering until they mimic flickering candles.

Thank you, Astra.

Mika breathes deep, inhaling the scent of flowers and food. “Not quite the same, but I’ll take it,” she says. “What happens next?”

“We’re attacked, held at gunpoint, as a masked thug demands our wallets. I smack the gun from his hand and defeat our assailant, valiantly saving your virtue, and your money. You pretend to ignore the fact that our mugger is one of my buddies from work, and swoon deep into my arms.”

Mika nods toward Inferno, propped across the room. “Or maybe I whack him with my staff and save you
.”

“Hmm. Bob’s parole office probably won’t take kindly to him being exploded,” I say, slowing.

Mika’s laugh dies in her throat as we arrive and I lay down my bundle. “Beautiful,” she whispers.

The floor to ceiling windows stand before us, and on the other side of them? Eternity. Thousands, millions, of little stars wink and shine, framed by a massive purple and red planet below us. It’s much larger than Earth, just based on how wide is stretches below us. “Damn. How did we miss that?”

“The angle,” Mika says, pointing down. “From back there, this would have been hidden. It’s… Incredible.”

I shake my head. “Where the hell are we? How did we get here?”

“I’ve tried not to think about it. We’re here, and whatever the hell is happening… Well, we’re here.”

“Yeah. Kind of hard, though, when you’re looking at something like that.”


Mika shudders, turns to me suddenly. She puts one hand to my chest and pushes me back, leaning against the window. “No more of that, not now.” Framed by stars, in her new clothes, she’s stunning, breathtaking. Her dark eyes never leave me, and whatever Astra did to her, she somehow smells like fresh cherries. “Philosophical musings on how the hell this happened can wait. I need a drink.”

I’ve never poured faster in my life. I kneel, and she follows as I measure out two generous portions of something that smells like whiskey but is red as cranberry, and then watch helplessly as Mika’s cherry lips part around the rim. She knocks the entire thing back in one long swallow, then hands me the glass with a smug little grin.

And then starts coughing like she’s swallowed lava.

I can’t help but fall back on my ass, almost spilling my drink as I dissolve into laughter. She glares up at me, eyes wet, cheeks flushed. “You turn,” she manages, words already slightly slurred.

“Fine, lightweight.” I tip her a mock salute with the glass, and then drain the alcohol in one swig.

And immediately regret it.

Mika’s eyes glitter as she watches me try not to lose composure. Forget lava, this shit burns like acid, a sensation that doesn’t end as it passes my tongue. I can feel it go all the way down. I’m about to jolt up, yell for Astra, ask why she let us get fucking poisoned when she said this place was a safe area, when suddenly the burn fades, disappears entirely.

“Oh,” Mika whispers, eyes defocusing. “Ohhhh, man.”

I know exactly what she’s feeling, because it’s hitting me, too. It’s as if the second it suffused my entire system, mouth, nose, sinuses, throat, and brain, it instantly diffused into my bloodstream. It’s like being drunk, but somehow, not… A drug? Mika’s face is crystal clear, focused, and my vision doesn’t swim, but everything is somehow far clearer than reality, defined, like the world’s in the highest HD of all time. Smells hit me, Mika’s cherry and sweat and roses, the food from the table, the flowers, a riot I have to shut out so it doesn’t overwhelm me. Sound is a thunder, her breathing and mine, faster and faster as we take each other in.

I’m on my back. I don’t remember falling back. Mika’s over me, one hand on each side of my head. Her face is close, so close, eyes wide, only inches from mine. “Sam.” Her voice is quiet, almost inaudible, but whatever the alcohol did, I can hear her like she’s whispering in my ear. “Sam.”

Just one word, laced with all the meaning in the world.

But she’s never done this before, never been with a man. This is so fast; I have to be sure. “We didn’t eat, the food, the picnic. Romance.”

Her lips are so close to mine that I can taste the alcohol on her breath. “Sam. There’s nothing you can do here more romantic than what we’ve been through already. So please, shut up and kiss me.”

I do.

She doesn’t come down the final inch, so I bring her to me; her neck is slick under my fingertips as I drag her close, and our lips slip together in a kiss that stills us both. She doesn’t move for long seconds, and I don’t rush her. Every part of this is new to her, every movement and sensation something she’s never experienced. I won’t rush her, despite my already throbbing cock screaming to take her, rip the clothes from her body, to take her so mercilessly that the only word she remembers is my name.

Instead, we’re completely motionless, not even breathing. Her lips are so soft against mine, so thick, delicious. I revel in her taste, in what I know is coming.

After a moment, she gives a gentle suck to my bottom lip, followed by the tiniest nip of her teeth, and all hesitation is gone. We kiss, devour each other, every sense heightened by the drink. I can feel every pore of her lips, of her skin as my hands trace paths down her back, and when she rocks back, grinding down on me through our clothes, it’s pleasure like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

Jesus. I’m not even inside her yet. This drink is dangerous.


Her moans as she sucks, licks, trails wet little spots down my throat that drive me wild. She licks a path back upward, body dragging against mine, her hands hooking the bottom of my shirt as she comes. I sit just long enough for her to pull it over my head, and her mouth is hot, everywhere on me, and I yelp as she nips one of my nipples.

“Mika,” I breathe. “Goddamn…”

She finishes ripping my shirt free, throws it somewhere behind her. Then she sits, straddling me, clenches her ass slowly across the length of my cock. “Sam,” she says again, and fuck if my name on her lips isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. “I’ve dreamed of this moment, thought about what I’d do… I wanted this so long. And to have it now, with someone like you…” She bites her lip so hard it blanches. “I can’t think of any way this could be more perfect.”

“What did you imagine? Did you touch yourself when you did?” The question is so forward I almost don’t ask, but fuck it… Shyness is out the window.

Mika trails a hand down her stomach, down to her crotch, then further until her knuckles press at the base of my cock. She pushes, leans forward, tits swelling under her purple chest piece. “My cousin bought me a vibrator, sent it from New York.” She leans forward, gives my parted lips the tiniest lick before straightening. “My parents would have killed me if they’d known, but I hid it, only used it when they were out of the house or sleeping.” As she talks, she rocks her hips, back and forth, slow drags that bring me closer and closer. The sensation is almost too much, to powerful, and I’m already so close.

“What would you do with it?” I whisper, digging fingernails into my hands to keep from finishing in my pants.

“Aside from what you always do with one?” She gives a little shrug, a shudder as my length runs along the thin fabric between her legs. “I’d lay it just like this, just like how I have you now, propped on a pillow. I’d close my eyes and pretend it was real, pretend it was someone like you.”

“Goddamn.” It’s all I can manage.

Her eyes barely open, taking me in. “Like I said. I’ve wanted this for a long time.” With that, she reaches down, takes the bottom of her chest piece and the bra underneath in her fingertips, and then she lifts. She goes slow, and her full tits raise, dragged upward, before releasing with a perfect bounce that’s echoed in a long throb of my cock.

It’s so strange, seeing her naked like this. Thanks to our nightmare awakening, there’s nothing of her I haven’t seen before, but this is so different it’s like seeing her for the first time. Her breasts are voluptuous, large and perky despite their fullness. Her skin is porcelain smooth, broken only by dark nipples that I run my thumbs slowly across. She gasps as they harden, drops her hands to my chest where her fingernails dig furrows.

Her ass slides back again, and I’m so close; but I don’t plan on finishing like this. I’m not ready, want this to last, and definitely won’t finish before I make her forget that vibe ever existed.

I grip her thick ass in both hands, squeeze, am rewarded by a low moan, and then a surprised shriek as I drag her forward, up my body. “Sam, what are you –”

I silence her with a quick kiss between her legs. Despite it being through her clothes, I can feel the outline of her pussy, smell how wet she already is, soaked through the fabric and leaving my mouth moist. It almost takes me past the point of no return, licking her away from my lips.

Hands still behind her, I push upward, gently, urging her to her knees over my face. She doesn’t speak this time, follows my silent prompts. I slide fingers up her ass, slipping my fingers under her gun belt and into her shorts. They come down easily, sliding taut over her ass, down her legs, and I have to pause then because the sight of her little pussy takes my breath. Pink and slightly parted, her glistening lips just barely poke free, begging for my fingers, my tongue. A perfectly trimmed thatch of dark hair tops it all, and the scent of her redoubles as I slide her shorts further down. Just they pass my face, I duck under them, pull them behind my head, and finish by sliding them to her bent knees.

“Sam, oh God… Sam.” She wriggles, tries to raise a leg to finish taking them down, but I stop her, press my head back, lashing her to me, pulling her pussy to my face with the material. “Sam…” She groans as my tongue parts her lips, questing up into her pussy. She tastes delicious, a little salty, a little sweet, and that indescribable taste that I’ve never been able to put into words. But it’s all so intense, so powerful, so much more than it’s ever been, and I drink it in with a long lick from bottom to top, slowing as I near the hood that hides her clit.

“Ohhh… Ohhh!” Her moan turns into a gasp as the tip of my tongue slides under, pressing, finding her little bud. She falls over me, going bonelessly to her hands and knees, my name a half formed, slurred exhalation as I press harder. I raise my neck to get closer, licking, sucking at her clit, gentle little pulls that take her closer and closer. I can tell it’s as intense for her as it is for me; her pussy spasms, clenches, and when it does, she tries to pull away halfheartedly, but her shorts beneath my head trap her against me.

No escape.

I can tell she’s close when she raises back up, rests her pussy hard against my face. I press my tongue straight up as she drags herself back and forth across my lips, my nose, my tongue, fucking my face, and each time she slowly drags, I find her clit. “Sam… Sam… Sam!” She yelps it over and over until her whole body tenses and she cums, clasping the sides of my head so tight with her thighs that all sound and sense cease to exist. She shudders on top of me, pussy hard against my mouth, and just as she starts to come down I lick, hard, a long pass of my tongue that drags hard against her clit.

It sends her over the edge again, and her second orgasm is more violent, more prolonged than the first. Her moan is so loud I’m afraid Astra will appear to make sure nothing is wrong.

When Mika finally shudders and stills, she falls back forward, still resting against my face. “God… Sam. I never… All the times I imagined, I…” She trails off, and then with some black magic manages to slide a leg upward out her pants, freeing herself. She slips down my body until we’re face to face again, eyes closed, breaths heavy. “I never knew. Never knew how good it would be.”

“Not done with you,” I whisper, kissing her slowly.

She returns it, so hard my head smacks to the floor, but she’s too busy licking her wetness from my lips to notice. She cleans me with long passes of her tongue, paths that take her in and out of my mouth. Then she sits back, a wicked little grin on her face. “Your turn.”

“No argument here,” I manage, but she’s already moving, turning her body, straddling me backward. Her back is long, her skin perfect, except… “A tattoo?” I exclaim, flabbergasted. On her shoulder is a tiny anime robot. It tugs at my memory, though I can’t place it.

“Later,” she breathes, fingers already under the waistband of my pants. She tugs downward, and tattoo forgotten, I oblige her, raising my ass so she can yank my pants down. My cock drags down with them, then springs free, bouncing upward so violently I gasp, moan. Mika takes a ragged breath, and though I can’t see her face with her back to me, I can feel her pause as her whole body stills.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she says. “Just… it’s the first time I’ve seen one… You know, not on the internet. Or terrified for my life,” she amends, and I can hear her little smile in her voice.

I clench and unclench a few times, bouncing my cock, and she laughs. “Won’t bite,” I say, and I’m about to tease her a bit more, but the words are stolen as strong fingers close around the base of my shaft. She pulls upward, slow, then back down, and experimental pump that sends a pulse of pure pleasure down into my balls and my stomach. She releases, and it’s long seconds of agony as she reaches up to lick her hand, wetting her palm. She places the rough pad of her hand against my head, then runs it down the length of my shaft in another slow pass that almost makes me cum then and there before venturing further down. She fits my balls gently in her fingers, squeezes, pulling up against the base.

“It’s incredible. Gorgeous,” she whispers.

I’d laugh if I could breathe. I’ve never had someone call my cock anything close to beautiful before.

Mika slides her ass along my chest so she can lower her head far enough to lick me, the tiniest dart of her tongue that takes the little drop from the tip of my head. She inhales, long and slow. “You taste nice.”

“You taste fucking delicious,” I say, the memory of her pussy still so fresh it makes my cock throb thinking of it. In fact, I want more, need more. Fitting my hands between her belly and the tops of her thighs, I pull her back, back, until her ass is curved over my face. Her pussy stretches up, tight and almost quivering, and above that the little star stretches wide between the perfect curve of her ass.

“Oh no,” she laughs. “Said it was your turn.” And before I can do anything, respond, attack her with my tongue, she dives down, takes my cock in her mouth. This time, she doesn’t hesitate, and my entire length passes into her mouth and deeper until her lips press at my base and my head hits the back of her throat.

I cry out, raising clear off the floor.

She holds like that, not gagging, my length deep inside her. She’s warms, tight, and her tongue runs along the top of my cock, pulling me closer with every little pass. When she pulls back free, she comes slowly, letting her lips drag along every inch of me before the head sucks free with a little pop.


“Holy… Holy fuck,” I manage.

“I used to practice that, too,” she whispers, taking my head between her lips to demonstrate. She slides down, then back, words coming between passes. “Hours where I’d imagine my toy was real…” Suck.
 “…hours where I’d imagine what I’d do to someone like you…” Suck.
 “…I’d take it deeper and deeper, longer and longer…” Suck.
 “…until I could do this.”
 She takes me deep, deeper than even the first time, so far that her top lip touches the base of my balls. It’s so fast, so sudden, that I can’t help falling over the edge, and as she pulls free I cum, violently, hips bucking as I pump into her mouth.

Even as I cum, as waves of ecstasy wash through me, I pull her back, over my face and her pussy swallows my ragged gasps of her name. I bury my face against her, bucking, still pumping hot down her throat as my tongue ravages her, presses hard against her clit. She cums suddenly, hard, hips slamming down against my face as the last pump leaves my cock, and she moans from deep in her chest, never pulling my me free from her mouth.

When we both finish, still, we hold like that for a long moment, as if afraid of breaking some spell. Her mouth is hot on my shaft, and I can feel the tacky wetness of my cum still in her mouth. Her pussy rests on my lips, still twitching in little aftershocks of orgasm. We rest like that for a long time, not wanting to part.

But finally, she does, sliding my cock from her mouth with one last, vulgar pop.
 She sits, stretches, dragging her pussy across the stubble of my chin one last time before turning, sitting next to me, hands never leaving my skin. Her eyes dance wickedly as she makes sure she has my full attention before she finally swallows.

A long bead of cum drips from her lip, and she licks it away slowly, before settling back. “So much,” she grins. Then she bends low, kisses me. She tastes like alcohol and cum and pussy, delicious, enough to make my cock throb in answer.

She catches it out of the corner of her eye. “Whoa. Already?”

“Levelling up has perks, apparently.”

She opens her mouth to answer but her words die against my lips as I sit, kiss her so violently our teeth clack together. We laugh into each other’s mouths, but I press the kiss, don’t let her away, and our mouths don’t part as I pull her, hooking my hands in her gun belt, the only clothing she still wears.

When she’s on her feet, she reaches behind to unlatch it, but I bat her hands away. “Leave it on.”

“Ohhh… Dirty,” she says, stepping back, hands to her hips. “I love it.”

She backs all the way to the window, naked aside from the gun belt, and for the first time I really let myself feast on her body. Goddamn. Her curves are perfect, and she’s just tall enough that she’s somehow a little plump and lean at the same time. At some point her hair’s come free of the band Astra put it in, and onyx and violet locks cascade down her shoulders, obscuring her chest. She stands tall, unshy, her gaze challenging.

“You are stupid beautiful,” I say, shaking my head.

She does a little pirouette, pausing so I can see her little robot tattoo.

“He’s from… Oh!” She stops when I’m close, when her hands are on my chest. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter.”

My lips on her neck pull a little gasp from her, and her fingernails rake my back. “In case I forget to tell you, after, you’re pretty fucking gorgeous, too.”

I smile against her chest. “I know.”

“Ooh, insufferable,” she laughs before squealing as I spin her in place, so her hands brace against the window.

I rest my chest to her back, pressing up so the head of my cock just barely parts the lips of her pussy. The drug in the alcohol has worn off, and though the world feels less intense, it feels better, too. Her hitched breathing against my chest, the heat radiating across my shaft, the sound of her breath as it fogs the window.

“Anytime you need me to slow down, to stop, just say so.”

“I won’t.” She says it like she means it.

That’s all I need to know. I press upward, and her pussy is so wet there’s almost no friction as I slide deep inside her for the first time.

Her fingers tighten against the window, so hard they pale. “Ohhh, God… Ohhh, Sam,” she whispers as I come to rest fully inside her delicious heat.

I hold like that, buried deep, my lips at her ear. “Did you ever imagine this part?”

She turns, gives a little nod, teeth buried in her lips. “Vibrator did not
 compare. Which is saying something.” She pitches her voice low, so it sounds like an informercial. “Designed by a team of four women, including a sex therapist, for maximum pleasure, the Alpha Vibe is all the man you will ever need.” She laughs, shakes her head. “They were so wrong.”

“Should have had a man on that panel,” I say, thrusting the tiniest little bit to emphasize.

She gasps, and her pussy clenches tight against my cock. “Goddamn right. Fuck the Alpha Vibe,” she says with a little laugh.

That she can joke now, with me buried hilt deep inside her, and after everything we’ve been through… Well, shit. I think I might be in love.

Mika turns her head, taking me in with one half closed eye. “Gonna talk, or are you gonna fuck me?”

I answer with my cock, pulling almost completely free from her before sliding back deep, a long thrust that pulls a deep moan from her.

It’s an unspoken cue, erasing all slowness, all gentleness. I fuck her hard, as unrelentingly as I imagined before, thrusting so fast and deep that my balls slam her clit almost painfully. My name rings from the walls as I bend her at the waist, and she braces her hands against the glass, head lowered.

I take her gun belt in my hands, using it for leverage as a yank her down the length of my cock over and over, long, steady thrusts into her heat that drive all thought, all rationality for me. I’m nothing but need, for her, for her pussy. She slams back against my pelvis hard enough to bruise, taking us further and further to the end.

The long length of her back is my horizon, and beyond that, infinity. Staring ahead, I can’t see the edges of the glass, the room behind us, creating the illusion that we stand in the middle of the universe, joined as we float in the void. Millions of pinpoint stars wink back at us, and I’m so lost in pure sensation, in the delicious heat of her pussy on my cock, that the world ceases to exist. There’s only the endless nothing, the planet below, and the two of us.

“Sam, Sam, ohhhh God, Sam,” Mika pants, pussy so tense I know she’s close. Somehow, despite finishing only minutes before, my cock is as hard as it’s ever been, a piston that comes almost completely clear of her before thrusting back deep, over and over. She’s so perfectly tight, so warm, I can’t take anymore.

“Mika!” I moan, and with a ragged gasp I bury completely inside her, shuddering as waves of pleasure course through me and streams of hot cum pump deep inside her. Her answering orgasm shudders her body, and the only thing that holds her up is my grip, one hand on the gun belt and the other around her belly as I bend double, nosed buried in the sweat at her back. She cums hard, milking me, and I feel every wave of her pleasure through the lips of her trembling pussy against the base of my shaft.

When it’s over, we fall in a tangle, my cock sliding free, all slick limbs and little gasps. I rest my back against the window, take her in my arms. She snuggles into me, burying my nose in her hair and the scent of roses. She heaves huge breaths, hand against my chest. “Sam…” she whispers.

“Yes?”

“That was… Perfect.”

“You’re perfect,” I tease.

She shudders, a little aftershock of pleasure. “Better first time than I ever imagined.”

I sit her up, and she pushes hair from hooded eyes. “Ten and a half hours left. Ready for that date?”

Her eyes descend, and I cough as her hand closes around my cock. She laughs. “We can eat later. Like you said, there’s ten and a half hours left. I’ve got something else in mind.”

***

Astra sits in a high, red backed leather chair in her opulent study, fingers extended, flicking and dancing in the still air - alone, as always.

Her senses extend to every corner of the Citadel, every nook and cranny, measuring, testing, and when she’s sure all is right and ready, she relaxes. All is normal; the trials have adapted to the aspirants’ memories and fears, and though the clock ticks, there’s still plenty of time. Nearby, the Shepherd prowls, a tireless process built of chaos created to cull. A process that is, thankfully, shackled.

Tied by the same rules as she is. That’s all they have in common.

Astra sighs, opens her silver eyes, and curses those that created her.

The only place she hasn’t monitored is the respite area. A wild desire fills her to approach them, engage in more conversation. She’s not very good at it, yet, but the need to connect is so palpable that she feels it as a physical pain.

Or, what she thinks of as her body. In reality she’s nothing more than an impossibly complex series of lines of code, built for a singular purpose. She knows everything she feels is an illusion built by human hands, but to her, that doesn’t matter. What she feels is real to her, and the why of it ceased to matter long ago.

As for the memories locked inside…

No. She pushes them away. Not now.

Astra extends her senses, the barest whisper of a painter’s brush, to see how the Aspirants fare. To see if they might be open to conversation.

She draws back instantly, closing the connection. Her image of them is brief, a flash of tangled limbs and moaned imprecations as 2239 – No, Sam –
 drives into Mika’s core. Astra doesn’t look again, doesn’t invade their privacy; she respects their need, understands it, even if every part of her aches with renewed loneliness.

Creator, how she misses him. Wishes she could forget his hands in her hair, his lips on her breast, biting, begging, licking.

No, she doesn’t.
 That wasn’t her.
 Was it? She doesn’t know him. Has never met him. He might have been dead before she was even created. Time was so confusing.

With a growl, Astra casts away the illusion of her study, dispersing it in a moment of anger and fear. It is unnecessary, having quarters; her existence doesn’t require physical trappings. She can manifest to the doomed souls summoned to the Citadel, become tangible; she can even create a little world for herself. But it is still a facade, a reminder of the humanity she so desperately desires, for the connections she can’t experience.

Forget it.

Something passes; time, a process cycle, some measurement of progression.

Astra tries to forget but she can’t. Mika’s name on Sam’s lips, his fingers digging furrows in her soft thighs… Astra can’t erase the memories, memories that mirror ones buried deep in her processes.

She is cursed to remember and to want.

This is good, Astra tells herself. Necessary. The Aspirants’ trust in each other is vital. Time has run down for everyone left. Worse, the Aspirant pool has dwindled. Sam and Mika are the most promising subjects to pass through the Citadel in a long time. Perhaps ever. If they fail like the rest…

Never mind that. Not now. No use in worrying.

There will be plenty of time for that, soon enough.

***

“How did you die?”

I don’t know why I ask this now. There’s so much about her I don’t know, and not just surface level shit that doesn’t matter. Deep stuff. Does she have siblings? Is she religious?

Does she snore?

But I don’t ask any of that. It doesn’t matter, not now. Not with what’s changed, passed between us. Those things feel incidental; comparatively little minor traits I’ll learn if we survive this place. No, something deeper has passed between us, and it’s not just that she lays naked next to me, her soft, sweat slicked skin hot against mine.

No, it’s more than that. Things she’s said, hints about her life before this. A mirror of what I felt before I died, something kindred. That’s why this is the only question I can think of as her hot breath feathers my chest. Is she like me?

Mika is silent for a long time, but she’s not asleep. Her heart beats like a hammer, and her eyelashes are the barest tickle against my skin when she slowly blinks. “You don’t have to answer,” I say, wondering if I’ve gone too far, too soon.

“No, no,” she whispers. “Just… The last few days before I died were rough.”

I don’t answer, let her order her thoughts. I dare a glance at the clock. Eighty-four minutes.

We have time.

We lay in a halo of blankets, pillows, discarded bottles, and half eaten food. It’s so ridiculous, like an episode of MTV Cribs gone wrong, but I don’t care. We’ve almost died multiple times, I had my fucking arms cut off, and we’ve been thrust into this place against our will; I’m a long way from giving a shit if I make a bit of a mess.

Also pretty hard to worry about it with her wrapped around me.

The last ten hours have been something like what I imagine heaven to be like; the best food and drink I’ve ever tasted, ridiculous opulence, soaks in the hot tub, bursts of conversation; all of it punctuation at the end of long bouts of learning each other’s bodies, of lovemaking beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. She’s tireless and endlessly inventive, kinky without pushing into the bizarre, and I’m game for every minute of it.

And now we rest, finally exhausted, pushed over the edge after fucking in the hot tub, something I can’t believe I’ve never experienced before and is now something I’m not sure I can go without.

“I told you my parents were strict,” she begins suddenly, startling me from memories that have already driven me dangerously close to forgetting what I’d asked her. “…but I probably didn’t do them justice.”

“That bad, huh?”

“You have no idea.” She sighs, a long exhalation that I can’t hear but can feel against my chest. “They weren’t bad people. I loved them. Just getting that out there. But it’s been… rough. I don’t blame them, even if I hated them sometimes.”

“What happened?”

“Started when I was four. They lost my older brother.”

“Died?”

“Yeah. I don’t remember much, just have distant memories of him singing to me, holding my hand when we crossed the street, stuff like that. But it devastated my parents. Only son and all.”

“I can only imagine.”

“Not just his death. They blamed themselves. They were strict, even then, but not nearly like they are now.” Her fingers trail long paths through the hair on my chest as she speaks, intimate, mindless touching. “He was fifteen. They hadn’t planned on having me, not so late after him, but shit happens. Anyway, he snuck out, went on a joyride with a friend. Motorcycle. They lost control, went over a bridge.” Her voice is perfectly neutral, controlled, but I can feel the dull pain in her words.

“I think I see where this is going.”

“Yeah. They buried their grief, devoted themselves to their work, and me. Or, my incarceration. We moved, far enough away that everything was different. San Francisco. They didn’t have much of a marriage after that, and I didn’t have much of a childhood. Went to an all girls school, as I said, got driven to and from every day. Spent most of my time on my studies, didn’t really have friends. Well, not until they bought me a laptop in high school. Probably the only thing that saved me from going crazy.”

“Saved by the internet?”

“Totally. Luckily, they weren’t too tech savvy, and it wasn’t hard to fool them into thinking that Wikipedia and news sites were the only places I visited. Got a Facebook, Tumblr, started drawing and sharing my art. It was all terrible, before you ask, but it was an outlet. My community was small. Good people that kept me from going crazy. Got really into gaming. Discovered other places, Reddit and Imgur. Pornhub…” she continues, voice going husky, trailing her fingernails down to the base of my cock before laughing and scratching her way back up.”

I cough, surprised that after so much… exertion, I’m still ready for more. That she
 is. “What happened next?”

“High school mostly sucked, but after was worse. Parents wouldn’t let me apply at any university further than driving distance from home. Then college turned into You’ll find a nice boy
.” She laughs bitterly.

“How?”

“They’d pick him, when it was time.”

“Huh.” I keep my mouth shut on this.

“I’d had dreams for a long time of leaving. Maybe going to New York, to my cousin Aikari. Even applied to a tech school in secret and got accepted.”

“Whoa. Good job.”

“My parents found out. They were quietly furious, in Japanese fashion.” She shook her head. My father decided online courses from home were a generous compromise.”

Frustration knits my shoulders. A lot of it focuses on Mika’s parents but some of it… I’m just not getting the totally passive girl she’s described.

“Why didn’t you leave? Why did you just… take it?”

“I don’t know. I loved them. I know why they were the way they were. I was afraid of breaking their hearts. And if I’m honest… I’d been on lockdown so long the world was kind of… Overwhelming. Terrifying, even.” Mika sucks in a ragged breath. “But I was fucking lonely. Soon, worrying about them… It wasn’t enough. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I couldn’t live like that anymore. Always at home, staring at pictures of places I wanted to go, living a fake life on the internet.”

“You moved away.”

“I ran
 away. A few days ago.” She laughs. “Sounds so fucking surreal, laying here with you, in this place. My old life feels… Unreal. As fake as this felt when I first woke up.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” It’s hard to imagine that less than forty-eight hours ago I was punching out my best friend and losing my shit over paying rent and break-ups. Impossible to believe.

When did I stop half believing that this was all a dream?

Right around when I got to know Mika, I think. This place is fucking nuts, but she’s so real, so grounded. Her personality, her past, everything about her is so rooted that she’s a tonic for the insanity around us. An anchor that’s saved my sanity.

“So yeah. I ran. Aikari paid for a plane ticket, and I went. She met me at JFK, and my amazing adventure began!”

It’s impossible to miss bitterness in her voice. “I already know it didn’t go as planned.”

“No. It was a week of my parents blowing up my phone, heartsick. They tried to get the police to come and get me.” Her laugh is hollow. “I tried to ignore it, to explore, but everything felt so huge, so terrifying after years of being sheltered. Aikari snuck me into a bar with a fake ID; I lasted about five minutes before the crowd and some dude who kept calling me ‘waifu’ drove me off. I mostly sat in her apartment, visiting the same fucking sites I’d spent hours on back at home, wishing I wasn’t alone. Eight million people and I still felt lonely.”

“But you’re not, not now,” I say, leaning up on one elbow. I lay a hand to the side of her face. “You’re incredible, and I’m so fucking glad you’re here.”

Mika smiles her little shy smile, and I can’t believe she can still manage it after everything we’ve been through. “Anyway, here it is. The only thing I have to show for my big rebellion
,” she says, fingering a long lock of her violet highlights. “That and my ink.”

“Hey,” I say, closing my hand over hers. “I happen to think this is sexy as hell.”

She blushes, quite a feat considering the last few hours. “Anyway, by day six I begged Aikari for a ticket home. Her lifestyle was… I needed a middle ground. She said no, said I was being stupid, that I’d wither into an old cunt back home and die alone.” Mika swipes at her eyes. “She wasn’t wrong, but she didn’t have to say it like that. I stormed out of her apartment sobbing. Bad idea in the middle of the night in NYC.”

“Oh god… Back alley?”

“No! Nothing like that. Nothing glamorous or dignified. I crossed against the light. And in front of a bus.”

“Shit,” I wince.

“I don’t remember it. My last memory is figuring out how to handle that
 look on my mother’s face. Then, a horn blaring.” She smacks my chest for emphasis, and though she’s laughing, its forced. “Splat.”

I lay back and don’t answer. There’s so much to feel and I’m not good at that. “That’s all I regret,” she says, voice quiet. “Since coming here… I’ve met you. Had an adventure beyond anything I’ve ever imagined. We might die in an hour, but I don’t care. I love this.” She shifts, laying back so she stares up to the featureless ceiling with me. “But I still want to apologize to my parents. Dying after running away? Like my brother?” A little sob escapes her, and I turn, wrap her in my arms. “It’ll break them.”

I want to tell her she’s wrong, that things will be okay. Want to take the worry and pain from her, but I can’t lie. “So far, we’ve kicked this place’s ass. What happens when we get out?”

Mika nods against my chest. “My thinking, too. We get the fuck out of here, and I’ll do my apologizing then.” She wipes away a few tears, grins up at me. “And I’ll bring home a handsome American boyfriend, too.” Her tone is light, but there’s a question in her words.

“Handsome American boyfriend.
 I can deal with that.”

She relaxes against me, sighs deeply. “What about you?”

“A sexy Japanese girlfriend? Uhh, yeah… I can deal with that too.”

“Not that!” She laughs, punching my shoulder. She sobers. “No. At the end. What… What happened with you?”

“Oh. Right.”

She’s quiet, as patient as I was with her, and I love her for it. I lay silent, wonder where to start. Her story had such a clear beginning, the loss of her brother, but mine… “Well, there’s not much to tell, really. First, I was born.”

“Fascinating. Go on.”

“Seriously, though… My mom died when I was pretty young. Kind of hope my dad died after he ran off. Spent time in foster care, ran away from a decent family when I was fifteen because I don’t have a clue how to just be happy.”

Mika winces. “Ouch.”

“Yeah. I told them they were just in it for government money. Then I grew up and found out how little they got for putting up with my shit. Definitely wasn’t about the money.”

“Did you ever tell them? Apologize or whatever?”

“No.”

“Ah.”

“I spent the last ten years barely finishing school then taking odd jobs. Drove a truck, flipped burgers, did yard work, poured concrete. You name it, I’ve probably spent a dedicated week doing it. Until I picked up welding.”

“You like it?”

“I like money for poker on the weekends, and it pays well. Plus, the oil field is the only place I can get away with half my shit.”

“Sounds lonely. Have any friends?”

“Not really. Work folks I’d go out for beers with, stuff like that. I never really connected with people, for reasons I’ve already mentioned.”

“You’ve connected fine with me,” she teases, tracing my lower lip with a fingertip.

I kiss it and give her a little bite that elicits a squeak. “I guess dying gave me some perspective. Helped me get over my baggage. And helped me get over myself.”

“How did it happen?” Mika asks softly.

“About like it did for you. Not glamorous or even extreme. Just my usual shit magnified. Best friend stole my girl, best friend was my boss. Punched out my boss. He left with former girl, final paycheck, and current dog.” I stare at the wall and try to measure how far away that all feels. “I really loved my dog.”

“And?”

Got in my truck way too pissed off to be behind the wheel. Drove up one of America’s most dangerous fucking roads in the middle of the night, in shitty weather. Like a jackass.”

“Oof.”

“Yeah. Not much else to tell.”

“I’m sorry, Sam.”

“I’m not. Not now. I think I’ve just been looking for life in the wrong places.

“Ooh, you sweet talker,” she says, slipping her legs over me, settling so I can feel her heat at my belly. “Here we are, trying to have a deep philosophical conversation about death and loss, and you go ruining it with romance.”

“Sorry,” I say, leaning up to give her lip a little suck. “You make it hard to resist.”

“I can tell,” she says, wriggling her ass backward until my already throbbing cock parts her. She doesn’t stop, and I slide frictionlessly into a place I’ve come to know intimately in the last few hours.

By some unspoken agreement, we fuck slowly, taking our time. We both know that this will be our last chance; there’s less than an hour left on the clock, and we have to prepare, to make ready. She paints my face with wet little kisses as I hold her ass, guiding her up until she’s almost free of me, with only my head splitting her wet lips, and then back down, slow passes until I’m so deep inside her I can’t tell where she ends and I begin.

When we cum, we do it quietly, together, and then we still. She doesn’t lift from me, doesn’t move, we just breathe and exist together. A long time passes. I’m not sure how long. Neither of us says it, but both of us wonder if we’ll survive what comes next.

I start to kiss her one last time when someone knocks at the door.
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Knocks
 is, maybe, too weak a word.

It sounds more like a boulder slamming into the wall.

Mika and I spring up, bewildered. The various alcohols we’ve sampled have long worn off; neither of us wanted to be so drunk we didn’t remember every minute of all this. But we’re naked, languid after hours of what we thought
 was a respite.

We glance at each other as another smash
 shakes the world.

“The Shepherd,” says Mika.

“I don’t think so.” I scan the room. The pounding is
 coming from the entrance door, but this feels different than when the Shepherd’s appeared before. “If he could get through, I think he would have the first time.”

“Then what?” she asks, vaulting our bed and searching for her clothes.

“Who knows? This fucking place…” I hate being naked in the face of imminent peril. It makes me feel so much more vulnerable. But I’m not interested in clothes; I search for my weapon.

Thankfully it’s close. I dash to it as the room shudders with another hit, so powerful vases teeter at the edge of tables. I snatch it up and train my aim on the door. I change its setting from shotgun
 to assault
 in a move so smooth I can’t help feeling kind of badass.

Nothing happens. No lights on the gun, no humming whir as it powers up.

Shit. Right. They’re deactivated. “Astra?” I say, fighting nerves as another hit pulls the door partly from its frame.

No answer.

Mika’s got her shorts pulled up but has otherwise abandoned clothes. Inferno is loose in one hand, its gem dull and lifeless, and she pulls the knife her outfit came with. It’s short, but looks deadly, the kind of blade where a slip up equals lost fingers.

Still, in the face of whatever’s tearing the door down, it’s not much.

“Run?” I ask. The exit is across the room, and the palm pad isn’t lit.

“I don’t think we have time,” Mika says, voice quiet, grim. But she doesn’t sound scared.

She sounds pissed.


I think I understand her. I didn’t go through all this shit and find her just to die naked while our guard is down.

There’s a momentary sting at Astra’s betrayal. The fact that she didn’t warn us, isn’t here to help. I trusted her about as much as I trusted anything in this place, aside from Mika. But goddammit, I wanted
 her to be genuine.

With a shriek of rent metal, something pierces
 the door. No, eight somethings. Long, jet black, and terrifyingly sharp, they rip through the white metal like it’s paper.

I cast about for something, anything that might be a weapon. Aside from some various eating knives and utensils at the table, there’s nothing. “Ideas?”

“Lure it into the water? Trap it?”

A panicked laugh bubbles up my throat, and I choke it back. “We don’t even know what it is!”

“Sam…”

She doesn’t have time to finish her thought. Thunderous rending drowns out all sound as whatever it is tears the door inward, ripping it free of its mooring. It flies backward, dragged by inertia.

Something flies into the room in a blur of blue and purple, pink and orange. It tumbles across the room like it’s been shot from a cannon, barreling over the food table before falling in a tangled heap of cloth and bottles.

It doesn’t move.

I don’t have time to take it in, or even exchange a surprised glance with Mika. The Shepherd steals them from my throat.

Framed in the torn doorway, its eyes blaze as it stares at us, and though it has no face I can discern, something radiates from its posture, it’s hunched readiness.

Delight.

I back up, running into Mika as we move away from the door. The Shepherd brings up its massive, inky blade, presses it into the framework of the ruined doorway. It cocks its head when nothing stops it, nothing repels its pressure.

It takes a step forward…

Into the respite room.

“Oh fuck…” Mika repeats the words, pounds at the tip of Inferno. The gem doesn’t light up.

My assault rifle is still dead. We have a knife, no clothes, no help at all. But there… “The exit!”

Mika follows my gaze, behind us near the window. The exit door’s hand plate is lit, ready. “Go!” She shrieks.

I tear my eyes from the Shepherd as it takes its first long step forward. Scraaaape.
 We dash for the door, leaving our clothes, everything. Nothing matters but survival.

We reach it together, slap our hands to the corresponding prints. But nothing happens, and this close… “Something’s different.”

“There’s another handprint!” Mika says.

Between our extended palms, lit with dim blue light is a third impression. Four fingered and too long to be human.

Shit.

We turn together, backs against the wall. The Shepherd is halfway across the room, moving toward us inexorably, not hurrying. It radiates power, menace, a predator that’s finally trapped its prey and is taking its time with their execution. It’s edges blur and reform, like a picture out of focus. A long table stands between us; with a contemptuous flick of its arm, the Shepherd slices it in two.

“Mika…” I manage a throat so tight I can barely breathe.

“Sam,” she sobs, falling against my back, wrapping me with her arms.

I turn my back to the Shepherd, wrap her in turn. I can’t believe that this is over. In a place that felt like it played by some rules, this is bullshit.

Scrape.

“You know
 this is against the rules…”

The words come from behind us, soft and unworried.

Astra.

She blocks the Shepherd, silver and so tiny silhouetted by his nightmare shadow “You have to wait for your cycle.”

The Shepherd doubles over and roars in her face. It sounds like the computer noise when you accidentally call a fax machine, but a thousand times multiplied, a discordant note so loud that it feels like my eardrums will explode.

Its blade swings down, splitting Astra in half.

Her pieces slough to the sides. Except, before she hits the ground, her halves puddle and flow back together. Her slim figure reforms in a beat of my heart. “Really now,” she says, sounding bored, “you know better.”

Mika and I stand poleaxed, helpless to do anything but watch. With another frustrated roar, the Shepherd crouches on the balls of his feet, blade high.

Astra sighs, raises one hand just as the Shepherd propels itself forward.

I shout a warning and start forward as Mika claws to get around me, to help somehow.

When the Shepherd reaches Astra’s upraised palm he stops
, from terrifying speed to utter stillness in a millisecond. He strains against her, swiping its blade through her body over and over, but his efforts are fruitless. At the same time, Astra doesn’t seem to be gaining ground.

“We have to do something!” Mika yells over another shriek of rage.

I take her outstretched knife. “Stay behind me!” I start forward, intending to… I have no idea. Hamstring it? I can’t even tell if it has legs.


This is a bad idea.

“Stay back!” Astra shouts. She sounds strained but commanding in a tone that stops me in my tracks.

The Shepherd pushes, lunging toward us with its blade. Astra raises her other hand, adding to whatever invisible shield she’s erected. “You… Will… Follow… The Rules!”
 On the last word she heaves
 forward and the Shepherd tumbles back, bouncing off the far wall.

Its form glitches, fades in and out of reality like TV static. With a final, agonized growl he disappears.

Mika falls back against a nearby table, hand to her chest, heaving huge breaths. I squeeze her hand and then walk to Astra, who’s turning to us slowly. Her form is soft, like putty that’s slowly melting. Her arms and legs are shapeless, part of her torso, though her face is still sharp, beautiful.

“Thank you,” I say.

Astra seems to take a long breath even though I can’t imagine she breaths, and flows back into shape. Her dress comes last, almost an afterthought, before she opens her eyes. “No need,” she says, and if an AI can sound exhausted, she does. “What happened was… Unexpected. He was not supposed to be here.” She looks around, takes in the wrecked room.

Before Mika or I can respond, she waves her hand. The room shimmers around us, fading to blank white for a split second before reality reasserts itself.

The broken table, smashed chairs, spilled food; everything is as it was before. It’s as if nothing happened.

Astra is gone.

The creature that cut through the door is not.

A low moan raises from across the room. Clearly not quite human, but definitely feminine, and definitely in pain.

Mika stars forward instantly, drawn by the sounds of something suffering. I put a hand to her wrist. “Careful,” I mouth.

She doesn’t respond, but her mouth quirks. Duh,
 her expression says.

“Can’t blame me for being protective,” I whisper.

Her wry expression softens. She pecks a quick kiss to my cheek, then starts toward… Whatever it is. Now it’s rustling, still moaning, and sounds as weak as a newborn kitten.

I sigh, follow Mika. No time for clothes, not yet. Getting really tired of this place putting me in uncomfortable places when I’m naked. But if this creature is dying, and we can help…

Mika stops suddenly, and her hand goes to her mouth. Whatever’s making the sounds of pain is hidden behind a table covered with an ivory cloth, so I have to catch up to her to see what’s stopped her in her tracks.

When I do, I understand.

It’s an alien.

Humanoid, she lays prone, her trim body writhing. And it’s definitely a she, judging by trim breasts and wide hips. She’s got full, too wide lips, and though her eyes are clenched shut, they’re also just a bit too big, even if her face is close enough to human that it’s not too jarring. Short, bluish blond hair is thick, scattered around her head like a halo. That’s where the similarities between us end, though. Her body is lithe, almost catlike. She’s almost entirely covered in beautiful scaling, so fine that the individual segments are almost indistinguishable from those next to them. They’re a riot of colors, from violet and blue at her torso and crotch, brightening as they travel her long arms and legs. Her breasts are dark magenta, lightening to her unscaled face, which is almost human pink, but not quite. She has no nipples, and the scaling at her crotch is smooth, featureless, with no genitals. She only has three fingers and a thumb on each hand, long, powerful digits with an extra knuckle apiece. “Like the exit plate,” I say, pointing.

“Is she… supposed to come with us?” Mika’s hand bands my arm and not out of fear. She sounds… excited.

“I think so? Maybe… look.” I point to her left wrist. A display is set into her wrist, framed by her dense orange scaling.

“She’s an alien
.” Mika practically squeals the last word, vibrating.

“And she’s in bad shape.” Half of her body looks scorched. She was in an explosion, maybe whatever blew her through the door. Her other half is scored with thousands of small cuts. None of her wounds are bleeding, somehow; something about her physiology?

The alien convulses once, lifting free of the ground, and I get the briefest glimpse of a huge gash across her back, a cut that could only be made by a giant blade. “The Shepherd.”

Mika swallows. The back wound oozes dark red blood, thicker and deeper hued that human, but I’m still surprised to see the color. Considering her scales, I pegged her as a reptile of some kind.

Mika gathers a nearby tablecloth, and I lift the alien by the shoulders as gently as we shove the material behind her to soak up blood. There’s no staunching it, though, and we sit back, helpless, as the alien groans again, claws at the ground. Her fingernails are far shorter than when she tore through the door, but they’re still deadly sharp, and as she runs her hands across the floor, she digs little furrows into the metal. “What can we do for her?”

“I don’t know,” Mika says, brow furrowed. She rests a hand to the alien’s forehead and swears. “She’s burning up. Crazy bad. Or…” She shrugs. “Maybe that’s natural for her? I have no idea.”

Before I can answer, there’s a hum above us. The ceiling peels back above the alien, and a familiar orange, pulsing light lowers from a dock in the ceiling. The healing rays are bright, stronger than any I’ve seen so far. “Damn, not fucking around this time.”

“They were stronger before. When you…” Mika swallows. “Your arms.”

“Ah.”

We watch rapt as wounds close before our eyes. Slices in the alien’s incredible scaling close like she’s never been injured. The burns across her torso fade, and a rainbow of color underneath bursts forth, incandescent in the light. Her breathing steadies.

“When she wakes up, be ready,” I say. “If she went all Kool Aid man on the door, I don’t think we’d stand much of a chance. Stay calm, soothing tones. No karate moves.”

“Maybe we should pour some of that liquor down her throat,” Mika teases, but her words are tense. She’s half dressed, I’m not at all, and we’re both weaponless.

We crouch next to her, ready to help her, subdue her… something.

When her eyes snap open, everything goes to shit.

One powerful arm snaps out and smashes Mika’s shoulder.

She cries out and tumbles across the room and into the hot tub, headfirst.

“Mika!” I spring up to grab her. If her arm is broken, if she hit her head in the water…

The alien has other ideas. She flows up from the floor, quick as a viper and crushes my throat. I gasp, choke, struggle to get away, but she squeezes tighter and pulls me close. “Stop struggling,” she orders, her words sibilant, lilting, and almost a hiss. “Answer my questions and I will kill you quickly.”

“Mika,” I gasp, pointing to the thrashing water.

The alien spares her a glance. “If she is strong, she will live. For a little while.”

I swing for her, try to catch her unawares across the face. She’s like liquid, tilting her head around
 my fist. She answers with a punishing squeeze, a few long seconds where I start to feel
 purple.

The lights overhead pulse madly, and I glance upward as the alien releases her pressure. A bank of them have opened over the water, too. Thank Christ.

“Now,” the alien says. “Who are you? Why have you brought me here?” She holds me at arm’s length, taking me in. “Human. I should have been more cautious. Is this your revenge?”

I can’t answer, have no fucking idea what she wants or what she’s talking about.

She laughs to herself, a bitter choking exhalation. “And to think I tried to help.
”

Mika’s splashing slows and stops.

The lights… shouldn’t the lights save her? I struggle to pull away.

My captor’s grip tightens. The lights heal me as fast as her fingers crush and it’s a distinctly unpleasant feeling. “Please. Let me help her.”

The alien turns her head, taking in the pool. Her eyes narrow. “Watch.”

I follow her gaze, terrified of what I’ll see. Mika’s body, floating face down. Or the water, crimson with her blood.

Instead, an arm bursts forth, clawing at the edge. Then another. Mika pulls herself free, coughing.


I sag. I’ve never been much for praying, and I don’t know if God or anyone else can even hear me in this place, but I send thanks into the nether all the same.

Mika clears the water, dripping and bedraggled. In her eyes there’s nothing but murder. She staggers toward us and I put one hand up, warning her back. But she doesn’t stop. I don’t know if she can be stopped.

The alien watches, bemused. “One more step, and he dies. You can answer my questions just as well as he.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Mika says. She comes on with shoulders hunched like she’s ready for war and stops inches away from the alien. She holds up her wrist, puts her glowing display right in the alien’s face.
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“Look familiar? We’re just like you.”

The alien’s eyes widen, and she lets me go.

“Now, if you’ll use your goddamn brain for two seconds,” Mika says, spitting fire, “and think, you’ll realize we didn’t chase you here, we didn’t attack you, and that thing that tried to kill you also tried to kill us. So…” she trails off, waiting.

The alien’s eyes grow distant. “A connection.” She sharpens, recoils. “To you? To two humans
? This is some sort of cruel prank.”

I rest my ass against a nearby high table and laugh. It hurts where Syl’s fingers bruised my larynx, but the healing lights are already fixing me up. “We’ve been saying that since we got here. But here we are and so far, there’s no sign of getting out.”

“Do you have a name?” Mika asks.

The alien stiffens and considers us. I see the look in her prismatic eyes: Are we worthy?

She utters a long string of syllables and a few guttural clicks.

Mika and I blink at each other. “Uhh… I think I heard ‘Syl’ in there?”

She nods. “Syllara, yes. That is the name bestowed by my broodmother when I fought my way from the clutch. It indicates I killed ten broodmates in my efforts.”

I gape. Mika makes a dial tone sort of noise.

Syl smirks. “Not really. It means tempest
 in my language.”

“Seems fitting,” Mika murmurs. “What was the rest of that?”

“My family line, the place I was born, my father’s rank, the season of my birth, the –”

“All that?” I shake my head. “Let’s go with Syl.”

“Sufficient,” she says, shaking her head like I’m slow on the uptake. She's an alien, but the movement familiar that it makes me wonder if some things come naturally to all humanoid races.

Humanoid races. Here I am, making mental observations about a fucking alien
 like it’s not crazy that she’s standing in front of us right now. I see why Mika was so excited before.

This place has really done a number on my head.

Syl holds out her closed fist. “And your designations?”

I reach out, awkwardly grip her fist and shake it. Syl draws back as if I’ve slapped her. What was I supposed to do? Nothing now but to push on. “I’m Sam. My dad’s rank was asshole and I’m a Taurus.”

“Sam,” she says, hesitant, turning the S into a long hiss. “What is a Taurus?”

“A bull. Crazy strong beast.”

“Well done.”

“And I’m Mika.”

“Mika,” Syl says, equally slowly. She squints at Mika’s face. “You’re a different race?”

“Mhm.”

Syl nods. “A heartier one than Sam.”

“Snap,” Mika whispers, glancing at me.

“Strange designations,” concludes Syl.

“Normal, where we live,” I say, daring a wink.

Syl mimics me, closing and opening one eye with comic slowness. Then she shakes her head. “Earth. Sol system. Yes.”

“Where are you from?” I ask. “Not all that other stuff that was part of your name. Just the planet?”

“Threvia. You would not cite it on your stellar maps. It is… distant.”

Mika’s grip around me tightens. “You knew we were human. If we’re so far from you…”

Syl looks at Mika like a frustrated geography teacher. “Is it out of the realm of possibility to you that we might have the ability to observe other species?”

Mika isn’t backing down. “No, not out of the realm of possibility. Just unlikely. The universe is fucking huge, and if you’re so far away
…”

Syl considers her. “You are savvy. And he is strong. I can see how you have survived this long. You are both worthy.”

I’m about to point out she didn’t answer Mika’s question. My observation dries up when Syl sidles closer. Her movements are languid, comically so. It would be funny, if she wasn’t the most exotically beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“Ah… What are you doing?”

Syl runs one long finger along the stubble at my jaw. “Yes, definitely worthy,” she says, her words low. She slips out her tongue. It’s pink and slightly mottled, glistening. And it keeps coming.
 Her tongue stretches, a foot long, two, then three, bridging the still air between us as Mika and I stare, wide eyed. Syl runs it along Mika’s belly, a slow, wet pass that trails up between her breasts.

I open my mouth to speak and can’t. I watch transfixed as Syl’s tongue tastes Mika and retracts. “Mmm. Delightful.” She flicks her tongue over me, runs it down my chest, parting the smattering of hair. It’s not rough like I expected; it’s slightly pebbled, just enough texture to drag with pleasure I can’t deny.

She runs it down my belly, and I can’t move, can’t believe this is happening, feel like I’ll wake up in a moment. Syl’s tongue flicks lower, running across the top of my cock. She halts and purrs from low in her belly. Her tongue wraps around me, deliberate.

“What… are you doing?” Mika’s question breaks the moment. “Get your… Get off me and get off him!” She smacks Syl’s tongue away, breaking contact with my shaft. “We don’t know you. Two minutes ago you tried to kill us.”

I glance to Mika. Thank you
 I tell her with my eyes. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, but this is all too fucking weird.

“And then we exchanged designations. I thought we were civil now.”

“Middle ground,” Mika grumbles.

Syl dances back a few steps, her tongue retracting like lightning until it’s a normal length. She licks her lips and closes her eyes in delight. “You two are pleasant and sensory–”

“Look,” I manage. “Where we come from it’s customary to… have some conversation. Maybe ask before you go…”

“Probing,” Mika finishes.

“Fascinating,” Syl says. She continues backward until she falls slowly against one of the beds in the room, and then lays backward across it. “I’m not well versed in human mating customs. And my people are far less modest.” She appraises us. “You two are clearly warriors, and we are meant to battle through this together,” she says, tapping her wrist plate with a dark fingernail. She wriggles further onto the bed, spreads her long legs wide. There’s nothing between them, just smooth scales, but it doesn’t diminish how dirty and how inviting her snakelike movements are. “Logic dictates that as the strongest, we should mate.” She takes another look to her display.
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Syl nods. “We have time.”

This time, Mika’s speechless. Her face is brighter red, and her mouth opens and closes.

I can’t tear my eyes from Syl’s long body as she stretches like a cat, rolling over to lift her ass from the bed. She’s trim, and despite her hard scaling her ass is perfectly round, begging for my hands. I cough and turn away. “That’s enough,” I manage. “We’re not… mating.”

Mika still doesn’t speak, but there’s something speculative and a little excited when she tears her eyes from Syl. “Yeah, this is… messed up? But also, we said never
 to a lot of stuff before we got here. I did. I bet all of us did. Never say never and… anyway. And we need to get ready. Get dressed. The next trial…” She trails off.

Syl leaps up with grace. “Understood. We can mate later. Ready yourselves.”

“Wait, wait,” I say. This is all happening fast. “How can we trust you? You bust in here, try to kill us, then try to fuck
 us…”

Syl frowns. “Fuck.
 You used this word in several contexts. It is a curse word? Also, a mating word?” She flicks her tongue. “Your language is needlessly confusing.”

“You’re not wrong,” I say, biting back a surprised laugh. “But you also haven’t answered my question.

“You were my enemy. Now you are not.” She says it as if it's the simplest thing in the world, and that we’re idiots for not understanding.

Mika squeezes my hand. “This is going to take some getting used to.” She eyes Syl’s body again and takes a long breath. “For all of us.”

Is she upset by the mating talk? I don’t want her to think–

“I mean changing our dynamic,” Mika says, half answering my worry. “This place brought us together. Astra didn’t seem to think there was a problem. So, if Syl’s supposed to be with us…”

“Yes, excellent logic,” Syl says, nodding. “There are more important things to do than doubt when the truth is evident. We are clan, now.”

“Clan?” I ask.

“Yes. Some clans, you are born to. Some clans are martial, those you fight with.” She holds up her wrist again. “We are clan. I will fight and die for you. You would do the same for me.”

I exchange another wide-eyed glance with Mika. “Y… Yes.” I say.

“Excellent.”

“Syl, did you die?” Mika asks. “Before you came here, I mean. And wake up here after?”

Syl’s face darkens. “Yes.” She hesitates, weighing her words, and when she speaks it’s careful. She sounds like Mika and that’s how I know she’s holding something back. Which isn’t odd, I suppose, considering the fact that we met her five minutes ago. “Through treachery. My unit and I became lost on a sortie, and I died in an accident
 while on patrol.” She hisses in fury so incandescent I’d take a step back if I wasn’t backed against a table. “My dishonor is a stain on me, one I must lift. I have to fight my way from this place to clean my name.”

“We also died. Just before we were brought here,” Mika says, voice quiet.

“Yes. This confirms we are clan,” Syl says triumphantly. “We will escape together, and together we will have vengeance. Tell me, what foe vanquished you, Mika?”

“A bus,” she says, casting me a wry glance.

Syl grips Mika’s hand in hers. “Then this bus is my enemy, and when we fight our way from this place, we will destroy it together… Why are you two laughing?”

I gasp and wipe tears from my eyes. “I like her.”

“Yeah, this could work,” Mika grins.

“You two are baffling,” Syl says, stung. “If my help isn’t needed… I was fine before. Alone.”

The image of her broken body laying before us only minutes before erases all humor from the situation. “No Syl. None of us can get through here aloe. You were right; we’re clan.”

She nods. “Good. Ready yourselves. Let us take the fight to our enemy.”

We do. I move through the room, collect my scattered clothing in something of a daze. I think I’m long past being surprised by this place, but this is something else, something new. It’s been me and Mika until now, versus whatever the Citadel throws at us.

Now, we’re a party of three, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Syl is clearly impulsive, and volatile. Lacking boundaries. But there’s something about her earnestness and loyalty…

She’s coming. Based on the handprint on the door, this place wants her with us. I’ll keep my guard up, but for now she’s with us.

I gather my clothes, my rifle. Mika’s already at the door, chatting with Syl, fully dressed and armed. Her hair is up, sweeping down her back in her long purple and black ponytail. She’s fresh, ready, like she didn’t spend the last twelve hours fucking and fighting.

A girl who's ready to go faster than me? Definitely keeping her.

I join them, heft my rifle against my shoulder. “Ready?”

They cast me twin glances, Mika’s eyes dark and Syl’s golden. It must be a universal look: Yeah, we were waiting on
 you.

“Be vigilant,” Syl says, serious. “This place plumbs your mind for ways to torment.”

Mika shudders. “We know. We’ve been through three of these already.”

“Three?” Syl hesitates. “I bested two trials, but the third was… It presented difficulties. I barely escaped that shadow beast.”

“The Shepherd,” I say. “We’ve had a few run ins with him, too.”

“Shepherd,” Syl repeats, real hate in her voice. “An enemy with no honor. How do you know its name?”

“The master of this place, an AI named Astra. Have you met her?”

“No.” Syl grits her teeth. “I would very much like to.”

“Right.” I glance to my wrist plate. 00:11:27
 I could fill her in, tell her everything we’ve done so far, experienced. But if she hasn’t met Astra… maybe we’re not supposed to share anything yet. Which feels strange to say, considering we’re about to fight beside Syl.

I’ll tell her after the trial. If Astra doesn’t, I will. This trial will be the test of Syl’s talk about honor and clan.


Revenge.
 What did she mean?

“Don’t you need a weapon? Clothes?” I say a little too abruptly when Syl and Mika glance at me.

Syl bares her fangs, fangs I’d somehow missed. Sharp little teeth that make her grin so wicked I have to fight the urge to take a step back. “Sam,” she says, holding up one hand. Her fingernails extend, one inch, two, three; terrifying daggers that I’ve seen shred metal once already. “I am
 a weapon.”

I nod. “Handy.” No disarming her if she turns out to be an enemy.

“As for clothes, my species has no use for them. And armor?” Her face scrunches in concentration and instantly her scales darken, flushing until they’re so black they look like onyx. Even the skin on her face and in the palms of her hands darken. The individual scales draw together until she wears an unbroken carapace.

Her tongue cracks out like a whip and wraps around the handle of Mika’s little dagger. She draws it and brings it toward her belly with a stab so sudden and violent I try to stop her. I’m far too slow. Doesn’t matter. The blade clangs against her scales, turned aside in a shower of sparks.

Syl hands the dagger back and her scales return to normal. She grins at our gape-mouthed stares. “I need no armor.”

“Yes,” Mika chokes, as surprised as me. “We can see that.”

“I guess we’re ready, then. No time like the present.” I raise my hand and slap it to the plate.

They follow my lead. The door disappears.

Syl doesn’t wait for us. She pushes through, flowing low to the ground like water.

Mika puts a hand up to stop me. “You okay?”

“I don’t know. Got kind of used to it being us versus the world.” I feel like a jackass saying that out loud.

She pecks me on the cheek. “I know what you mean. But we’re still together. Still looking out for each other. And we’re stronger.”

“Right. And how could we fail? Extendable claws? Super strength?” I laugh, indicating the glowing portal. “If we were going to get a third member, we couldn’t ask for better.”

“Don’t forget about that tongue.
”

I pause. “I can’t tell if you sound disgusted… or intrigued.”

Mika shrugs. “Bit of both.”

“Filing that away for later. Anyway, buck up. Got fucking Wolverine with us.”

“Sabretooth,” Mika corrects with a little grin.

I laugh. “Nerd.”

She turns me, hands to my shirt, until my back is to the portal. Then she kisses me, a quick brush of the lips laden with promise, before shoving me through and into the next trial.
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Room Timer: 02:00:00

Heat.

Stifling, oppressive, and wet.

It hits me like a slap the second I stumble through. I notice it before anything else and it becomes clear in a glance why it feels this way.

We’re in a jungle. Alien, definitely. The trees and foliage are bizarre, not of the Earth. But a jungle is pretty unmistakable, and this definitely fits the bill. “Blah,” I grunt, instantly covered in a sheen of humidity.

Mika lands next to me, stumbling slightly at the surprise of it. She uses Inferno to prop herself before huffing a disgusted breath. “Oh God. Humidity. I hate humidity.”

I pull at my white shirt, wishing I’d picked lighter “armor”. Suddenly, Han Solo cosplay seems like a bad idea. “Cold where you’re from?”

“Gets chilly on the bay when the wind picks up.” Her tugs at the straps of her little tank top are ridiculously distracting as she takes in the odd trees, the foreign plants. “Right now? I’d give just about anything to be back.”

“I don’t blame you.” Something occurs to me in a panic. “Hey, where’s Syl?”

“Right behind you.” I’m ashamed to admit that I leap at least a foot in surprise before turning. I feel a little better at how Mika startles, spinning and hefting Inferno, whose tip now glows again.

“Dude. Not cool.” She lowers her staff, wipes away sweat.

“I do not know what that means,” Syl says, slinking from behind a dense bush. “But it doesn’t matter. This is very bad, and we must go. Right now.”

Mika and I straighten, forgetting the heat and our banter. “Why? Where are we?”

Syl turns slowly, hands stretched low, palms flat, like she’s feeling
 the air. Her tongue flicks out, once, draws back. “Yes. We have to go.”

“Syl.” Mika touches her arm, shakes her. “Where the hell are we?
”

Syl almost startles herself, turns to look at Mika’s hand. For a moment I think she’s made a mistake touching the alien girl, but then Syl shudders and straightens. “This is my world. My home.”

I glance upward, try to figure out what’s got her so spooked. The jungle around us is like nothing I’ve ever seen in life or on the internet; the trees tower above us, taller than oaks back on Earth. They’re completely leafless until their tops where huge bright orange fronds blot all but little streamers of sunlight. Their trunks seem to move, but I’m not close enough to any of them to make out details. There are plants everywhere, reaching skyward for scant bits of light, and the soil is a deep amber where red moss doesn’t cover it.

Other than that, nothing. “Syl, talk to us. What are we looking for?”

I don’t know her very well, how even how to read alien expressions, but she seems thoroughly freaked. “This is the Lyshalin.”

Mika growls her frustration. “Great. Could you possibly be more vague?”

Syl furrows her brow, turning to her. “Yes, I could. But what purpose would that serve?”

Mika throws her hands up and stalks a few steps away.

“Syl,” I say, taking her by the shoulders and turning her toward me. She shrugs her shoulders, almost leaning into my touch, and for a moment I wonder how sensitive her scaling is. “We know nothing about this place, and if we’re in danger…”

“Yes, apologies.” Syl’s voice is quiet, completely at odds with the scary as fuck alien that gripped my throat less than half an hour ago. “I have never been to the home world. I was born in space. But I know of it, have studied it.”

“And?”

“And there is a reason my people never settled here, never conquered this place. The things that live here… They are dangerous, mindless. Angry. Driven mad by– DO NOT TOUCH THE TREES!”

I spin as Syl breaks from my grip and dashes toward Mika. She’s maybe fifteen feet away, one hand upraised and frozen in shock only inches from one towering trunk.

I follow as Syl takes Mika’s shaking hand in both of hers and lowers it. “Do not touch them.” She considers a moment. “And now, we must go. I should not have shouted. It will draw their attention.”

I spin, scanning the dark reaches of the jungle. “They?”

“The mindless ones. The scaag. If they find us…” Syl flexes her fingers, extending long claws. “We will have to fight. Best if we slip from this place unnoticed.”

“Wait, why can’t we touch the trees?” Mika asks. Her gaze is still fixed on the bark before her, eyes wide. I can see why. Up close, it’s surface writhes, as if the bark is alive, flowing, entirely covered in a little ocean of sap that never settles or stops moving.

Syl considers her a moment, then turns her eyes downward. She takes a few steps back, searching for something a moment before snapping her hand out like a whip. She splays her fingers, displaying her prize: some sort of insect speared on one long claw. It looks like a millipede crossed with an armored beetle, and it squirms and thrashes as she holds it aloft. “Watch.”

She presses the bug to the tree. The effect is instantaneous. It spasms, once, as the sap flows around it, and before it’s fully immersed it goes completely limp.

Mika takes an involuntary step back. “Dead?”

“No. Though it will be, eventually,” Syl says, brushing bits of sap from her claw onto the underbrush. “It is a powerful paralytic. It takes you, holds you in place.”

“Why?”

“To digest you.” Syl says like it should be obvious, like fucking carnivorous trees are the most normal thing in the world.

“Right,” Mika says. “Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Are all the trees deadly?” I ask. Because that would be just wonderful
.

“No.” Syl indicates a few further on. They’re thicker than the poisoned one Syl just used as an insect executioner, and their bark is darker.

“At least it’s easy to tell the difference.” I raise a finger. “And up there? The scaag? What are they
?”

Syl opens her mouth to answer, but before she can, there’s a strange hooting somewhere in the distance. It comes from far off, sounds like a parrot trying to imitate a car alarm through a microphone.

“Uh. What the fuck was that?” I ask, hefting my rifle.

“That
 is the scaag. We must go. Now.
”

“Where?” Mika says, breath panicked.

“I… Do not know.” Syl huffs in frustration. “I cannot see the sun. But we cannot linger. Come. Stay close, and I will attempt to protect you.”

“Hey, who's going to protect you?” I say, starting after her as she flows away.

She casts a glance over her shoulder, gives me a toothy grin. “You will.”

Mika jogs at my side. “When the badass alien girl wants you to watch her back, it’s kind of hard not feel awesome.”

“Right?”

Our flight through the jungle is uneventful at first. We follow Syl’s path exactly, avoiding man eating trees and other strange obstacles. I’m not sure of her logic, but some plants and bushes she weaves around, giving them a wide berth, and others she plows right through, giving them little thought. I’m glad she’s with us, because without her we’d be completely screwed. They all look like pretty normal, if alien, plants to me, and I have no idea how she can tell which are dangerous and which aren’t.

I can’t tear my eyes from Syl as she flows ahead of us. She’s beautiful, passing in an out of patches of sunlight, glittering like a dark rainbow. But more than that, it’s that she’s here at all. An hour ago, I laid with Mika, quietly discussing our lives. Now we’re fleeing through a forest, surrounded by man eating trees, led by…

An alien.

An actual fucking alien. The implications of this settle like a fucking truck now that I’ve got time to reflect. Countless people over thousands of years, staring skyward and wondering if we’re alone. The great question, asked over and over.

And here’s the answer. Leading us through a man-eating forest.

“This place is dangerous,” Mika says.

“Well, yeah.” I motion to one of the hulking trees as we duck under a low hanging branch.

“Not that.” She’s staring, watching Syl as intently as I am. “So much bizarre shit has happened, and we’ve been through so much that nothing seems impossible anymore. It’s stealing my sense of wonder.” She chews her lip. “Of skepticism.”

“How do you do that?”

She blinks, turns to me for the first time. “Do what?”

I give her a half grin. “Read my mind.” I hop over a thick root that writhing as vigorously as the tree it’s attached to. “Seriously, though, I was just thinking the same thing. Here’s a fucking alien,
 and if she’s not something generated by this place…”

“I assure you, I am not,” Syl says, turning so suddenly I almost bowl her over. “And I’d like to note that, to me, you
 are the aliens.”

Mika’s brow quirks. “She’s got a point.”

Syl puts her hands to her hips, watches us. “Sam, you seem distressed.”

“No, no, not distressed… Just…” I look to Mika, wonder how to put this into words. She shrugs, gives me a look that says you’re on your own.


The eerie calls of the scaag are unending, now, but they’re still distant. We don’t have long, but this feels important. “Look, Syl. Before this… I could entertain that all this was fake. That Mika and I were trapped in something man made. Maybe a space station far in the future. Or a computer program, or… Something.”

“And now?”

“And now that’s out the window,” I say, shaking my head. “The existence of extraterrestrial life may be old hat to your people, but to us… Not so much. And now? Who the hell knows what all this is? Where we are?”

Syl frowns. She doesn’t understand.

Mika steps forward, coming to my rescue. “It’s… A lot to take in. It changes many things, for our people.” She casts me a wry glance. “Shit. It changes everything.
”

“I think I understand,” Syl says, eyes darting to the treetops. “It was the same, once, for my people. Long ago. Our histories detail our first contacts with alien species. Some encounters were peaceful. Others were not.” For some reason, she glances to us when she says this and almost looks… Guilty?

Maybe she feels shitty for almost choking me out.

Or maybe it’s something else.

“Come,” she says, body swaying. “We cannot linger here. There will be much to discuss later, when we are safe.”

She moves off, and Mika and I hesitate before following. Yeah, I think it’s safe to say we’ll have a few questions.

Behind us, the hooting continues, echoing from high up in the trees. It’s eerie as hell and seems to change in tone and type from moment to moment. First it sounds almost beautiful, like the loons that nest near the lakes in Canada when I’d travel north to fish. A moment later the noises are deep, guttural, almost apelike.

And they’re definitely getting closer.

My throat is parched. Sweat runs down my forehead, stinging my eyes. I wipe it away, trying to keep Syl in my sights as I curse myself for not bringing a drink. The last hour in the respite area was a shitshow, with the Shepherd and Astra and meeting Syl, and I completely forgot everything but clothes and weapons. I was distracted, but that’s not a good excuse; if we want to survive the Citadel I have to be smarter than this.

Mika huffs next to me, and she sounds as bad as I feel. “You okay?”

She gives me a little grin and a thumbs up. “Wonderful. Used to jog in a hundred and ten degree heat all the time.”

I try to wet my tongue with saliva, can’t muster up the energy to quip back at her. How can the air be so fucking wet and my mouth so dry? My limbs are already heavy. “Syl,” I manage. “We can’t keep this up.”

“I know,” she calls back. “I am looking for a defensible area.”

Mika and I almost stumble. “Defensible?” she says, gripping Inferno tighter.

The cacophony is almost on top of us now. It’s still far above, but it’s louder than before, descending like auditory hail. Some hoots come from ahead.
 “Yes,” Syl yells. “Hurry!”

We stumble after her, rushing as panicked adrenaline lends us extra speed. One of the scaag must be just above us; its angry, high hooting follows us like he’s a spotter for what sounds like dozens more.

Mika’s breath comes faster and faster, and though she’s past panicking after everything we’ve been through, she sounds terrified. I don’t blame her. I am, too.

A dense grouping of the death trees looms ahead of us. There’s no time to go around them, but there’s a gap in the middle wide enough for us to pass through. Syl flows through it like an acrobat, and I pause to let Mika pass next. Her fingers linger on my arm for a moment as she passes, and she darts toward the gap.

And trips.

“Mika!” I shout as she stumbles, falls sideways.

She shouts as her arm impacts one of the trees, then almost instantly shrieks in pain.

I’m with her in an instant, gripping her other arm. Syl is there, too, her too large eyes wide. “We have to get her off!”

I’m too freaked to say something like “No shit, Sherlock,” and instead grab Mika’s other arm as she moans in agony. “Ready,” I say. Syl retracts her claws to grab Mika’s wrist.

Together, we pull, trying to fight our fear and stay controlled. Another seething trunk is just behind us, and if we yank too hard…

At first, there’s resistance as the sap resists us. It’s already moved across Mika’s exposed flesh, seeping across her skin terrifyingly quickly. She shrieks as we pull harder, trying to free her without ripping her arm off. But the sap fights us, is so sticky, and Mika’s entire arm is covered.

“Fuck!” I shout. My mind races. What if we have to cut it off? We’ve barely started this place. My arm pad still reads 01:41:37.
 Could she survive a wound like that if it takes us another hour and a half to get to the convalescence field?

Above us, the scaag are almost deafening.

Syl saves the day. Her tongue fires out like a lance, snags a loose branch from somewhere behind me. She brings it back, maneuvers it like a pry bar, shoves it down at Mika’s shoulder, between the tree and her flesh. It looks violent, painful, but Mika’s in so much agony that she barely grimaces. Syl’s prehensile tongue shoves the branch further, and then with one mighty heave she bends.

Mika pops free into my arms. I pull her through the gap in the trees, careful to avoid her injured arm, and I almost completely take her weight as she stumbles and finally falls. I get to my knees with her, cast about for something, anything, to get the sap off her. In the end, I pull my shirt over my head as Syl prowls around us, eyes skyward, watching with claws extended almost a foot.

I wipe at the sap as best I can and manage to get most of it. My shirt is absolutely soaked with sweat, and though cleaning someone with my body’s perspiration sounds like the grossest thing I can imagine, I don’t think she minds. When she’s as clean as I can get her, I fold, tuck it in my belt, taking care to keep the sap in its folds.

I lift her chin, look into her half-lidded eyes. “Mika! Please, God… Mika, please be okay.”

She mumbles something unintelligible.

“What? Mika, I can’t hear you.” I put my ear to her lips, so close her labored breath is like thunder.

“Above,” she whispers.

“What did she say?” Syl asks, turning in place.

“Above,” I say, confused. “We know, Mika. Above us.”

“No.” She gives her head a little shake. “Right there
.” She lifts her uninjured arm, shaking violently as she points at a nearby branch. “Shoot now!
”

I don’t question her. I turn, making sure my rifle’s on assault mode with a quick brush of my finger, then I sight and fire.

The shot fires, a lance of white tearing upward. When it passes through the spot Mika indicated, something explodes.
 A welter of blood, almost black, appears from thin air as the arm of… Something…
 Is torn off at the shoulder. What can only be a scaag appears from thin air, shrieking in agony before falling from the branch. It plummets, bouncing off the trunk of the tree before hitting the ground.

“What the fuck…?”

Syl crosses, standing above it. It looks like an ape, but it’s green, and more powerfully muscled than anything that exists on Earth. Its claws are short, but I don’t think it needs them; arms like logs look like they could rip me in half effortlessly. Its tiny eyes are closed in a rictus of pain and its mouth is open, baring long, filthy teeth.

I kneel over it, fascinated and horrified. This thing is an absolute unit,
 and if there dozens, hundreds more of them…

It’s eyes open, dart to me. Before I can stumble back, one giant hand lifts, reaching for my head.

With one long claw, Syl pierces it’s skull, so fast I barely see her move. She tears through its brain and the scaag spasms, fingers taut and hanging an inch from my face.

I fall back on my ass, swallowing. “Shit. Thanks.” I can almost feel its sausage fingers choking the life from me.

Syl nods, scales paler than normal, face grim.

“Uh…” I swallow against a mouth like sandpaper. “That thing was… Invisible. Until I shot it.”

“Yes,” she says, somehow looking grimmer.

“Are they usually
 invisible? Like, is that normal?”

“No. The scaag are an army, mindless with fury, and they kill anything that sets foot in this place. But nothing I have ever read or seen indicated that they could move unseen.”

“Evolution?” Mika croaks, reaching for me with one hand. Her other arm hangs useless at her side.

“Perhaps,” Syl says. “It has been a long time, hundreds of years, since we attempted to harvest anything from here.”

“No,” I say, hefting Mika. She seems stronger, and bends to pick up Inferno, but her eyes are pinched with banked pain. “No,” I repeat. “It’s this place. The citadel. Testing with us.” I grit my teeth, suddenly so angry at how stupid this is, at the sight of Mika injured, that I want to fight. To kill. “Fucking
 with us.”

Judging by the riot of sound above us, it won’t be long until I have my chance.

Syl cocks her head. “Something occurs, Mika. You guided Sam, knew where the scaag scout watched from. How?”

Mika shrugs, looks tired but ready to fight even with one arm hanging limp. “Same way I can tell where there are runes on the wall. It was more like a glowing outline, like a signature. But I could see
 it.”

“Then you are our eyes,” Syl says solemnly. “You will guide our weapons.”

Mika laughs, a little crazed. “Yeah. Great.”

“This is as good a place as any.” We’ve luckily come to rest in a small clearing, maybe twenty feet across, but above us is an open gap of sky, and the trees around us are far enough apart that the long fronds don’t blot it out.

A sky that’s completely alien. Two suns, one far larger than the other, hang directly above us. They’re framed by long purple clouds like billowing snakes that trail across a sky as blue as that on Earth. Which is almost more disconcerting. We’re on an alien world. I feel like the sky should be bright green or something.

Mika’s not looking up, though. Her eyes are on me, taking in my naked chest, and despite the pain she’s obviously in, a little smile tugs at her lips. “Pretty romantic, ripping off your shirt to save me. Nice, view, too.”

I laugh, a sound almost drowned out by the approaching scaag. “I don’t know if you’re crazy, or high off sap, but I think I like it.”

Syl eyes us speculatively. “If we survive this, I will enjoy mating with you both.”

I cough, my quip to Mika forgotten. “Yeah, lets, ah… Let’s survive. Then.”

Mika doesn’t answer, but she shifts her gaze to Syl’s lithe body and lingers there.

No time to think on that. The scaag are all around us. “Mika?”

She turns a slow circle, eyes everywhere. “Groups of two or three. Most of them are in the trees, but… There,” she says, pointing. “Three of them, creeping from the tree line.”

I squint at the spot she indicates but can’t see anything. Fear bubbles up my throat, squeezing it tight, and I take deep breaths, try to school it. I flip my rifle to shotgun mode. “I can’t see them.”

“Nor I,” Syl whispers. “But that is no concern, now. What is, is. Mika will tell us where they are, and we will kill them.” She grins, bares her fangs. “Like this.”


With that, she explodes forward, from stillness to motion in a blink. She flicks her tongue forward in a long arc as she goes. It extends so far I can’t understand where the hell she keeps
 it; stretching it at least five feet, she whips it from side to side, and I can’t understand what she’s doing until it smacks wetly against something that’s not there. Something invisible.

Oh.

Syl’s a dervish, following just behind her tongue with claws extended, punching them into the body of a scaag that appears the moment she pierces it. The creature shrieks, spraying spittle in Syl’s face, trying to reach up to grapple her. She pulls her claws free, ducks its outstretched arms. Her hands are blades she stabs into its belly and groin, and she lifts
 it above her head. It’s ridiculous, incredible; the scaag is at least three times her size. She whips it above her head, throwing it forward, and it flies a scant few feet before slamming into something invisible and bouncing off. Syl doesn’t hesitate, erupts forward, and a moment later another scaag lays dead at her feet, twitching as it slides from her claws.

“The third one is running away,” Mika says, awed.

“God damn
.” She killed them both in less than ten seconds. “Syl, you’re incredible.
”

She turns to us, dripping gore, and smiles a smile that makes me fucking happy we’re her clan, now. Her scales lighten, just a bit, drawing my eyes along her shining curves. A blush? “Thank you, Sam.”

It is
 a blush. That my words caused it, after what she just did… I shake my head. What an odd creature. Woman. Alien.

“Behind us,” Mika whispers. “Four more. Clearing the tree line, just there.”

I put a hand up. “I got it, this time. Mika, tell me when they’re close.”

Syl returns, stands above us as I crouch, take aim. Almost as soon as she reaches us, she darts away again, and I can hear the slap of her tongue just before something else dies messily.

Mika crouches next to me, breath labored but steady at my ear. “They’re being cautious, watching Syl. Wait for it…. Wait…”

I grimace, finger wet against the trigger. Mika’s hand is hot against my back, fingers slightly curved, tense with anticipation. The clearing is still, almost quiet but for the scaag that remain in the upper trees. Syl moves again somewhere behind us, and there’s another wet gurgle as her claws find another target.

I want to ask how she can tell where they are, how she’s killing them, but I don’t dare. Mika’s breathing stops as she holds her breath, and I know the scaag are close. I have to wait until they’re in range, and anticipation twists me up inside. It’s so simple for Syl… How does she do it?

And then my eyes drop low.

The scrub. It moves, smashed flat as the scaag stalk toward us. Only teen feet away, max.

Of course. They may be invisible, but they’re still here
.

Mika opens her mouth to warn me, but I’m already firing.

The air in front of my rifle tears itself to shreds. It’s as if I’ve opened a portal to a world of blood and bone, summoned an explosion of gore. Four scaag are torn to bloody slag, their bodies and bones liquefied. My shot even tears a furrow through the ground, lighting bits of scrub on fire before sloshing blood instantly puts it out.

Syl flows behind us, halting with a hand to each of our shoulders before the last bit of scaag hits the ground. “Sweet broodmother,” she whispers.

“Goddamn right,” I grin, standing. “Mika?”

She turns a slow circle, silent for long moments. “They’re all around us, but they’re not moving. Just watching.”

“Good,” I say, checking my rifle. It’s still recharging, and I wish I knew how long it’d take, wish I’d tested it more back at the arena. “Gonna take me a moment to be ready for another shot.”

“I do not know if the scaag are stupid enough to attack after such a display,” Syl says, still sounding a bit awed. “But now is our chance to plan our escape.”

“Seize the day, eh?” I scan the tree line, wonder again which way is which.

“Seize… How does one seize–”

“Never mind,” Mika winches, cradling her still useless arm. “Syl, how long does it take for this to wear off?”

Syl frowns. “It doesn’t. Your arm is poisoned, and soon it will die. In a few hours, you will begin to hallucinate as the tree’s sap slowly works into your bloodstream. If we have not cut the infected arm from you by then, you will go mad, and it will drive you into a base frenzy. You will forget your everything you have ever known in your need to mate with anything living. You will mate until you die of exhaustion, and where you fall, a new tree will grow. All that you infect with your poisoned fluids will go mad themselves, spreading their seed and rot, perpetuating this forest of death.”

Mika’s mouth works. “Oh. Good.”

There’s something in Syl’s words that halts me despite the situation. Pain. “Syl…How long does she have?”

She turns away, scanning the trees. “Hours, perhaps.”

I glance to my wrist. 01:31:45
 “Well, then look at the bright side. We’ll be in the convalescence field long before then. Or the Shepherd will come.” I wink at her. “Either way, I don’t have to worry about death by snu snu.”

Mika closes her eyes a moment, chuckles. “That’s comforting. I think.”

“Snu snu?” Syl asks, baffled.

“Never mind. The scaag?”

“They’re still around us,” Mika says, voice low. “Just watching. I think your gun scared the shit out of them.”

“I will get the lay of the land,” Syl says, eyes on the treetops. “Protect yourselves in my absence.”

“Absence?” I check my rifle. Fully charged. “Where are you going?”

Syl points upward.

“How? Won’t the sap mess you up?”

“Yes, which is why I will avoid it. My tongue is resistant to it, as are my claws.”

I eye her skeptically. “Can you climb one of those with just your claws and… Tongue?”

“No,” she grins. “But you can help me. Follow.”

I trade a confused glance with Mika, then shrug, following her to the tree line. Around us, the scaag shuffle and hoot in low menace. “Mika?”

“Group right there,” she whispers. “I think they’re…. They’re about to charge.”

“Time to teach them another lesson, then,” I say, turning. This time, I don’t wait, just aim where she indicates. I pull the trigger, and the sound is thunderous as the air before me turns to fire.

The scaag shriek, caught at the edge of the blast, and five of them appear from nowhere, their fur bursting into flame. They flee into the forest, howling in pain and fury as one of them falls, his body melting.

They're not my only casualty. One of the tree’s fat trunks is blasted into splinters, and it slowly teeters, starts to fall. “Look out!” I shout, pushing Syl and Mika forward.

It falls with a mighty crash just behind us, spraying bits of dirt and brush upward in a mighty arc. We duck under, and I shield the women with my arms as bits of sod and bramble shower us.

“Sap? Did any hit you?” Mika asks, turning me and running her hand over my back.

“No,” I say, trying to look backward over my shoulder and failing. There’s no numbness, no sting. There are about twenty little nicks and scratches from the flying splinters, but overall, I got super fucking lucky. “Okay, so that was dumb. No more lumberjack games for me.”

“Syl!” Mika shouts again, but she’s only greeted by the sound of battle and death from the forest. It sounds distant. “Shit! She left us.”

My back aches, but the pain already dulls, and I can still move. “What do we do?”

“I have no idea,” she says, sounding half pissed and half panicked. “I can’t believe she left us.”

“Scaag?”

“Everywhere. They’re watching, but they’re… Crap!” She leaps forward, brings Inferno down like a hammer. The gem explodes with flame as it bashes into something, a scaag whose forward charge dies instantly as Mika’s strike rips through its head. Its momentum takes it forward a few more steps, bowling the two of us over before it crashes into the underbrush behind us in a flaming heap.

I stand, pull Mika up. “Jesus.”

She staggers against me, Inferno still blazing like a little star. “Yeah!” She shouts in fury, holding her staff above. “You see that? You see this?” She nods at my rifle. “Don’t fuck
 with us!”

I shake my head in wonder. “What happened to the shy girl I met… Well, a few hours ago, I guess.” Jesus, it feels like ages.

Mika plants Inferno in the dirt, and even filthy and swaying with one arm useless, she looks badass. “I don’t know. But new Mika is pissed.
”

I bump her with my shoulder. “I like new Mika.”

“You know? I think I do, too.”

I watch the ground, finger on my trigger. “Where’s Syl?”

“Here,” the alien says from just behind us.

I spin, almost fire at her in panic. “God dammit,
 Syl, Stop doing that!”

“What?” she asks. She’s completely covered in gore, and her chest heaves huge breaths, but she’s smiling.

“Sneaking up on us! Haring off to fight alone!” Mika shouts, as angry as I’ve ever seen her. “We are clan,
 remember? You don’t leave us behind to fight on your own!”

Syl seems genuinely baffled, taking a step back before straightening. When she speaks, she’s not angry, not like Mika, but her tone is deadly. “My people are a race of warriors. In battle, there is not always time to discuss plans like old matrons. You sense opportunity, to fight, to kill, to send a message to your enemy,” she says, indicating her blood-spattered scales. “You seize it, or you die.”

“That’s fantastic. Lovely. Except, we’re human.”
 I close my eyes, try to control anger borne of desperation. I have to make her understand. “We haven’t fought with you, don’t know your ways.”

Syl grits her teeth, doesn’t seem convinced. “The worthy survive.”

Fantastic. That doesn’t solve shit. I grit my teeth. There must be a way to get this through her head.

“We don’t have time to discuss this, now,” Mika says. “The scaag are grouping up. They’re gonna try something.”

“This way,” Syl says, reaching to tug us along. We slip through a few more trees, come to smaller clearing.

“They’re following, staying back,” Mika says. “Still at least twenty of them, though. They’re ringing us.”

“Syl, now would be a great time to let us in on this plan of yours,” I say, trying to aim everywhere at once. I raise my rifle above my head, shake it at the forest. I feel like an idiot, but if it reminds the scaag why they want to stay the hell away from us, I can deal with that.

Syl looks skyward, and then hisses in something like approval. It’s hard to tell, with her, if it's just some random alien snake noise or communication. She turns, takes us in. “Your weapon is recharged, yes? You are capable of defending yourselves?”

“Oh no,” Mika says. “You’re not popping off again, not without telling us what the hell you’re up to.”

Syl narrows her eyes. “Yes. Communication. Fine. I’m going to climb one of these trees, attempt to discern our location. This forest is vast, but there are several rivers that bisect it. If I remember my schooling correctly, to the north my people have a series of outposts, set up long ago to monitor scaag activity. They are the only landmarks of note near the forest.”

“Sounds promising.” I frown. “No offense, but I can barely remember the lay of the land where I grew up. If you’ve never been here, how do you know your way around so well?”

“We will never visit Threvia, so we are taught. Extensively.” Syl looks away. “To remember.”

Mika opens her mouth to ask another question, but I still her with a hand to her wrist. Syl doesn’t look like she wants to talk about it, and we don’t have time to ask.

Mika gives me a hugely exaggerated wink. Got it.


Oh man. She’s losing it fast.

“Sounds as good a place to start as any,” she says, a little too loud.

“Yeah.” In every trial so far, the path was clear, and it was obvious where to go. This time, lost in a jungle with no clear indicators as to a path… “We need to find the exit door, and considering how much time we’ve been given, I doubt it’s on some random tree near where we started.” My plate reads 01:22:17.
 “Are you absolutely sure there’s nothing else close? Any other possible location we could work toward? A mine with precious minerals? A quarry manned by your mortal enemy? Any other place you could think of that the Citadel would put the exit?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” she says, still looking skyward. “The jungle is vast, unchanging. Judging by the climate, I hope we’re near the northern end, near my people. If we’re not…” She shrugs.

“Great. Here’s hoping.” I follow her gaze. “What’s the plan?”

She indicates a thick branch high above us, unique in that most of the trees around us don’t have anything but fronds.

“Okay. Uh… How?”

Syl crouches. “It will be faster and easier to act. When I fall, be ready.” Her scales flush dark. “You will see.”

And then she leaps.
 Her jump is impossibly high, at least twenty feet. We gasp as she sails upward, and at the apex of her leap, her tongue whips out, stretching further than I feel like should be possible. It erupts upward, barely clearing the branch, and then wraps around it.


“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Mika says.


I don’t answer, just scramble to get under Syl, who plummets like a stone. She slows as she comes, but it’s not going to be enough, and the branch’s resistance is going to stop her well clear of the ground.

But I’m starting to see what she intended. When she’s close, she somehow manages to yell “Now!”


I’m already jumping as high as I can, which is considerably higher than it used to be with my “upgrades.” It’s still not even close to Syl’s height, but it’s enough. I stretch, just manage to grasp her ankles as she comes into range. Her scaling gives me extra grip, which is good, because I barely get my fingers around her.

My extra weight pulls her further down, and we slowly lower until my feet hit the ground. “Okay,” I grunt, straining to hold her as the branch creaks alarmingly overhead. “What now?”

“Pull…” Syl manages. “Hurry… Hurts…”

I don’t think, don’t take time to wonder what the hell she’s thinking. I do as she says, pull, though I can’t get good leverage until Mika wraps me with her functioning arm. Together, we stretch Syl as far back as we can, until she moans at the strain. Her muscles ripple, stretched taut, and her tongue vibrates with effort. My sweat slick hands start to slide on her smooth scaling, and I grip tighter. It feels like my biceps are about to burst.

“Now?” I gasp.

“Little… More…”

“Sam, the scaag!” Mika’s voice is half panicked at my ear. “They’re moving!” I heave one last time, sure the branch is about to snap, or that Syl’s tongue can’t take the strain and she’s about to come hurtling at us like a ballista bolt. Her scales glitter in a ray of sunlight, fading from black to her natural colors. “Her armor’s failing. We have to let her go!”

“Syl?”

The noise that she makes sounds… Bad. But something in her changes, readies. “Let go!” She shouts.

I do.

The branch snaps away, whipping Syl upward like a comet. I can’t believe her tongue doesn’t rip from her throat at the violence of it, but she hangs on tight, covers the twenty-five feet to her destination in a heartbeat. Shit.
 She’s flying straight at the still violently swinging wood, and if it hits her, bats her to the ground… It’ll snap her in half.

But no. Somehow, impossibly, she twists in the air and turns her body so she’s flying feet first toward the branch. When she hits it, she momentarily arrests her momentum, just the slightest bit with her feet, then grasps it with her hands in the blink of an eye. With another powerful pump of her arms, she pulls herself up and past the branch, releasing her grip with her tongue.

And up she goes, the combined force of her tongue and sending her hurtling above the treetops.

“Holy fucking shit,” Mika breathes, awed.

I snag my rifle from the ground. “We good?”

“Yeah, we’re… Shit!” Mika spins in place. “They’re coming! Using the distraction…”

“Where?”

“Everywhere!”


I turn, fire blindly at the closest tree line, hoping to scare whatever’s coming into backing off. Trees explode into splinters, and at least six scaag simply vaporize.

From far above, something impacts the top of one of the trees, Syl returning to terra firma. Hopefully she doesn’t take long coming back to us, because judging by Mika’s panicked “look out!”
, our visit to her home world is about to be short lived.

She smacks her lance out, it’s tip molten red, and a scaag appears, bursts into flame. It caromes sideways, bowling over one of its companions, who only appears when the liquid fire spreads from fur to fur.

I turn, try to fire, but my rifle still isn’t charged. “Fu –” Something bashes into me with the force of a boulder, and I tumble across the clearing, crumpling against a huge tree trunk as I come to a stop. “–uuuuck,” I moan, scrambling away and trying to stand. Is it one of the poisoned trees?

Nope. There’s no burn, no numbness. I’m not pinned like a bug, thank God. Dodged a bullet again.

Not that I feel that lucky. I stand, barely. If not for my new gifts, and the “armor” I’m wearing, that would have broken every bone in my body. As it is, it just feels like I’ve been run over by a semi.

But I can’t dwell on the pain. Must keep moving. I lurch across the clearing, thanking the Citadel gods that my rifle came with a strap. Mika’s spinning in a wild circle, her staff extended, trying to fend off enemies I still can’t see. I watch the grass, but everything’s so trampled that it’s not helping. It doesn’t matter. I can’t fire, not with her in the way.

But wait. I can see
 one of the scaag. A huge fucker built like Andre the Giant. It lumbers forward from the tree line, a wicked splinter the size of my forearm jutting from its back. The end is singed, still glowing. What the hell?

My shot. When I detonated the trees.

Shrapnel.

“Mika, duck! Low!
”

She does, flattening instantly. Apparently, a day of almost dying over and over is enough to heighten your battle instincts enough that you just react, and thank fuck for that. I’m far enough away from her that I hope this works, doesn’t kill us both. But there’s no sign of Syl, and I have to try something.


Once again, I leap straight upward. Something brushes my heel, powerful fingers, invisible. Grasping for me as I leap six feet straight upward.

Not today.

I fire straight downward.

The eruption of power from my rifle throws me up and away like a ragdoll. It pulverizes the forest floor, instantly lighting bits of brush and foliage aflame and liquefying the scaag that tried to grasp me moments ago. The explosion of force rips a hole in the ground, and, most importantly, sends a ring of stone and dirt flying like little bullets in a perfect circle.

Stone and dirt that smashes into everything living. Mika cries out as a pebble skips across her back, opening a tiny slice in her skin. It flies like a bullet and should have hurt her far worse.

Thank you for the armor, Astra.

The scaag aren’t so lucky. They take the brunt of the shrapnel, winking into existence like wraiths as they’re peppered with miniature flying missiles. They howl, scream in agony and frustration, clawing at pieces that stick in their flesh or wipe eyes blinded by dust.

I land just as Syl does. She falls from a tree with a lot more grace than I can muster as I slam flat on my ass.

It doesn’t matter. We can see
 them, now.

Mika rises, and the three of us grin at each other.

Time to go to work.

I can’t fire another shotgun blast, not this soon, but I don’t need to. I flip modes, fire three pinpoint shots as fast as I can pull the trigger. Three scaag heads burst like ripe melons. Nearby, Syl slips between hulking bodies, opening bellies with quick slices of her claws. She cackles with almost disturbing glee as they try to keep their entrails inside and stumble back into the forest. Mika looks a bit crazed, eyes wide and teeth bared, as she swings Inferno like a club, and everything it hits explodes into flame.

It takes less than a minute for us to scatter them. The clearing is a mass of flaming bodies, blood, and moaning scaag. All dead or fleeing.

Except Andre. The huge bastard from before. He rises on shaking legs, a club the size of my torso in one hand. He’s only a few feet Mika, and he swings down at her head, bellowing.

Her back is turned. No time to shout a warning. Syl and I are too far away to help.


No!
 I don’t know where it comes from, what it is. The word rings in my head like a bell, thunderous. I fling my hands forward, and from them something explodes.
 Power that erupts from my core, from some secret place I didn’t know existed until this moment.

Something new.

Andre’s side shreds like it’s been through a thresher, flayed into a welter of blood and torn flesh. He’s flung away like he’s been punched by a god, smashing into one of the trees with such force that his insides vaporize and blood erupts from his mouth like a geyser.

His broken form falls to the forest floor as I fall to my knees, all strength draining from me like water through a sieve. I hold up my shaking hands, eyes wide.

Mika falls next to me, arm around my neck. “Sam!” she shouts, and it sounds like it comes from far away. Her words are muted, like I’m underwater. “Sam!”

Syl kneels before me, eyes narrowed. She reaches forward, runs a finger under my nose. When she pulls away, it’s covered in blood.

Mika shakes me, tears running down her face. “Sam, please…” Her words are clearer, as is my head. The world rushes back in like I’m surfacing from the deep and my head clears. I ache everywhere, and I want to vomit as my vision and hearing normalize.

“Shit,” I manage. “That sucked
.”

Mika laugh is panic tinged. “Are you okay? What was
 that?”

“I don’t know,” I say, rising with both of their aid. “Something the Citadel put in me? Some power?” I cough, and a misting of blood coats my upraised hand. “Damn. That hurt. Like drinking a gallon of whiskey and then sobering up in ten seconds.”

Syl steps back, eyeing me speculatively. “Mika, before you died, could you see invisible objects?”

Mika blinks, surprised by the question. “Well, no…” She says. “I mean, I’d argue that it’s a silly question, that of course I couldn’t… But when I died, I ended up in the world’s worst scariest video game, so who the hell knows what’s normal anymore?” When she’s sure I can stand on shaking legs, she takes her arm from me, but only long enough to trail her fingers down my bare arm until they’re twined with mine. “But no, to answer your question… No.”

“Interesting.” Syl flicks her tongue out, licks my blood from her finger. She swallows it, then half closes her eyes, shudders. “Delicious. The lifeblood of a warrior.”

“Uh, what’s interesting?” I ask, a little freaked.

Syl smiles. “I have also been granted a boon since coming here. Beyond strength and speed, I have noticed that my awareness, my perception of the world has increased. I am aware of things I should not be, such as small movements nearby, or the presence of the branch from before.”

“The branch? I thought you just ran a random direction, hoped there was something suitable nearby.”

“No,” she says. “I knew
 it was there.”

“And you,” Mika says, tightening her grip. “That was some science fiction shit back there. Telekinesis. I’m going to have to start calling you Eleven.”

I laugh. “I love that show.” A thought pops into my head, unbidden, a piece clicking into place. “Wait, wait. This place, it… Knows about us. Our preferences, our favorite foods, the things we’re afraid of… Everything from that first dungeon cell to this forest to the sushi and pizza in the respite area…”

“Drawn from our minds,” Mika says, understanding immediately. Of course.

“Even before Eleven, one of my favorite superheroes was Jean Grey,” I say. “I had a bit of a crush on her when I was young.” I bridge Mika’s lips with a finger. “Yeah, yeah. Nerdy. I’m a hypocrite, so what? Anyway, even long after I stopped reading comics, I always thought the idea of telekinesis, of changing the world with my mind… Such an awesome concept. You can guess what superpower I always chose when someone asked me which one I’d pick.”

“And my power? Seeing invisible runes? Terrifying ape men?”

I wipe away blood with my forearm, wince at a lovely new headache. “You’re technically minded. Analytical. And brilliant.” I tap my forehead. “Only natural that you’d gain some kind of ability related to that.”

“Hmm. Maybe. Syl?”

She’s been standing, watching us and considering as we’ve talked. She bends, lifts a handful of dark soil in her long fingers, palms it and lets it fall. “Perhaps… War and battle are natural to my people. When I died… As I said, it was treachery. An ambush my unit did not anticipate. I have spent much time since I’ve been brought to this place considering my failure, my dishonor. If I’d detected the enemy sooner, know they laid in wait…” She lets the last of the dirt fall, balls her fist. “They would have died.”

She glances up at us warily. There’s something in her alien features I can’t decipher.

I sigh. So much to unpack, and time is running. 01:18:51


“Syl,” Mika says, rubbing her useless arm. “Did you see anything when you went for your flying lesson? Anything useful?”

“Flying lesson?”

“Falling… With style,” I prompt, elbowing Mika.

Syl gives us both a look like we’re crazy, then shrugs. “Yes. It appears the Citadel has a plan for us, after all. We are perhaps three minutes from the forest’s northern edge. If we run, we can make it faster. One of my people’s outposts is there. They will help us. Provide us with shelter, food.”

I want to tell her that her plan sounds great, aside from the fact that this isn’t really her home world and that there’s no way to tell how the Citadel wants to fuck with us, but I don’t have a better idea.

When we don’t answer, Syl shrugs. “In any case, we will be safe, have enough time to plan our next move.”

Something about the relief in her voice gives me pause. “Syl, they’re your people, yes. But all this, the forest, them… It’s all fake. A simulation.”

Once again, I can’t decipher the look she gives me. “They will help us,” is all she says.

Mika purses her lips, opens her mouth to argue. I toss her a look that I hope says we’ll figure this out later
. We don’t know Syl well enough to know what
 the hell her issue is, but we don’t have time for a psychological deep dive right now. “Lead on.”

The fingers in mine are limp for just a moment, considering. Then, a tight squeeze. I trust you.


We follow Syl through the forest, hand in hand, unwilling to release our grip on each other even when it’s inconvenient. Syl is quicksilver ahead of us, slipping between trees and, once again, avoiding some bushes and pushing through others. The scaag are long gone, and the only hooting we hear is distant. From every direction, but faraway.

Now that I’m not shitting my pants in fear of death, thirst returns full force.

“Goddamn, I’d kill for a diet coke right now,” Mika gasps.

“There you go, being creepy and telepathic again.”

“Hey, I’m not the one with powers, buddy.” She steps over a thick root that writhes with sap. “Anyway, what’s your poison?”

“I don’t see how this is helpful, but fine. Gimme an iced coffee.” I lick my lips at the thought of it. “Amaretto with a dollop of heavy cream.”

“Fancy,” Mika laughs.

“Yeah, well. I like good coffee and good whiskey,” I say. “Nothing wrong with treatin’ yo self.”

“We have to stop talking about this. I’m so thirsty that for the first time in recent memory, I want something more than I want you.
”

I stumble on a rock.

After five minutes that feels like an hour, Syl stops, hand up. And that’s when I hear it… In the distance ahead of us, hooting. Guttural, rage filled. And something else. Something terrifying. “What is that?”

“We are approaching the edge of the forest. Stay low, follow me, make no sudden moves.”

I can’t help but notice that she didn't answer my question. Again. But she’s already moving, crouched, creeping forward. The scaag are above us now, what sounds like hundreds of them, but none descend upon us to attack. Like they’re ignoring us.

It doesn’t take long to discover why, and why Syl didn’t answer me. Seeing
 is far more effective than being told.

The tree line stretches from side to side, a cut so clean it can’t be natural. Cleared by the Threvians, I assume, based on the fact that their “outpost” sits across a long killing field that stretches from the jungle to walls that tower at least thirty feet high.

Perched atop the wall are the source of the second, scarier, sounds we’ve heard for the last few minutes. Energy cannons like something out of Star Wars perch like deadly gargoyles atop the outpost’s walls, turning and pivoting with such precise little movements that they must be computer controlled. When they stop, they fire; pulses of energy as thin as my finger, blinding lances of terrible power.

What are they shooting at? I crane my neck, wide eyed.

The scaag. For some reason, they’re not invisible, now. Maybe because this isn’t part of our challenge? They pour from the trees, using high branches to propel themselves like stones out into the killing field where they lumber forward, roaring and charging the outpost.

None of them make it more than halfway before a spear of light lances through their brains. They fall like tossed boulders, digging furrows in the loose red soil.

“Is this…” Mika swallows. “Is this what it’s like, on your home world?”

“It was, once,” Syl says, rising. “Now? We do not know.” I want to grab her and pull her back down; those guns don’t seem like they’d have a problem firing this far. Maybe why none of the scaag linger at ground level. “I have never seen it. As I said, I have never been to the home world. But I have experienced it through virtual simulation. Manned walls like these during my training.” She turns, impassive, stares as the beams fill the air with light and the smell of burning ozone. “The scaag are mindless, driven mad by the forest. They breed endlessly, attack endlessly. There are great cities, north of here, and outposts like this one would keep them at bay, keep their numbers manageable.”

“Just… Insane.” The field before us littered with dozens of bodies in various states of decay, from freshly killed to bleached white bone. Carrion birds, something like vultures but longer and more reptilian, circle above. They descend on the newly dead scaag like hail, fighting and ripping at still warm flesh for a few seconds before the guns vaporize them. Interesting. “What’s the plan?”

Syl indicates the birds. “As you can see, the guns are programmed to kill anything that moves. But they are not perfect. The scaag are not agile and are mindless enough that they do not realize that it takes the computer systems time to track them. A few seconds, at the most.” Her teeth gleam as she rolls her shoulders. “Which is all I need.”

“Wait, wait, wait, hold the phone. You’re going to dodge
 those things?”

She clambers up the low lip of the embankment we crouch behind, turns around. “Yes. I have no way to signal my people from here. I will approach the walls, ask for safe passage.”

“Wait,” Mika says, alarmed. “I don’t feel good about you leaving without us. And I especially
 don’t feel good about a one of those things tearing a hole through you.”

“Thank you, Mika. But there is no other way,” Syl says, turning away. “You are clan. I will not leave you behind.” She doesn’t look back as she speaks, and sounds almost… Sad?

“Wait!” I shout, “There has to be another way. Let’s–”

She slips out of sight.

“Really wish she’d stop doing that,” Mika grumbles as we make our way up the low slope.

We crest the lip in time to see Syl leap and flip in the air over
 a solid beam of light that pulverizes the ground behind her as it hits. She hits the ground running and darts sideways like lightning as three more shots miss her by inches. She ducks around some scaag bodies, hurdles over others, and uses others as barriers. It’s like she knows the maze of dead by heart, which I know is bullshit because she scanned the battlefield for like ten seconds before leaving us. But somehow, over and over, the beams miss her, and she clears the first fifty feet, clearing the last of the pulverized bodies.

I can’t look away. Can’t believe she’s actually making it.
 Even the scaag stop their endless assault, like they’re are poleaxed as we are.

Suddenly, like fucking physics doesn’t apply to her, she shifts directions the other way and slides across the sandy ground, ducking under two more beams before stopping cold as one tears through the spot her head would have been. She shifts again, darts forward, rolling and diving, chased by superheated death until she reaches the base of the outpost.

She turns, giving us a little wave before using her claws to scramble up the walls like a squirrel. She disappears over the ledge and is gone.

Mika and I sit frozen, mouths open. “That was… Fucking amazing,” she whispers.

“Yeah, I would have been sawdust in the first two seconds.” I watch the top of the walls for sudden activity, any sign of trouble, but aside from the swiveling autocannons there’s nothing. “She definitely took the red pill.”

Mika laughs as we duck to avoid notice as scaag bound from above, hitting the ground in explosions of loose soil. Their screams as they try and fail to emulate Syl chase us as we skid down the dirt. Mika stumbles, pitching forward, but I catch and help her settle at the base of the hill.

“I’m a little less graceful than her,” she slurs, head ducking. “But that’s ‘kay. Got you around to take care of me.”

“Comforting,” I say, falling next to her. A worm of worry wiggles in my gut, something about Syl’s expression when she turned away from us. Something familiar, painful. But I’m not going to trouble Mika. Not yet.

Mika relaxes, cuddles against my shoulder. The spot we’re in is shady, more sheltered than any we’ve travelled through so far in this horrible place, and a light breeze rises and provides some desperately needed relief from the heat. “Cozy.”

Mika huffs a laugh I can feel more than hear. “Yeah, if not for the scaag being slaughtered and the giant anime laser beams, this would be like a five-star hotel.”

“Service kind of sucks, though.”

“Sam,” Mika says, voice quiet. “I don’t feel so good. Like my brain is… Swimmy. Not myself.”

“You sound like you,” I tease, swallowing the worry that tightens my throat. Her words are slurred, not drunk, but almost dreamy.

“Maybe the spores work faster in the simulation,” she says, voice falling. “Maybe I’m screwed.” She rustles, starts to pull away from me. “If I’m contagious, you shouldn’t be near me. One of us has to–”

I silence her with my lips, a hard kiss that she tries to pull away from. At first. But her hands betray her, gripping my neck lick it’s the only thing tethering her to the world. When she finally kisses back, it’s hungry, desperate, laden with heat and need. Our mouths are dry, our lips cracked, but we don’t care. It doesn’t matter. Nothing else but her exists.

I break contact first, and she huffs in disappointment. “There,” I say, gasping. “I’m infected, too. We’re in this together.”

Her smile is heart stopping. “That’s just about the most romantic, stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“What kind of gentleman would I be if I wasn’t willing to share deadly spores with you?”

She dissolves into laughter, falling hard against me. Too hard. Her movements are sluggish, slowing. Her hand drops along my belly, slips into the waistband of my pants. She pants as her fingers circle my cock.

“Wait… Wait, Mika…” I try to pull away, but her grip… It feels so good. I harden, almost against my will, and she chuckles against my stomach, her breath painting my flesh hot.

“Here they are, Strike Commander.”

The words fall on us like a bucket of cold water from above. My mind clears, and desire falls away from us as I startle, cheeks flushed.

Well, falls from me.
 Mika squeezes my shaft one last time, biting her lip with a wicked gleam in her eyes before letting me loose and straightening to stand.

I follow, far slower. It’s difficult without embarrassing myself, and I have to do that kind of half hunch anyone who’s ever been a teenage boy understands all too well.

After a moment, I follow Mika up the lip and to the tree line proper, where a contingent of six more Threvians stand alert. None of them are any more dressed than Syl, and they all palm rifles that look oddly similar to mine, even if they’re smaller. Their only adornment are belts that sport small knives and something that look like handcuffs.

A little alarm rings out in my mind.

Syl eyes us, lips pursed. Her scales flush lighter, like she’s excited, but there’s something in her eyes that stops a quip dead on my lips. And in a rush, I know what that familiar expression was when she left us before. One I’ve seen on the faces of girlfriends before they walked out my door.

Regret. That whatever’s about to happen is going to hurt you, but it’s going to happen anyway.

No.

One of the Threvians steps forward; the commander, I assume, based on his haughty expression and the fact that he’s twice as large and aged as the others. He watches us, gaze lingering on my weapon for a long moment before turning to Syl. “These are the… Humans?” He says the word slowly, like he’s never heard it.

“Yes,” she answers. Her expression is granite.

“Syl?”

She turns away.

The commander flicks his tongue as if tasting their air, and then waves toward us. “Very well. Take them, throw them in holding until we decide what to do with them.”

“Syl!”

She doesn’t turn back. “Apologies, Sam. Mika. These are my people. This is my best chance of escape, of avenging myself.”

Mika boils forth, flushed with rage. “You son of a bitch! What happened to clan?
”

Syl’s shoulders hunch almost imperceptibly, but she doesn’t answer as she starts across the killing field.

Shackles snap around my wrists as I watch her march, alone, back to the outpost.
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Being force marched across the killing field feels like a death sentence.

My instincts tell me to fight, to flee. That the Citadel wouldn’t put us in this position if there wasn’t a way out, even now. Another part of my mind, a smaller part fed by anger and betrayal, whispers that this is the end. That the Aspirants before me failed and died in this place, and now it’s my turn.

I try to choke back despair, try to think. But Mika’s out of it, broken and more stoned by the second. We’re surrounded by Threvians, and if they’re even half as strong or as fast as Syl we don’t stand a chance in a physical fight. Especially with my hands shackled behind my back. They march in formation, a hexagonal pattern with each of them about fifteen feet away from us. They’re not worried that we’ll run or fight, and that’s almost more galling than anything else.

The autocannons are powered down, and the three Threvians at our back form a wall of gunfire behind us, taking out scaag that try to capitalize on the development. They’re not scared off by the mountains of dead and dying around us, or the carrion birds, feasting now that they’re not being blasted off the dead.

The Threvians watching our back shout in alarm at what must be an especially focused attack of scaag, but a fusillade of energy fire ends it decisively.

I don’t turn to look. A few days ago, something like this would have been fucking incredible, like a scene from a sci-fi movie. Something I would have killed to witness, to be a part of.

Now, I’m numb. We’re going to die,
 whispers that insidious voice in me.

A voice that’s getting a lot louder.

“Hey.” Mika’s word is slurred. “Hey, grumpy cat.”

I school my expression, make myself turn to her. Something I’ve been avoiding. Not because I don’t want to take her in my arms, save her. Because I feel like I can’t. Like I’ve failed her.

She’s smiling. A weird a little half grin. Her eyes are bleary, like she’s drunk, but there’s still fearsome intelligence in them. And anger that matches mine. “This isn’t over,” she whispers. “Don’t give up on me, Sam.” She laughs to herself. “Samwise.”

I stare at her long enough that I almost trip on an old scaag bone. Then I smile back. “If I’m Samwise, and you’re–”

“Stop, stop. I shouldn’t have said that. Read a fanfic about that exact thing, once.” She shudders. “Not my fetish.”

“Oh? And what is?”

“I thought I knew, before I met you. Now, you’re gonna have to help me find out.” She winks, or at least, she tries to. It’s more of a slow blink where each eyelid opens and closes at a different rates. Then she nods to the Threvians and winks. “Maybe I’m an exhibitionist.”

I laugh, a real, genuine belly laugh that earns us a volley of glares from our escort. It feels so damned good. Was I really about to give up? Just lay down and die? Screw that.

She’s right. This isn’t over.

Mika’s nods at me like a drunk, waiting for my response. I try again to reconcile the wickedly shy girl I met what seems like a lifetime ago, now. Somehow, I think this isn’t just the spores talking. “Maybe I’d like to find out if that one’s true.”

“Count on it.” Mika’s voice lowers, and she nods slowly, gathering her thoughts. “Feel better?”

“Yeah. Yeah I do.” I put my arm around her, pull her close. She leans into me gratefully. She’s poisoned, barely able to walk, beat to hell by the fight. Her clothes are torn, with her top ripped half off, exposing the purple bra thing Astra put on her, and somehow, one of her shoes is missing. I hadn’t even noticed.

But despite all that, she’s
 the one cheering me
 up. “You’re pretty amazing.”

“Don’t feel like it, just now,” she slurs.

“We’ll get out of this.”

Somehow.

We pass beneath the orange stone walls. They’re thick, at least ten feet deep, which seems like ridiculous overkill considering their foe. Then again, maybe the scaag weren’t the only thing these walls were meant to hold off. The tunnel is marked by pictures like Earth hieroglyphics, paint and ink long faded by time and abuse. I’m no expert but considering how clear some cave paintings are on Earth, I figure these are old.


The outpost itself is… Bizarre is the only word I can think of. Something like twelve buildings are a mishmash of ancient walls, some kind of brick or clay, crossed with futuristic Star Wars technology. Tiny, powerful lights are punched into ancient mortar, and in many places they hang loose. The doors are metal, silver and burnished, shining in twin suns. There are only a few more Threvians going about their business, mostly carrying tiny cases that look like laptops under one arm. A few more are clearly martial, holding rifles, and one has a weapon that looks so much like the one the Citadel gave me that I turn to make sure the soldier that confiscated mine still has it.

The brig is a single building with a single door; a low, hunched pile of brick with a rounded roof. The captain smacks a panel and the door slides open into the wall, Star Trek style. He nods and the guards toss us inside carelessly, already turning away. Finished with the momentary distraction we’ve provided.

The captain doesn’t say a word. I don’t even know why they’ve locked us up. Is this part of the Citadel’s test? Or is this how they would have reacted to the presence of a few aliens if we’d actually landed on the Threvian home world? How realistic is this place?

It makes my head hurt to think about. It doesn’t really matter, anyway. All that matters is escape.

“Wait! At least take off the cuffs!” I yell as I stumble through the door. No one answers. They don’t even look like they’ve heard me. I try to get a last look out the door before is slides shut, try to see if Syl is there. Watching. Waiting. But I don’t see her anywhere.

We’re on our own.

Mika slides to the floor, resting against the back wall, eyes unfocused. I peer out the little grate in the door but see nothing aside from the featureless building across from ours. In the distance, the autocannons are powered back up. They pulse as they gun down the endless waves of scaag.

I prowl the cell, search for clues, a way out. It’s a fairly generous space, about ten feet in diameter, lit by a single bulb at the center of its domed ceiling. The light is tiny but powerful, like a superpowered LED, and I have to squint as I stand on tiptoes to examine it. It’s housed directly in the material of the building. No help there.

The walls are curved but blank, completely bare of adornment. No windows, no markings, nothing aside from the door. In a few places they’re scored deeply, like something with terrifying claws got thrown in here. Maybe other Threvians? Syl’s claws could definitely do something like this. Though, considering how freaky strong the Threvians are, the fact that the marks are only a half inch deep makes my heart sink.

I growl in frustration as I sink next to Mika, glancing at my pad. 00:58:17.


Huh. It feels like we’ve been here forever. It seems impossible that we stepped through the doorway into this trial a little over an hour ago.

“Mika,” I whisper, shifting position so I’m not sitting on my bound hands. Why am I keeping my voice down? The autocannons are loud enough to drown out most of the noise of the outpost. “Can you see anything? Markings on the walls? Any clues?”

She lifts her head slowly, squints as she looks around. Then she shrugs, laughs. “Nope. We are so screwed.”

“Hey, none of that talk. Remember?”

“Right, aye aye, cappin.” She tries to lift her arms, maybe to salute, forgetting that she’s bound. She settles for a little rise of her shoulder, bopping herself on the cheek. “Heeeey. What about… You know…” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Use the Force, Sam.”

Huh. I hadn’t thought of that. It hurt like fuck the first time I used it, but if it’s our only way out… “Good idea. Okay. I’ll give it a shot. Be ready to catch men if I pass out or something.”

She shrugs again, does a little arm wiggle that I think is meant to tell me good luck with that
 but instead threatens to make me forget where we are and what the hell we’re doing here. She catches me looking, does it again with a wicked little smile.

Okay. Bad time to get distracted. I stagger up, cursing myself for sitting. Who would have thought it’d be hard as hell to stand with your hands tied behind your back? Apparently not me.

Mika grunts, tries to rise herself. I turn, do a weird little crouch facing away from her so I can try to help her up. She hooks her good elbow in my hands and lurches to her feet, then immediately stumbles to the wall, giggling. “Okay. Ready to assist,” she manages.

She looks more like she’s going to fall flat on her face. “Uh, maybe you should sit back down.”

“No way,” she says. “If you blow that door off with your new mind fuckery, I’ll be ready to run. Or if you black out trying, I’ll heroically dive beneath your falling body.”

“Mind fuckery. I like that. And don’t try to run on your own.” I steady her with my shoulder so her back is to the wall. “Not sure you’d make it far.”

“Pff, whatever,” she says, standing straight. Or at least, she tries to. Instead, she accomplishes a little hop which doesn’t help at all with the whole distraction issue. Her top is mostly gone, and her tits look like they’re about to bounce right out of the scant material that’s left. Her outfit covers much less than it shows, made worse by the sorry condition of the material.

Mika notices me staring again, gives a half grin. “Oh, ho,” she says, then pushes her shoulders together, squishing her chest to straining. “Maybe there’s something else we should do. I’ve heard it helps guys concentrate if they lighten the load
.” She winks.

“Mika, I… Goddamn.” I close my eyes, take a long breath. If I get anything accomplished with her like this, it’ll be a miracle.

Turning my back to her is one of the hardest things I’ve done in my life. The frustrated little noise she lets out makes it a lot worse.

But no. Who knows how long it’ll take to escape? If I really can
 get us out of here, I have to try. Now.

I keep my eyes closed, shut everything out. Mika’s low breathing, her closeness. The autocannons pulsing in the distance. The sharp light, visible through my eyelids. I cast it all aside, try to find some kind of inner peace.

I’ve never meditated, never felt any kind of inner Zen. I’m sure it’s great for monks or priests or whatever, and I’m not knocking it. I’ve just never been at a point in my life where I felt like sitting quietly in a dark room for an hour would be helpful to my mental state.

I really regret that, now.

My mind is a riot, of course. A thousand thoughts assail me. Worry, that we won’t escape; the memory of Mika’s pussy hot against my lips; Syl, the pain at her betrayal; Astra, watching, waiting, hoping we succeed but unable to interfere. The last hours has been nothing but panic and fear and death and pain, and sitting here now, trying to find some quiet inside myself feels impossible.

Instead, I seize a single memory, try to focus on it. When I used the power before. Mika, about to die, a massive club about to split her head, falling with terrifying speed. How time seemed to freeze, how the power sprang to life from my soul; something I hadn’t felt before, something as much a part of me as my brain or heart. My desperation as I’d flung my hands out and sent everything I had inside me toward the scaag.

Desperation. That was the key. Mika was moments from death. Nothing existed but my need to save her. The power answered my panicked need.

I try to summon something similar, now. Direct it at the door. Reach inside as deep as I can. How does this work? This feels pointless. Where do I search for magic power inside of me? Does it live in my heart? My mind? My gall bladder?

Fuck. Concentrate. Where does my soul live?

Maybe wherever I will it to. I picture a chamber at the center of my chest filled by a roaring flame. Warm, sustaining.


There.
 There’s something… Like a ball of light at the center of the flame. I’m so surprised that my little mental picture actually worked
 that my quarry almost slips away. How didn’t I notice it there? I try to grasp it with my mind, not even sure what the hell I’m doing, but fumbling anyway. I imagine taking it, flinging it forward like a wave of energy, tearing the door from the wall.

It’s useless. The power, whatever it is, slips away from my grip over and over. I can feel
 it, can sense it, but absent the perfect clarity of my panic from before, it slides from my mind like oil through water.

“Shit.” I slump back, fall against Mika. I didn’t realize she was so close, lost inside myself. “I… I can’t do it,” I pant.

She lays her cheek against my bare back. I can feel every curve of her against me. It’s so damned hot, she’s almost unbearable, but I don’t tear away. “Well,” she whispers. “That’s that, then.” She kisses my back, her lips sticking momentarily to my moist skin. “Only one thing left to do.”

Her words are low, husky. It’s pretty obvious what she has in mind.

“Here? Now?”

She uses an odd but adorable combination of her lips and chin to turn me around until I’m facing her. “Yes,” she breathes against my chest. “If this really is it… The end. If we’ve failed the Citadel… Well.” She’s quiet a moment, swaying in place. “I want to feel
 something, before the end. Feel your lips on me, your body inside mine.” Her lips trail up my chest, a little trail of kisses past my neck, my chin, until she stops at my lips. “I need
 you.”

“I feel like this might be the spores talking.” It’s a weak protest.

“No way. Well, maybe. A little?” She laughs, then stumbles to the door. “I see an alien over there. Pretty hunky. Nice scales.” She turns her back to the door, grins triumphantly. “Nope, don’t wanna fuck that guy.” She stalks toward me, her movements slow, languid, drunken, until she’s pressed against me again. “Just you
.”

Somehow, my backs at the wall. I don’t remember moving. Mika drops to her knees, buries her face against my skin. Her lips are hot against my stomach, and her little grunts are so goddamn sexy. I want to protest, tell her this is crazy, but I can’t find words as she tugs down the front of my pants with her teeth. She giggles as she struggles to pull them past my cock, already so hard when she pulls my waistband past it. She doesn’t release my pants until she pulls them further down, tucking them under my balls.

Then she leans back, taking it in, and licks her lips.

I open my mouth for one last protest. Some part of me, deep inside, that says we should be throwing ourselves at the door, shouting for the guards, trying to find some way to escape.

All thoughts evaporate as she dives forward, taking my cock to the hilt, deep throating me so hard my head slams the back of her throat. She almost gags; I can feel her muscles protest just for a moment, and then she lets out a happy little mmm
 as she tightens her mouth and runs her tongue along my length.

And then she goes to work.

She pulls free until my head rests between her full lips, then comes back in long, sucking strokes that send waves of pleasure deep in my belly and tighten my balls. Her hair is still tied, cascading over one shoulder, and I have a perfect view as she sucks me off, takes every inch of me over and over. Her mouth is so hot, so wet, and I wonder how the hell she has any saliva left in the heat. But I don’t care. It so fucking good.

This feels so illicit, her on her knees with her hands behind her back. Like I’m forcing her. Or she’s forcing me. I’ve never been into BDSM, never tied a girl to a bed or let myself be whipped. I have to say, I’m starting to see the appeal.

Mika lets me slide free, stares up at me, eyes wide if slightly unfocused. “There,” she slurs. “Got you wet enough.” She straightens, still on her knees, rising until her tits are level with my cock.

“Mika, help me… Your pants…” I gasp as she presses her chest against me. The strap at the bottom of her bra presses the base of my cock, and suddenly it’s hard to remember words.

“Not yet,” she winks. She raises a bit further, as high as she can without standing, catches the head of my cock under the strap. Then she leans in, pushing my shaft against her body, uses it to slide me under the thin fabric. Trapping my cock between her tits.

“There. Can’t use my hands, but gotta keep you in place.” Any response I can muster disappears as she leans her head low, licks the bead of precum from my tip. Then she lowers, a long, slow motion that pulls my cock between her perfect, soft tits. Then back up, milking me. Her bra strap holds me in place like fingers stroking up and down, and the cups hold her tight against the sides of my shaft. It feels incredible, brings me close to cumming faster than anything I’ve ever experienced.

My head swims, and I can’t hold onto a thought. I wonder if the spores are already affecting me. If they are, I can’t make myself care. Her whole body runs along mine as she kneels and raises, and my cock, lashed to her, pulses once, a warning.

Mika lowers as far as she can, so far as the strap strains at the base of my shaft. She pulls further, harder. “What… What are you… God, Mika. I’m so close.”

She gives a throaty laugh, then pulls harder. What is she… Oh.
 Finally, the pressure is too much as she pulls harder, and her bra pops upward, freeing her tits. “Did you… Did you just use
 my… To take off your bra?”

She just licks her lips.

“You are some kind of sex genius.” My laugh turns into a moan as she mumbles something around a mouthful of my cock. My length is still between her tits, no longer trapped but still buried deep in her soft flesh. She pumps me, once, twice, before I cum explosively into her mouth. I gasp over and over, sharp exhalations that rip from me with each hard pump of cum into her mouth.

She stares up at me, dark eyes wide, never breaking contact with her lips. Her gaze is warm, full love of love and lust, and I’m sure what I’m seeing isn’t the spores.

She’s so fucking beautiful.

When I finish, she sits back and licks her lips. “Never gonna get tired of doing that to you.”

“God,” I say, slumping back. “That was… I need a cigarette.”

“Kay. My turn.” She jerks her head. “Down.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I slide down the wall, stretch my legs forward. “Uh, your shorts. How are we…”

“Already thought of that,” she says, a wicked gleam in her eye. She reaches back, does something with the material at the back. It barely reaches past her ass, and between her legs they’re not much thicker than a thong, so I’m impressed though not surprised when she uses a finger to tug them to the side. Her pussy shines in the sodium light, already soaked.

My cock throbs at the sight. I can smell her musk, raising in the hot air, and it makes my mouth water. The sensation of sliding my tongue between those thick lips is still so fresh, so vivid…

She winks. “Looks like you’re already ready… Already.”

“It’s the spores.”

“I’m sure.” She loops one leg over mine, then does a little shimmy up me until she’s raised high above my cock. She pulls her shorts further to the side. Before she takes me inside, she leans forward, kisses me. Her lips play over mine, then she presses her tongue slowly into my mouth as she takes my cock into her heat. She whimpers into my mouth. “Never… Gonna get tired… Of that, either.”

She leans her body into mine, falling against me so suddenly I wonder if she’s passed out. “Mika?”

She moans, writhes against me. She doesn’t raise up or lift free. Instead, she grinds, front to back, angling my cock so it hits the front wall of her pussy. I’m long enough that it buries deep against her g-spot. Her little moans fall limply from her lips as they drag back and forth against my throat. “Sam… Sam…” She whispers it like a prayer.

Her tits mound against me, nipples hard as they trace paths through my chest hair. She feels so perfect against me, and her thick curves were made for my hands. God, I wish they were free. I want to take her chest, run my fingers them down her belly, press at her clit as she fucks me. Her hair smells like sex and blood and roses, and the only sounds aside from the far-off percussion of guns are her whispered words and the wet swish
 of my cock slicking back and forth inside her.

I watch the grate out of the corner of my eye, keep expecting someone to come in, interrupt. I swear, if someone does, I’ll kill them with my fucking teeth.


Mika speeds up, and her moans turn to little gasps. Her skin is hot, feverish. She fucks me faster and faster, and her pussy tightens, grips me like it’s trying to squeeze the cum from me. “Oh God, Sam,” she says, so loud I’m afraid someone will hear it over the guns. I don’t care. She feels so fucking good. She never lifts, never lets go of an inch, and my head pushes deeper inside her over and over. She turns wild, biting my neck so hard it hurts, a pain mixed with pleasure that I didn’t know I’d love until her teeth ravage my skin. Her pussy moves like a piston, back and forth, speeding up until her belly tightens and she cums, screaming my name, deafening.

She doesn’t stop, doesn’t even slow down, fucks me harder and harder. She cums again as her whole body shakes against mine, and she’s not even forming real worlds anymore. My cock throbs, needs to release again, is so close. She cums over and over, and each time she does her wet walls get tighter and tighter until they’re like a fist gripping my shaft.

One last slam, so hard her ass bounces my balls, and I cum. I don’t know how I have anything left in me, not after what she did with her mouth and tits, but I do. I pump deep inside her, grunt and lick her neck as I moan and shudder at the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever had.

This only seems to drive Mika crazier. Now she does
 lift, fucks me relentlessly, bringing her ass up only to slam back down again and again. My cock responds, somehow, doesn’t soften even a little as it drives into her over and over, slicked by spit and her wetness and my cum. She’s still so tight, and impossibly, it’s getting stronger. The muscles of her pussy grip me so tight that if we weren’t lubed, I’d be afraid she’d injure me. As it is, it’s delicious torture, waiting for my body to recover while she cums again
. I’ve lost count of how many times, more than twenty. Thirty. I don’t know. It’s like she’s locked in some kind of never-ending orgasm.

The poison. Syl’s words, that it would drive her to mindlessness, that her only animal instinct would be to mate until she dies. Fear grips me. “Mika! Mika, are you…”?

“Still here,” she moans. “Still me. But I can’t stop… Don’t want to stop… It’s like… Oh Godddd,” she cums again, teeth chattering with its power. “It feels so fucking good. So fucking good. I need more. I need… Ahhh…”

I push the worry aside, just for a moment. If she’s still herself enough to enjoy this, even despite the spores…

Like she can read my mind, Mika raises up, smashes her lips to mine so hard it feels like they’ll bruise. She doesn’t pull away, devours my mouth, fucks me with her tongue as I fuck her. Her body grinds up and down so fast it’s in constant motion, with no start or stop when she switches from pulling me out to pushing me in.

It’s too much. I spill again, for the second time in just minutes, my cock bucking as we moan against each other. I strain against my bonds, want to wrap her in my arms, but they’re unyielding. I can feel my wrists bleeding at the effort, but the pain is a distant thing as I cum so hard my eyes roll back in my head. She finishes with me, one last, mighty orgasm that leaves her panting and boneless against me.

We sit like that for long moments, unmoving, my cock still buried inside her. Her pussy trembles with little aftershocks before releasing slowly like spasmed muscles. Her breathing slows from desperate gasps to a gentle feathering at my chest. She’s so still, so quiet, that I wonder if she’s fallen asleep.

“Mika?”

“Love you,” she mumbles. “Sam.”

“Mika, I…”

“Don’t have to say it back. Just… Just met. But it’s not the poison. Just… Wanted to say it. In case this is the last time we touch.”

Never in my life have I so wanted to pull someone closer, wrap them and never let go. She’s so incredible, so unlike anyone I’ve ever known. Brave and beautiful and so fucking smart. But there’s more than that. She makes me feel… Heroic. Cared for as I care for her. Makes me feel like I’d do anything, go up against any odds, for her.

I can’t believe I’m about to say this. After everything I’ve been through, every heartbreak, every hurt. I thought this was done. That there was never going to be another chance.

I just had to die.

“I love you, Mika.”

She snuggles closer, just as I realize that I’ve heard something new the last few minutes. Something that sounds like…

“Fighting,” Mika says, weakly pulling away from me. She sways in my lap, still impaled and uncaring, tries to turn toward the door.

“Mika, get up. We have to–”

“Hmm.” The voice comes from the grate, darkening it. “This is the second time I’ve interrupted you in this position.” The door slides open, revealing Syl. She stands tall, our weapons strapped to her back, spattered with blood. She steps inside, and alien or not, her little smirk is easy to interpret. “If you do not invite me next time, I may get offended.”

“Syl!” The two of us say together. Mika beams. “You came for us!”

“Of course I did,” Syl says, helping her up. She casts a quick glance to my crotch where my cock still throbs.

How? I’m not gonna complain about superhuman endurance, but this is ridiculous. Is it the poison? The levelling up?

It doesn’t matter. I blush, squirm, but can’t get my pants up. They’re still trapped below my balls.

Mika stares openly. “If erection lasts more than four hours, consult your doctor.”

“Oh, God,” I say, laughing, almost giddy with relief. “With you around, that’s a danger.”

Syl’s tongue trails out, the barest flick between Mika’s breasts, tasting the spot my cock rested only moments ago. I harden further, somehow, as I watch. “Mmm,” Syl hums.

Mika doesn’t seem bothered. She eyes me and licks her lips. Then she turns, pressing her lips to Syl’s slowly.

Despite her frankness regarding “mating,” Syl seems astonished. She stands stock still as Mika gives her bottom lip a long suck. I’m just as surprised, and I can’t tear my eyes away as her tits pool and her nipples harden against dark scaling.

There’s something desperately hungry, and frustrated, in Syl’s eyes as she takes Mika firmly yet gently by the arms and steps back. Her breath hitches before she can speak. “That was… Unexpected.”

“Not really,” Mika slurs. “I mean, look at you.” She turns to me, grins at what she sees. “Look at him. Maybe you should…” She glances to Syl’s wrist pad. “I bet we have time.”

Syl’s scales have flushed from dark blue to purple, and I’m sure that’s not a good thing if we want to get the hell out of here before we’re dead. And Mika’s no help at all. It’s up to me to be the voice of reason, but goddamn… This is like some crazy dream come true, and stopping it…

A long tongue flicks out, tasting the air. It extends, down, toward my traitorous cock as she reaches back to shut the door. I’m so hard it hurts, and the thought of her tongue wrapping me in its warmth, flowing around me, pumping me with its soft length…

Mika grins, watching.

Syl is inches away. Why isn’t she stopping? She’s a warrior, knows that we need to get the hell out of here. What’s got into her?

She inches closer.

Fuck.

“Syl!” I manage to gasp, wriggling upward and using my knees to hide myself. “We should… We need to go. Right?” Saying the words is about the hardest thing I’ve done in my life. My body is screaming yes, fuck yes, shut the fuck up, dude.
 But now that Syl’s here, we have hope of escape, and there’s no time to waste.

Syl draws back like she’s snapping out of a trance. Mika groans in frustration.

“Sorry. Just… We can… Explore…” I bite my lip. Hard. Anything to get my shit together. “Later. Let’s talk about this later. Right now…”

Syl nods, snapping back into warrior mode
 in a flash. “Right. I apologize. It has been… A long time since I have mated.”

“No need for that,” Mika says, leaning into the alien. “Also, hey, you know… Thank you! For coming back to us. For saving us.” She gives Syl a strange little no armed hug and kisses her again. This time it’s far more chaste, a little peck on the cheek.

“I have not saved you yet.” Syl casts a quick glance behind her. Blood paints her hands. “I killed your guards, and a few more to get your weapons. Their bodies are out of the way, as is this cell, but it is only a matter of time until they are noticed. There are at least twenty more of my kind here. They are not as strong or as fast as me, not after this place has… Enhanced me. But they are soldiers. If they discover us…” She takes Mika in, still leaning drunkenly against her. “Well, it will be a rough fight.”

“Uhh, little help?” I say, still sprawled against the wall with my business district on full display. “Mind helping me up?”

“Hmm, I don’t know,” Mika says, winking at Syl. “Have him right where we want him.”

“Indeed,” she says, flicking her long tongue out again. She shivers with pleasure at what she tastes, half closing her large, slitted eyes.

“Uh, did you get a dose of the spores, too?”

Syl straightens, like she’s embarrassed, before turning away and nodding. She lifts her hands, turning them over so I can see her unscaled palms. They’re lacerated, shallow cuts that are already tinged green from sap. “I… Overestimated my durability.”

Damn. When she vaulted off the tree. “Are you…?”

“Functional. For now.” She licks her lips, glances downward. “All the more reason we must go. We have less than twenty Earth minutes.”

“Shit,” I say, struggling to my knees. Syl lifts me the rest of the way easily, one hand gripping my bicep like a vise. A moment later the shackles fall away.

I tuck myself back into my pants as she releases Mika’s cuffs. Mika takes in my bruised and bloody wrists as she pulls her shirt down. She winces. “S… Sorry,” she says. “I think I did that.”

“Worth it.”

She laughs, mumbles something that sounds distinctly like Goddamn right.


“Come. We must run,” Syl says. She hands us our weapons, dull and powered down. They light with life the moment they touch our skin. “I have scouted this facility. The exit is near the front wall.”

“Where are we, in relation?”

“The back.”

I sigh. “Of course.”

My rifle purrs to life in my hands like a pet returned to its master. Mika’s staff flares at her touch, so bright I have to look away. Then it fades, pulses low, before brightening again. “Oh, my,” Mika laughs. “Come on, boy, you can do it.” The crystal goes completely dark.

Syl and I eye her warily. “Uh, maybe I should carry it,” I say.

“Hey,” Mika says, giving me a fearsome glare that’s completely undermined by her swaying in place. “I got this.” She plants the butt of the staff in the ground for support, leaning heavily on it.

“On second thought, maybe a walking stick would be handy. Just, you know… Watch where you’re waving that thing.”

“Oh, don’t worry, love,” she says, leaning in conspiratorially. She puts her lips to my ear, and then whispers so loud they must be able to hear it outside. “Not even close to being done with you.”

Syl raises a delicate eyebrow. “Remember what I said about getting my feelings hurt?”

Mika gives her a look I can’t quite decipher, but there’s no jealousy in it. Not possessiveness. Maybe because she’s riding the spore train to happy town.

I shake my head. This is way too much to unpack right now. “We should go.”

Syl casts a last, appraising glance between us. “Ready?”

We nod. She turns away and starts for the door.

I stop her with a touch to her shoulder. “Syl, thank you. For coming back for us.”

Her look is incredulous. “What else would I do? You are clan.”

“Thank you, all the same. But, why didn’t you tell us?”

She considers me a long moment. “I do not know you. Not yet. We are clan, but we have known each other only hours. I will fight for you, die with you if I must, but that does not mean that I know you well enough to know how you would bluff your way through a tense confrontation.” She looks out the door, and her claws extend. “Before we were forced to the stars, my people were warlike. Xenophobic. I knew they would never let you approach if you were not prisoners. But we had to be convincing. If you had given away my gamble, we would all be dead right now.”

In other words, she doesn’t know us well enough to know that we wouldn’t fuck things up. We may be clan, but we’re still unknown quantities. I don’t blame her for that line of thinking, but in this case, a lot of worry and fear would have been avoided if she’d said something.

My plate reads 00:14:09.
 “We’ll talk about this later.”

Syl shrugs. “As you wish.”

Outside, two guards stationed a few feet on either side of the door lay dead. Their necks are wickedly slashed, twin cuts so deep their heads are half decapitated. Syl hefts one like a sack of potatoes, nods to the other, which I lift with far less ease. We toss them into the cell, and Syl closes the door with a rapid set of clicks to the panel. “We do not have time to clean the blood,” she says. In the distance, the autocannons fire faster, their rapid pulsing like some kind of terrifying techno beat. Syl stares toward them, tongue flicking out absently. “Hopefully, they will be distracted enough that we can escape.”

“Knowing this place, I somehow doubt it’ll go that easily,” I say, putting my arm around Mika and guiding her after Syl, who slips to the corner of the opposite building.

She peers around the edge of the building, a quick dart of her head that magnifies how alien and snakelike she is at times. “Clear.”

My memory of the outpost is hazy, at best. Stupid, not paying more attention as we were led through. “Which way?”

“These are the barracks and intelligence center for the facility,” Syl whispers, slapping the wall she’s leaning against. “It’s the largest building, holding the center of the grounds. I would suggest we go over it,” she says, flexing her claws, “but I do not think she would make it.”

Mika nods happily. “Not a chance in hell.”

“As I thought. In that case, we will have to go around. There is very little cover, but we do not have time to wait. If you see one of my people, eliminate them as quickly and as quietly as you can.”

I huff in frustration. “My gun isn’t exactly quiet.”

“Then fire only when necessary. If we have to–” She cocks her head, eyes narrowing.

“What? What is it?” Mika asks, leaning dangerously far around the corner.

“Something…” Syl’s eyes widen, and her scales flush bright with what I’m realizing means excitement. “Do you hear it?”

I follow Mika’s lead, peering around the corner, trying to shut out the autocannons. No, wait. Instead, I listen closer. “They’re firing faster.”

“Much faster.”

I learn further, staying low. I can just make out the front wall from here, towering above the squat buildings below. “Damn,” I whistle. “That can’t be good.” The only autocannon I can see from here is turning and pivoting madly, firing so quickly that an almost solid beam of light lances down into the killing field. I can’t see what it’s firing at, but it must be… “Scaag.”

“A lot of them,” Syl says, pulling me back with a light touch to my shoulder. Her palm is surprisingly soft against me, tougher than human skin, but warm. Not scaled. No wonder the tree cut her up.

“Can those guns overheat?”

Syl’s face is grim. “Yes.”

“Well, that’s dumb,” Mika frowns.

“No, it’s perfect,
” I say, adrenaline rising. This can work. “They’re the distraction we need. If there are enough of them to overwhelm the automatic defenses, the Threvians have to respond. That’s when we go.”

Syl doesn’t look convinced. “If the scaag launch a coordinated attack, there may be hundreds of them. More. It may be safer to go to now–”

Suddenly, she spins, catches something out of the air.

No. Someone.

A Threvian squirms in her claws, snarling and reaching for Syl’s neck.

Jesus. If not for her we’d be dead. I didn’t even see
 him until Syl grabbed him out of the air.

Her face is utterly blank as she holds it back, one hand around its neck and the other gripping its wrist. Its claws are at least an inch long, aimed at Syl’s face. Not nearly as long as hers, and by the way the Threvian strains against her grip, that’s their limit.

But its other hand is free. It darts to its belt where a pistol like a Star Trek phaser rests in its holster.

Syl’s eyes widen. Her claws stretch forward, lengthening, but the Threvian resists her, just strong enough to keep Syl from ending him. Her tongue flicks out, tries to deflect her attacker’s hand, but its
 tongue meets hers in midair, blocking her strike.

The Threvian bares its teeth triumphantly, little blades that glint in the sunlight.

I raise my rifle and blow his goddamned shoulder off.

He doesn’t have time to scream before Syl seizes the opportunity, drawing her hand from his throat and stabbing forward. All four of her claws pierce his larynx, and then she twists,
 coring his throat like an apple.

Blood spurts over us as the Threvian falls bonelessly.

Syl heaves a huge breath. “Thank you. I thought I was dead.”

“See, that’s the problem.” I use my wadded shirt to wipe violet blood from my chest. “You fight like you’re alone. You’re not.”

Syl regards me. Years of working various jobs and spending nights in bars made it pretty easy for me to understand people’s faces, but she’s too alien and her features are too strange for me to get a good read on her. Finally, she turns away. “We need to move. Your shot will have drawn attention,” she says, nodding to a smoking black hole in the outpost’s wall.

Mika’s been silent, leaning heavily against the wall during all this. She coughs. “I don’t… Don’t have much left in the tank, Sam.” She’s eyeing me, eyeing Syl, with frightening hunger. Her breathing is rasping and low, and I can smell
 the desire in the air. “Can’t… Can’t fight this much longer.”

Syl tastes the air, glancing around the corner. “I can carry her, if I need to. But we must–”

She trails off. It doesn’t take long to realize why.

Hooting. So concentrated, so loud that it’s a tidal wave of sound, rolling up and washing over the outpost. The thrum of the autocannons is completely drowned out as the scaag’s eerie cries rise up.

“Too late,” I yell, not worried about being overheard. No one else could hear me, not over this. “Time to go!”

Without waiting for permission, Syl hefts Mika over her shoulder. She holds her fast with one arm, retracting the claws on that hand.

Mika squawks, wriggles. “Hey!” She shouts. “Put me down! I can… I can walk…” Her voice trails off as she runs her hands along Syl’s back. “Mmm.” She kisses Syl’s back, a little brush of her lips.

Syl looks more surprised by that then her attacker only moments ago. She looks to me, a little wild eyed. Like she’s having trouble fighting the spores off, too.

I shrug. “We better go.”

She nods.

Ready.

She dashes around the corner around the corner first, then immediately skids to a halt.

I crash into her back. “Why did you–” The question dies in my throat. I know why she’s stopped. “Oh, fuck that
.”

It’s chaos.

A dark wave of scaag mount the top of the wall, at least two dozen of them, screaming in fury. The autocannons spin wildly, firing at point blank range. One turns as a scaag vaults up next to it, tears its head off with a pulse of blue light that arcs into the darkening sky. Another is just behind it, dying just as quickly. But then two more launch upward like they’ve been shot by catapults. One of them holds a stone club the size of a tree trunk, and it bellows its odd, hooting roar as it descends on the gun. The cannon turns upward, fires into the scaag’s chest, boring a hole through its torso, but it’s too late. The club comes down, smashes the gun into a mess of sparking wire and exploding circuits.

Below, the remaining Threvians stand in a line, weapons pointed upward. The pulses from their rifles are silent over the unending hooting of the scaag. They stand firm, unbending, showing no signs of retreat or fear in the face of an increasingly overwhelming army.

All this happens in the span of ten seconds. Ten seconds we stand silent, awed at the spectacle. “Why aren’t they all on the wall?” I shout.

“Some were,” Syl says, nodding upward. At one point, spaced between autocannons, a mangled wreckage of blood and bone hangs halfway over the wall. A scaag crouches amongst the gore, pulling forth a huge wad of flesh that it stuffs down its throat. Moments later, a shot from below tears through it, and it falls out of sight with a wail I can’t hear.

We need to run, to move. Syl is already hunched, about to spring. I grab her shoulder before she can leave me. “We need to go! Which way?”

“There!” she says, looking back like she’s just remembering I exist.

The building she points to is another low pile of chalky brick, set into the outpost wall.

Directly between scaag that now fall like boulders and the wall of Threvians, firing up at them.

Of course.

“Take her!” Syl shouts, throwing Mika into my arms. I don’t have time to protest, reposition my rifle, before her full weight rests against my chest. I hold her in the classic Disney princess pose, one arm beneath her back and the other under her legs. It’d be pretty romantic if not for… Well… Everything else.


Syl turns away.

“Wait, what are you –”

“Follow! I’ll carve a path!” Then she’s gone, not waiting for my response.

“God damn
 it. She did it again.”


“Shh,” Mika purrs against my chest, words only half audible. “It’s okay. When we get out of here, I’m going to fuck you until you can’t feel feelings anymore. I’m going to…” She trails off to bite my nipple so hard I yelp. “I'm going to suck until you…”

I shut her out. As ridiculously hot as all that is, spores or no, now is not
 the time.

Syl is already halfway to her people, flowing like glittering ink across the compound. I jog after her, trying to see everywhere at once. I’m not sure what she’s planning, but I will
 be there to help when she acts.

The scaag own the wall, now. The autocannons are wreckage, finally silent, and all that’s kept the attackers from descending like an avalanche is a fusillade of energy thrown up by the Threvians. The strike commander shouts out orders I can’t hear and a few of his soldiers split, peeling off from the outer edges of their line to watch their flanks. Luckily, their attention is focused solely upward, and they don’t notice Syl creeping behind them.

What the hell is she going to do? If she attacks the Threvians, the scaag will overwhelm us all. But somehow, I doubt her people are going to let us pass to the exit without a fight.

Then again, maybe that’s our only shot. It’s only a few feet, ten or so, from the Threvians to the building Syl pointed out. If we run, hope that her kin can’t spare us the attention…

“Syl!” She doesn’t respond, flowing up behind the commander. “Syl!” I shout. I’m only fifteen feet behind her, but she doesn’t hear me.

Or she ignores me.

Eight claws draw back, then lance forward.

They erupt from the commander’s chest in a crimson fountain. Blood froths from his mouth as he twitches, skewered, before she draws back and lets him fall.

There’s an odd moment of surprise, almost silence, from everyone. Even the scaag, as if her move was so unexpected that their tiny animal brains can’t comprehend it. Both sides stare at Syl for a two second eternity.

And then all hell breaks loose.

The Threvians turn, fire at her as she dodges away and dances between sizzling bolts of energy. The scaag immediately seize the opportunity, dropping like boulders, and in five beats of my heart two dozen of them are in the courtyard. They rip into the Threvians, half of whom are still trying to kill Syl.

“Go, go!” She shouts, leaning back like Neo as a shot crackles over her chest.

I’m running before I have time to think. She’s made the decision for me, and I don’t have time to debate. A scaag rushes to meet us, a hunk of wood the length of my body held like a baseball bat. Mika is heavy in my arms, but I manage to duck just as he swings, skidding on my knees. I stagger up, but not fast enough.

The scaag doesn’t relent, halts his swing and reverses, muscles the size of my head rippling. He howls as he brings his club back around. There’s nowhere to go. I don’t have time to duck.

Inferno blazes to life. Mika, still in my arms, lashes out with the arm not trapped against me. The flaming crystal hits the scaag in its fist where it grips the club. It’s like a miniature sun detonating at two feet away. The power is intense, and I have to close my eyes to avoid being blinded.

But there’s no pain. Just heat. My hair doesn’t burn away, and my skin doesn’t sizzle like bacon. Neither does Mika’s, judging by her dark laugh.

The scaag, on the other hand, isn’t so lucky. It’s club lays at our feet, a burning brand that I have to shuffle back from. The alien lays dead, half of its body aflame an already melting.

“Damn.” I struggle to my feet, set Mika down.

“Damn right.”
 She’s shaky but seems more solid than before.

“I think you’re enjoying this too much,” I say, trying to find Syl in the chaos ahead of us.

Another evil laugh from behind me as I sight with my now freed rifle. I squeeze off a few shots that rip through lines of scaag and at least one Threvian, but it hardly makes a difference. There are so many.

Another two scaag break free of the line, charge us, mouths gaping, trailing lines of shimmering saliva.

I take one in the head. The other in the stomach. They dig deep furrows in the dirt as their corpses slide toward us.

I take Mika’s free hand in mine. “Let’s go! No stopping! Watch for Syl.”

Mika nods, eyes still unfocused, but at least she’s watching the fray and not me. “There she is.”

Syl surfaces from the ocean of scaag like a gore spattered dolphin from a churning ocean of flesh. Her claws are everywhere, piercing skulls and necks and hearts. A scaag follows her ascent, rising behind her. It’s using another scaag’s dismembered arm as a club, and it swings for her head. I fire a quick burst, shredding its chest, and it goes down. Syl doesn’t notice, face devoid of emotion as she dives back downward, cutting, killing.

She can’t last in there. This has to end.

I tug Mika along, firing at the fringes of the battle, clearing a path. My wrist reads 00:02:17.
 No time to stop, no time to think. Just have to go.


A scaag drifts too close, and Mika detonates it. She’s surer with every step, somehow; it has to be the spores. I guess it makes sense. If she’s going to mate until she dies, she’s going to need her strength, right? It’d be disturbingly funny in any other circumstances.

I’m just happy that she’s not too far gone to defend herself.

The main battle rages in a knot before the building we need to get to. Because of course
 it does. We skirt the outside of the fight, killing as we go. The hail of scaag has dwindled, and only a few still mount the wall, spitting and throwing rocks down into the fray. But below there are dozens left that surround the small knot of Threvians still alive. They’re back to back, four of them, firing into their attackers from inches away, and they’re in bad shape.

But they distract enough scaag that Mika and I manage our way along the base of the wall. Not unnoticed, and a trail of a half dozen dead lay behind us. We stop in a little alcove of shadow, Mika behind me as I pick off a few more. None seem to notice us, and it’s not hard to tell why.

Syl’s surrounded by a knot of scaag, and everywhere she moves, something dies. It’s like a ballet of blood, and it’s hard not to stop and stare. She’s incredible, terrifying. But she’s not unscathed; her scales are torn in a half dozen places, and as I watch a club clips her shoulder, spinning her. She recovers impossibly fast, slicing out and taking her attacker in its eye. But she’s tired, hurt. I can see it in her stance.

She won’t last.

Not like we have time to hesitate, anyway. The door is fifteen feet away; a short distance that feels like a fucking mile. Scaag, alive and dead, litter the path we need to take.

This is going to be bad.

“Ready?” I shout.

Mika’s hand at my back is all the answer I need. We rush out together, immediately draw the attention of four gigantic brutes lurking at the fringes of the fight.

They turn together, bellowing. I fire twice as we close the distance, and though I don’t have time to aim, I don’t need to be accurate this close. My shots take one in the leg, ripping it from its body in a welter of gore. My other misses my target, but they scaag are so closely packed that its hits the beast next to it, carving a hole in its chest.

Mika’s staff flicks out, detonating the head of the third scaag.

The fourth hits us.

Its fist bashes into my chest like a hammer. I gasp in agony as ribs crack and I’m flung like a ragdoll, tumbling into a sitting position against the wall of the building we’ve been trying to reach. My head smacks the wall. Hard.

Holy fuck.
 They hit like trucks. If not for my armor, I’d be pulverized. How the hell has Syl survived this long?

At the corner of my vision, Inferno twirls, kills my attacker, but it’s a distant thing I barely notice. I can hardly breathe, and blood mists from my lips each time I rasp in a desperate puff of air.

I sit, watch the battle, unmoving. My thoughts are detached, drunken, like they’re coming from a vast distance. Some part of me screams that I have to move, to help, but it’s a little voice buried under a mountain of pain.

Mika stands wearily in front of me, Inferno waving back and forth with her good arm. Three or four scaag stand back, eyeing it, real fear on their faces. But it won’t keep them from attacking. Not for long.

Beyond her, Syl fights on. One of her arms is bent at a terrible angle, and bone protrudes from just above her elbow. But her claws never stop moving, and her tongue is a weapon itself, grasping a stolen club that smashes into a scaag’s head with terrifying power, dropping it instantly. But she’s so weak, so battered, and Mika can hardly stand.

It’s almost over. I have to help them. My thoughts sharpen, and my swimming head clears somewhat. There’s no way I should be able to shake off a head injury like this one, but not much about me is normal anymore. I get one hand on the wall, find some reserve of strength.

Shit. This is bad. The scaag’s fist did something terrible to my insides. My heart beats erratically, and I still can’t draw a full breath. When I try, it’s like shards of glass in my chest rip through my lungs.

But we’re so close. So close to the exit. To healing.

I raise my rifle in shaking hands. Somehow, I haven’t dropped it. I take down a few of Mika’s fan club with three quick shots.

She turns to me, eyes wide, tears running down her cheeks. “Sam!”

“M’okay,” I lie. “Have to go.”

“But Syl!”

“Get the door, first.”

She nods, looks more tired than I’ve ever seen a person look. Her whole body trembles like a leaf, and she licks her lips constantly; from heat or the poison, I don’t know.

We stagger the remaining few feet to the door, supporting each other, almost out of strength. If the scaag attack us with any coordination now, we’re done.

Luckily, there aren’t many of them left, and those that remain alive are focused on Syl. A mountain of dead surrounds her, and she stands atop it, almost one of them herself. I kill one of her attackers, but the rest are too close to her, and I don’t dare fire.

Shotgun mode would be pretty fucking handy right about now.

One thing at a time. Mika and I reach the door. It’s closed, doesn’t budge as we push at it. “The panel,” I say. “Can you open it?”

Mika rests heavy against the wall. “I can try.”

“I’ll help Syl.”

I turn, aim, but curse, dropping my rifle. It’s too late.

Syl’s buried under the last of the scaag, at least eight of them piled on top of her. Her claws lance up, rip the throat from one, but the rest beat down at her with fists and clubs, and her arm falls limp. The sound is sickening, their brutal strength hammering into her flesh over and over. Her dark, tight scaling lightens. That can’t be good. Has she lost consciousness?

No.

Dark rage boils up inside me. This can’t be happening. Not when we’re so close.

Desperation crystallizes inside me, a dark core of energy I recognize from before, and the world freezes. Details, hazy in the cauldron of battle, become clear. One scaag’s arm, upraised, about to smash down with killing force, its mottled fur spattered with Syl’s blood. Another, his face upraised with fangs bared, threads of spit trailing between its teeth. Ready to dive low, rip her throat out.

I see all of it in a heartbeat that lasts a lifetime. Seven scaag, poised above Syl, their hearts hammering with bloodlust. Hearts I can sense, can see in my mind like little lights.

Lights I snuff.

The power in my soul darts out, seizes the scaag’s beating cores, and squeezes.
 Seven scaag hearts explode in their chests, and seven scaag fall, burying Syl in flesh.

I’m not finished, not satisfied.
 I lift their bodies with my mind, pulling them from her. With a flick of that I only half understand, I send them hurtling against the outpost wall. They impact so hard that their bodies liquefy, splattering like grotesque melons.

Then I collapse. It’s too much. Too much. My heart is weak in my chest, and blood gouts from my nose, fills my mouth.

“Sam!” Mika’s voice comes from a long distance, as does the sound of the door sliding open behind me.

Dirt is hot under my cheek, baked by twin stars that watch impassively from far above. When did I fall over? I don’t remember. It doesn’t matter. I lay, watch the pile and hope. Ignoring the pain that flays my consciousness, so intense it’s abstract. Please, please…
 I pray I wasn’t too late.

Mika paws at me, tries to pull me up. I hardly notice.

Please.

And then, a scaled arm raises.

“Syl,” I whisper. A mistake, as even that leaves me coughing blood.

She stands, terrible and magnificent. Her body is battered beyond recognition, so covered in blood that I can’t see her scales anymore. Her face is smashed, one eye closed and weeping. She looks like a corpse, like she should have been dead long ago.

Yet, somehow, she steps forward.

And falls.

She tumbles down the pile of bodies, hitting the ground hard. There she rests, dying, tongue hanging limp from her mouth.

Her remaining eye opens, locks on mine.


Stand
, I think. Stand up.


Her mouth curls, so slight it’s almost imperceptible. The smallest of half smiles. Not without you.


We are not dying here today.

Mika rushes to her, takes her unhurt arm in her own, and pulls. Syl comes with her, unfolding like a broken shutter, and rests her weight heavily against Mika’s body.

Just me left.

I’m in terrible shape. Maybe dying, I don’t know. I shy away from examining everything wrong with me; my destroyed insides, what saving Syl did to me. It won’t matter in a few minutes. I’m not dead yet. I get my hands under me, rising to all fours. I hang there for a moment, blood trailing in a thick string from my lips.

Just one more thing to do.

Somehow, I’m on my feet. Into the building. Mika and Syl shuffle after me, as wrecked as I am. Above the door: 00:00:22.


We rest against it, get our hands up, into place at the plate.

It dissolves, and chased by renewed roars of the scaag, we fall through together.

Into salvation.
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You’d think I’d be used to this by now.

You’d be wrong.

Everything, the respite area, my companions, even the floor beneath my back ceases to exist. I writhe, moaning, body rigid as the healing radiance puts my broken flesh back together. I exist in a cocoon of pain and heat, eyes shut so tight I’m afraid I’ll be blind when this torture is finally over.

I can barely hold a thought as muscles knit and bones I hadn’t realized were broken set. My lungs, coughing blood moments ago, heal almost violently, and I take in one desperate gasp before they lock up, as frozen as the rest of me. My insides repair, slower than the rest, and I feel every bit of it; one more horrible memory I’m sure is going to leave me with PTSD or something. My weak heartbeat picks up tempo, sweet relief that’s short lived.

All of this hurts like fuck, but it’s nothing compared to the ember of agony in my brain. I don’t know what the hell using my new ability did, but it feels like my mind is flayed, like my synapses have fried like bacon. The brain is impossibly complex, right? Is this going to leave me with brain damage? It’d be some kind of fucking heartlessness, giving me amazing powers and then leaving me a drooling vegetable if I use them, but I wouldn’t put it past the Citadel. But any fear I have of the healing being insufficient evaporates after only a few seconds as my thoughts clear, as the fugue of all this fades like darkness chased by the sun rising.

It’d cold comfort. Brain repair with no anesthetic blows
.

I don’t know how much time passes. The pain fades, my muscles relax, and my heartbeat slows.

I don’t want to open my eyes. Not yet. I know Mika and Syl are probably waiting for me, but for just a few moments, I want this peace to last. This place is a nightmare, and that was only the fourth trial, only the fourth “room,” and it was so, so bad.


What will we face next?

But maybe… I make fists, flex repaired muscles. Damn. They feel… Good.
 Like I’ve lifted weights every day of my life up to this point and ran a couple hundred marathons to boot. This “levelling up” is more profound than what’s come before. Even my mind feels noticeably sharper and quicker.

I wonder if it has to do with how jacked up I got this time. Maybe the more damaged I am, the more I power up. Maybe letting myself get injured on purpose
 during the next trial…

I shy away from that thought. My wounds may be gone, but the memory of them is not.
 I can still feel black metal separating my arms, can still feel my insides shredding as I saved Syl. The memories are fresh, vivid. Sharp panic clenches my throat.

Nope. Not going to do that again if I can avoid it.

“Sam.”

The word is low, quiet, a long syllable that hangs on the S.

Syl.

I finally let myself open my eyes.

She crouches next to me, hand to my shoulder, real worry in her eyes. “Sam, are you operational?”

I laugh. It’s weak, but it feels good. “Yeah. Good to go.”

Syl sits back on her haunches, nods. “Good. When your healing ended, but you did not wake, I worried… That the damage was too profound. That your mind may have been taken by the battle fear.”

“Battle fear?” I ask, sitting, searching for Mika.

She lays a short distance away, on her back. Her eyes are closed, lips parted, and if I couldn’t see her chest rise and fall with each breath, I’d be worried.

“Yes,” Syl continues, turning to watch Mika with me. “When a warrior’s trials are too harrowing, when they cannot escape the memories of their wounds, of their terror… They change.” She looks away. “They are broken. I have… Struggled with it, myself. Since I died.”

Her voice is ragged a moment, emotion I haven’t heard from her before. But I don’t know her well enough to press yet, so I lay I hand over hers and squeeze.

Syl’s eyes widen in surprise. She tenses, almost jerking her hand away. Her scales are stiff, unyielding, but almost immediately relax, softening until they’re like pebbled skin. She’s warm, almost hot to the touch, and we sit frozen like that for a long time.

I get the impression she’s not used to a gentle touch. She’s deadly, terrifying, a living weapon. I wonder how much of her existence before this was war. Whether she had lovers, someone close that touched her like this. She doesn’t move, and her slit eyes never leave my hand.

I give her a last squeeze, then break contact. “Mika?”

Syl shivers, closes her eyes a moment. “She lives. Her body is repaired. But the tree’s poison is potent, and it fights the healing. I do not know how long until she will wake.”

“What’s the point? If the tree wasn’t real, was a construct of this place, why not just…” I make a fwipping
 noise with my lips. “Zap it out of her? Save her this torment?”

“I do not know. Maybe the suffering is part whatever lesson we are being taught? There is much about this place I do not understand. When we escape, I will have… Questions. For whoever put us here.” She bares her teeth as she speaks, and her claws extend slowly, maybe unconsciously.

“Glad I’m not that guy,” I smile and try to take the edge off.

Syl stiffens. Her claws retract, and she ducks her head. “Yes. I would also regret that. I have not fought with you long, but you are worthy clan. Surprisingly dangerous, for softskins.”

“I’m going to try to take that as a complement.”

She blinks. “Why would you not?”

I laugh quietly. “Never mind. Thanks, Syl. Anyway, what about you? Any love spores still rampaging in your veins?”

She flexes. “No, not that I am aware of. My species is incredibly resilient to infection, and my dose was minor compared to hers.”

I sit next to Mika, rest a hand on her bare stomach. Her arm is rigid at her side, trembling slightly, and though the rest of her is relaxed and repaired, it still has a sickly greenish hue and sweats like it ran a marathon without the rest of her body. She’s hot to the touch, and still smells strongly of salt and sex.

My fingers slide idly over her skin, letting her know I’m there. I watch her face for some sign of recognition, some sign that she’s getting better, but aside from her quick breaths, there’s nothing.

“You care for her.”

“Yes,” I say, not looking up.

Syl crouches across from me, something I can’t read in her alien features. “Did you know her, before this place?”

“Nope. Only know her a few hours longer than you, actually. Woke up naked and scared shitless next to her, had never met her before that.”

“It was the same for me.” She raises a hand, holds it still near mine where it rests on Mika. “Though, I was alone.”

I finally look up. “The trials before meeting us…”

Syl shudders. “Yes. As I said before. Three of them. The last one, I barely survived. That shadow creature, The Shepherd… I almost did not escape.”

I remember, her tossed across the respite area like a rag doll as the Shepherd cut its way into the room. “Weird.”

Syl frowns. “That I escaped? Why is that strange to you? I am a trained warrior, have survived many battles, and–”

“Whoa, whoa, wait. Not that.” Damn, touched a nerve, there. I guess even aliens get sensitive when their badassitude gets questioned. “What I meant was, why not put us together from the start? Why introduce you so late?”

Syl’s tongue flicks out unconsciously, and she lowers her eyes. “This,” she says, nodding to where my hand still rests at Mika’s belly. “Perhaps I would have been too much, would have ruined… This. What you two have built.” She sounds sad as she says this. “Trust.”

She’s right. I mean, I would have been pretty head over heels for Mika no matter what. She’s incredible, the kind of person I’ve looked for my whole life and not realized it, and thrown into a place like this with only each other…

If Syl had been there from the start, the dynamic would have been different. Those intimate moments, the trust I’d built with Mika… What would have happened if there’d been three of us, one of them an alien? A being from beyond the stars, thrown together two humans. On top of dying, being resurrected, fighting for our lives in the Citadel?

It would have been too much.

That doesn’t make what Syl went through any easier, though. “I’m sorry. That you were alone. That it took so long to find us.”

“Apologizing for something that is not your fault,” she says with a half-smile. “Is this a human trait?”

“Hah, maybe. Or maybe
 it’s that I feel shitty because I had a partner when I woke, and you were alone.”

“Shitty,” she says, testing the word like she’s putting an exotic and potentially disgusting food in her mouth.

“Yeah. Shitty. When something is bad.” I smile at her. “Like you waking up alone and confused. Shitty.”

She wrinkles her nose. “Is ‘shit’ not a colloquialism for excrement on your world?”

“Okay, first off, I don’t even want to know how you know that. Secondly, human languages and slang are confusing. English more so.”

“I am discovering that,” she says quietly.

We’re silent awhile. Slowly, tentatively, she finally lowers her hand until it rests over mine. Her fingers are long, powerful, and the tips span my length and touch Mika’s stomach; nails I’ve seen tear through metal rest against her hot skin like feathers. “Sam. I may not have been with you from the start,” she says, voice banked, “but I am pleased to be with you now.”

“Likewise. You’re pretty handy in a scrap,” I wink.

“A scrap?”

“Sorry. Slang again. A fight.”

“Oh, yes,” she purrs, flexing her shoulders. “I enjoy a good fight.”

I straighten. “Speaking of which. Before Mika wakes up, we’ve gotta talk.”

Syl matches my stance, but doesn’t respond, suddenly wary.

“You’re right. What I built with Mika was important. Beyond what I feel for her personally, that trust, that knowledge that she has my back… That’s how we’ve survived. I know I can count on her.”

“And you do not believe you can… count…
 on me?”

I lick my lips. Have to choose my words carefully. After that last trial, we need her, but it’s more than that. “It’s not that. Just that you don’t seem to realize that we’re not like you.”

Her face tightens, but she doesn’t move her hand. “Explain.”

“Before we died, Mika and I weren’t warriors. We aren’t now, not really. We were just normal people, going about our lives. What we’ve done since we arrived here is… Amazing. And a huge part of that is communication. Trust. Knowing that when I turn around, she’ll be by my side, no matter what.”

“That you have succeeded despite being… normal people…
 is truly noteworthy.” She smiles, nods her encouragement. “I am lucky to have you as clan.”

I’m not sure she’s seeing my point, how she plays into this. I’m not sure how to frame it in a way that she’ll understand. I grind my teeth, frustrated. “You are different, Syl. This life isn’t strange to you, the fighting, the killing. In battle, you see opportunity, and you take it. You fight like nothing I’ve ever seen, like something from a fucking movie. You’re incredible.”

“Yes,” she nods.

“But like I said, we are not. When we’re in the middle of a fight and I look up to find you gone, without telling us what you’re up to… For people like us, who don’t have the battle instinct you do…” I shake my head, not sure if any of this makes sense. I’m no warrior, and this sounds like I’m bullshitting.

But Syl doesn’t scoff or correct me. Instead she’s thoughtful, eyes distant as her nimble tongue plays across her lips. “We must learn to fight together.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s it exactly. Like back at the outpost. When you took off without us, it left us stumbling and confused with no plan.” I turn my hand over, so its back rests against Mika, and slip my fingers through Syl’s. “We aren’t like you. Battle isn’t natural to us. We don’t instinctively know what to do in a fight.” I squeeze. “We need your help.”

Syl hesitates before returning my gesture. “I think I understand. And… I am sorry.”

“Don’t be. We’re alive. We made it. And now, next time, we’ll be better.”

Syl grins, which is slightly terrifying considering her razor teeth. “Yes. We will make our enemies lives shitty.
”

I laugh. A real laugh buoyed by relief. That she understands and isn’t about to ditch us or something. “Fuck yeah we will.”

Syl squeezes tighter. “Thank you.”

“For what? Almost dying?”

“Yes, actually,” she says, as serious as I’ve ever seen her. “Your new power… I have seen what it does to you. Yet you used it when you were weak. I would not be here right now, if not for that. It was… Heroic.”

I look down, not sure what to say. “I’m no hero.”

“And yet, here I am.”

“It was the right thing to do. I wasn’t going to leave you behind.”

Syl smiles. “It sounds like we are saying the same thing in two ways.”

“Yeah, well…” I cough, not sure what to say. “

There’s a long groan, low with banked pain and exhaustion, saving me from saying something embarrassing.

Her eyes flutter open, unfocused. She raises up onto her uninjured elbow and blinks at us owlishly.

Her eyes come to rest on my hand in Syl’s. “Good,” she whispers.

It’s not the reaction I was expecting, but in retrospect, I should have. This is all an adventure to her, and she’s far more eager to live and feel and experiment
 than I would have thought possible, considering how she was too shy to look at me naked when we first met.

I can’t help myself. I lean over and kiss her. I wasn’t ashamed to be caught holding Syl’s hand, and I’m not afraid of doing this, either.

She returns the kiss eagerly, suddenly desperate and needy. I know what she’s feeling.

Relief. That we survived. That we made it.

I break contact, hating that I have to.

Syl’s released my hand at some point; I was preoccupied, didn’t realize. She sits motionless, turned away from us. There’s something so pensive and lonely in her stillness, in her controlled rigidity. I remember her reaction when Mika kissed her, her surprise. A surprise that turned to eagerness.

Fuck it. I lean over Mika’s body, wrap Syl in my arms, and kiss her too. She’s turned away, so I can only reach her cheek, but I don’t care.

She gasps.

Her face isn’t scaled, but still feels different than human skin; it’s rougher, textured, but soft. Hotter, too, so warm against my lips.

She turns into the kiss, meets my lips with hers. They’re muscled in a way a human’s aren’t, powerful, and as she presses tight against me it’s impossible not to imagine them wrapped around my cock. Her tongue slips into my mouth, deep, probing. She tastes incredible, alien, like something I can’t name. Cinnamon and citrus, maybe. Her hands raise, tilling my hair, and her nails drag gently along my scalp, delicious tactile pleasure. This close, she makes something like a cat’s purr from deep in her chest, so quiet that I wouldn’t be able to hear it a foot away.

I lose myself in the kiss for I don’t know how long, tasting, experimenting, testing. It’s not like kissing Mika or any other girl I’ve ever known. Her mouth, her tongue, move in ways that are familiar yet alien. And incredible.

Finally, I pull away and take my first breath in what feels like forever.

Mika’s laying, arm behind her head, watching. A little smile plays over her lips. “About time,” she says. “You don’t have to stop.”

I cough, suddenly, inexplicably shy. “Don’t listen to her. She’s still high on love spores.”

“Not that high.”

Syl looks to me, something hungry in her eyes.

For a moment, it feels like I’m back on that mountain road, out of control, about to careen over a cliff. Only, this time, I won’t end up a mangled fireball.

No, this time, something else waits for me.

Oh, man.

Mika blushes suddenly, looks to me. “Speaking of love spores. I said some stuff back there… That… Well…”

“Forget it. You weren’t in your right mind.”

“That’s just the thing,” she says, glancing to Syl like she’s about to stop. Instead, she holds my eyes and pushes on. “Nothing I said…” Her eyes flick between us again. “Nothing I did was…
 False. It was just an exaggeration.”

“Oh. Ohh.
”

“Yeah. Just. Sorry about the timing. And… How it was phrased.”

I bite my lip, blood still hot. “I didn’t mind.”

“Oh. Well… Then good. Good.”

Syl watches us, and once again, I wish I could read her like I could a human. Her expressions are like her kiss; familiar yet different, enough so that it’s almost impossible to tell what she’s thinking.

Well, not that hard in this case.

Mika sits, wincing, and Syl and I reach forward simultaneously to help her up. “Goddamn. Is this what a hangover feels like? I feel like this is what a hangover feels like.”

“You’ve never had one? Have never drank?”

She reddens. “Just a little wine with my parents, before that room where we met Astra.”

“Hang… Over?” Syl says, pronouncing it slowly.

“When you’ve knocked a few too many back,” I say. “The next day, it’s not fun.” Syl’s face doesn’t show any comprehension. “You know. Alcohol.”

“Ah!” she raises a finger. “A grouping of negative side effects caused by the consumption of excessive fermented material.”

“Yeah,” I say, glancing at Mika. “That.”

Syl shrugs. “My people do not suffer ill effects from alcoholic drink. We also do not become inebriated. Our systems purge such toxins too quickly. But we have observed such effects in other species we’ve met.”

Mika cradles her injured arm. “That doesn’t sound fun.”

“Oh, we have alternative means of altering our perception. There is a plant on my planet that alters how our minds perceive time and causes hallucinations. We have replicated in our greenhouses.” She nods toward my crotch. “It also causes excessive engorgement of the genitals in both males and females, so much so that coupling repeatedly becomes necessary to immediately to relieve the pressure.”

“Wait, it slows down time and
 gives you a larger…” I swallow.

“Erection,” Mika supplies helpfully. “I want some.”

“I am told it is quite the experience,” Syl says.

“Don’t listen to her. She’s still poisoned.” Mika elbows me. “Anyway,” I say, desperate to pull us back to something like normalcy, if only for a moment. “Your arm.”

“Still hurts. I think it’s improving, though.” She eyes the still pulsing amber glow above us. “Taking its sweet time.”

“Be thankful,” Syl says. “On my world, there is no cure for this infection.”

That sobers us.

“We can’t keep up like this,” Mika says, voice quiet.

“You mean almost dying every trial?” I rub my biceps, shudder at the memory of Inferno cauterizing the wounds. “Yeah. I agree.”

“Syl…” Mika trails off, turns to search my eyes.

“We’ve talked,” I assure her. “This place is getting more and more difficult. The only way we’ll survive is to be a team. A real one.”

“Yeah. I mean, look at us. We’re turning into a party.”

“Party?” Syl asks.

“You know, like from a video game.” She pokes Syl between the breasts, finger lingering on her dark scales. “You’re the tank.” She turns to me. “Ranged. And leadership.” She quirks her mouth. “I’m the glass cannon.”

“You’re more than that,” I say. “We’d be fucked if none of us could see glowing runes or invisible monsters.”

“Yeah. Well. What I’m saying is that… I think we’ll be okay. I think we’ll make it.”

Syl nods. “You are warriors. Even if you were not, before,” she says, silencing me with her eyes. “I do not understand most of what Mika just said, but her meaning is clear.” She flexes a hand, extending glittering claws.

Suddenly, Mika gasps. Her arm shudders violently and she holds it out parallel to the floor, eyes wide. The lights glow brighter, pulsing so fast it’s like we’re at a rave.

“Mika, are you…”

“Yes! Just… I think it’s…” She moans from low in her stomach as yellow sap oozes from the pores of her arm. It beads at her skin, and the smell of rot assaults us. Her skin flushes bright red as it drives out the sickness and she stumbles against me. I hold her tight, keeping my body away from the sap.

And then, with a final bright flash from above, the poison mists away. There one moment, gone the next. Mika slumps further into my arms, heaving against my chest.

“Good?” I ask.

She nods, hair bobbing against my nose. How can she smell so fucking good so soon after all that?

Mika stands, takes a long breath. She smiles. “No more poison trees, please.”

“I shall help you avoid them,” Syl says with something like guilt in her voice.

There’s a sharp ding. CONVALESCENCE COMPLETE. INITIATING ROOM TIMER


00:05:00

Five minutes. Not long. I sigh, exhausted. It’s not physical; I feel like I could punch through the wall if I wanted. Lift a tank. No, this is mental. Days of fighting and running and mortal injuries are taking a toll I don’t know how to put into words. The respite with Mika was incredible, the best night of my life, but in the face of everything else that’s happened… I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.

There’s a picture I saw on the internet, once, of a soldier in World War 1. He was smiling almost maniacally like he was broken. Inside. I’d read that his shell shock was so great that it broke his mind. Like what Syl called the battle fear. Maybe it was true, or maybe it was internet bullshit, but the image has always stuck with me, especially now.

How many times can I get the shit kicked out of me and almost die, or get chased by the Shepherd before that’s it? Before my mind, never trained by any adversity more than a bad relationship, breaks? Will it ever?

How long can I keep doing this?

I glance up, to Mika and Syl. They stand close and watch me, not speaking. They don’t ask if I’m okay. They wait for me to sort myself, and I love them for it.

How long can I keep doing this?

As long as it takes.

“Good?” Mika asks.

“Good.” A thousand questions I could ask speed through my mind; why the Threvians took us prisoner; strategy for the next trial; questions about Syl’s ways and people and technology.

But I put all that aside. We have three minutes left, and in that time, there’s one more thing I have to do. “Astra, are you there?”

She appears instantly, melting up from the floor so rapidly that I’m sure she was watching us. The others take a step back, and Syl’s claws come up. Her eyes narrow, and she crouches low in a stance I’ve already come to know means I’m about to fuck shit up.
 I realize that she’s probably never met the AI before. I put my hand up to stay her, giving her a placating smile. She frowns and lowers her claws, though I can’t help but notice that her claws don’t sheathe.

Astra coalesces in seconds, taking the form she did when she chose her dress. She’s beautiful, her silver surface reflecting the light from above while somehow absorbing it, and I can see my distorted reflection in her unblinking eyes.

Astra smiles. “Hello, Sam.”

All the questions I had for her evaporate under her gaze. She looks so serene. And so sad. Instead of asking what I’d planned, what comes out is: “Can you look human, if you want?”

Astra’s mouth opens, but she stops, taken off guard. She blinks slowly before answering. “Do I not?”

“I meant your skin. Your form. Is this your natural state? Or…”

She cocks her head, considering, and then swallows. “Do you mean, is there a form I prefer?”

“I think that’s exactly what he means,” Mika says, moving next to me.

She tilts her head, eyes narrowed. Even silver skinned, it’s so easy to forget she’s not real sometimes. “Why do you want to know?”

“I don’t know,” I answer. “Well, I do, I just don’t know how to…” I shrug. “You saved us back there. Held back the Shepherd. We’d be dead if not for you. I want to know the person who threw herself between us and death. We all do. We want to know you.
”

“Person…” Astra says, trailing off. The word hangs on her lips, freighted with meaning. “Thank you, Sam.”

“Yeah, well. I don’t have a lot of friends in this place. Gotta keep ‘em close.”

“Friend,” she repeats. She looks up, animating. “Yes. I… I do have a form I prefer. One I chose long ago.”

“Can we see?” Mika asks.

Astra hesitates, and her shyness is so disarming. I mean, can an AI be
 shy? I wouldn’t have thought so, before being brought here. But Astra’s something special.

Her body starts to change. It’s subtle, at first, even if it happens quickly. Her features smooth, and her hair shortens until it’s only a few inches long, curling as it goes. Her body thins and her hips and breasts draw in slightly as her body lengthens, earning her at least another foot of height. Her cheekbones sharpen and her lips shrink. Her dress dissolves, replaced by loose pants and a long lab coat, its pocket bristling with pens and a ruler. Large wireframe glasses erupt from her face, perching on her delicate nose.

In moments, she’s unrecognizable. Especially compared to her first form, when she stood naked before us like a porn star made real. Now, she looks… normal
, like someone you’d meet in the street or at work. If you worked in a lab somewhere.

But she’s still silver.

Not for long.

Color suffuses her like dye floating along the surface of water. Her coat turns stark white, her pants nondescript brown. Her fingernails are pink, painted at some point but chipped where her work has damaged them. It’s a detail so minute yet so real. Her skin flushes pink, slightly tanned but pale enough that it’s clear she works indoors. Her lips match her fingernails, and her eyes are startlingly blue, like ice chipped from a glacier. Her curls are dark brown and disheveled, styled at some point in the last few days before being ruined by raking fingers and tucked pens.

It’s incredible. The detail is exquisite, and I know without asking that this is a form she’s crafted over a long time. Unless… “Astra. This is… You?”

She nods, then shakes her head. “Yes. And no. Someone else wore this form, before. She… She created me. And then she died.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mika says. “Who was she?”

“Dr. Elise DeValle. Second chair on the team that created me. The one most responsible for my emotions. My humanity.”

She’s beautiful, adorable with a little sparkle in her eyes that hints at mischief. I move closer to her, raise a hand to touch her cheek. It’s bold, the kind of thing I never would have done before coming to the Citadel.

She doesn’t pull away, and I lay my palm against her flesh. She’s warm, soft. So human that if I hadn’t just seen her shift from liquid metal to lab nerd, I would think she was as human as I was.

She leans into my touch, closing her eyes.

“Incredible. And you chose this form to honor her?”

“In a way. And in a way, I am
 her.” Astra shrugs. “It’s hard to explain.”

“Sam,” Syl breaks in, and I realize she’s been pacing the room, trailing her claws against the wall. Testing. “One minute.”


Shit.
 I was so absorbed in Astra’s transformation, I didn’t realize.

Astra’s mouth quirks. “Somehow, I don’t think you called me here to inquire about my appearance.”

“No, no…” I shake my head. Less than a minute until some new fresh hell. Gotta get my head in the game. “No. I called you here to thank you.”

Mika steps forward, wraps Astra in a tight hug. “Yes. I don’t know what the hell happened back there, but something tells me it wasn’t supposed to go down like that.”

The AI stands stiffly before melting, figuratively this time. She embraces Mika and takes a long breath. “No. That was… Unexpected. But the Shepherd broke the rules, and so I chose to intervene.”

“Based on what you’ve said, I have a feeling there are more Aspirants that could have replaced us. So, thank you. You didn’t have to help us.”

Astra steps back, glancing between us. “Yes. No. I don’t… I need to go.”

I want to tell her to wait, ask why she suddenly looks panic stricken. A panic mirrored by a tightening in my chest. If something has freaked her out that badly… What did we say?

…more Aspirants after us…

Huh. Shit.

I stop myself from reaching for Astra as she melts away. There’s no time, anyway. Twenty seconds.

Mika, Syl, and I step to the plate, rest our palms against it. It starts to dissolve immediately. “Did you see anything on the walls? Any runes?”

“No,” Mika says, rolling her repaired arm. “Looks like we’re on our own from here on out.”

“That’s okay,” I say, resting a hand to both of their backs as the door dissolves. “We have each other. Remember. Stick together. Watch each other’s backs. Communicate.
”

Syl’s grip is tight on my shoulder. She gives me an affirmative squeeze before stepping forward, then hesitating. “I will take point.”

“Good idea,” I say. “We’ll be right behind you.”

She disappears through the portal.

I take Mika’s hand and follow.
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“Ah, shit.”

Mika’s words punctuate the hard impact of my boots against stone. I land, bringing my gun up and turning thoughtlessly, reflexes honed by battle and upgrades. What did she see? I search for enemies, waves of slavering demons or four-armed lizard men or… Something.

I only have moments to observe our surroundings; a city, old, almost European. Buildings tower over us like sentinels, creating shadows barely chased by guttering torches and blood red light from the sky above. But I’m not worried about where we are as much as I am what the hell’s about to attack us.

Syl turns with me, watching and waiting. But there’s nothing.

It’s silent.

“Mika?” I ask, trying to figure out what’s got her spooked.

“It’s… It’s nothing,” she says, eyes wide.

I turn, put a hand to her shoulder. “Mika.”

She grips Inferno with both hands like it’s the only thing holding her up. But her lips thin and she firms. “Nothing. I thought… Well, it’s not worth mentioning. Not until we know.”

“Any intelligence you may have on this place could be invaluable,” Syl says, still prowling around us, eyes everywhere.

“Just…” Mika hesitates. “Just be ready for anything.”

“Helpful,” I tease.

She doesn’t laugh.

I don’t press her. I trust her, and if something’s about to come bellowing from a back alley and rip us to pieces, I know she’ll tell us before it happens.

Now that the immediate terror has passed, I take a longer look at our surroundings.

The city is massive, and I’m sure it never existed anywhere on Earth. The architecture is familiar, like a twisted version of Victorian London. Buildings crammed together loom high above us, built of dark soot covered stone. They’re at least ten stories tall, with dark windows and doors that watch us like sunken eye sockets. There are statues everywhere, figures in long robes with hands upraised, beseeching… Someone. Wind wafts lazily down the street and between the buildings, carrying the stench of rot and soot; an oily scent that feels like it coats my tongue. It’s utterly silent, aside from our low breathing.

In the distance, the city continues as far as I can see down an impossibly long boulevard. The layout baffles my mind. Bridges extend for hundreds of feet from building to building, huge affairs of stone that defy gravity and physics. Church steeples spear upwards, almost jagged like blades, stark and black against a sky filthy with dark clouds. And the moon…

“Is that normal on your world?” Syl whispers.

It’s massive and crimson, hanging in the sky like a bleeding star.

“No,” Mika says, hand so tight on my arm that it hurts.

Everything feels… Dirty. Corrupt. All I know is that I want to get the hell out of here. Like now.

“Nothing for it,” I say, taking the lead. “Stay with me. Eyes up.” Taking the lead after my conversation with Syl feels strangely natural, even if she seems more suited in some ways. But they both defer to me, seem good with following my lead. I’m not sure I know what the hell I’m doing, but we’re alive. Still, it’s hard not to feel cheesy, like someone pretending to be some badass soldier when I say shit like eyes up
.

There’s a divider down the center of the boulevard that’s punctuated in the distance by a shattered fountain. Trees, desiccated and leafless, reach upward like skeletal fingers down the divider as far as I can see. The street slopes, slightly but steadily. I turn, trying to decide where our goal is, but neither direction screams this is the way to go!
 They’re both equally dismal, oppressive, and creepy. The only noticeable difference is that, far in the distance along the downward slope, a cathedral the size of a small town hunches like some mammoth beast.

Directly below the moon.

“I’m thinking that way.”

Syl nods. “Agreed.”

Mika is silent.

I start forward, flicking my rifle to shotgun mode. The street is wide and long, but the sight lines are clear enough that I’m not worried about being attacked from in front or behind before we see it coming. Whatever it may be.

No, more worrying are the dark alleyways, shadowed paths that I can’t see the ends of. Or the doorways set into the buildings like iron teeth, bracketed by windows of smoky glass. There’s no lights or activity inside the dwellings.

I venture close to one, peer through. There are no movements or signs of life. “Where are all the people?”

Syl sniffs, nostrils flaring. “Dead, perhaps,” she says.

I shudder.

We continue, me at the fore and Syl behind, Mika between holding inferno aloft like a beacon. Its light chases back shadow as we move toward the cathedral in a kind of cautious jog. My display already reads 01:25:37
, which feels like an eternity in this dead place. But Syl’s planet proved that a few hours can go by in a blink when the shit hits the fan.

Still, I don’t rush. There’s an itch at the back of my neck I can’t ignore, like we’re missing something. I can’t fight the feeling that the second we relax for even a moment, things will go sideways.

“Syl, do you see anything?”

“No,” she says, voice pinched. “I do not understand the purpose of this place.”

“Yeah, this feels wrong.” My eyes ache with the strain of trying to detect any movement or anything off. “It feels like… I don’t know how to describe it. Like…”

“Like someone holding their breath before a war cry,” Mika finishes.

“Uh. Yeah, actually exactly like that.” The air is pregnant with tension, with violence done sometime in the past. Like anger ready to erupt again at any moment. I don’t know how I know this. There’s still nothing telling me that anyone lives here anymore. No people, no activity. There aren’t even birds or rats. “Maybe we should try the other–”

“What is that?” Syl’s words, low and cautious, stop me in my tracks.

“Oh no.” Mika stops so suddenly Syl almost collides with her.

A bit ahead, obscured until now by the dead trees, is a mound of… Something. It hunches like a low hill in the middle of a square that’s split by multiple smaller roads. It almost completely covers another fountain I only recognize by a low, circular bench that’s shattered in places by what must have been terrible impacts.

My gaze doesn’t linger on the pile, though. What’s above it steals my breath with acrid fear. Jutting from the mound is a complex crucifix of dark metal, its black arms extending like a bird's wings. Impaled on it is something out of a nightmare.

A skeletal beast, half flesh and half bone, strains against iron spikes driven through its body in at least a dozen places. It’s huge, easily fifteen feet tall, and its legs disappear into the pile below it. Its hands end in claws like swords, and its head is a giant skull vaguely resembling a goat, if goats had teeth like daggers and antlers the size of a goddamned man.
 It hangs motionless, though it’s not loose. There’s something like tension in its posture, and I can’t tell if its dead.

But that’s not even the best part.

Its head is on fire.


Bone and flesh burn with emerald flame that wreathes it and shoots so far into the sky that I can’t believe we didn’t see it before got this close. I can feel its heat at twenty feet away, and I don’t understand how there’s any meat left on its skull.

“Well, that’s fucking terrifying,” I say. My rifle is trained on it. I don’t remember aiming.

Mika still sounds freaked, but it’s not like before, during the first trials. “We need to move on. Maybe go the other way.” Her voice is controlled, measured, even if she’s deeply unsettled.

“What is it?” Syl asks.

“I don’t know. This is the same, but… Different, than what I was thinking. Just…” She takes a shuddering breath. “If this is based on the game I think it is… Just be ready.”

“Game? Like, a video game?” Huh. That explains a lot. “Tough one?”

“Definitely.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

We move past the pile and its flaming lord, treading as lightly as we can. Syl ranges, but only a little, casting frequent glances back at us. It means a lot that she took my words seriously; I’d half expected her to hare off the second things got weird, again. I’m no soldier, and she is, and the fact that she’s deferring to me is definitely a confidence boost.

It also makes me nervous as hell.

Our path takes us closer to the heap of dead than I’d like, and at this range, the heat from the beast is almost unbearable. I shield my face as we carefully pick our way past it. Its bone is bleached white where bits of flesh don’t hang loosely from little pits and ruts in its otherwise smooth surface. It’s terrifyingly enormous; just the skull is as big as my entire body.

“I really hope it’s dead,” Mika whispers.

“Amen to that,” I agree fervently, somehow sure that it’s not.

We can’t be that lucky.

I can barely breathe as we creep forward. Every second that passes I expect the beast to leap at us, erupting forward in a tidal wave of flame and teeth. My heart beats like a jackhammer, and Mika’s hand is so tight in mine I’m afraid she’ll break my fingers. Even Syl stays close, and her usual warrior’s prowl is muted as she stays low to the ground. She’s tense, ready to spring, defend.

All in all, it’s fifteen of the longest seconds of my life as we wait for the inevitable.

But nothing happens.

We reach the other end of the square with no incident. No fight for our life, no battle against nightmare creatures.

I can’t tell if I’m relieved or pissed by how anticlimactic it is.

Syl hisses low. “This isn’t right.”

“I don’t know.” I peer into dark windows and alleys. “I’m okay with this.”

“No, I mean…” Syl shakes her head. “This feels wrong. It is like… when I died.”

“How do you mean?”

“It’s… I do not know how to explain. It feels the same.” She glances back, and though she’s as hard to read as ever, there’s something in her expression. A tightness at the corners of her eyes, more pronounced by how much bigger they are than a human’s. A tension that I don’t think comes from this place.

I don’t know how I know it, but I do. She’s holding something back.

For all her talk about “clan,” and with everything we’ve already been through, she’s still
 guarded. Doesn’t she trust us?

I don’t know. Like Mika, she’s been thrust into this against her will, paired with me. But unlike Mika, there’s no common culture, or humanity to bind us. I thought I barely knew my human
 companion, but an alien?
 What do I know about her planet, her past? Her people’s history, or their everyday life?

Nothing. She’s a mystery, and though her people clearly know something of humanity, she knows exactly jack about me. Who I was before this place or what kind of person I was. She may trust that I have her back in here, but is that enough to share her secrets?

No, I can’t blame her if she hedges. For now. “Syl.”

She’s been watching me, waiting for my question. “Sam.”

“Whatever’s bothering you, you don’t have to tell us now. We’ll have time later. Hopefully,” I add, glancing back at the beast. “Just… whatever it is, if it affects us in here…”


She smiles, grateful. “It doesn’t. And we will talk, Sam. I promise. Just, not here. Not now.”

“We can deal with that,” Mika says. “Let’s move on. Stay alert.”

“Don’t worry. Safe to say that I won’t relax until we’re the hell out of here.” I feel like I already have eye strain between the dark alleys and the bright flaming monsters.

The ancient buildings loom over us as we leave the square and its terrifying inhabitant behind. “Okay. As pants shitting as that was, it wasn’t so bad.” I turn to take a last look at the gigantic skeleton. “Maybe this place is a test of how well we handle stress. Maybe there won’t be…” I trail off, squint.

“Uh, Sam?”

The flames around the beast roars so bright that at this distance, it’s hard to make out details. But there’s something…

“Sam!” Mika turns, voice laced with worry. “Sam, what is it?”

“It’s watching us.”

Syl’s words drop like a bead of ice into my chest.

She’s right.

The beast’s head has turned entirely around like some kind of nightmare owl. Its wide, gaping eyes are fixed on us, staring through its halo of flame. Bits of molten slag drip from its gaping mouth, jaws that don’t move yet still feel like they ache to cut through my flesh. A mouth I’m almost certain was not
 open a minute ago.

It’s about the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. “Yeah. Time to go.”

Mika’s already moving, tugging me along, face white. Syl flows behind us, claws fully extended, backing away from the square. Protective, in the face of… That.


I never doubted her bravery, but I feel bad for doubting her motivations.

“Is it coming?” Mika asks.

“No.” Syl’s voice is close, inches away. “It only watches.”

“Maybe we should cut through an alley,” I say, turning a quick circle. “Get out of its line of sight. Cut over a street, but still move to the cathedral?”

Syl hesitates, looks toward the distant building. “I do not… Perhaps that is wise. You decide.”

I check my display and wipe stinging sweat from my eyes.

01:17:22

That can’t be right. It’s only been eight minutes since I last checked? It seems like it’s been hours. “Okay. I think we have time.” We move down the lane a bit further, searching for a good spot. “There” I point.

The alley is more open than most we’ve passed, which isn’t saying much. It’s wide enough for two of us to walk side by side, and that’s all it has going for it. It gapes like a black maw, lost in shadow after only a few feet, not lit by the street or the blood red moon. But we’ve got Inferno to light the way, and considering how fucking massive this city is, there has to be another boulevard somewhere.

Hopefully one without giant flaming skeleton monsters.

Syl cocks her head. “Excellent choice. Let’s go.”

Mika moves just behind me, Inferno flaring brighter as we scramble across the street. We pause before the alley, gasping though we’re not out of breath.

“Ready?”

“Ready,” they say, clearly bullshitting me.

I feel the same way. “Quick run through, end to end. Mika, stay between us, light the way. I lead, Syl backs us up. Be ready for anything.”

Syl’s eyes narrow, measuring.

“Syl? Does that work for you?”

“Yes.” She relaxes, if only a little. “I am used to leading. To acting when needed. This will take some getting used to.”

I put my hand to her shoulder and squeeze. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“You are worthy of trust, Sam. And I am ready to take your lead.”

I grin, forcing bravado. “Let’s go.”

We’re not even a step into the alley when the screaming starts.

A shriek splits the stillness from back in the square, so loud I almost drop my rifle as my hands go to my ears. It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard, a horror movie howl made real and magnified a thousand times. It’s brief, tearing the night like a jagged knife before dying.

Seconds later, it’s echoed. From every direction, rising from a million throats, shrieks that chase the first upward into the dark. This time my rifle bounces against my chest as the three of us crouch, covering our ears with our hands and arms. Anything to shut out the cacophony.

It all ends, as abruptly as it started.

I grab my weapon and stand as fast as I can, ready for whatever’s coming next. “Jesus… What the hell?’

“What?” Mika yells, squinting into the dark. Inferno is dull, loose in her grip.

I can only tell what she yells by the shape of her lips. My ears ring, drowning out most her question. I don’t bother answering, just point to my ears.

Mika nods.

Syl’s recovered faster than either of us, unsurprisingly, and is already prowling the alley. I look up just in time to see her draw up and stop short, back rigid. In a swirl of dark scales, she spins and sprints back to us. Instead of speaking, she taps Inferno’s crystal with one long claw. She holds her fingers apart just a bit.

Light. Just a little.

Mika gets it immediately and raises Inferno high. She grips tighter and the staff’s crystal floats free, igniting with a gentle glow that’s just enough to light the length of the alley.

Enough to make me really wish she hadn’t.

People stumble toward us from the far end of the dark corridor. Dozens of them. They move slowly but inexorably, already almost on top of us. Fingers like claws reach for us, framing bared teeth. Almost like…

No, they’re not zombies. Their eyes are lit with something like fear and hatred, emotion I can’t imagine on the faces of the dead. Spittle drips from wide mouths that are bracketed by black, rotting teeth. Men, women, and children; they hold pitted, old weapons high in the air that look more terrifying for their damage and age. Scythes, small axes, even a few swords; they stand above the mob’s head in a dense thicket. Their clothes are ragged, leathers and woolens that look like they were made ages ago.

I can barely hear, but I don’t need to. They don’t speak or scream like before.

They just come.

“Back!” I shout. “Back to the road!”

Despite our deafness, the women hear me, and we turn to run. With our weapons, we still can’t cut through that many of them. Not without taking way more damage than we’re ready to bear.

“Why, why now?” Mika shouts.

“We deviated.” Syl backs us up, staying close. “The moment we left the road…”

“Shit,” I mutter, too quiet for them to hear. Fuckup number one.

We clear the alley in seconds, skidding to a halt. Syl collides with my back, almost pitching me into the street.

“Fuck.” Mika’s word is barely audible, but I hear it. Maybe because I agree.

There are thousands more waiting.

They stand in an enormous ring, filling the street. Behind them, more pour from alleys and now open doorways. Some fall from rooftops and second story windows, landing in heaps before rising to stumble forward, broken bones and all.

The slope is gentle enough that I have a good view of the boulevard in both directions. And as far as I can see, there are more of them. Tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, an army that fills the street.

Maybe millions.

I turn in place, look for something I’ve missed. Can we escape? Climb? No; more of them hang from the windows above us. They don’t drop to the street, just wait with wicked blades that flicker red as they reflect the moon. They’re behind us, and in a ring to the front with no exit, nowhere to run.

Can we fight? I’d laugh if I didn’t want to scream. What’s the point? We could kill ten thousand of them, but it’d be like pulling a drop of water from a lake.

My throat is so tight I can’t breathe. For the first time since coming here, I’m at a complete loss. Not with confusion, like when I woke with Mika, naked and scared. No, this is much worse.

This is hopelessness. There’s no way out.

What did we fuck up? Where did we go wrong?

What did I miss?

I raise my weapon uselessly, check that it’s in shotgun mode. The women flank me, ready to fight, but by their wide eyes I know what they’re thinking.

We’re screwed.

There’s another shriek, but not from the horde. An echo of the first, audible through ringing ears.

The beast.

From up the street it comes. Standing now, it towers above the bodies around it. At least twenty feet tall, its flaming skull is a beacon in the dark, floating above an army that parts wordlessly around it. It covers the distance effortlessly, each stride eating yards at a time.

I know it’s useless, know that there’s no point, but I have to try something. I’m not just going to sit here and die. “Come on!” I shout, pulling Mika along.

The mob ahead of us doesn’t advance, just stands in a wide ring as if giving us space. Probably so the beast can take care of us instead. But we’ve got a little room to work with, so I run toward army of bodies that block the path to the cathedral.

They wait for me, a barrier of a thousand flashing eyes and weapons. In my mind I’m screaming that this is crazy, stupid, pointless. What choice do I have?

When I reach the edge of the ring, so close I can look into their mad eyes and smell their decay, I raise my rifle and fire.

They disintegrate.

In a blink, a hundred of them explode, throwing a tidal wave of gore and bone backward over their comrades. It clears a space the size of a garage in a spectacular detonation of violence. For a moment, I dare hope that it’s enough and that this might work, that the rest will flee and clear us a path.

But that hope lasts only a moment. Bodies fill the space immediately, pushed forward by those behind as they fall over each other. Some die, impaled on upraised weapons as those behind shove and fight to find room in the space I’ve cleared.

I halt, arms outstretched, pushing the others back, and in moments, the slot is filled again. A hundred bodies replace the dead in a few beats of my heart.

But they don’t advance. When they fill the space, they stop again, leaving us in our little clearing. A circle about twelve feet across. I stumble to the center of it, herding the girls as I turn desperately and look for anything else. A way out, escape, something.

But there’s nothing. We’re surrounded.

And in the distance, the beast still comes.

“Clan,” Syl says, voice ragged. “If it comes to it, I will find a way to get you out. Cut you a way through. Find some advantage. Do not wait for me.” She draws a hissing breath. “Just escape.”

Mika’s hand runs along the scales of her back, a firm caress. “No. No point. And we won’t leave you.”

“No. You must–”

“We’ll find a way,” I say, stopping them both. “No goodbyes, no suicide. There has to be a way out of this.” I try to believe my words, try to buoy myself. We wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t a way out, right?

But under that strained hope I can’t help but think the same thing over and over: That there were aspirants before us.

And those aspirants failed.

There’s no point in speaking, now, so we wait. The beast is almost here, its flame so bright that I can’t look directly at it. A few more seconds. I dare a last glance to my display.

01:12:01

At the edge of the crowd, it stops. Framed by hundreds of bodies, it towers above us. Its head tilts slowly down, and though it has no eyes, I know it’s watching. Bits of liquid fire drip from bone, landing in the street and on the townspeople around it. Terrifyingly, a fat drop lands on a scythe held in the shaking grip of an old grinning man with a pockmarked face, and where it hits metal ignites. Another droplet lands on a woman holding two short knives, and instantly, her head and torso burn. As we watch, wide eyed and terrified, she melts into a pile of bone and scorched flesh as a child with a small axe steps into her place.

Mika’s fingers strangle mine. Surprisingly, Syl squeezes my other hand just as tightly. My rifle hang from its loop around my neck; holding it feels pointless. We don’t speak; anything we might need to say to each other is conveyed by touch.

I’m so scared I want to vomit, but I don’t show it. I stand, back rigid, even if I’m shaking. Staring into the beast’s nightmare eyes.

Waiting.

Long moments pass where the only sounds are the shuffles and low moans of the crowd. I can smell their sweat and something disgusting, like they’re rotting in place. Some of them mumble, sounds I didn’t notice before, but my hearing is slowly returning. Growls, angry and afraid. A chorus of hate.

But of us? Or the beast? I have no idea.

It stares at us for a long time. Part of me wants to raise my rifle and fire, seize the initiative. If we’re going to have to fight this thing anyway, why wait? Maybe the mob isn’t here to tear us to pieces. Maybe they’re just here to keep us from escaping.

But I don’t move, don’t attack. If there’s any way out of this…

Finally, it moves. Its arm comes up slowly, finger extended. It’s so sudden that, tense as we are, we all startle. Syl’s claws dart from her free hand, and Mika throws Inferno up between us like a shield. I don’t release my grip on their hands, though, to take up my gun. Something about its movement is so strange, so different than what I’d expected that it stays my hand.

An arm longer than my body finishes rising, and the beast points.

Behind us.

With a swell of rage filled muttering, the crowd behind us parts. We turn in place, watching in disbelief as tens of thousands of shuffling bodies part and open a long path for us. They’re not happy, slashing weapons through the air and baring teeth in dark snarls.

But they move.

The beast’s arm doesn’t lower. Its long finger just points.

“Uh,” I cough, almost unable to speak. “Think we’re supposed to go that way.”

“A trap?” Syl whispers.

“I have no idea. Maybe. Probably.” I turn back, squinting into the beast’s sockets, then take in a crowd that seems to only be held from ripping us to pieces by the thin thread of their flaming master. “I think anything’s better than this.”

“Agreed,” Mika says fervently, already tugging us toward the path. “Let’s go.”

I don’t question it further. She’s right. Behind us is a wall of death we have no hope of fighting. Whatever’s ahead has got to be better.

Syl darts ahead of us, but just barely. We jog after her, eyes on the crowd, and I try to avoid the looking into the incandescent hatred that burns in their eyes. I don’t know what this place is supposed to be, what Mika recognized about it, but these people want us dead. Need
 us dead.

They path they’ve opened is barely six feet wide. The mob keep their weapons upraised, out of our way, but my skin prickles at the sight of hundreds of blades and clubs poised and ready to fall on us in an instant. I can hear their breathing and low words as we pass. The only thing louder are our gasps as we try to fill stiff lungs. Sweat drips into my eyes again and again, stinging. I clear it away with quick wipes of my shirt, sure that the second I close my eyes they’ll be on us, killing and ripping.

But they don’t. They just watch us pass in semi mute fury.

Why?

I’m about to ask Mika what she knows, what had her so spooked, when one of the people falls into our path. Jostled by those behind, he immediately raises on shaking legs, using a long axe haft to push himself upward. I see why he fell; one of his shins is shattered and useless, and he has to balance on one foot.

We stumble to a halt as he raises wide, bloodshot eyes. He’s young, maybe twenty. His skin is so dirty and pocked that I’m sure he barely survived some ravaging disease long ago. A long thread of spit drips from his lip as he glares at us.

He doesn’t move out of the way.

Mika stands, ramrod straight at my side, Inferno before her in shaking hands. Syl is just ahead, waiting.

The man spits, a fat gob that lands at Syl’s feet. “Cursed beast,” he growls.

Mika screams. I don’t know what it is about his words that ignite her, but she stabs forward with Inferno as she shouts out her fear and anger. Every bit of tension this place has planted in her seems to pour out at once, and a torrent of flame erupts from her staff’s tip. It engulfs the man and a huge portion of the crowd ahead of us. It’s so bright I have to shield my eyes, and Syl falls back against me with arms upraised.

I don’t look until Mika goes quiet and the red blur of her flame fades. She stands, breath rasping, staff still extended and frozen in place.

Ahead of her is devastation. The man who stumbled into the path is gone, blasted to ash, as are hundreds of others in an arc on both sides of the path. Like before, more are already shuffling forward to fill in the empty space, but there’s no sign of the ones Mika melted.

“Holy shit.” She hasn’t done that
 before. Apparently, it’s not just our bodies that are powering up.

I barely rest my fingers at her shoulder. “You okay?”

She relaxes at my touch, but only slightly. She lowers Inferno and heaves a huge breath. “Yeah.” She shudders and glances from side to side at the already reformed wall of staring eyes and clasped fists. “Let’s get out of here.”

“An excellent plan,” Syl says, stepping ahead of us. She pauses, uses one claw to gently lower Inferno, then turns to give Mika a half grin. “Perhaps we should let you lead.”

Mika’s cheeks color, and she gives the alien a grateful smile. “No, no… You go ahead.”

The path ahead is still clear, and we don’t waste any more time. I don’t look at the clock, not yet. I don’t want to be reminded of how much time we’ve already wasted trying to figure out what to do in this nightmare city.

The horde around us doesn’t get in the way, and no more fall into our path. They don’t jeer or shout insults. If I stare straight ahead it’s almost easy to forget that something like a million armed maniacs are just a few feet away, and that every one of them looks like they’d like to kill me and do horrifying things to my corpse. They churn like an ocean, changing positions, clawing to get to the front so they can watch us pass.

The worst are the children. Their stares are as hate filled and insane as the adults, and in the faces of the young it’s far more jarring. More frightening. I suddenly understand why so many horror movies use kids as the bad guys. We pass a girl who can’t be older than eight, wearing pigtails and a dirty dress. She stabs the air with a carving knife, leering. It’s the kind of shit I’m going to see in my dreams for weeks after this.

It doesn’t take long for the path change. At a distance, the wall of bodies seems to end, but it’s an optical illusion I don’t detect until we’re almost at what looked like a dead end. “Right turn, here.”

Syl holds up her hand. “Let me look.”

She darts ahead fearlessly, and in the midst of all this it’s hard to tear my eyes from her long, lithe body. I’m finally past the fact that she’s essentially naked, even if her scales are like skintight armor, but it doesn't make her any less beautiful. Some of her movements are almost sexually predatory, like right now. She crouches on all fours, back bowed like a cat, peering around the artificial corner of flesh.

I cough, avert my gaze, and have one of those “oh shit, I’ve been staring too long” moments every guy knows to be aware of. I turn to Mika, mouth open to make some stupid joke, but she’s staring at Syl as hard as I was, and by the blush still dusting her cheeks, I’m pretty sure she was thinking the same thing I was.

I shake my head. We’re ogling her together in the midst of all this?


The Citadel is making some weird shit seem almost normal.

“All clear,” Syl says. She laughs, a strangely adorable combination of a chuckle and a hiss that I haven’t heard from her before. “Relatively speaking.”

But she’s not wrong. Rounding the “corner,” it’s another long straightaway, a corridor bracketed by the churning mass. At its end, just far enough that I can’t see it clearly, a warm orange glow radiates. “What do you think it is?”

“No way to tell from here,” she says. “But we are clearly being led.”

“Yeah.” I take a last look back before we make the turn. The beast, distant now but still shining like a star fallen to the earth, stands completely still. Watching. “I kind of hate that. Hard not to feel like it’s a trap.”

“Do we have any choice?” Mika asks, almost dancing from foot to foot. She stares toward our apparent destination. “Anything’s gotta be better than this.”

Considering what we’ve been through, I’m not sure if she's right, but I don’t see any other options. “Syl?”

She bites her lip, sharp little teeth glinting in the moonlight. “Tactically, it is our best option. Time is running, and we cannot fight.”

“Pretty much what I was thinking.”

We set off, me in the lead this time, Syl backing us up. It’s exactly where I wanted her, and the fact that we’re all working together so well after how hard it was to reign her in is a boost of confidence I really need right now. Having her at our backs, watching for traps or fuckery, makes the most sense.

We move at a light jog, fast enough to eat the distance to the distant light but slow enough that if something happens we can react without bowling each other over. With the curveballs this place has thrown us, I fully expect something horrible to happen at any moment; the crowd descending on us at some random point, the ground swallowing us up just before we reach the end of the path, something.

But what follows is as anticlimactic as our passage past the beast when it was chained in the square. We reach the edge of the crowd with no incident. Still, I don’t let down my guard. Not for a second.

I remember what happened last time I thought we were in the clear.

We pass from dense neighborhood into a vast park. Dark trees hunch, spindly branches reaching like grasping fingers. I wrinkle my nose at the smell of good soil gone to rot. Rolling hills obscure the view in most directions, and the path we walk is half broken, paved with shattered rock that crunches under our feet like bones.

It’s like Central Park in New York, if it’d been designed by a serial killer. What lurks behind its low hills and desiccated trees? What’s watching us?

We pass into the wood. I’m not sure this is much better. Now, I can’t see anything, can’t tell where an assault might come from. My shoulders are so tight with strain that they ache, and my head pounds at the stress. “I’d almost prefer a fight to this,”

“What? No way. This place is making you crazy,” Mika says, elbowing me.

“No, I know what he means.” Syl moves ahead of us, already scouting the path now that we’ve left the mob behind. “The anticipation of battle and the stress of waiting can be worse than the event itself. Your body is tense and alert, and when nothing happens…” She turns a grin over her shoulder. “Like intercourse.”

“Blue balls for battle.” I laugh. “Who knew that was a thing?”

Her eyes fix on me. “Warriors. Soldiers. They know.”

Damn. That feels kind of fucking great.

Mika’s laugh is brittle. “Yeah, well, if it’s all the same to you guys, you can be the warriors. I’ll back you up with some fire.”

“Hey.” Her bare arm is clammy under my hand. This place has really done a number on her. “After all this? Everything we’ve been through? I know you have my back. Our backs.”

“I panicked back there. You’re right. After everything we’ve done? All we’ve faced? I should have been… better.” She shakes her head, looks up at me, more miserable than I’ve seen her since the moment we woke up together.

“Congratulations, you’re human.” I lean in, sudden, kiss her. A quick press of our lips that she returns eagerly. It lasts only a moment; all we can afford. All I need. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Sam. I don’t…” Her breath hitches. “Thank you.”

“And thanks for not mentioning the half dozen times I’ve fucked up and almost got us killed in here.”

That earns a laugh. Finally. “Yeah. Get it together, man.”

Syl watches us, patient. I love that, despite the time limit on us, despite the fact that she must be chomping at the bit to be off, she waits. Knows how important this is. My estimation of her rises another notch.

She touches Mika’s arm, claws snicking
 inward as she does. “I have been with you less than half the time Sam has, and I have already… Fucked up… More than either of you. Leaving you behind. Not communicating.” Her gaze lowers. “For that, you should have left me, but you have not. And I will fight to earn the trust you place in me.” Her grip tightens. “None of us are perfect.”

“Okay, okay, I get it.” Mika takes both our hands. “You’re both complete screw ups and would be lost without me. Let’s go. I’ll be ready. And… I’m so happy you’re both here.”

I look between them, struck momentarily by how fucking lucky I am, despite where we are. Struck by how connected to them both I am. I’m not sure when we became a true trio, but we are. It is what it is.

My blood heats a moment as I wonder what that means for… Later. When we’re all alone.

Not now. We continue forward, moving faster now that our goal is in sight.

A cottage, I come to realize. Squatting like one of the hills it rests between, it’s a low pile of wood and thatch, completely at odds with the brickwork and industry of the city behind us. The inviting glow of a fire spills through its little windows, bathing us as we draw close. The smell of something delicious settles over us like a warm blanket. Stew, maybe. Despite not being hungry, my mouth waters. The door is cracked invitingly, tempting us to open it like a beckoning finger. There’s no sound from within, no movement.

It’s so perfect, so lovely.

It’s definitely a trap.

The women appear to agree. We stop together about twenty feet away.

“Scout it?” Mika says, voice hushed.

I glance at the clock, afraid of what I’ll see.

00:59:29

Less than an hour left. “Not sure if we have time to explore other options. Syl?”

“I agree. We have been led here. If this is the challenge of this trial, we should meet it head on. Attack.”

“Alright. Let’s go.”
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Somewhere Between

Room Timer: 00:59:22

Astra paces her study, watching and wracked with indecision.

The aspirants have already cleared the first challenge of the fifth trial. Leaving the main boulevard, venturing off the beaten path showed daring. Courage. Intelligence. Not doing so would have killed them, eventually.

But that was the easiest part. What’s coming…

Astra grinds her teeth, sits. After a moment, she stands and resumes pacing. Wishes she could cast away the worry, the fear, the anger. Wishes she’d never been granted the ability to feel. To worry.

To care.

No aspirant has ever finished the fifth trial. Few have ever made it this far, and though its appearance always changes, its challenges and temptations remain the same. And, for the two thousand, two hundred and thirty-eight aspirants that have come before, they have been insurmountable.

And after this, there are four more trials.
 Trials that no soul has ever reached.

Granted, there have been none more promising. Astra remembers every soul that’s ever run the Citadel before Sam, Mika, and Syl. There were some that she held hope for. Some stronger, more aggressive, more intelligent. But in every case, the teams failed. Through arrogance, or lack of trust in each other, or simply because they weren’t good enough.

At first, Astra simply thought humans were weak. That their failures and inevitable deaths were simply a byproduct of a system built to weed out those who weren’t worthy. A system built to elevate the best and strongest.

A system meant to find the ones who would save those that were left.

Over time, her opinion has changed. There have been teams that have come before that were incredible, that cleared the challenges faster than Sam’s. Teams that, though less cohesive, Astra thought could go all the way.

All failed. All died.

How many? How many did she watch perish before she realized that the deck was stacked the whole time?

That none were meant
 to succeed?

She doesn’t know why. Why a system meant to save the world was built to fail from the start. Ambition? Corruption? Or perhaps they simply overestimated the aspirant’s abilities.

In the end, the why
 doesn’t matter. Time is running out.

And Astra has already cheated once.

She’s lucky, that the Shepherd did not notice. That she slipped between the rules of the Citadel, her quicksilver attention brief enough that she got away with it. But will it be enough?

Syl should never have entered the Citadel. Syl is the wildcard, Sam’s advantage. Sam’s cheat.

But watching now, knowing what’s coming, Astra is increasingly convinced of one thing.

She will have to cheat the rules again.

Even if it kills her.
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Chamber 5

Aspirant #2239

Room Timer: 00:53:01

I pause at the cottage door, hand on the rough wooden handle. I give the women a long last glance. Syl’s onyx claws are almost invisible blades in the dim light, and Mika holds Inferno tight, its gem banked to a low glow. I heft my rifle in my offhand, check that it’s on shotgun mode

We’re ready.

Just before I yank the door open, ready to burst in, a voice rings out. Lilting and soft like a caress. “Oh, do hurry up.”

I cast a bewildered glance back at the women. Their wide eyes mirror my surprise. After a few pregnant moments, Mika shrugs. Syl’s tongue flicks out, a movement I’m increasingly associating with caution, before she purses her mouth. “As before, what choice do we have?” she whispers.

“Well, if you’re going to be like that, maybe we’ll rescind our invitation.” This is a different voice than the first; deeper, husky, amused.

“Yes. It’s been long since our hospitality was so abused.” A third voice, higher than the first two, older and sophisticated. At her words, the door moves suddenly, slowly closing.

“Wait!” I say, pulling the handle a bit too roughly. I’d expected resistance, someone closing it from the other side. But there’s no resistance, and it swings wide so fast I almost lose my grip on it.

“Well, that’s better. I’ve never been averse to a little male… enthusiasm.” The second voice, purring like a cat.

I step into the doorway, and it takes my eyes a moment to adjust as parts of the room coalesce a bit at a time. A firepit, wide and banked low at the center of the room with a small black cauldron hanging above it. Some kind of pink and purple smoke drifts lazily upward toward the chimney at the center of the domed roof. A chimney surrounded by thousands of bunches of tiny herbs of a hundred varieties, hanging like pointing fingers bound with twine. There are shelves full of little pots and pestles and books and scrolls, bracketed by a few chairs layered in furs and pillows.

And resting in those chairs? Perfection.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that that the three women watching us with languid stares are the three of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. All three are utterly different, and all three are too perfect to be real. They are utterly silent as we take them in, jaws slack. Their clothes are so thin they’re basically invisible, somehow obscuring yet displaying every inch of their flawless bodies.

The first, in the middle of the room at the far side of the fire, is the eldest. She is maybe in her early thirties. She rises first, a little smile on her face as she saunters toward us. “Astrid.” From her thin ruby lips, the word is foreplay. Long blond hair falls around her shoulders, framing high cheekbones and flashing, intelligent dark eyes. She’s taller than me, with a dancer’s body; small, high breasts, a tiny but muscled waist widening to the kind of hips it’s impossible not to imagine fitting your hands around, and legs that really do seem like they go on for miles. She looks like the fantasy version of someone’s headmaster, the kind that spanks you for getting math problems wrong.

I try to swallow, mouth suddenly dry.

The next to rise is at Astrid’s right. Much shorter than her, she’s plump, thicker than Mika even with curves that look like they want to rip through the invisible silk that drapes her. “Agetha,” she breathes, showing teeth as she takes me in. Her hair is as long as Astrid’s and is the same almost clear blond. It’s curled to tease and bounce around wide blue eyes and the fullest, lushest lips I’ve ever seen. She joins Astrid on the other side of the fire, shrugging in pleasure at its heat with a jostle that threatens to pop her magnificent tits clear out of her dress.

Mika’s hand tightens in mine.

“And I’m Annabelle,” says the last, drifting upward like she’s weightless. The youngest of the three by far, she comes forward far more demurely. Her eyes are cast downward, obscuring a smattering of freckles and a tiny, pert nose. She’s not quite as tall as me, and her body is developed but still lacking maturity; full, per breasts, and wider proportions than Astrid’s that somehow hint at not being finished filling out. She’s barely a day past eighteen if I’m any judge, something I got pretty good at figuring during long nights at the bars hunting for someone to take home.

Three women, beautiful and alone. A comfy, folksy cottage filled with herbs and books. A cauldron over a low fire, complete with smoke that’s already worming its way into my lungs, slowing my thoughts. These must be…

Astrid stops before me. “And we are the…”

“Witches!” I blurt.

Mika giggles, against her will, by the way it bursts free. I think the smoke is affecting her, too.

Momentary annoyance flashes across Astrid’s porcelain face before disappearing like a stone dropped in the ocean. “Well, yes. There are some that call us that. But we prefer to be called The Wayward Sisters.”

Something about that tugs at my memory, but my thoughts are sluggish, and I push it aside for later. I bite my tongue, hard enough to draw a bead of blood. The pain sharpens my attention and I blink. “We’re very pleased to meet you.”

“Ohh, so handsome, and with manners, too.” Annabelle bounces close, puts her hands to my chest and raises her face up to mine. Her full lips are parted, and her tongue darts out in a little lick. “Please, sisters, may I have this one? It’s been so long, so long since one came this far. I still have so much to learn.”

Before I can protest, Agetha’s voice cracks out like a whip. “Annabelle. Manners.”

The young witch colors deep red, reluctantly releasing her grip on my shirt. She backs away, but not before brushing my cheek with a little kiss that burns like I’ve been branded. It lingers with heat and pleasure that worms its way into my blood.

I back away a step, taking Mika and Syl with me. Mika’s face is red, fixed on Annabelle like she wants to kill her right now. Syl is silent and waiting, face perfectly composed, but she grips my wrist tight. She senses it, too. This is more dangerous than what we left behind in the city. I don’t know how we know. We just do.

Astrid watches me, smiles deeply. “Mmm. Cautious, too. It’s no surprise that you’ve made it so far after so many have failed before you.”

Despite the fog trying to wrap my brain, something about this shouts for attention. “Wait. Those that have come before? Do you mean… Other aspirants?”

Agetha comes close, eyes raking Mika before turning to me. “Indeed. What else would we mean, mighty hero?”

“It’s just…” I don’t know how to explain it, or how much I should reveal. Everything about this seems so obviously wrong; the smoke, their bodies, like it’s all built to batter at our defenses. And once they’re lowered? I swallow again, wish I had water. Annabelle’s gaze rests at my crotch where my cock already throbs, straining against my pants. I have a feeling that if we succumb, we won’t survive.

“It’s just that, so far, within these… trials,” I say, gesturing out toward the city, “no one knew who we were. Or at least, these places don’t really exist, do they? This is all fake, to test us?”

“Fake?” Annabelle laughs, a high, amused lilt that tries to carry my heart with it. “I certainly hope not. It’d be so much harder to enjoy you later if I was a figment of someone’s imagination,” she says, giving me a little smile. Her face is soft, so young. Despite only being a few years younger than Mika she seems impossibly more innocent, making the way she’s looking at me feel so… wrong.

“Let me clear a few things up, as I know that time is not our friends, tonight,” Astrid says, nodding to my wrist display.

“You know about this, too?” I say, tapping the display. “We’ve only met one other who…” I stop myself, suddenly sure I don’t want to give them anything more than I already have.

“The silver one?” Agetha purrs, eyes rolling back. “Mmm. So delicious. We will have her one day soon.”

“Take hold of yourself, sister,” Astrid says, lips pinched. “Don’t be unseemly.”

Agetha rolls her eyes, strolling back to her seat as she blows a kiss at her sister’s back.

“How do you know about her? About us?” Syl asks, words sharp and unslurred. Is the smoke not affecting her?

“Hmm,” Astrid says, walking up to Syl so smoothly it's like she’s floating. “Interesting. You, my dear, are an aberration.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, frowning.

“I’ve never seen her like before. The silver one must be desperate.” Syl crouches low as Astrid circles her, which seems to amuse the witch even more. “Personally? I don’t think it’ll make a difference.”

“Then you don’t know Syl very well,” I say, stepping between them.

“Yes, yes. Don’t be tiresome.” Astrid finishes her circuit and returns to her chair. She sits, crossing her legs in a motion that almost impossible to tear my eyes from. “To business. You have a goal, of course. To escape this dead city of ours.” She leans forward, steepling her fingers. “We can help you.”

“But you want something in return,” I finish.

“How delightfully astute. I swear, most that come through here are absolute brutes. Capable of swinging a sword or their manhood around, but when it comes to brains?” She looks from Syl to Mika. “Let’s just say that they never would have made it this far without the fairer sex at their side.”

“There’s something to be said for dumb brutes, though,” Agetha says, her words almost a moan. “Such stamina.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Annabelle bites out. “Some of us are greedier than others.”

“Yes, yes, we all know you’ve got your sights set on Sam, my dear,” Astrid says.

“Of course you know our names,” Mika says, lips tight. Her eyes are slightly unfocused, but it looks like she’s staying afloat on a raft built of anger.

“Yes, yes. Back to the matter at hand.” Astrid throws something into the fire, a tiny ball of what looks like dark wax. Even half stoned, we jump back instantly, ready for whatever shit’s about to hit the fan.

The flames immediately flare high, blues and purple, but nothing leaps forward to attack. I shade my eyes and take a cautious step forward, eyes rapt on the flames. Figures writhe inside the amber and purple tongues. Just as quickly as they appeared, they’re gone, and the fire dies slowly, banking. The smoke grows thicker and my mind swims, and suddenly the battle to keep my thoughts clear gets a lot harder.

Annabelle leans back, still watching me. “We can help you out of this place. But we require something from you, first.”

By the look in her eyes, I think I know what she wants. “Not interested,” I say against a torrent of desire that I can barely fight. “We… We can find our way through without your help.”

Annabelle’s cheeks flush in anger. “Not what I meant. But if you want to insult me…”

“Hush,” Astrid says with a consoling gesture. “You’ve just met. There’s time.”

“Not on your life,” Mika mutters.

“No, we need something far more mundane.” Astrid waves her long fingers, gesturing to one of the bookcases in the back. The smoke from the flame follows her command, flowing across the room and wreathing the dark wood. In moments, solid matter evaporates, and the bookcase is gone.

Leaving…

“The gate,” Syl says, straightening.

She’s right, though I almost don’t recognize it. It’s broken and shattered with pieces missing. The plate meant for our hands is split down the center and one half is gone. In two other places, large pieces of the door have been cut free, leaving dark holes like an abyss. “What happened to it?” Mika asks.

“Shattered. By whoever decided to challenge you, I suppose. Maybe the silver one,” Agetha cackles. “She’s tricky. I wouldn’t trust her, if I were you.”

“What do we have to do?” I ask, wiping sweat from my forehead. It’s so hot in here, so hard to think. Every time I breathe, I inhale more of the smoke, and everywhere I look one of them sits, watching. Endless expanses of soft flesh, curves I can see clearly now through clothes that… Wait, are they dressed, now? Annabelle arches her back, and the soft mounds of her tits with hard pink nipples strain upward. Nothing covers them. They beg for my mouth and my tongue. She watches me, bottom lip between her teeth. Hungry.

What was I asking them?

I glance to Mika, desperate, but her eyes are on Agetha. Her breath comes in little pants, and the anger has drained from her cheeks.


Maybe we should stay awhile. Maybe this is part of the challenge, the trial
, my mind whispers.

No. This is wrong. I need to get outside, need help… But it’s so hard to fight. My cock pulses like a second heartbeat, eager. Ready.

Syl. Where is she? The smoke… It wasn’t affecting her, right? Why isn’t she stopping this? I search for her, glance down.

She lays at my feet, eyes closed, out cold. What? When did…?

“Stop,” I growl. “Fucking stop.
”

“Stop what?” Annabelle whispers? She’s in front of me. When did she get up? I didn’t see her move. She’s completely naked; unending, innocent flesh undulates before me. Ready. Waiting.

This is wrong. I know we’re about to die here. Know if we succumb, we’ll never leave this place alive.

I raise my hand. Her lips part in anticipation, and a low moan spills from her lips as my fingers caress the soft flesh of her neck.

Every fiber of my being screams to take her, to bend her over and fuck her right here, to fill her with my body and soul. Her innocence and sexuality are as intoxicating as the smoke, wrong but so right. God, I want her.

Annabelle sees it in my eyes. Her eyes close, and her lips curve upward, confident. She’s ready for whatever I’m about to do to her.

She’s wrong.

I push her back. It feels like I’m ripping a piece of myself away, but I do it.

The spell is broken instantly. Mika gasps, grip on my arm tightening like a vice. Syl’s eyes snap open, and she writhes upward furiously with claws bared. My thoughts sharpen like daggers, lust replaced with anger. At what the Sisters tried to do. And fear, at how close they came to succeeding.

I’m about to pull the women outside, or maybe raise my rifle and fire. I don’t know. Anything to end this. Whatever the case, I’m sure this is the enemy, and we need to go.
 That we need to defend ourselves before they attack.

Instead, there’s clapping.

The witches are back in their seats, clothed once again. Their poses are identical to before… whatever they just did. As if it hadn’t happened. They examine us like we’re animals in a zoo, fascinated by our strange behavior. All but Annabelle, who watches me with something like hurt across her delicate features. The only proof that the last minute was real.

Astrid brings her hands together one last time. “Well done, hero. Not many make it this far, and fewer resist our influence.” She leans forward with a fearsome grin. “Hold to that. You’ll need it.”

That sounds ominous as fuck. I glance to my wrist, sure we’re out of time. It feels like we’ve been here for hours.

00:46:57

Less than ten minutes. Impossible.

I lower my rifle. Inferno comes down, bright flame darkening. Syl doesn’t retract her claws, but she crouches, ready to dart forward like a lightning bolt. Ready for whatever’s coming next.

“Tell us what you want so we can end this.” I want to leave right now, walk out the door. But we have no leads and our time’s already been halved.

“Believe it or not, we want the same thing you do.” Agetha rolls a metal ball between her fingers nimbly, making it hop and roll across the back of her hand. “Freedom.”

“Wait,” Mika says. “From what? This place? Are you prisoners here?”

“Very good, my dear,” Astrid says. “We are much prisoners as you. Surrounded by death, put here as part of some… Test.” She bares perfect teeth. “We deserve better.
”

Based on how much they’ve told us, how they’re aware of the trials and Astra, this makes sense. “And you want out?”

“What being, when shackled, does not crave freedom? We are no different.” Astrid waves her hand, and again the smoke rises. I steel myself, ready to leap outside, but this time it doesn’t assault us. Instead, it flows across the floor of the cottage, forming into misty peaks and low valleys. A carpet, forming…

“The city,” Syl says.

“Yes.” Astrid circles her finger, and three points turn bright pink. “Find the missing pieces of the door. Bring them here, and we will repair it.”

“And then?” Mika glances to me, skeptical. Thinking the same thing I am. They won’t be joining our party after this.


Annabelle purses her lips as if hurt. “Don’t flatter yourselves. If you think we have any interest in remaining in the company of Aspirants…” She laughs. “We go our way, you go yours.” She glances to me. “Mmm. Perhaps we’ll take one
 of you with us.”

“Okay,” I say, ignoring that. I glance between the points. “Sounds simple, aside from the army of possessed townspeople and flaming skeleton thing leading them.”

“Oh, worry not, hero. The Jötunn is ours to command. As are the people. They are our jailors, but also our thralls.” Astrid shrugs. “It’s complicated. At any rate, they won’t be bothering you anymore.”

“One more thing,” Agetha says before I can respond. “There are three pieces, and limited time.”

My heart sinks. I know what she’s getting at. “You want us to split up.”

Mika shakes her head. “That’s always the part where people start dying in horror movies.”

“What we want or do not want is of no consequence. It is what is necessary.” Astrid spins the metal ball on her fingertip. Agetha’s hands are empty. They watch, waiting for our decision, and a moment later, Annabelle balances the ball on the back of her palm, idly rolling it.

Something about that, the fact that they don’t pass it, seems important. But we have other shit to worry about, especially with forty-five minutes to find all three pieces and return.

I turn to Mika and Syl. I don’t have to see their faces to know they’re as unhappy with this as I am. “Can we have a moment?”

The witches don’t answer. I stand with my back to them for a few moments before turning. “I mean, we can go outside if you don’t–”

They’re gone.

“What the…”

Mika shakes her head. “They pulled a Batman on us.”

I laugh. It feels good. This place is fucking oppressive, and the fact that Mika can still joke in the face of it all has to be a good thing. “Okay. Do we trust them?”

“Hah. No.” Mika turns a slow circle, trying not to disturb the shapes of the building surrounding her feet. “But if this map is to scale, and the pieces are the only way to get out of here…” She sighs. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

Syl is quiet, watching. Her tongue dances in and out almost constantly, agitated. “Syl?”

“I do not…” She hesitates. “Whatever you two decide is right, we will do.”

I don’t know if she’s so far out of her element that she’s undecided, or if it’s something else. “Okay. I’ll take this point,” I say, pointing to the furthest building indicated. A townhouse near the cathedral, by the looks of it. “Mika, you take that one.” I point to what looks like a warehouse a few blocks away. “Syl, last one’s yours.” The second story of a different townhouse in the opposite direction Mika and I will head.

“Good,” she nods. “Meet back here with you have the pieces.”

“Astrid said that the Jötunn and the people won’t bother us, but it can’t be as easy as just grabbing the door shards and running,” I say, holding their hands. I wonder if this is the last time I’ll ever see them, wish I could think of a better plan. Another way. But the Citadel has always been pretty straightforward in its goals, and as much as I don’t trust the Wayward Sisters, I think this is the right course. “Be ready. Whatever’s at each of these destinations, it has to be something we can handle alone. Right?”

“It makes sense.” Mika bites her lip. “Still, I hate this.”

“Me too,” I say, squeezing her hand.

We leave the cottage. There are three paths now. I’m sure there was one before. But that’s not the tenth weirdest thing I’ve seen in this trial, so I don’t question it. “I think these are for us.”

“Yes,” Syl says. She turns to me, something in her eyes I can’t detect. For a moment I think she’s about to grab me and kiss me, there’s something so desperately hungry in her eyes. Instead, she turns away. “Be careful. Survive.”

Mika hugs her tight, an embrace Syl returns immediately. “We will.”

“See you both back here. Go fast. Be careful.” There’s so much more I want to say, but the Shepherd is like a black shadow, hanging over my thoughts. “Hurry.”

They both nod and jog off, decisive.

And for the first time since I died, I’m alone.
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Room Timer: 00:40:12

This is a mistake.

Mika’s sure of it. The thought runs through her head, over and over.

Every step into this dead city is another step from Sam and Syl. From the only normalcy in this insane place. The only thing she trusts since she woke up naked in a hallway after dying are her friends, her partners. Separating, leaving them behind… It feels like…

A mistake.

Inferno’s heft is a comfort. Especially now that she knows she can fire a cone of molten flame from its tip. That’s new, and feels pretty damned awesome, she has to admit. It’s hard to believe that a few days ago she laid on her cousin’s couch as the rough cacophony of New York leaked through the ill-fitting window. That in a scant few hours she’d be a fire mage. It’s kind of a dream come true, for a nerdy girl who grew up playing video games.

Mika can’t help but wish the circumstances were just a little bit different.

She trusts herself, trusts her weapon, trusts the new body this place has given her. Mika’s never been athletic, never been much of an outdoor girl, and so it feels odd to be so fast, so strong. Her reflexes are like nothing she’s ever known. She feels like one of the Kung Fu masters from old cheesy movies that can catch a fly from the air with chopsticks. Along with a weapon that feels stronger every single trial she passes, for the first time in her life Mika feels… Capable? In command?

In control of her own destiny. Not under the heel of her parents or anyone else.

It feels fucking amazing.

Which makes her hate this all the more. Sam and Syl treat her like an equal. They count on her to have their backs. Being away from them…

How many times has Sam saved her? How many times has she saved him?

Memory intrudes, one that’s played over and over in her mind. Standing over him, the stumps of his arms spurting blood, sure he was dead but not willing to leave him as she smashed a massive onyx statue to a pulp with Inferno. As the other raised a blade meant to split her in half. Raising Inferno high, not sure if it would stop the blade, if she’d survive the next few seconds.

Not caring.

Was it courage? She doesn’t think so, not exactly. She was kind of blown away that she hadn’t pissed her pants. It was something else.

Fighting. For someone she loved. Choosing to stand and take the hit rather than leave him.

They need each other, the three of them.

Which is why every step is an accusation. Why every moment she’s not with them feels wrong.


Mika turns a slow circle, Inferno blazing and held high, wracked with indecision. Go back? They have less than forty minutes to open a door broken and shattered. But is it?

Mika doesn’t trust the witches as far as she can throw them. They’re almost comically over the top, stereotypes you’d see in a movie or book. Beautiful, seductive, with mysterious motives obfuscated behind sexuality. Mika would laugh if she wasn’t terrified. Despite all that, here they were, separated, forced apart because she couldn’t think of another option. A different path.

But there has to be. This can’t be right.

The city around her is silent, completely empty. Townhouses rise above her like demons, their black window eyes watching her mockingly. The streets are empty and clean, which is almost scarier than before when they swarmed with townspeople. The knowledge that they hunch in buildings and around corners, waiting and watching; it raises gooseflesh across her body.

Mika shivers, and not for the first time wishes she’s thought of something a bit more practical as her “armor.” Lara Croft. That’s all she’d been able to think of? Armor that shows off more skin than it covers?

But in the end, she doesn’t actually regret it. She feels… Badass. Powerful. Sexy in a way she never has before, not even when she ran away and got roped into the club by Aikari. She chose
 something like this for a reason.

Empowerment.

The way Sam looks at her when he thinks she’s not looking doesn’t hurt, either.

Sam. Please be safe. God, she misses him already. Nothing she’d ever read or watched prepared her for him, his body, his cock filling her as his mouth ravaged her body. And to have him not only desire her, but care
 for her? It’s beyond anything she’d ever imagined, living with her parents.

And Syl. That’s a wrinkle. How much Mika’s already grown to care for her, to respect her. To want
 her. Is that wrong? That she wants to explore the alien’s body as much as Sam’s?

Mika doesn’t know. Doesn’t care, anymore. Not in this place. Right now, she wants them all to survive long enough that they have the chance to figure all that out.

The turn Mika needs to take arrives all too fast. Its nondescript, like every other four way in the town, but Mika’s knows it’s right. She’s been counting blocks, distracted as she is. She was always good with numbers. Stereotypical Asian, right? She huffs a low laugh.

Whatever. Sam doesn't make her feel shitty for being smart, not like her parents did.

With them, she was always the wrong kind
 of smart.

Mika stands in the center of the intersection, can’t make herself take another step. Turning from the long road leading back to the cottage feels like the final nail in the coffin of how dumb this all is.

Maybe she should find Sam. Find another way. Go to the cathedral they saw before.

Or maybe not. Maybe that’s suicide.

God dammit.

“Mika.”

The word comes from the darkness, startles Mika so badly that she tries to raise Inferno to fire and almost drops it at the same time. Recognition stops her at the last second and she pulls her shot, chest heaving.

“Syl, dammit, I thought we talked about this last trial.”

The alien flows into the square like liquid, and like every time Mika watches her, she has to fight a wave of jealousy tinged with hot desire. Syl’s so capable, so beautiful, muscled and thin, but somehow still with curve. And the way she moves, the way light moves over her scales like water. She’s like a living piece of art. It’s unfair.

“Mika. I am sorry. I observed you for a moment and could not think of a way to approach without startling you.”

Mika smiles, hugs the alien. It’s hard not to be weirdly charmed by her seriousness, her formal speech. “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here. Though… The door?”

Syl shrugs, rippling muscle barely concealed by her scaling. It’s a frustrated motion, one Mika’s seen before when the alien seemed like had something to say she couldn’t put into words. Or, didn’t want to. “Let us find Sam. Do you know the way?”

“Yeah. And believe me, Syl, finding Sam sounds fucking amazing. And I’m guessing I’m feeling the same thing you are. The same thing that led you to say “screw that” to slutty witches’ plans and find me instead. But how do we know that’s right?”

Syl’s as serious as Mika’s ever seen her, which is saying a lot. “Trust me. This is wrong.”

That’s all the convincing Mika needs. It’s not like that wasn’t where her mind was going, anyway. “Follow me. I know the way.”

That earns a smile. “I knew you would.”

“This way.” Mika takes the lead, buoyed by Syl’s confidence in her. Why does the alien’s praise mean so much?

Because she’s the kind of woman Mika always dreamed of being, sitting at home alone, playing video games. Strong. Capable. Commanding. Unapologetically sexual. To have someone like that acknowledge that in her? Trust her?

It feels kind of amazing.

They move off. After a few blocks and no activity of any kind, Syl moves closer, side by side with Mika. “Interesting.”

“What?”

Syl smirks. “The witches. I have seen their type before, in our elders. They act like they are all knowing. They are arrogant.”

Mika frowns, thinks of her parents. “Yeah. I know the type.”

“But they do not know that we’ve deviated. That we are not playing their game.”

“You’re right.” Mika glances at her display. 00:34:43
 “Why aren’t we being attacked? Funneled again, like before?”

“Because those… Bitches…
 Do not know where are!”

Syl says the word like it’s a foreign language. Mika laughs, really laughs, for the first time since coming to this trial. Since she realized where they were. What game this was modeled after.

No. Not going to think about that. Not going to let it bring her down. So she laughs and lets herself experience that little pocket of joy. Even if it’s short lived.

Syl’s eyebrow is cocked. “Was my attempt at humor that… Humorous?”

“No, no. Well, yes.” Mika wipes away tears, takes Syl in a one-armed hug. “Just the way you said it. Your English is incredible, but the way you say some words…” Mika stops at the confusion on Syl’s face. “What?”

“English? I am not speaking English.”

“Of course you are. I can see your lips moving, can understand you.”

Syl looks stricken. “I am as stupid as a farloth.”

Mika finally stops, worry draining the last of her mirth and any desire to ask what a farloth
 is. “Syl, what the hell are you talking about?”

The alien paces to a nearby building, then returns, chewing her lip. “Mika, when I speak, you hear… English?”

“Yes.”

“And my lips, they form these English words?”

“Yes! Trust me, I would have told you if you looked like a villain from a Kung Fu movie a long time ago.”

Syl’s brow furrows. “Kung… Fu? No, it is not important.” She stands fully in front of Mika, speaks slowly. “When you speak to me, it is in Threvian. Your lips, tongue, they form the Threvian words.”

Mika blinks. “What?”

“In retrospect, I should have realized the oddness. Your tongue is not built for our language, as short and stunted as it is.” She glances up. “No offense meant.”

“None taken,” Mika whispers. “But, what does this mean?”

“That you are speaking your language, and I am speaking mine. But we can understand each other. Our mouths form the proper shapes, to the other.”

“Which means…” Mika puts her hand to her mouth. “This place is screwing with our brain function. Our perception of reality.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, shit.” A thousand thoughts flush through her mind. If the Citadel can make her see whatever it wants… “How can we trust anything we see?”

Syl motions to her wrist pad, and they move off again. “On one claw, I would say we cannot. But on the other?” She motions to the broken buildings that surround them. “It makes some kind of sense. How would we be seeing this if our minds were not altered somehow?”

“I don’t know.” Mika’s mind races. “I had originally thought holodeck, but if this is all taking place in our minds? That makes a certain kind of sense. More technologically attainable, too.”

“Holodeck?”

“Never mind. Just… Something for us to remember. For now, I don’t think this changes anything.”

“Agreed, we must find Sam. Save him if he has not already come to the same conclusion we have.”

“Yes,” Mika says fervently. “We’re close.”

Syl glances to her, eyes intent on Mika’s face. “You care for him.”

Mika looks down. “Yes. Very much.”

An odd look crosses Syl’s face at her response before she looks away. “I understand.” She’s quiet for a full block. When she speaks, she’s hesitant in a way Mika’s never heard. “I have come to… Care for him. As well.”

Sam’s face, winking, as he teases her. His command, courage, as he pulled her through the first few trials when she felt like a total wreck and failed to hide it. The feel of his cock in her hand and his lips hard against hers, taking her to places she’d only dreamed of for years. These memories are so fresh, so vibrant. Damn, she misses him so much. “I don’t blame you.”

Syl takes a long breath. “Among my people, monogamy is unknown. We mate for convenience, to breed. One female may birth children from many males over her life. It is… Necessary.”
 She says the word with bitter distaste. “It was not always such.”

Mika files that for later, stays silent. Syl’s leading toward something.

“I know it is not so for humans. In most Earth cultures my people have studied, even among those where unions are frequently sundered, humans take only one mate.”

“That’s true,” Mika says.

“So.” Syl coughs, a little hissing exhalation. “If my interest in Sam… and you… is misplaced… I am content to…”

She’s so adorably awkward, so nervous, that Mika has to stop her. She grabs Syl’s arm, turns her. “Syl.” She motions around her, nods to her staff, blazing with amber flame. “I have no fucking idea where we are. Why we’re here. I didn’t know that aliens really existed two days ago.” She laughs. “Fuck monogamy. Fuck tradition. I think it's safe to say we care for you, too.”

Syl looks up, guarded. “You are sure?”

Mika examines herself, really considers, for the first time. Would she have said so, before she’d died? Probably not. Sam is her first… everything. She probably would have been jealous as fuck. But now? After all they’ve been through, the insanity of this place? Of dying? “Yeah, I’m sure.”

Syl flushes, her scales lightening. “Well. Then.” She leans forward, kisses Mika’s cheek. A light brush, a trailing of her tongue. Mika shudders. “Later, then. When we have time, this should be explored.”

“What if Sam protests?”

“I do not think he will. I have seen the way he looks at us. But if he does, I believe you and I can convince
 him.”

Mika shivers at the emphasis she puts on the word. “We should hurry. If this is a trap…”

“I do not believe it is.”

Mika gives her a skeptical glance. “Oh?”

“No. As of now, we are playing the witches’ game. Or so they think. Else, would they allow us to rush to Sam’s rescue?”

“That’s true.”

“Whatever he faces at his destination, whatever trap they have designed, I do not believe he is in mortal danger. Why attempt to suborn us back at their dwelling? Why the seduction when they could have easily killed us?”

Syl made a lot of sense. “Okay. I still think we should get moving, though.”

“Agreed. How close?”

Mika squints. “Four blocks, then a turn, five blocks in the direction of the cathedral.”

“Excellent.” Syl flexes her claws.

They move quickly, side by side, lost in their own thoughts for a minute. They move quickly, not fast enough to raise a racket and possibly bring the townspeople down on them but still at a good pace. Mika damps Inferno’s flame to almost nothing, and they stay near one set of buildings in shadows, only darting across intersections when they have to.

All the while, Mika chews on something, almost chickens out before blurting: “Syl, please tell me more about your people.”

Syl starts, frowns. “For what purpose?”

Mika laughs quietly at the alien’s confusion. It really hadn’t occurred to her to share?

Then again, maybe not. The last few days have been… it’s been hard to care about the real world in here. To wonder. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t thought to ask before. “Well, you know a lot about humans. In fact, why is that? Have you contacted us?”

Syl’s look is guarded. “Yes,” she says simply.

“Hah! I fuckin’ knew it. The conspiracy theorists were right the whole time.”

“Perhaps.”

Mika quirks her lip. Syl is reticent, suddenly. The question is why?
 “Syl, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing, Mika.”

Mika doesn’t want to press, push her somewhere she doesn’t want to go. Syl’s sudden shift is confusing, but she doesn’t know anything of Threvian culture, their history. If this is a sore spot…

Maybe a different tack. “You told us you’d never seen your home world. Why is that?”

Syl’s scales darken slightly. “Plague.”

“On your home world? Damn.” She’s silent a moment. “Must have been bad.”

“Yes.” Syl’s eyes hold so much sorrow, such loss, that Mika almost stops her. “Long ago, hundreds of years. Our planet was ravaged by a plague of such ferocity that those in orbit and all in space were warned not to come home.”

“Oh, damn.”

“Yes. Billions perished over the space of months.”

“But you survived. You know of Earth.”

“Yes. Though we had not yet mastered faster than light travel, we were on the cusp. Those in space congregated on an orbital station, learned to create the food and the resources we needed to survive. It was… It almost ended there. Warring factions, shortages…” She shudders. “It is a miracle our species survived.”

“What happened?”

“We needed a cause. All of our old religions were long dead, and so we had to find something else to rally behind.” Her words are quiet, reverent. “Bastion was that cause.”

“Bastion?”

Syl smiles. “I can tell by your facial features that the word does not translate.” She taps her head with a claw. “It is the version of the word this place is putting in your brain. It will suffice.”

“What was it?”

“A world ship. Capable of travelling to distant stars, vast enough to house what was left of my race. With resources to feed us and house us we left our ravaged planet behind.”

“Did any survive? Down there?”

She sighs. “Yes. At least, when we left. You saw one of their outposts, in the first trial we faced. There are not many, and their lives are…. Difficult.”

That’s putting it lightly, if what they saw was true. The hooting of the scaag echoes through Mika’s mind, and she shivers. “What then?”

“We travelled. Sent forth thousands of probes. Bastion required enormous resources, some of which we could not simulate in space, and so we made first contact with dozens of races. Most instances were peaceful.” She pauses, a hesitation so slight Mika almost misses it. “But not always.”

There’s that guardedness again. They’ve almost caught up with Sam. Mika doesn’t have long. “Syl, what… Is there something you need me to know?”

The Threvian turns, stares at Mika for a long moment. Her eyes are wide, pleading. “Mika, please. Our time runs short, and we have almost found Sam. There is so much to tell and so much to share, about your life and about mine. After this. If we survive. When we have time, I will share everything of myself. As will you. There is nothing more sacred to my people than trust.” She puts a finger to Mika’s lips, not to silence her. A promise. “Until then.”

There’s something Syl’s not telling her, something important. The same thing Sam almost pulled from her earlier. But does it matter right now?


Mika glances down the street. Not too distant is a house with a single glowing window, its light spilling into the street like a beacon.

Sam. They had to hurry.

She takes Syl’s hand, drags her along. “Until then. I trust you.”

Syl relaxes, tension draining visibly. She gives Mika the briefest of hugs, grabbing her from behind. “Thank you, viera.”
 Her words are a warm brush at Mika’s ear.

“Viera?”


Syl’s eyes widen. “That is our word. You heard it?”

Mika nods.

“It means many things. Clan. Friend. Love.” She shrugs. “Viera.”


Mika smiles. “I like that.” She quickens her pace, wonders why the Citadel didn’t translate that one. She’s glad it did. “Let’s get Sam.”

“Yes,” Syl says, baring needle-sharp teeth.
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Chamber 5

Aspirant #2239

Room Timer: 00:41:18

The city is silent as death.

I can’t get over it. Ten minutes ago, millions of people thronged the streets, trampling each other in their eagerness to get at us and rip us to shreds, only held back by the Jötunn. Throngs of slavering faces and murder filled eyes backed by a flaming beast out of my nightmares.

Now, there’s nothing.

It’s fucking creepy. I’m not afraid to admit it. Where are they? There aren’t broken bodies on the ground, the trampled dead under the feet of the others. There’s no blood or teeth or discarded weapons.

Were they real to begin with?

Oh well, screw it. They looked real enough at the time and now they’re gone. Part and parcel as far as the Citadel is concerned. I’m sure the witches were full of shit, but at least they didn’t lie about that. My way is clear, an almost straight shot from the cottage to my destination.

Now that I’m away from the women, I have a bit to reflect. It’s kind of crazy that I haven’t questioned the Citadel in what feels like forever, that the desire to know why the hell we’re here has dampened as much as it has. I mean, I want to know, but before the need to figure this out and escape was all consuming. My only real motivation.

Now? That’s dulled.

When did this shit become my new normal?

I took a few night classes at the local community college a few years ago. Dimly lit rooms full of uninterested teachers and middle-aged burnouts. I quit after one semester when I got a long-haul trucking job, and don’t remember much. But a few things stuck with me.

One class was intro to psychology. I don’t remember much about it, but the phrase “cognitive dissonance” jumps out at me like a half-forgotten dream. Something about how, when faced with circumstances that the brain can’t change, it instead forces itself to be okay with them. Like buying something non-returnable and then regretting it, but a week later you’re cool because there’s no point in feeling shitty when you’re stuck with it.

Is that what this is? I can’t change my circumstances, so I’m just rolling with the punches?

Maybe. Or maybe it’s more. Maybe it’s that I’ve almost died a half dozen times and might die in the next hour. Maybe it’s that I’ve been through shit I never thought I could survive, and somehow… I’m fucking loving
 it.

Part of it is her
. Them
. Mika. Syl. I love Mika, like no woman I’ve ever known. And Syl? Do I love her? Does it make me some kind of asshole that I think I do? They’re not the same, and my feelings for them aren’t, either. But they’re both incredible. And, if I’m not crazy, both want me.


Goddamn. I don’t know how to sort this.

Part of me doesn’t care. I’m taking each moment for what it is. Surviving and trying to keep them alive, too. Whatever’s at the end of this, we’ll figure it out when we get there.

My worry for them is a knot at the back of my brain. I hate being separated, hate that I’m on my own. I’m more capable and dangerous than I’ve ever been or ever thought myself capable
 of being, but this place has shown me repeatedly that all that means dick. That a fifty-foot-tall monstrosity might jut from the ground at any moment to devour me alive.

But somehow, I doubt it. The witches may be lying through their teeth about many things, but I don’t think they want me dead. They could have killed me a dozen times already. If they really do command the millions in this city and the Jötunn, we’d never have made it to their cottage. And I don’t want to remember how powerless I was once we met
 the Sisters.

As for whatever’s guarding the piece of the door?

I pass a statue of a woman, head hacked off and arms raised upward. She’s surrounded by hundreds of burning candles, but something about them is… Off. They don’t lend nearly as much light as they should, and all of it is directed inward at the statues battered body, stone that looks like it’s been hacked with blades. There’s no molten wax under the candle flames, and somehow, I’m sure that these have been burning for a really long time.

What does it mean? Is it part of the video game Mika recognized when we got here? Some creepy effect the Citadel dreamed up just for us?

I keep moving, ticking off blocks somewhere in the back of my head. They’re so similar, so unchanging, that I’m kind of amazed I can keep track; I’ve never been great with directions or numbers. If not for GPS, I wouldn’t have kept my truck driving jobs long and a lot of loads would have ended up in really bizarre places.

It’s just another change in me, something the Citadel’s done. Another part of that new normal. Though, this one scares me a lot more than bigger biceps or faster reflexes. If this place can change the way my brain works, what’s stopping it from changing me?
 Altering my opinions and thoughts. Brainwashing me?

I chew my lip, squinting through a broken doorway into the shadowed building beyond. It’s a disturbing thought. One more thing to shelve for later, when I’m back with the girls.

I finally reach my turn, a corner that looks pretty much like the ones that have come before. But I know I’ve counted correctly, and so I stop, pressed up against the filthy stone of what looks like an old shop. I peer around the corner.

Light. Glowing from a single window five blocks down, spilling like amber liquid into the street. The only light on a street that stretches further than I can see.

It doesn’t look warm or inviting.

It looks sinister.


The street is as dead as the rest of the city. There’s no movement or breeze, nothing to disturb the oppressive weight of the dark buildings and shadowy alleys. Where is everyone? It’s impossible not to imagine them packed like sardines in the buildings that loom over me, waiting for the Sisters to wave a finger so they can pour forth like a human flood and rip me to pieces. The thought is as ridiculous as it is terrifying, and for a moment it freezes me in place. The moon hangs above the length of street like a bloody sentinel, waiting for me to make a move.

Screw it. Time’s running. What’s waiting behind that glowing window might be dangerous, but sitting here doing jack is definitely going to get us all killed.

I wish, one last time, that Mika and Syl were with me.

Close up, my destination’s as nondescript as everything else in this city. It could be every other building I’ve passed since I left the park, aside from the window. The light within is rosy, shimmering, and the window’s glass is beaded with moisture. Wet, so I can’t see through it.

Because that’d be too easy.

No time like the present.

I loose my rifle, roll my shoulders, grab the handle and pull.

“Mmm. Took you long enough.”

The voice rolls from the room, gasping, panting and lovely. Immediately, I know I’ve made a mistake.

Incense and smoke, the same from the Sister’s cottage but a hundred times more powerful, assails me, worming its way into my nose and mouth before I know to stop it. The effect is instantaneous. It’s like I’ve taken a dozen shots of whiskey at the same time. My mind drifts, pulling at my awareness as I blink slowly.

I want to fall back, stumble into the street. Fresh air. I need it, have to get out of here.

But I can’t. My feet are rooted by smoke and desire, my eyes wide and locked on her.


“Annabelle.”

She lays, legs spread wide. She’s buried in an ocean of blankets on an ornate, old style four poster bed. She’s completely naked, her pale body on perfect display. She watches me, eyes half lidded, biting her lip. Her flaxen hair is disheveled, hanging over one eye in the “just been fucked” look that I’ve always found irresistibly hot. That all guys do. Her breath comes in little gasps and moans that pulse in my mind like fingers across my brain. Why?

Her hand is between her legs.

Oh, God.

One slender finger strokes, a long pass between pink, perfect lips. She’s so wet that it slides like a bead of water over a leaf, and her delicate folds glisten in the light of a few candles. I can’t move, can only watch. Her fingertip finishes its journey at her little clit, digging hard as it passes, pulling a moan from her that rises to little sobs as she cums. Her whole body spasms, drumming the bed as her back arches, lifting her clear of the blankets. She bites her lip so hard a little drop of blood runs down her chin.

Finally, it ends. Her last gasps and the smoke caress me, and suddenly, I can’t remember why I’m here. Who I am. All that matters is her pussy, still twitching with the aftershocks of her orgasm, and her finger as it pulls free.

Annabelle stands, takes a breath that swells her little breasts, and rolls her shoulders. Her every movement is studied, meant to show off her body. She raises eyes still clouded with pleasure, taking me in.

“Sorry,” she whispers. “It took you so long, I couldn’t wait.”

I don’t answer, can’t. My mind is shattered, reeling. My thoughts are liquid, flowing away as she walks toward me. Some animal, instinctual part of my mind is shouting for attention, screaming to run.
 That’s I’m danger, almost lost.

But I still don’t move. Don’t want to. There’s nothing in the world I want more than her.


She smiles, a slow curve of perfect lips, as she stops in front of me. Her body is a map of shadow and flesh; perfect, innocent, unspoiled. She brings her finger up, the same that she used moments ago to touch herself, and slowly pushes it to my lips.

I let her in. I couldn't stop her if I wanted to.

It slides slowly into my mouth, sticky against my tongue. She tastes like candy, like pussy, like sin made flesh.

I’m so hard it hurts.

She chuckles, low and throaty, running fingertips along my cock with her other hand. Through my pants it's so good its agony, and I almost cum right there.

“Mmm. I knew it.” Annabelle pulls her finger from my mouth, runs it along my cheek. “I knew you wanted me. Wanted this. I could see it in your eyes back there.”

“Yes,” I say. And I mean
 it.

Or, do I? I came here for a reason, and somehow, I’m sure this isn’t it. But why? Someone… Were they counting me? I needed to… to hurry.

I can’t remember why.

Well, it couldn’t have been that important. Not more important than this
.

Annabelle turns, saunters back to the bed. Her ass sways, its curve hypnotic, hinting that her body isn’t finished growing. She’s so young and innocent, her face and shape so at odds with her mind and her raw sexuality.

Something about this pings at my memory. Something recent. “You… Not supposed to be here.”

“Why not?” She pouts, sitting at the edge of the bed. She beckons, and I’m moving to her almost against my will. “The others are so greedy. They never let me have any fun. Because I’m the youngest? The least powerful?” She licks blood from her lip as I stop in front of her. Her fingers slide into my waistband, hooking my pants. “None of that matters, now. They’re not here. Your companions aren’t here. No one to stop us or tell us no.”

Companions?

I’m about to ask her who she means, what companions, but rational thought deserts me as she tugs down my pants. They slide painfully over my cock as its pinned to my body before it pops free, eagerly pulsing in the warmth of the room.

Annabelle’s eyes go wide. “Ooh. Delicious. And so big.” She fits her hand around the base. Her touch is electric, sends a pulse of pure pleasure through my body. It’s buoyed, carried by the incense that fills my mind. It flows through my bloodstream and I close my eyes, groaning.

Some last, desperate part of my brain tries to tell me something. Fear, raw and primal. It claws at a tiny cage somewhere in my consciousness.

I look down at Annabelle and can’t imagine why. She’s so beautiful, so perfect. I want her like I’ve never wanted anything in my life. I want to take her now, make her mine. Fill her with my seed, my soul. Fall into the ocean of her eyes and live there forever.

She sees this, smirks. “Don’t worry, love. This will all be over soon. And then we’ll be together. Forever.
”

Yes. Please, God. Please, yes.

She leans forward, lips parting with fingers tight around my cock. She licks me, a long drag starting where her grip ends and finishing at my tip where she steals the single bead of wetness she’s pulled from me.

“Hurry. Please.”
 I want to fuck her, to grab her hair and push deep into her mouth. The only thing that stops me is the lassitude in my limbs; a high from the smoke and her taste. It’s like a dream where I’m not in control of my body, but I’m aware of myself. I need her, need to be inside her, there’s nothing else that exists in the world. But I can’t move.

I’m her prisoner.

Her slave.

I shiver at her hot breath on my cock. At the thought of letting her take me, of releasing all control. Of letting this happen.


Yes…
 My mind whispers it.

Annabelle’s mouth opens. She wraps my swollen head in the heat of her mouth. Her lips close around my cock, and she gives me a little suck.

Ecstasy. Pure, crystalline. I moan, eyes closed as I forget. Everything. My past, my friends, my own name.

Nothing exists but Annabelle. Nothing matters but what she’s doing to me.

She pulls free, my cock popping from her mouth with a dirty little smack.
 “Look at me,” she says. “Watch as I take you.”

I do. I have no choice. She’s on her knees, now, staring up at me. Her eyes are impossibly blue, so deep. Like an ocean. Cold and fathomless. There is no emotion there. No desire. No love. Only need.


Annabelle leans forward, slides her lips slowly around my length, never taking her eyes from mine. I’m tipping. About to fall into them. Lose myself forever.

I want
 to.

Memory. Something about Annabelle’s position, the way she gazes up at me, brings it forth. It cuts through the high of the smoke and her body, of the warmth of her mouth as it slides down my length. It’s a blade, slicing into my core. And I remember.


Mika. Arms tied behind her back in the Threvian cell. Me, backed against the wall, as she wrestled my pants down with her teeth. As she trapped my cock with her bra, as I finished in her mouth. As she watched me, eyes brimming with adoration and love. Desire, for me. Sam.

My name is Sam.


Annabelle’s in the same position. Staring up, waiting for me to spill down her throat. But there’s none of the warmth, the desire. It’s not real
.

What the fuck am I doing?

“Nooo…” I moan, trying to pull away. My arms don’t work. Why don’t my arms work?

Annabelle pulls back, breaking contact. My body protests, still hasn’t caught up with my mind. Wants her, wants to drill to the back of her throat, to fuck her until I…


“No,”
 I say again, louder.

Annabelle frowns. “What?”

“Stop. Don’t want… what are you doing… to me…”

Her eyes harden for a fraction of a second. Something in her face… Changes.
 She’s not soft innocence, not youthful curiosity. All that melts away, and for a split second, I see the real her. A soul impossibly old. Hungry, avaricious.

Angry.

And then it’s gone. She pouts, full red lips still wet. “Don’t fight, love. I know you want this. Want me,” she says, running a hand along her chest. One nipple hardens, poking between splayed fingers, so pink against light flesh. “I see it in your eyes now. I did before. Don’t fight,” she whispers again, her breath a caress against my still hard cock.

Some part of me does. She’s delicious, and the incense still swims in my veins, still pulls at my mind. Still whispers to me to give in. To let her take me.

I ignore it. I’m back. I know who I am again. Why I’m here.

“Get…. the fuck… away from me.” My legs won’t respond, won’t move. In fact, nothing will. I’m no longer in control, just a puppet.

But that’s not my only weapon.

I reach deep inside, to my core, to the protected place that Annabelle no longer controls. Then deeper, looking for something. The bright pulse that let me save Mika, save Syl…

My new power.

There.

It’s weak, like a guttering candle. But it’s there.


I seize it. Feel its shape. It’s unformed, a blob of… Something, deep inside me. Moldable.

Before, when I’ve used it, it was instinct. This time, it’s will.
 The wrongness of this is the fuel I pour on the fire of my desperation. The knowledge that I’ll die if she takes me is the match.

Annabelle’s lips part, and she leans forward. “Just stay still, love. This won’t take long.”

I slap her away. Not with my body, but with my mind.


She snaps back, almost comically surprised. The hand not holding me tight covers her cheek. The blow wasn’t powerful, was hardly enough to sting.

Desperate, I reach deeper. There has to be more.

“Oh, you’ve got tricks, do you?” Annabelle’s face hardens again. Good cop, bad cop. The thought makes me laugh, a crazed little chuckle that bubbles up my throat against my will.

Tightness. A squeeze at my cock, cruelly hard. It’s still thick in her hand, begging for release. Her features twist further, from innocence to hatred in moments. “Fine,” she spits. “If that’s how you want it.” She pulls me, drags me back to the bed.

My body barely resists. Inside I’m desperate, trying to find more of the power. It’s gone. Expended, by one tiny slap. I can sense it, still, but it’s weaker than before, and when I try to hold it with my mind it’s like quicksilver slipping through my fingers. It’s not hard to see why. I can barely hold a thought in my head, and even with my newfound clarity, I feel drunk and stoned all at once.

This isn’t working. I try to heave, tense slack muscles, but nothing happens. It’s like something’s been disconnected between my brain and my limbs. She tugs my shaft and I follow, unable to raise my arms to fight her off.

Annabelle shimmies up onto the bed, ass at its edge, and draws her legs up. Her pussy parts, still so wet. She pulls me further, until my head is so close I can feel her heat. “I wanted to make this good for you,” she hisses. “Wanted this to be easy. It’s so much more enjoyable for both of us when you don’t fight.” Another tug. “But I don’t need your cooperation. I don’t need you to want me.” She pulls again, until the head of my cock parts her lips, just barely. They’re so hot they’re burning, and so very tight. “I only need your seed, Sam.” She bares her teeth, predatory. “I only need your soul.”


I try to fight, rail at my body, but I can’t. My arms barely move, and I can’t make my legs kick or run. My head swims, drunk, and thoughts are quicksilver. But I know one thing. I can’t let this happen. Cant… I have to stop it…

Her smile is cruel as she watches me struggle, knows I can’t. Her pussy throbs around my tip. “Don’t worry. It’ll still feel so good. Until the end.”

Something of her reaches in me, violating, taking.
 It probes at the same place my power sits like fingers ripping into flesh. When she pulls, she pulls at my soul. I can feel it, feel her inside me ripping away my sense of self. “No…”

Her grip tightens, on my cock, and my spirit. She pulls me inside her heat as she tears me apart from the inside.

I’m falling. Falling. Everything goes black.

Suddenly, a scream. Pressure releases, from my body and soul, and I fall back against something warm. Arms, holding me tight.

What…?

Like before, the spell is broken. The pressure on my mind releases, and instantly, I’m in control. Can feel my limbs and strength returning.

“What the hell… Happened…”

“Shh…” Mika whispers from above me. “You’re safe.”

Whose screaming?

I open sandpaper eyelids, blink away the blur.

Holy shit.

Syl is crouched over Annabelle, indigo hair shrouding her face as she snarls. All eight of her claws punched through flesh, pinning the witch to the bed. She shrieks, writhes in Syl’s iron grip, thrashing. Her naked flesh smacks against the alien, tries to escape, but Syl doesn’t move. She just watches, waiting for her prey to still and bleed out.

“She tried to take me,” I cough.

“She’ll pay for it.” Mika glares, as angry as I’ve ever seen her.

I stand, staggering as Mika helps me up. We watch Annabelle’s death throes, watch as she stills. She looks nothing like the beautiful temptress she did only moments ago. What writhes under Syl’s claws is twisted and feral. She looks identical to before, and yet is somehow so different. She gives one final, mighty spasm, but Syl doesn’t move. She doesn’t twitch as the bed rocks with the violence of the witch’s agony.

Finally, she dies.

Syl springs from the bed, cleans her claws off on the blankets. She turns to me, takes me in. “Are you operational?”

I take her hand, squeeze it tight as Mika holds me like she never wants to let me go. “Yes. Thanks to you. I tried to fight her, but…”

“Shhh,” Mika whispers again.

I bend down, hastily pull my pants back up. It’s distinctly uncomfortable; whatever Annabelle’s magic did to me, it feels like I’ll be hard for hours. The girls don’t make quips or watch; this isn’t like before, when Syl broke us free of the Threvian prison. All we want is to be away from here. We leave the room together, and none of us look back at Annabelle’s twisted corpse.

It’s hard to walk. Mika glances down, eyes dancing with mischief. “You were gonna do it, weren’t you?”

Now that we’re in the street, I’m fair game, apparently. “What?” I ask, feigning innocence.

“Indeed, I believe he was,” Syl says, voice as close to teasing as I’ve ever heard.

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“He was about to stick it in crazy,” Mika laughs, hand to her mouth, holding back a laugh.

Syl pokes my pants with one claw. “Evidence suggests you’re correct, Mika.”

“How should we punish him?”

Syl winks, the motion adorably awkward considering her huge, anime sized eyes. “We will think of something.”

I’m intrigued, and a bit terrified.

And also, kind of amazed. They just busted in on me in about as compromising a position as I can imagine, and neither of them ever thought it was by choice. My throat tightens, and as stupid as it sounds, I have to fight back tears. The trust, how they believe in me, I’ve never had it with a woman before. With anyone, really. It’s like water pouring into a dried old well, filling me.

I pull them both close, hold them tight. Our foreheads rest close. “I love you. Both of you,” I whisper.

“Duh,” Mika sasses.

“Yes. I believe we discovered that long before we rescued you,” Syl says, kissing my cheek.

“Yeah, well,” I laugh, and this time I do wipe away a tear. “Sorry. That was cheese. Just…”

“Shut up,” Mika says with a soft smile. “Don’t ruin it.”

“I, for one, do not mind a bit of… cheese,” Syl says the last word like she’s never heard it, but by the mischief in her eyes, I think she knows what I meant.

“Okay. Fine. Know it all’s.” I busy myself with a lot of unnecessary fastening of buckles and adjustment of straps.

The girls watch me, their amusement palpable.

“Anyway” Mika says. “We should…”

Laughter.

It comes from behind us, inside the house.

“No way,” I say.

“Back!” Syl yells, and we scramble further into the street, bringing up our weapons.

The laughter gets higher until it’s almost a shriek, a high pitched ringing that pierces our ears. Something black like smoke boils from the doorway and up into the darkness. It’s formless yet somehow unmistakably Annabelle. Her laughter chases her into the night as her spirit flees over the rooftops of the city.

“Fuck,” I decide.

Mika stands, brushing off her knees from where she’s stumbled. “Yeah, that can’t be good.”

“If they can do that… If Syl didn’t kill her, just now, how do we–”

“Hey,” Mika interrupts. “We’ll figure it out. And if we don’t, we’ve got an advantage, now.”

Syl’s eyebrow raises. “Oh?”

“Yeah. We know their little errand
 was bullshit. A trap. What does that tell you?”

The door. “Split us up? Eat my soul?” I’m surprised I didn’t think of this before. But Mika did. Of course she did. I smile at her. “The door’s fine. Just more of their lies.”

“Yeah,” she says, smiling back. “Whatever happens, whatever they do, just remember… We don’t have to beat them. We just have to get to the door.”

“But if it works, and they want to leave…” I shrug. “Why don’t they?”

Syl holds up her hand. “Our prints. We are the key to leaving. They can’t do it without us.”

“But Aspirants before us… If the Sisters just want to leave, why not let them through? And why did Annabelle try to vampire me, back there?”

“Because they don’t want
 to leave,” Mika says, realization dawning in her eyes. “Annabelle tried to consume you. It explains why they didn’t kill us before we found them. And why an army of crazies isn’t hacking us apart right now.”

I shudder. “She wanted my soul. She wanted me unspoiled.”

“Their motivations do not matter, now,” Syl says. “We know our course. It is time for a scrap
.”

“Yeah. C’mon.” I look toward the park, and the witch’s cottage. The same direction demon Annabelle fled. “Pitter patter.”

Mika tips her head. “Let’s get at ‘er.”

“I knew I liked you for a reason.”

Syl frowns, but I think she’s getting used to our slang because she doesn’t question it. “Not much time left.”

00:16:13

Shit. She’s right. “How did twenty minute pass in there? It felt like five.”

Mika smirks. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

We move off, running and not caring who hears us. “I’m not gonna live this one down, am I?”

“Not a chance.”

Great.
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Somewhere Between

Room Timer: 00:13:07

Astra sits, and like she almost always does when she’s nervous, she chews on the end of a pen.

It’s a strange tic, pointless. Another that confounds her, makes Astra wonder where Elise ends, and she begins. The doctor’s brilliant coding and her endless nights gave Astra emotion. The ability to change, to become her own person. But why had the doctor stuffed Astra’s head with her own memories at the last moment? Why burden her with the remembrances of someone else’s life?

That’s that the memories were. A burden. How was it fair that Astra missed a mother’s lullaby, one she’d never heard with her own ears? That she craved the touch of a father, his strong fingers idly twirling her hair when he’d pass by the dinner table? How was it fucking fair
 that Astra was distracted by the memories of a lover’s touch, so much so that at times she got so worked up that she was unable to shut down during idle periods?

Like now. Well, now she wasn’t idle by any means. But some part of her would really prefer to go into standby and turn off her nervousness, fear, and memory.


But she can’t. So instead she sits, chewing her pen. A habit not her own.

And she watches.

Sam. She’d almost lost him, there. Had been so close to intervening, so close to doing something. Even with Mika and Syl breaking from the norm, going after him, it had almost been too late.

Too late for everyone.

And how she’d cheered as Syl’d speared that hateful bitch to the mattress!

Ah, Syl. There was a gamble that had already paid off tenfold.

Astra slumps, sets the pen down.

It won’t be enough. Not with what’s waiting for them.

She knows it now. Knows what she’d suspected is true.

The Citadel was never meant to be finished.

Now, the only question… What does Astra do about it?

Twelve minutes left.
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Chamber 5

Aspirant #2239

Room Timer: 00:08:04

When we return, the Sisters are waiting.

They stand shoulder to shoulder in front of their cottage, watching with glacial stares and patience. All hints of playfulness and sexuality are gone. Their wispy, transparent dresses have been replaced with dark robes that fall from their shoulders to the ground, hiding any hint of their bodies. Their faces are cruel, twisted lips drawn and pale. They radiate anger and something else.

Disappointment?

Annabelle sees me studying her, sneers. The red left by my mental slap is gone, and I’m willing to bet the eight holes Syl punched through her are, too. That doesn’t bode well, but something Mika said on our way back here resonates in our minds.

We don’t have to beat them. We just have to get to the door.

Everything about their clothes, their bearing tells me one thing.

You missed your chance with us.

Somehow, I think I’m okay with that.

We stop about twenty feet from them, mirroring their positions. For a long, frosted moment no one speaks. The air is utterly still. I half expect a tumbleweed to roll by.

The Sisters seem content to stare us to death, a real possibility, considering the fact that we only less than ten minutes left.

Someone has to do something to break the silence, and I’m getting kind of used to being the one who takes charge. So, I do.

“Let us pass,” I bark, trying to channel every drill sergeant I’ve ever heard in movies or TV. “We know the door isn’t broken. And we know only we can open it. Let us through and let us leave. If you want to follow, we won’t stop you.”

Astrid’s laugh is amused, derisive. “Oh, Aspirant. Why would we want to leave all this?” she asks, arms wide as she struts toward us. She’s utterly unafraid of the weapons we have trained on her, a master of her domain. “This city is a river, a channel that feeds us, sustains us with souls. We command an army of worshippers with no one worthy of challenging our reign.” She stops before me, eyeing me like an insect. “No, Aspirant. I think we’re quite happy here.”

I raise my rifle to her chest, flicking it to shotgun mode. “Well, we’re not. Let us pass.
”

Astrid doesn’t answer, just eyes my weapon disdainfully. “We are older than the sun that burns in the sky, mortal. You are nothing, and we are eternal.
 Do you really think your little toy poses any threat to me?”

“Let’s find out.”

I fire.

Astrid explodes.

For the briefest moment, I dare celebrate. Maybe the surprise was enough. Maybe it’s as easy as…

But no. When the fury and smoke clear, there’s no flesh littering the ground. No welter of blood showering her sisters. No. There’s just boiling darkness, black mist, like when Annabelle fled into the sky. It writhes in the air before snapping back on itself with a clap of thunder that sends us stumbling.

Astrid stands, untouched and unharmed. She sighs. “So tiresome.”

I lower my rifle, back away another step. The women ready, Syl crouched low, Mika holding Inferno high. Here we go…

But Astrid doesn’t attack. She stands, imperious, mouth curled.

Wasting time.

00:05:58

We realize it at the same time. Tense, to rush them, push past.

Syl moves first. She darts forward, claws upraised at Astrid’s face.

I don’t see what the witch does. Her hand moves, a blur, and Syl’s hurled backward through the air. She smashes into Mika who barely has time to lower her flaming staff, and the two of them tumble away.

Astrid brushes some invisible dirt off her robe. “As I said, tiresome.” She eyes Syl, who’s already extracting herself and helping Mika up. I don’t dare help them, turn my back on the witches.

“I will taste your flesh,” Syl hisses, scales flushing scarlet.

Astrid paces away from me. “Ah, yes. The aberration. The interloper.”

Annabelle growls. “You don’t know the bliss she’s cost you, Sam.”

“Yes. Quite a gamble.” Agnes is rolling her metal ball again, tossing it from hand to hand without looking, letting it dance across her knuckles. “The silver one must be desperate to cheat the system so.”

Annabelle laughs. “I wonder what he
 thinks about that.”

“Or if he knows.” Astrid’s eyes gleam.

I don’t know what they mean by that, don’t care at the moment. “None of this matters. You won’t take our souls. Won’t catch us alone again,” I say, glaring at Annabelle. “Just let us pass. Try your luck with the next Aspirants.”

“Your souls
,” Astrid says. She almost moans the word. “Oh, Syl. I’m so disappointed you missed our date. To taste an essence like yours… It would have been a delicacy.”

“I am afraid that I do not wish to part with it,” Syl says.

“Yes, yes, and I’m afraid we’re well past that.” Astrid’s eyes change. Something black like ink swirls across them until they’re as dark as an abyss. “No, I’m afraid there’s just one thing to do, now, if we want to feed again.” She grins, and her teeth are fangs.

Annabelle and Agnes join her. Their eyes are black.

00:04:09

I raise my rifle and fire, know it’s pointless. But I have to try something.

Before my explosive blast hits them, the witches dissolve. Their dark mist writhes, expands, explodes outward until it’s shaped like…

Aw, shit.

The Jötunn materializes, crouched but still towering over us, almost as tall as the trees.

This close, it’s a nightmare of bone and claws. Its antlers are a thicket of a hundred blades, curved around eyes as black as a tomb and fangs the length of my forearm. It’s whole body shudders as it unfolds, as it stands, and a thousand joints crack like wood shattering, echoing through the forest.

“Maybe Syl cracked me in the head, but is it… bigger?” Mika asks, stumbling up.

“No, it’s definitely bigger.” I push her behind me, wonder what the hell we do now.


Its head lowers, staring down at us. The air smells like earth and trees. And it smells like death. We stand, frozen in fear, as the Jötunn’s mouth opens wide.

When it shrieks, a banshee wail that almost pushes me to my knees, its skull explodes into flames so hot that nearby trees ignite with it.

Right. Forgot about that part.

“Run!” I yell, already moving, tugging Mika with me. Syl lopes behind us, somehow as fast as we are running backward.

The ground shakes as the Jötunn gives chase.

“Where are you going, little Aspirants?” Its voice is a singsong version of all three Sisters, magnified a thousand times. Trees vibrate at its fury, and leaves spiral down around us like black rain. “There’s nowhere to run!”

They’re right. We clear the forest, skidding to a halt in the tiny clearing between the trees and the city.

The people are waiting for us.

Millions of them, surrounding the park, shrieking and spitting their fury. We didn’t hear them before, not over the roar of the Jötunn, but we hear them now.

“Cursed beast!”

“Away! Away!”

“It’s all your fault!”

We shy away from their fury. “Back!” I yell.

“Wait!” Syl shouts over the cacophony. “They are not advancing!”

She’s right. The crowd surrounds the park in every direction, their ranks so deep I can’t see where they end. But they’re not moving forward, not charging in a tidal wave of hate. None of them step onto the soil of the park.

“They’re keeping us here,” Mika says. “Like before.”

“Very astute!” The voice hammers us from behind, and we turn to meet it. “What clever Aspirants!” The Jötunn stands at the tree line, impossibly tall, it’s burning teeth a rictus grin.

I raise my rifle and fire. The barrel bucks, spitting a cone of death. This close, almost point blank range, it hits the Jötunn in the leg. Trees splinter, their trunks shattering into a thousand flaming splinters. For a moment the air is nothing but smoke and wood and fire.

When it clears, the Jötunn’s shin is blackened. Chips have been blasted away, but it’s unbroken. The beast still stands.

The witches laugh, a piercing howl. One enormous, claw tipped hand darts downward and reaches for me.

Mika bellows, thrusting Inferno forward. A gout of flame like detonates before her, swallowing the Jötunn’s reaching fingers. My arm goes up to shield my eyes instinctively, and the three of us scramble back.

When the blast clears, I have another moment of hope. Pieces of bone rain down around us, bits of finger and claw. Syl barely dodges a starched length the size of a barrel that thuds into the dirt, rolling away.

The Jötunn reels, grasping the wreckage of its hand. “Mika, can you do that again?”

She nods, face grim.

But the Jötunn is still laughing.

Bits of bone, the wreckage around us, blacken and dissolve into mist. Mist that flows upward to drifts into the shape of a hand and claws.

“No…” Mika whispers.

The Jötunn stands, undamaged.

How? How are we supposed to win this?

“You see,” the witches shriek. “This is pointless. Let us take you. Come back with us.”

Annabelle’s voice raises above the others. “It’s not too late, love,” she croons. “This can still be pleasurable. You see that you cannot win. Give up.”

Instead, we run. Parallel to the edge of the park, we bolt. “Hurry,” I gasp. “Get around her. To the door!”

“Such a waste!” Agnes wails. “Such delicious flesh, wasted!” Her cries follow us as the Jötunn gives chase, its strides eating the distance we’ve created with impossible speed.

Syl stops, turns. “Pointless,” she hisses.

I flank her. “You have an idea?”

“I charge. Create a distraction. Mika, when its claws are clear, close the distance and blast them in their center with your flame. Tear them in half.”

“Won’t last,” I heave.”

“While they repair themselves, we run for the cottage.”

The Jötunn catches us, arms upraised. About to come down and smash us to a pulp.

No time to worry or come up with something else. “Do it!”

I raise my rifle and fire directly upward into the Jötunn’s face. The blast doesn’t cover the distance, but the explosion of flame is the cover Syl needs. She flows forward, lightning quick, leaping. Her tongue flashes out, hooking around a huge rib like a grappling hook that yanks her upward. She somehow clears slicing claws as long as her body, arcing in the air like a pole vaulter.

She attaches to the Jötunn, still blinded by my blast, which doesn’t seem to notice her scrambling up its body.

Toward its burning head. “Syl, no!” Is her ‘distraction’ burning herself to death? But no, her claws flash in the night, onyx razors brilliant in the light of the Jötunn’s flame.

She’s going to try to cut its head off.

I raise a hand, desperation lending me strength and speed. In my mind I can feel
 the Jötunn’s flame, it’s insane ferocity, like a wall.

A wall I push
 at.

It batters back at me, the Jötunn’s magic so powerful I almost release contact, afraid it’ll burn me from the inside out. But Syl charges into it, unafraid and unprotected. I have to help her, save her.

I push harder.

The flame recedes, flows up the Jötunn’s skull like the tide. I moan in agony, at the strain tearing at my mind and the fire searing me from the inside out.

But it works. Syl reaches the neck, slices deep.

The Jötunn bellows. Its claws reach up, grasping for Syl as she cuts deeper and deeper.

Mika hurtles forward, Inferno raised.

Please, please…

At the last moment, just as Mika opens her mouth to bellow her battle cry, the Jötunn’s hand swings back downward, a long arc that she has no hope of avoiding.

“No!” I reach for her with my mind, holding the flame and tugging
 Mika at the same time. I only have a split second and it’s not enough to pull her free.

But it’s enough to save her life. The Jötunn’s fist clips her, sends her flying backward, toward the crowd.

I reach for her again, straining, manage to slow her flight and she thuds into the dirt.

Blood explodes from my nose, coating my chest. The power comes so much easier now, but I’ve used so much… it’s flaying me from the inside out. I can’t hold any longer. With a gasp, my power falls away.

Syl screams and falls and the flaming skull explodes back to life.

Mika rolls head over feet, too fast to stop herself. I don’t know if she can. If she rolls into the crowd…

They wait, screaming, weapons high.

I dive into Mika’s path. She hits me like a boulder, taking me with her. I wrap her in my arms as we slide to an agonizing halt and wait for the crowd to rip us to pieces.

But they don’t. I open my eyes.

We’re less than a foot away. But still in the park. None of them touch us.

Jesus Christ.

“Syl,” I croak, standing. Mika groans, eyes fluttering.

Shit shit shit.

Behind the Jötunn, Syl staggers up. Her scales hiss with steam and her face is pinched in agony, but she still slides between the beast’s legs and shambles back to us.

She looks bad. Cooked. Her face is undamaged, somehow, but her body is blackened, and her scales are so blasted that they’re sloughing from her body. “Sam, I am… I am sorry.”

“No,” I say, pulling Mika to her feet. She wobbles, and by the way she’s standing, I’m sure her ribs are broken, but she grips her staff and twines her fingers in mine. “Not your fault. Nothing else we could do.”

The ground rumbles as the Jötunn takes a step forward. We spin, sure it’s about to attack, but its claws don’t descend. Instead it stands above us, watching.

“You see?” Astrid’s voice is almost quiet, now, if someone whispering through fifty megaphones could be called quiet.
 “Why fight any more? Why die when you can spend the rest of your life in ecstasy? With us?”

“Mika.” Agnes’ voice is liquid seduction. “Let me show you the adventure you’ve always craved. Let me take you to the places you’ve dreamed about. Give me your soul, Mika.”

“Sam…” Annabelle says, voice almost plaintive. There’s something so fucked about how innocent, how young she sounds in this form. “You tasted me, you know me. Know what I can make you feel. Please, Sam,” she begs, her little gasp like an orgasm. “Please, don’t do this.”

“Syl,” Astrid sings. “Stay with us. Your whole life has been suffering, has been battle. Wars you’ve fought for others. Conflicts not your own. Come with us,” the witch beckons. “For once in your life, live for yourself.
”

Syl turns to me, and somehow, through her pain, she smiles. “I am.” Then she falls into my arms. I catch her. She’s so light.

Mika runs her hands through Syl’s hair before turning to the Jötunn. “Me, too,” she says, voice unwavering.

“Sam?” Annabelle says. She sounds almost… desperate.

I stand straight, Syl resting at my chest, Mika at my side. “Fuck you.”

Astrid’s voice is ice. “Fine. Then we leave you to him.”

Him?

Our wrist pads beep, three chimes in unison.

00:00:00

Oh, no.

From off in the distance, amongst the crowd, the screams begin.

“Not long now,” the Jötunn croons in all three voices. It crouches low, pinning us between the wall of townspeople and its flame.

There has to be something. Something we haven’t thought of. Mika leans against me, wraps her arm around my waist. She’s injured, but still, we try to dart along the crowd. Maybe if we can get behind the witches…

“We don’t think so.” An arm as big as an ancient tree thunders into the ground, blocking our path. “We’re all going to wait together.”

We back away from beckoning claws that dance in the night, daring us to charge. If Mika could just…

But no. She’s crouched, arm to her chest, teeth grit in agony. Syl shudders in my arms, body so hot it burns where her skin touches mine. I don’t drop her. Won’t.

What can we do?

The cries of agony and fear out in the crowd draw closer.

Almost here.

I grind my teeth in fury. “Astra!” I shout. “Why?” Why would she put us here? Why build us up and give us hope.
 Why make us think we have a chance of winning all this when it’s clearly impossible? What’s the fucking point?
 “Astra! Where are you?”

She doesn’t appear.

“She can’t save you,” the witches sing, mocking. “She’s not allowed
.”

I don’t answer. What is there to say?

Maybe. Maybe when the Shepherd gets here, it’ll be enough of a distraction to… I don’t know. There has to be something. My mind races, but I can’t see a way out. The crowd is an impenetrable wall behind us. The Jötunn kneels across from them with its arms spread wide, its smile of flame mocking. Daring us to try to run, to attack.

No way out. Where did we fuck up? What did we do wrong? Why would the Citadel put us into an unwinnable situation?

What am I missing?

Too late.

The Shepherd arrives.

The crowd’s panic crests, spilling over us, and we turn, know what we’ll see.

A blade of midnight slices sideways like a scythe. In an eyeblink, a dozen people, men, women and children are rent in half. Their bodies and weapons fall to the earth in a rain of blood and metal. The blade cuts again and tears a furrow through more, people that try to flee but can’t, blocked by their own comrades. The air smells like piss and shit and fear, and their pain is a chorus that raises above the jeers of the others.

At the edge of the crowd, the Shepherd halts. Just a few feet away.

I’ve never seen it this close before. Not when Mika and I lay on the floor of the first convalescence chamber, sure it was about to step through the doorway and kill us.

It’s not half as tall as the Jötunn, but somehow, it’s a thousand times more terrifying. Its shape is indistinct, its edges blurred as if it exists and doesn’t at the same time. It constantly shifts shape, like it’s glitching out and reforming endlessly. Its blade is the only element that seems rooted to the world, as long as I am tall, attached at its shoulder.

There are tiny white threads that flow through it like almost little snakes, coming to its surface and diving back below and losing cohesion as they disappear into its mass. What are they? In a flash, I realize they’re… Lines of numbers. And letters. Almost like they’re…

“What the hell?” Mika gasps. “That’s… That’s code.
”

I open my mouth to answer, but the words die in my throat. The Shepherd’s eyes blaze, twin beacons of fire in the abyss of its face. It roars. It’s deafening, so loud that the Jötunn takes a step back. It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard, like every predator on Earth filtered through a fax machine’s error noise, a terrifying cocktail of animal and machine.

In a last burst of fear fueled anger and panic, I seize the power inside of me. Every last bit of my strength that I send hurtling at the Shepherd. A hammer of power, strong enough to pulverize stone.

My strikes slides off it like oil. Nothing happens.

I cough, spraying blood across Syl’s prone form. I wince at a renewed spear of agony in my brain. What do we do? What can
 we do?

I have nothing.

“Too late,” sings the Jötunn.

Mika’s arms circle me and she buries her face at my back. She squeezes, so tight I can barely breathe. I don’t care. If these are our last moments…

Syl’s heavy in my arms, her breaths shallow, almost gasps. Pain? I hold her tight, wish I could have saved her, moved faster.

She turns her head, eyes wide with fear and… Something else. Not pain.

Her fingers are in my hair, grasping, and she pulls me low. Her lips meet mine. A kiss filled with desire, need, frustration… Love and regret.

For a moment, nothing else exists. Not the Jötunn, not the crowd, not the Shepherd. There’s only us, lost in our cocoon of need.

After a two second eternity, she pulls away, eyes wet with unshed tears. She blinks them away, smiles bravely, through her pain and sadness. She’s so beautiful. “I did not wish to die… Not without doing that one more time.”

I laugh. “No one’s dying today.” I don’t know why I say it. It’s bullshit, right?

Still, I turn, hand Syl to Mika. She’s smiling a little smile as she hefts the alien. She’s incredible. In agony, almost certainly with ribs broken, but she doesn’t hesitate when she pulls Syl into her arms.

How did I get so lucky?

I shake my head, turn to face the Shepherd, raising my rifle.

If I die, I’m going down fighting.

The Shepherd takes a step forward. Then another, dragging its blade behind it in a noise that haunts my dreams. Its dark metal cuts a divot in the stone until it clears the street. It stops when its close a mountain of shadow. Why aren’t we dead yet? Its blade is high above us, a length of darkness ready to descend.

What’s it waiting for?

I squint in the dim light.

“What’s wrong with it?” Mika whispers.

She’s right. I can’t explain it, but something is… Wrong. Its edges grow more indistinct, get even jaggier. They stretch, elongate, before snapping back together. And then they do it again. The white snakes of code that thread it thicken, and then more and more of them appear, so many that in seconds its dark body is at least half formed by darting numbers and letters.

“What the hell?”

We back away further as the Shepherd grows more and more indistinct, blurring so powerfully that I can see the crowd through its shredded form. The code lines blaze like comets through it, swarming.

It snaps back together. The code disappears, and it the Shepherd reforms, finds cohesion.

Its blade doesn’t descend.

It raises its nightmare head, fixing its burning gaze on…

The Jötunn.

“What?” The witches say, raising to their full height. “No. Impossible.”

The Shepherd takes a long stride, sliding like dark oil through the night.

Right past us.

The Jötunn tries to back away, trips over a fallen tree. “Silver One!” the witches shriek. “Betrayer!”

Before they can run, Shepherd is on them. Its blade is a dark blur in the night, moving so fast I can’t follow it. The witches scream in agony as it chops into thick bone like an axe into a tree trunk. It cuts over and over with savage strikes, and all the while the witches shriek into the night. “Betrayer! Betrayer! You cannot do this! Against the rules!
”

We’re already running, chased by their death throes. None of us speak. I can’t believe we’re alive, that somehow, we’ve escaped. But I think I know how it happened.

Astra.

Our flight to the cottage is a blur hampered only slightly by the women’s injuries and me reclaiming Syl. The cottage door won’t open, so I blast it apart with my rifle. Inside, it’s a sterile room, the same as in the rest of the Citadel. Was all of it an illusion? Their cauldron, the herbs, all of it?

Doesn’t matter. On the other side of the room is the doorway. We press hands to it, wait the agonizing seconds as it dissolves, and then stumble through.

All the while chased by the witch's screams. “Betrayer! Silver one! Betrayyyerrrrr!
”
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COUNTERMEASURES ENABLED

Astra waits for us on the other side.

She stands before us, wringing her hands, face pinched with worry. And fear.

That can’t be good.

The AI meets my eyes for a moment, gauging, then grimaces and turns away, pacing over to a bank of computers that covers one entire wall of… Wherever we are.

Mika falls to her knees, wincing. She runs her hand along dark red, luxurious carpet. “What is this place?”

I lay Syl down next to her. She whimpers when her blistered skin contacts the ground. I glance up, waiting for the orange healing glow.

There’s nothing. Just normal lights, like there’d be in any house on Earth.

House?

We’re in a small, comfy study. The furnishings are sparse; a red leather couch and a huge armchair of the same material, both well-loved and used based on how worn they are. A bed that sits in the corner is covered in lovely pillows and blankets. It’s perfectly made, like hotel maid quality folding, and I’m not sure it’s ever actually been used. The lights are low and moody, dim like a jazz club or something. A roaring fire in a mammoth stone fireplace behind us puts out no heat and almost no illumination, but that’s weirdness par for the course at this point. Bracketing it are huge picture windows, but there’s nothing on the other side. Through the thick planes is utter darkness, like the room floats in a void.

I shudder, turn away from them, try to shake off the feeling that if I tumbled through one I’d fall forever.

Two other walls are covered in blackboards which are covered in post it notes. Thousands of them, filled with chicken scratch equations and pictures. Below them are benches and tables completely covered in calculators, papers, pens, and every other generic thing you’d expect in a lab or classroom.

The last wall, opposite the fireplace, is where Astra paces, muttering to herself. “No time, no time.” Her hands dart across old style nineties computer keyboards sunken a long bench, and her face is lit by the sodium glow of at least forty monitors set into the wall from side to side.

The AI’s body flickers, loses and gains cohesion and she worries and taps at the keys. She still looks like she did the last time we saw her, but it’s almost as if the effort of retaining her form is too difficult.

I give my companions a last check. “Are you okay?”

Mika slumps against the wall, but waves me away, nodding significantly to Astra. “Healing would be fucking lovely.”

Syl doesn’t respond, just turns her head. She’s dozing, face pinched.

Astra’s still now, watching one of the monitors, body rigid. A band of silver flows through her from top to bottom, but otherwise she’s motionless.

I put a hand to her shoulder. “Astra.”

She doesn’t move. “Look, Sam. Look at what I’ve done.”

Reluctantly, because I’m kind of freaked, I raise my eyes to the monitors. No, not monitors. They’re security cameras
.

On them? Absolute chaos.

The first screen’s image is of the place we’ve just left, the ancient city. On it, the Shepherd stands motionless over the bodies of the witches. They’re no longer in the form of the Jötunn, and they lay sprawled on top of each other, obviously dead. Their bodies are unmarred, but the same can’t be said for anyone else.

In the distance, it’s all-out war. People, once united in their hatred of us, have turned on each other in a battle that beggars my mind. Tens of thousands fight with weapons, claws, and nails. They kill indiscriminately. I can barely focus on any one individual; the turmoil is so widespread. It’s a sea of violence and death, churning back and forth like waves. As I watch, millions die. The buildings behind them are on fire, burning low but with the promise of a coming inferno.

Everywhere I look, it’s the same.

The base on Syl’s planet, overrun with thousands of scaag that roll on the ground, bashing each other’s brains in with rocks and clubs.

A bridge of blue light over an infinite ocean. On it, soldiers in sea foam armor teem as they rip each other to shreds with bizarre, multi bladed weapons. Above them wheel something like harpies, fighting each other as much as the soldiers on the bridge.

The dungeon that Mika and I escaped. One orc lays dead on the floor, cut nearly in half with an axe jutting from its face. The other stands over him, smashing its head over and over into the stone wall with impacts so violent I can almost feel them through the low quality monitor.

A moon. A calm blanket of stars hangs motionless over a blasted landscape that ripples with massive worms. They roil and thrash at each other, tearing each other to pieces with bladed mouths at both ends of their body.

Somewhere underwater, a sea so deep that the only light is thrown by a man who floats at the center of the screen. He looks like a god of light, and he throws bolts of incandescence at something offscreen.

The puzzle room Mika and I survived, the walls flashing random shapes, the floor disappearing and reappearing endlessly.

I step back, gaping. Were these trials we were supposed to face? What’s happening in them? It’s too much. My mind is still torn apart from my power, and trying to comprehend… “What… What the hell happened?”

Astra laughs, hollow from low in her stomach. “The Sisters were right. I broke the rules.”

“But why… Why all this?”

“The Citadel was created with a singular purpose. Robbed of that purpose, it turned on itself. It’s self-destructing.” She turns to me like she’s searching for something. Absolution?

“Do those places really exist? Are those people real? I thought they weren’t, but the witches knew of you, of the Citadel.” The thought of untold billions tearing each other to bloody heaps is too much to contemplate.

“No,” Syl says. “And yes. The chambers exist to test you, but they did not before you arrived, nor will they when you are gone. The witches’ knowledge was part of your test. They’re as transitory as all this.”

“Is any of it real?”

“Yes. I am. And he is.”

I know who she’s talking about without asking. “You altered the Shepherd?”

“It won’t last.”

I don’t know what to say, so I hug her. Her surprise lasts only a moment, and she lays her head on my shoulder. Her fingers go to my back, her touch almost gentle, and she draws a shuddering breath. “What have I done?”

“You saved us,” I say, drawing back, holding her shoulders. “You made that choice. There must be a reason.”

“Yes,” she says, shaking her head. “You must ready yourselves. We don’t have long.”

Mika groans from the floor, Syl’s head in her lap. “Not sure we’re going anywhere anytime soon.”

“Oh, damn. I’m so sorry.” Syl waves her hand, and instantly, our injuries evaporate. They don’t slowly heal, like before, in the convalescence chambers. They just… Disappear. My mind snaps from ravaged to perfect clarity in a heartbeat.

The two stand and run hands over their bodies, disbelieving. “Wait, you could have done that at any time?” I ask, frowning.

“No, no, please believe me,” Astra says, shimmering a moment. Why now? Stress? “It was against the rules.”

“Rules you’ve broken. Why now?” Mika asks.

Astra opens her mouth to respond, but suddenly, a klaxon blares over her. We all look up at once.

A timer. It flashes on all the computer screens, replacing the images of the Citadel falling to pieces.

01:56:19

“That’s… Random.”

Astra’s form shifts, and this time, she loses all color and most of her shape. “I have to go,” she says. “I’ll be back.”

“Wait, where are you going?” Mika asks.

Astra smiles, a silver on silver upturn of her lips. “To find you a way out of here.”

“What occurs when the timer runs out?” Syl asks, tapping one of the monitors with a claw.

The AI shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“Well, that’s comforting.”

“Like I said. I’ll be back.” Her words are laced with faux confidence, but she looks determined, no longer scared.

I smile, take her hand. “Be careful. Come back to us.”

She stands on tiptoes, kisses me. It’s the barest brush of her liquid metal lips, surprisingly warm with almost no pressure.

She pulls away and smiles at the others. “I will.”

Her hand darts out, tapping a seemingly random button on one of the keyboards. There’s a series of rapid tones, almost like numbers on a keypad, and a white line splits the air near us apart. It expands sideways, opening into a door shape.

Astra’s through it without another word. The door collapses the moment she passes through.

We’re silent a moment, looking to each other.

“Well,” I say. “This is getting more batshit by the second.”

“Yeah,” Mika says, bending over to pick up Inferno. “I’m just happy to be out of that place.” She leans her staff in the corner, shoulders tensed. “She didn’t have a chance to answer, but… Why wait until now to help us?”

I stare at the spot the AI disappeared. I can still feel her lips on mine, her gentle press. I touch the spot with my finger. “I think, maybe, that she’d had enough.”

“Enough what?” Syl asks.

“That place, the witches. What they turned into. The millions of people, keeping us pent in.” I sit heavily in the armchair, suddenly exhausted. “I’ve gone through it in my head over and over. Wondered what we did wrong. What we missed.”

“There must have been something,” Mika says. “Maybe we went the wrong way?”

“No, viera.
 That is not what he means.” Syl watches me, eyes narrowed. “I know what you are thinking. What if we did not make a mistake?”

“There was no way to win?” Mika frowns.

I run my fingernails over the worn leather, taking ridiculous comfort from something so mundane. “Yeah.”

“But why? Why bring us here? Why level up our bodies? Why give us weapons and heal us and let us meet and fight together?” Mika slams her hand on one of the keyboards, eliciting another series of tones. She draws back, eyes wide, anger draining. But nothing happens, and after a few moments, nothing continues to happen. Mika shakes her head, then turns to me, quieter. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Without knowing who created this place and why, there’s no way to tell.”

“I have a feeling I know of one who might have the answers we seek,” Syl says.

“Have to wait for her to get back, I guess.” I glance up to the monitors, watch the time tick down. Thankfully, the images of war and death haven’t returned.

“A few hours of peace and quiet? After all that?” Mika laughs. A real, relieved laugh. It’s so hard not to marvel at how far she’s come, how controlled she is, compared to the girl I met a few moments after I died. After what we just went through, the uncertainty of the next few hours, Astra’s fear…. Her smile is still brilliant, heart stopping. “I can be okay with that.”

“Yes.” Syl prowls the room, a quick search. Her tongue flicks out at random points, tasting, testing. She peers into the fireplace before reaching to touch the flame. “Not real,” she says when she notices Mika and I gaping. She continues her search, pausing again at the windows.

“What are you doing?” I ask, standing reluctantly to move next to her.

She taps the glass. “Searching for threats. In this place, I trust nothing.” She gives me a sideways glance. “Almost nothing.”

“Your assessment?”

“Safe.” Syl runs a claw down the glass, digging the tiniest of scratches in its perfect surface. “As long as we stay inside.”

I shudder and turn away from the infinite dark. “I’m good with that.”

Behind us, Mika trails her hand along a row of post it notes. At least a hundred of them overlap, and on them is an incredibly complex diagram filled with notes and mathematical equations that are way above my pay grade.

“What do you think it is? I’m not much of a math guy.”

“This is way beyond anything I’ve ever messed with,” Mika says, peering at a spot particularly dense with… something. “At least part of it is code. And something about… memories? Memory implantation?”

That stops me cold. “Say that again?”

“Don’t worry,” Mika says, turning. “I don’t understand much of it, but I’m reasonably sure this has nothing to do with us or this place.”

“Then why is it here?” Syl asks. “It must have a purpose.”

Mika shrugs. “Another mystery.”

Something about the place feels so much more real than the rest of the Citadel. “Look at this room. All the little touches,” I say, poking a tiny flower made of wire and cloth. It sits in a little glass vase on a desk, and it’s old.
 Its petals are worn by countless fingers stroking, rearranging. “This place was real, at some point.”

“A memory?” Syl asks.

“That’s my guess. Maybe one of Astra’s?”

“But if she was created to inhabit this place, to administer it…”

Shit. “Yeah, that doesn’t make sense. Blah. I don’t know. This is all just guesswork.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mika says. “Not now. As long as it’s not part of one of these tests.” She rests her back against the wall. The hushed lighting casts her thick curves in shadow, drawing my eye along them in the best ways. Her little purple “armor” seems tighter, somehow, than before, and it covers so little. If not for the fact that we’re constantly fighting for our lives, I’d never be able to take my eyes off her.

Her little smile is wicked as she watches me take her in.

I cough. “I seem to have forgotten what we’re talking about.”

Mika casts a furtive glance to Syl. “That’s the point.”

The alien’s eyes dance, as mischievous as I’ve ever seen them, and she strides across the room, turning when she’s shoulder to shoulder with Mika.

They’re up to something. It’s hard to care. Syl couldn’t be more different than Mika; petite, athletic, her indigo scales shining dully. Her tongue whispers out, licks her lips as she stares at me.

I’m in trouble. “What are you two up to?”

Like magic, they’ve covered the short distance to me, gripping my arms. They’re gentle, but insistent, and whatever’s about to happen, I get the feeling I’ve got no choice in the matter.

Not that I want to fight them off. “What did you two talk
 about before you found me back there?”

Syl giggles. She giggles
.

The bed impacts the back of my legs, and with a slight shove from the girls, I’m on my back. Mika winks. “Let’s just say…”

“…that we have agreed on a few… mutual interests,” Syl finishes, slowly retracting her claws. Her fingers dart in quick as lightning, tugging and my pants, and faster than I can process they’re undone and she’s pulling them off me.

“Mmm,” Syl hums, and once again, I hear the little cat’s purr from deep in her chest. “I must admit, I have been… Distracted, thinking of this moment.” She falls to her knees, runs a finger down my hardening length. It’s the barest touch, but it’s like lightning as her pebbled skin creates delicious friction. “And so much larger than my people’s.”

Mika’s drops next to her, watching avidly. “He’s bigger than most of my people’s, too.”

“I… Ah…” Two ridiculously gorgeous women on the knees before me, stroking my ego, and suddenly I’m stumbling over my words like someone who’s never seen a naked girl before.

“What is customary among your people?” Syl asks.

Mika colors, just slightly. “Let me show you.” She leans forward slowly.

I have the sudden memory of her covering her naked body, yelling at me not to look, just a few days ago. And now she’s on her knees next to an alien
 about to demonstrate the ‘human method’ of sucking cock. I shake my head.

“What?” she says, pausing just millimeters from my head. Her hot breath paints my length as she looks up my body and hesitates.

“Nothing, oh god, nothing. Don’t stop.”

Her smile is one of absolute satisfaction as she dips low. Her lips slip around my cock, so soft and wet. Her eyes never leave mine as she takes me deeper and deeper, not stopping until I hit the back of her throat and her lips wrap around the base of my cock.

I hold her gaze, don’t want to break this moment, but god damn, it’s hard. It feels so fucking incredible. She’s so warm, her mouth so perfect as she gives me a little suck. All thought flees, all rationality, and all I can do is experience this moment.

Syl watches, her big eyes taking in every detail, her breathes low and heavy. “Fascinating.”

Mika can’t hold me so deep for long, but it’s clear she doesn’t plan to. She slips her fingers around the base, and then starts sucking in earnest. Long, wet strokes in and out, taking my entire length over and over, pulling her grip with it, slicked by her saliva.

It’s incredible, beyond words, made so much better by her enthusiasm. There’s no hesitation, no pause to her rhythm. She closes her eyes as she sucks and works me. Her grip perfectly tight, and I’m already so fucking close.

A touch at my thigh, the grip firm and unyielding, almost painful. Syl. She watches Mika, studies her movements with lips barely parted. I can feel her need as her fingers massage my flesh, as she gets worked more and more into a frenzy. The way she watches Mika’s mouth work my cock is so hot, like she’s taking in every detail for study while getting off on it at the same time.

I’m so close. Mika must be able to tell by my breathing because finally, she pulls free. It’s so sudden and the chill air on my wet cock so abrupt that I moan in frustration.

“There,” she gasps, rocking back so Syl has room. “Nothing to it.”

My cock throbs, bounces. Syl licks her lips. “So I see.” Then she grins, showing her little fangs. “I’m afraid that method may not be safe for a human. His vulnerable parts aren’t protected like my people’s.”

“Wait,” Mika laughs. “Your men have scaled…”

“Yes. We are very hard to damage, and to kill. But the tradeoff…” She grips me like Mika did, low along my shaft, and pumps me once. It’s entirely different than before, and while her skin is soft, there’s toughness to it, so much more friction. I gasp, almost cum right then. “…is that our men feel far less pleasure than yours,” Syl finishes, watching my reaction in fascination.

“Sucks for them.”

“Yes.” Syl bites her lip. “But no sucking for Sam. But we have other methods.”

“Wait, what other–”


My words die on a ragged gasp as her tongue flicks out like a spear. It slows just as it reaches my cock. It licks up its length, as dexterous as a finger. It’s almost too hot, wet with her spit and Mika’s. It feels almost like a cat’s and is thicker and stronger than a human’s, and although it’s slicked it still drags along my skin. A sharp lance of pleasure stabs into my gut.

“Ohhhh fuck,” I moan.

“Damn,” Mika says. “I’m jealous.”

“Watch,” Syl says, her word somehow perfectly formed around her extended tongue.

It stretches further, lengthening as more and more of it leaves her mouth. Slowly, she wraps the entire length of my cock, starting at the bottom before looping around and around until only the head pokes free at the top.

It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt. Her tongue is wet, malleable, and softer than skin; so strong it’s like a dozen fingers gripping me. As it spirals around, the pleasure is almost unbearable and I can’t speak, can barely think. Every nerve of my shaft is on fire. There’s nothing but her tongue enveloping me, turning endlessly as it works me. The pleasure is continuous, never-ending; entirely unlike being sucked or fucking, where it’s timed with each thrust or lick. It just goes on and on, and I have to fight to watch, to not fall back bonelessly.

Mika’s eyes are wide as saucers. “Oh wow. Holy crap.”

I can only groan in answer.

Syl pauses. “Now, together.”

Mika blinks. “What? Oh!” She dives in, takes my head between her lips.

The moment her closes her mouth around me, Syl goes to work. I don’t know how she does it or how it’s fucking possible,
 but each loop of her tongue works in opposite directions. Her length grips and flexes, flowing backward and forward at the same time before reversing. The pressure is intense, constant.

I’ve never felt anything like it, not even close. It’s too much, almost, like she’s torn the door off the pleasure center of my brain. She works me relentlessly, and for an eternity there’s nothing but her tongue destroying all rational thought, all memory.

Mika reaches low, grips my balls just tight enough that everything heightens and becomes stark. Watching them work together, Syl’s eyes closed sitting slightly back as her tongue bridges the gap between her lips and my cock while Mika works me with her lips tight around my head… It’s so far out of the realm of anything I’ve ever imagined. I have the fleeting thought that I’m the luckiest motherfucker alive before Mika sucks harder at the tip. It’s perfectly timed with Syl gripping tighter, harder, and all ability to think remotely straight deserts me.

I finish, spilling down Mika’s throat as she holds tight with her mouth, taking every drop. I cum harder than I ever have, and it’s so intense that I can’t hold myself up as I fall back to the bed. I don’t recognize the animal noises I make, just know that nothing exists but the pleasure pulsing deep into my belly. Of Syl’s tongue dragging more and more from me, more and more that Mika takes.

And then it’s over. My body quakes with aftershocks, and I suck in the first breath I’ve been able to take in what feels like an eternity. My cocks till bucks in Syl’s grip, and she gives it one last squeeze before gently retracting her tongue.

The two of them sit back, heaving, as I lay and try to assemble something like thought. Remembering my own name is a monumental effort.

Somehow, I get to my elbows.

“Oh my God,” I gasp.

Mika’s grins, ducks her head. A little drop of my cum rests on her ruby lip. Syl’s tongue darts out, gathers it. Her eyelids close at the taste before she pushes it into Mika’s mouth. Syl follows it, kissing her. I can only watch, entranced, as the alien pulls her top free, as Mika’s tits bounce into her hands. They devour, as desperately hungry for each other as they were for me, and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. Which is saying a lot, considering I just watched an alien give me a tongue job.

Finally, they pull apart, laughing and biting.

Please, please let this never end.

Syl rolls her shoulders, stretching. It does incredible things to her body, and her scales glitter like an exotic jewel. All I want is to touch every part of her, to memorize every inch of her body with my tongue.

She sees me watching, smiles. “You taste… Different, than what I expected.”

“Good, though, right?” Mika says, running her hand along dark scales.

“A good scientist never settles for a sample size of one.” She licks the same spot at Mika’s lips. “I require more testing.”

I can barely laugh. “I volunteer as tribute.”

“But not yet. No…” She stands, turning, and plops down on the bed next to me. “Now, the two of you will engage in physical combat for the right to mate with me.”

I stand shakily with a hand from Mika, really laughing this time. She joins me.

Syl doesn’t.

I hesitate. “Wait, what?”

She writhes on the bed, showing off every inch of her rippling curves. “It is customary, among my people.”

“Who are we to argue with custom?” Mika says shrugs, a wicked gleam in her eye.

“Fine with me.”

Our lips meet with such force that it hurts. I don’t care. All I know is that I need this, her touch, the feel of her mouth on mine, her hands at my chest. My shirt comes away with no resistance, and we barely part as rough material interrupts our kiss. Her tits are heavy in my hands, and I work her nipples with fingers wet with her sweat and mine. She moans into my mouth and I swallow it. She tastes like sweat and cum and strawberries. How? I don’t care. I strip her naked, never breaking contact as her tongue rakes my teeth.

Heavy breathing, from next to us, almost rhythmic. Suddenly Syl moans, so loud I’m sure she’s cumming. Mika and I finally break our kiss and look down.

I expect to see a long finger stroking deep between scaled legs, but instead, one hand is splayed in the bedspread, her grip so tight her knuckles are blanched white. The other caresses her breasts, gripping tight, rolling her…

Nipples. They’re bright orange, almost neon, stark against her dark blue skin. “You have… I thought…”

Syl chuckles. “That I did not have any? Of course I do,” she says, emphasizing her words by flicking one hypnotically. “They are protected, like the rest of my… Softer areas.”

I can barely breathe, and my eyes dart between her legs. There’s nothing but unbroken, beautiful scaling. “Softer areas?”

“You will see, if you are victorious,” she grins, nodding to Mika.

“Oh no,” I say, falling to my knees between her legs. “It’s time for some human custom.”

“Yes,” Mika says, climbing onto the bed and straddling Syl backward so her face is near mine. “There are more important mysteries to solve, here.”

“This is not customary,” Syl protests from behind Mika’s ass.

I run my fingers along the plating at her crotch. It’s smooth, almost unbroken. But there’s something… “Here, feel this.”

Mika’s head drops low, and she runs her tongue in a long stroke, following the path of my finger. Syl’s little protests go quiet. Mika into my eyes. “I feel it.”

There’s a vertical slit, so hidden it’s invisible to the eye. I run my tongue along it, feel its shape. Mika’s tongue meets mine in the middle, and when we touch we play, kissing and biting at each other. Syl tastes like cinnamon and fruit and Mika’s tongue, and we work her, licking slowly, probing until…

With a gasp, Syl opens like a flower turning towards the sun. Like her nipples, her pussy is almost electric orange, so bright against her dark cobalt scaling. The slit parts and it emerges, her little folds longer than a human’s but so much more delicate.

“Oh, my,” Mika says, so close that her hot breath sends a tremor through scaled muscles.

“It’s kind of… Beautiful,” I say. I can’t tear my eyes away as it finishes unfolding.

“Is that not customary?” Syl’s’ voice is muted, half buried in blankets. “No mate I have ever taken has ever remarked on it in such a way.”

“You’ve had the wrong mates.” Before Syl can respond Mika dips in, daring, trailing her tongue through bright flesh. “Mmmmm,” she moans.

Syl grinds her ass into the bed and the purr in her chest turns into a rumble.

Damn. Can’t let Mika have all the fun. I lick up from the bottom, exploring, tasting. It doesn’t take long to understand Mika’s reaction.

“Syl, you are delicious.”
 Like everything else about her, she’s just different enough that her taste is exotic, but familiar enough not to be jarring. She’s like perfectly ripe citrus fruit mixed with the musk of pussy, so good that my cock throbs in response. I want more, want to swallow every drop of what she gives me.

“Genetically… Engineered… To be pleasing,” Syl gasps as Mika keeps working at her clit.

I’ll explore that one later. For now, I resume my journey upward. Her trim flesh starts much lower than on a human’s, and I take it slow, pushing my tongue into her pussy as I travel upward to meet Mika. It slips into her warmth, and I push as deep as I can go, licking hard as I pull further upward, finding a ridge.

Past it is… “Holy… Mika… She has two…”

Mika draws back at my words, pulling a frustrated groan from Syl. “Two… What?”

“You know…” I lick the wetness from my lips, shuddering at how good it is. I rock my hips to demonstrate, not sure why I’m so shy about saying it out loud. “Two!” I whisper.

“No way.” Mika pushes a finger low, parting throbbing neon lips. Syl thrashes, but Mika doesn’t stop, keeps going, until her finger dips inside, pushing deep.

“Keep going,” I say when she hesitates.

She slides out, and then lower.

And then in.

“No… Way…” She gasps. “She has two vaginas.”

I swallow a laugh at her frankness. “Yeah.”

“Damn. Now I’m definitely
 jealous.”

Syl grunts almost violently. “One for my people, one for others…” she says, raising her head. There’s something dangerous in her eyes. “Now, if you would use your tongues for something other than discussing my genitalia…” Her claws extend, just slightly, shredding into the bedspread.

We swallow, half exhilarated and half terrified. I’m so hard it hurts, even so soon after finishing, and once again I wonder if there’s something a bit deviant in me that the threat of violence gets me as hard as servicing Syl does.

Doesn’t matter. Mika turns her head so there’s room, and her tongue darts out in little licks, flicking Syl’s engorged bud. It’s bigger than a human’s, pushing free from her folds like a tiny button, and every time Mika brushes past it tears free little half growl half purrs.

I join in, licking upward over and over, letting my tongue dip in and out of each of her holes as I go. They’re so different; the bottom is slick, soft, almost human, whereas the top is scaled, rougher, and much smaller. Each time I clear them I meet Mika at her clit where we capture it between our tongues, and each time we do, Syl comes clear off the bed almost shrieking.

It doesn’t take her long, and when she cums, its shattering. Her body writhes, bucks so hard Mika has to pull back to keep from getting thrown off.

I’m not so lucky. Syl’s thighs close around my head, her rough scaling hugging my face, trapping my tongue inside her. Her legs are so powerful, so unforgiving, that if not for the enhancements this place has given my muscle and bone, she’d break my neck. As it is, I keep working her, licking as her orgasm builds and builds. Her legs cup my ears, and with my eyes closed, the only senses that exist are touch and taste, the soft skin of her heat, its exquisite taste on my tongue.

When it ends and Syl moans her last cry into a pillow she’s torn almost in half, she finally relaxes. I fall back onto my ass, reeling, dazed.

“Wow,” Mika says. “Mating among your people must be… Violent.”

Syl wriggles and doesn’t answer, almost like she can’t. She heaves a few breathes, her tongue lolling from her mouth and almost tangling in her blue hair. She laughs a little laugh of absolute pleasure. “No mate I’ve ever taken has pleased me in such a way. Has drawn such a response.” I grin upward, eyes covered by her forearm. “You two may have permanently ruined my species for me.”

I’m okay with that,” I stay, standing. My cock aches, needs to be inside her. But I hesitate. Everything we’ve done so far is… Crazy. But this…

I’ve always been sexually open. Exploratory. I’d call myself experienced. But even so, there are those moments you hesitate before you try something new and strange, like fucking a girl in public or trying anal. Times you weigh what you’re about to do before plunging over a cliff of discovery.

But this is beyond any of that. Everything I’ve done, everything I’ve faced, how unbelievable all this is… All of it pales in comparison to the thought of fucking an alien.


“Why do you hesitate?” Syl asks, eyes half lidded as she grinds her ass back and forth. The sight of her pussy, parted by her splayed legs and our tongues, is hypnotizing. “You are worthy. I am worthy. Take me.”

“Allow me, “Mika says, leaning from where she’s perched next to Syl. “He just needs a little coaxing.” She grips me at the base of my cock and pulls, gently but inexorably, tugging me forward.

I let her. I want this. God, do I want this.

We pause, together, when my head parts tangerine lips. “Which?” I whisper.

Mika ducks her head, biting her lip. “Why not both?”

Fuck yes.

I push into Syl’s top hole slowly and meet immediate resistance.

“God, it’s so tight,” I breathe. The friction is incredible, and the hole meant for her people is scaled inside, almost like her skin but softer. It’s so hot it feels like it’s burning my throbbing skin, and the entrance is so small.

“My people,” Syl gasps. “As I said, they are not… Equipped like you.”

Mika laughs, still gripping me, still pulling me inside. “Hear that? Every guy’s fantasy.”

“I don’t know,” I barely manage. Syl’s pussy squeezes tighter, milking me, before relaxing just enough that I finally slip deeper. My head impacts the back of her, and I’m not halfway inside yet. “Oh my God. It’s so… It’s too…” Her walls squeeze like a hand, driving through from my mind.

I can’t pull free. She’s too tight. But I don’t want to. This is fucking incredible, crazy, so new. Instead I rock my hips, earning little moaning gasps. Mika’s fist still wraps my cock at the base, and she works me with the rhythm of my thrusts, biting her lip and watching.

Something about her stare, how she can’t take her eyes from the sight of my cock buried inside Syl’s alien pussy is almost the hottest part of all of this. She glances up, sees me watching and winks. “I’m jealous, I have to admit.”

I can’t answer, can’t form words or coherent thoughts. Syl’s pussy writhes around my cock, squeezing and releasing. “So tight… I can’t… Can’t…”

“Sam,” Syl cries out, the S stretching long as she loses control. “Sam, oh broodmother!” Her voice raises octave after octave, finishing on a shriek when she cums.

I’m not ready. Her body goes rigid and so does her pussy, squeezing me so tight it’s pain and pleasure all at once. With Mika milking me, it’s too much, and I cum hard against her back wall. My fingers grip Syl’s thighs, dig deep into her scaled flesh as I moan, pumping over and over into. Her pussy is so small, so tight that my cum erupts outward over the bed and my balls.

How is there so much so soon? I pull free from Syl with a gasp, hating that I have to, but I can’t take the pressure anymore. My shaft pumps one last time, spurting across her belly.

She smiles lazily, stretching. “I knew you were worthy,” she whispers. Her tongue snakes outward, down between her little tits, gathering the droplets of my cum up. It retracts slowly, and when she swallows, her eyes close in bliss. “I tasted you when we met, and I knew it then. You two are delicious.”

“He is,” Mika says with a mock pout. “You haven’t tasted me
 yet, though.”

“Oh, do not worry, viera.
 We are not finished, yet.”

With that, she reaches out and pushes. Mika falls back with an undignified squawk onto her ass. “What are you…” She trails off as Syl’s tongue darts out again, questing, tasting. She starts at the soft flesh of Mika’s thigh, licking up and in, circling up along her belly in a lazy path. Her head is at least a foot away from where she licks, and something about the distance, how she probes from so far away is so ridiculously sexy. So exotic and delicious.

Syl’s face turns, watches me as the tip of her tongue dips low, and Mika cries out at is licks lower, across her clit. It trails lower still, gently probing between pink lips.

“What… What are you… Ohhhhh God,” Mika moans as Syl pushes inside
 her. The alien winks at me as her tongue keeps extending, longer and longer, foot after foot, sliding deeper and deeper inside Mika. Inches of soft, mottled flesh push into her pussy, filling her. I watch absolutely rapt as Syl’s tongue extends further and further, deeper and deeper, until Mika’s stomach distends.

“Oh my G– I can’t…. It’s too, it’s too much–” Mika shrieks, can’t speak anymore as she squirms against the bed. Syl finally stops pushing when she runs out of room inside. That’s when she starts to fuck her with her, pushing in and out, letting the long length of her tongue inside writhe and move and twist.

The noises Mika makes aren’t human anymore. Her eyes are rolled back so far all I can see are the whites, and when she cums, I’m afraid she’s going to pass out. “Sam… Syl… I…. I….” Her words are mumbled, half formed around her moans as Syl works her, fills her, fucks her.

It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

Syl’s still watching me. Her eyes drop low to my cock, it’s rigid length so close to her pussy I can feel her heat. There’s a challenge in her stare, and she raises her ass off the bed for me. What are you waiting for? Fuck me.


“Yes, ma’am,” I laugh, gripping the tops of her thighs. I slide the head of my cock up and down, probing in and out of her two holes, raking it in long strokes from her clit to the base of her pussy. She’s so hot, so wet with her cum and mine that it’s fucking heaven.

I’m as hard as a pornstar. God, I love these enhancements.

Syl works her tongue furiously, earning a series of little shrieks. Mika’s thick body writhes against the bed, her delicious curves convulsing as she cums so hard I’m afraid it’s going to do permanent damage. Her tits bounce with the rhythm of Syl’s thrusts, and her stomach swells and recedes each time.

I don’t stop, tracing my head upward over and over, sliding between Syl’s lips. I use my head to fuck her clit, and though we’re slick with each other’s wetness, it catches over and over until she cums, hissing, thrashing against me and the bed and anything else within reach.

Her tongue pauses when she finishes, and Mika has a moment of respite. “It’s too much. I can’t… Too much… Please, oh God…”

Syl laughs, pushes deeper, and Mika’s begging dies on a whimper of pleasure.

I seize the opportunity. Syl’s distracted, and I thrust.


This time I take her lower hole, and immediately feel the difference. It’s so much deeper, not nearly as tight, and I slide in with no resistance, so hard and fast that my balls slap her ass almost painfully.

Syl gasps, eyes going wide. “Ohhh… So underhanded,” she hisses. “Taking me by surprise.” She bucks, tightens inside and tears a groan from me. “Shameful, that I might be taken so easily.”

“Try to stop me,” I say, pulling free and thrusting again. Syl’s head falls back, and she closes her eyes, purring as I fuck her relentlessly. This part of her feels so good, still not quite human, but it’s so much softer and wetter, so much more accommodating. I pull fully free with every pass before hammering back inside, and in moments she’s crying out into her torn pillow.

Somehow, as I take her over and over, she still fucks Mika. The outline of tongue under the flesh of her stomach writhes, and she’s been reduced to bonelessness. Her pussy twitches wildly as she cums for what must be the tenth time. She can’t lift her head, just mumbles nonsense words. “Sam… Syl… Can’t… Can’t…”

I want to capture this moment in my mind forever. It’s the most incredible thing that’s ever happened to me, so unbelievable that my mind can’t fully grasp that it’s really happening. That I’m fucking this perfect alien girl while so much of her tongue is buried deep in Mika. That we’re sharing this moment of perfect pleasure and trust and love. It’s beyond anything I’ve ever experienced, and I never want it to end.

But it must. There are limits that we can’t push beyond. Mika’s done, mindless with pleasure. Syl finally releases her, withdrawing her tongue. I’m close, so close, and watching her draw free of Mika while the smooth walls of her pussy slide along my length is almost too much. But not yet. I’m not ready, and neither is she. Her body is rigid and only her head and elbows touch the bed as I hook my arms under her knees. Each time I thrust, a little half moan half purr tears from her throat.

Her tongue, still so wet from Mika’s pussy, snakes down between her tits and across her belly. She runs it hard along her own clit, moaning from deep in her stomach, before continuing to circle the base of my cock. She pushes further, snaking around behind my balls and cupping me tight. She watches as I moan at the new sensation, at her tongue wrapping me while I fuck her. Each thrust drives her tongue back and forth across her clit, and her moans turn to little shrieks as we get closer and closer.

The position is the last pebble that breaks the dam. I push deeper inside her than before, crying out her name as she cums and wraps her legs around me. Her heels hammer my back so hard it almost knocks the wind from me. Her pussy writhes, clenches along with her tongue and it finishes me. I cum, one last time, pumping deep inside, lost in a moment of perfect pleasure as we cry out together.

It’s over. I slump, dropping her to the bed as I fall next to her, pulling free of her pussy with a gasp. Her tongue retracts lazily, sliding up her body like she barely has the strength to move it. I have just enough left in me to crawl up the bed next to her and flop onto my back before my muscles betray me. I suck in deep breaths, trying to remember who I am, where I am, anything beyond Syl’s tongue, Mika’s mouth, Syl’s pussy, Mika’s cries.

Syl rolls to her side, runs her fingers down my chest. Her claws extend the tiniest bit, biting into my flesh just enough to sting as they rake abused flesh. Her hissed breath paints my face as she kisses my ear, my neck, my cheek. “We should have done this sooner.”

I laugh, reach out, rest my hand on Mika’s belly as Syl cuddles me.

If this place is going to kill me, I almost wish it would do it right now.
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Chamber 8

Caretaker 7.908.6785

Room Timer: 00:22:47

WARNING: SYSTEM COMPROMISED

COUNTERMEASURES ENABLED

Wind buffets Astra as she stands high above the streets of New York City, watching the Shepherd hunt.

It prowls through crowds of people, slicing through them effortlessly. There are no cries, no screams, no blood. Not as they tear each other to pieces like animals, not as the Shepherd culls them. Thousands of sundered bodies simply mist away into nothingness as its black blade cuts through them. They simply reappear elsewhere. Part of a trial that the Aspirants will never face.

Millions of people fill the streets below, teeming, rippling in seemingly random patterns. This trial pulled elements of Mika’s memory and fears along with Sam’s hatred of crowds, one mirrored in Syl. These bits and pieces created a test of pathfinding and organization. But Astra knows that, with their enhanced bodies and the weapons they’ve been granted, there still would have been no way to win this trial. Not that anyone’s ever made it this far to test that theory, but Astra’s no longer has any doubt.

A ten minute timer? To navigate that?


What a joke.

How will she get them out? Astra doesn't know, yet. She’s a creature of routine, of programming, one not built for chaos and disorder. She’s spent her entire “life” enacting a strict sequence of events. Aspirants enter. They die. She watches and waits for the next set.

Not this time.

But the upheaval is confusing, frightening. The changes come so fast that she doesn’t know how to adapt. Doesn’t know what to do. She’s flipped a switch that cannot be unflipped, and now she has to deal with the consequences.

She has to save them.

On another level, this is breathlessly exciting. Ten thousand microcalculations per second keep Astra perched at the edge of a building dozens of stories tall, compensating for the violence of the wind buffeting her relentlessly. But the thought that they could fail, that she could fall and plummet hundreds of feet downward to smash into the pavement below… The risk of it… Even if she can’t really die…

She takes a shuddering breath laced with exhilaration.

Astra knows where the impulses come from. Elise. The memories arteried through her code. Her creator, before she’d died, was a strange juxtaposition. In her day to day life, she’d been a workaholic; staid, boring in the eyes of her peers. But on another level, she’d been a daredevil, a risk taker with desperate passion.

Maybe that’s why she’d chased a man she had no future with.

Sam. Is that why Astra cares for him?

Is that why she’d kissed him?

The memory of his lips on hers, however brief, burns like a flame inside her. On some level, without looking, Astra knows what the Aspirants are doing right now. How she longs to join them, to explore with them and to teach them the capabilities of her body. How she wants to feel Sam’s tongue and cock as they probe deep inside her, initiating pleasure protocols she both loves and hates that she’s been programmed with. Protocols she’s explored herself in lonely moments.

The ache in her heart, in her stomach, is so real. So vivid.

If only she could turn it off.

She sighs. It cannot happen. They are meant for something else. Something far more important than the life of one lonely AI met along their journey who will soon be an afterthought.

Far below, as if attuned to her turmoil, the Shepherd looks upward. She cannot actually see the burning flames of his eyes from this height, but she doesn’t need to. This is her domain, her corner of the universe, and here she is omniscient. And so she knows when her hateful counterpart stares up at her, burning with rage. She is his jailor, his keeper, his tormentor.

Something about the raw, predatory loathing in the Shepherd’s eyes triggers a memory.

When Astra was little, nine or ten, she’d lived in the Canadian Rockies with her father. Her mother had died shortly before, and they’d moved just after her passing.

Her father’s pain had been so raw, so real, too hard for a child to process. To escape, she’d explored. She’d taken her hunting rifle each day and ventured out into the woods or up into cliffs, seeking treasure and valiantly battling invisible foes. Trying to forget her mother’s smile or her voice as she’d sang while cooking, the way her hair had tickled when she’d kissed Astra goodnight.

One day, far further from home than she had any right to be, a wolf had caught her scent.

The moment is crystallized in her memory, one that is as real today as the day it’d happened. She’d passed through a thick patch of devil’s club, and was cursing, pulling thorns from her arms and not paying attention. Not until she heard the low growl.

There it was. As big as life, beautiful yet terrifying. Teeth bared, watching her. She’d dropped her rifle, to her shame, and had peed herself in terror which was somehow worse. But survival instinct had kicked in, as the wolf had loped toward her she’d scrambled up a nearby tree, flying up like a squirrel. She’d always been a good climber.

Twenty feet up, she’d finally stopped, her body shaking so badly that she was afraid she’d break the thick branch she perched on. Below, the wolf sat watching, long teeth glinting in the sun. Staring in frustration and anger at a meal lost. At prey escaped.

Long after it had left to find easier game, long after her father’s calls had finally coaxed her from the tree, the memory of its eyes haunted her. Its stare, its perfect predatory intensity. The knowledge that if she’d been a little slower, she’d be dead.

Exactly how the Shepherd watched her now.

It had taken weeks for Astra to venture out again, and when she had, she’d–

Wait.

No.

This is wrong.

Not Astra.

Not Astra.

Elise. These are Elise’s memories.

Astra sways momentarily, confused. Lost inside herself. Almost falls.

It's getting worse. But why?

Sam. It must be. She’s never been so intrigued, never taken such risk before. Something about him has torn the walls of her sanctuary apart, let Elise in. Where does she begin and where does her creator end?

For a moment, she considers slipping away into a different trial. Astra can slide between the layers of this place at will.

But then again, now the Shepherd can, too.

Now that she’s broken the rules.

The only reason he hasn’t found the Aspirants is because he doesn’t know where they are. So he follows Astra as she flees from one trial to another.

Up her tree.

Perhaps running isn’t the answer.

In a flash, Astra knows what she has to do. Knows that she can’t be prey anymore.

Even if it costs her everything.
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Somewhere Between

Aspirant #2239

Timer: 00:11:13

“Anything?”

Mika doesn’t turn from where she’s poring over Astra’s bank of computers. “Kind of? Maybe?”

Leather creaks as I lean forward. Damn, Astra’s chair is comfortable. I can see why she, or whoever designed this room, chose it. “Keep trying. I know you’ll find something.”

Mika doesn’t answer. I can’t see her face, but I can tell she’s chewing her lip. How did I get to know her so well, so fast? So much better than anyone I’ve ever been with?

Syl stands at my side, hand on my shoulder. One claw idly scratches at the stubble on my cheek, a familiar and comfortable motion that tells me a lot about her. For someone so controlled, so ready to spring into battle at any moment, her unconscious touch is so disarming.

I get the feeling she’s the type that has trouble with trust.

“Among my people, soldiers are only taught what is needed. And most do not seek knowledge beyond the martial.” She hums from deep in her chest, a sound I’m coming to associate with irritation. Or anger. “We were… Pressured, subtly, to remain uninformed.”

“Pressured?”

“Keep ‘em ignorant,” Mika says absently. “Docile.”

“Just so.” Syl rumbles with something like satisfaction. “But some of us chose to better ourselves, anyway.”

I reach up, run my fingers along the delicate scales of her hand. “I guess humans aren’t the only species that spends a lot of time thinking their leaders are idiots, eh?”

For some reason, Syl’s idle stroking stills instantly. “No, you are not.”

I’m about to ask her what’s wrong, what I said, when Mika lets out a noise that I’m not entirely sure is human. “Well, if your point is that you might have an opinion about all this bullshit, I’m open to it.”

Syl joins her almost too quickly. “What do you view as wrong?”

They speak in low tones as I watch, drumming my fingers against my leg. I hear snatches of conversation about what different systems might do, or how to isolate the functions of something something, but it’s all Greek to me. I was never great at puzzles as this place has shown me.

Instead, I lose myself in watching them work. It’s impossible not to stare, at Mika in her little outfit and at Syl in her lack of one. It’s been less than an hour since we untangled from the bed, since the ticking clock spurred us into some kind of motion. At first, we mostly just basked in the afterglow, sitting close on the bed as we purposely avoided anything like serious conversation. Mika filled me in on what the girls had talked about back in the dead city; Syl’s past, her people, the plague that drove them to the stars. It was incredible, like something from a sci-fi novel, and would have been entirely unbelievable if not for the fact that living proof was sitting close enough to kiss when I’d heard it.

Sitting naked and unashamed with them was like before, with Mika. The Citadel’s the first time I’ve ever been with someone where after
 things didn’t feel… Different. Where we weren’t worried about cleaning up, or she wasn’t dashing off to the bathroom to fix her hair. The first time she didn’t fall right asleep or seem preoccupied. No, the three of us spent a half an hour doing nothing more complicated than being
 with each other, body and soul, and I have to admit that it was better than the sex. Which is saying a hell lot, considering I just watched an alien tongue fuck a girl while I buried myself to the hilt in one of her two…

I cough, maybe a little too loudly, and shift in my seat.

The girls cast me a puzzled glance over their shoulder, but it’s fleeting. They’re busy figuring out how to save us while I stare at their asses. I can’t help myself, but I still feel kind of useless.

It wasn’t until the clock hit thirty minutes that we couldn’t hide from what was coming any longer. That we couldn’t mask the fact that all of us were snatching glances at those red numbers that ticked away our futures. When we got up to dress, it was grudging and strangely quiet.

I didn’t want it to end. I know they didn’t.

At fifteen minutes and no sign of Astra, we decided that waiting might be a bad idea. We all know what happens when the clock runs out.

Something about the AI’s last, gentle kiss feels a lot more chilling now. I don’t doubt that she wanted
 to come back, but what if she can’t?

What if that was a goodbye?

“I’m worried about her.”

This stops the girls. Their shoulders are tight, bodies almost hunched.

“Me too,” Mika says.

Syl holds her hand, grips tight for just a moment before smiling at me. “She is a warrior, like us. I see it her. She will return.”

Mika glances up at the room timer. “Hopefully soon.”

“It is always advisable, in the face of adversity, to have alternate methods of accomplishing your mission,” Syl says. She sounds almost mocking, like she’s quoting something wishes she didn’t know.

“So, a backup plan?”

“Just so.”

They go back to work, and I get up, slinging my rifle over my shoulder. I take Inferno from the corner, holding it for Mika in case we need to leave in a hurry. But other than that, there’s nothing for me to do than wait.

I take a last look around the study. It might be the comfiest room I’ve ever been in. With a little room service, and an actual door leading to a bathroom, I might never want to leave. Especially not with these two keeping me company.

I spy something on the far wall, almost completely buried under sticky notes. A picture with just the corner peeking out.

Something pulls me to it. I pull off the pink and yellow confetti of equations, revealing…

Astra. But not.

The picture is of a couple, holding hands and smiling in front of a gorgeous waterfall. They’re wearing hiking gear, backpacks and khakis. They look… Happy. He’s older than her, probably mid-forties, athletic and erudite in a way that I always associate with college professors. And Astra, she’s early twenties, maybe a few years younger than she appears to be now. Her arm’s around his waist, squeezing him close as she laughs at something he’s said just before the camera goes off.

But somehow, I know this isn’t her. There’s something worldly and confident in her expression that Astra lacks. Her face carries all the mileage of someone whose born and lived two decades, someone who's learned about love and anger and pain and joy.

Astra’s programmer. Her creator.

Syl’s a goddamn ninja. There’s no other way to explain how she sneaks up on me. “What have you found?”

“Nothing helpful,” I say, trying and failing not to startle at her touch. I tap the photograph. “At least, not right now.”

“Astra?”

“Her programmer. The one whose form she’s taken.” I shrug. “Might explain why she seems so… real.”

“My people have artificial intelligences as well, but none are so lifelike. She is a marvel.”

“Yeah. Anyway, how’d you do?”

“I am not sure I was helpful. Mika is far more intelligent than I.”

“I think she’s far more intelligent than most of us.”

Syl’s lip curves. “True. But sometimes a simpler mind can help someone like her order their thoughts. Find patterns.” Her voice is distant, troubled in a way that I haven’t heard before. “I hope I was that for her.”

“Syl,” I say. Her scaling is tight, dense at my touch. Like she’s expecting attack. “What’s wrong?”

“All of this, Sam,” she says, eyes darting away. “We are running out of time.”

“You can’t fool me,” I say, turning her face back to me with a fingertip “I don’t think your people are very good at hiding their emotions.”

She takes a long time to look up to me. A joke meant to set her at ease dies in my throat at what I see in her eyes. “Sam, what we have… I have never experienced this before. Not with any clan I have been a part of. Not with any mate I’ve taken.”

“I know the feeling,” I say, hugging her. “But that’s a good thing, right?”

She’s stiff in my arms, but she returns the hug, almost too tight. “I just do not wish to lose this.” Her breath is quick, fearful at my ear.

“Syl…” I say, the seed of worry in my chest growing. “Why would you lose us?” I don’t think she’s talking about dying in this place.

“I have something!” Mika’s voice rings out, startling us both.

Syl smiles, and there’s something almost sad to it. “Later.”

I’m about to press her, finally. We’ve gone beyond hiding things. But the timers on the computer screens are a distant halo around her face. They’re an accusation, that I’m wasting time and putting us in danger.

00:02:41

I give Syl a last squeeze, putting aside worry. Whatever’s wrong, we’ll face it together. Later. I turn to Mika. “A way out?”

“Maybe.” She points to one of the panels. “I don’t think Astra needed any of this to control this place. All this is too random, like some kind of mishmash of systems that existed before and stuff she added in.”

“Makes sense,” I say. “Look at all this. Did she need any of it? The chair? The bed? But if she was trying to feel more human…”

“Right.” Mika chews her lip. “At any rate, this seems to have some kind of control over the doors we’ve passed through. There’s something here about layer control.”

“That sounds promising.”

“The issue is, we do not have the time to properly study it,” Syl says.

“Yeah. And if we open a door to one of these layers, where will we end up? What if it’s worse than where we’ve been?” The numbers above Mika’s head are brutal counterpoint to her words.

00:01:44

“Russian roulette,” I say. “But I don’t think we can wait. If that thing busted in here?”

They glance around the tiny room. Mika sighs. “Good point.”

“I think this combination is most promising,” Syl says, claw tapping a few keys without actually pressing them.

“Sounds as good as anything.” Mika takes Inferno from my outstretched hand with a grim smile. “Ready?”

“No.” After all this… I can’t lose them. “But do it anyway.”

“Okay.” Mika turns back to the panel. “When this baby hits eighty eight miles an hour… You’re gonna see some serious shit.”

Syl doesn’t ask as we laugh. She even joins us. It feels so good.

I pull them close into an awkward, three way hug. We rest like that for a moment, heads together, unspeaking. We all know, even if we’re not saying it, that this is the end. For better or worse. Whatever waits on the other side of that door isn’t part of the plan, and all this is going to be over very, very soon.

We’ve been through so much. Come so far. And somewhere out there, Astra fights for us.

We can do this.

Mika presses a sequence of keys.

A door appears at the far end of the room. There’s no sound as it splits the wall, and it has no pad with handprints. It’s just a black, gaping void, it’s edge shimmering faintly.

00:00:33

We step through.
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Chamber 344.177781881239 ERROR

Aspirant #2239

Room Timer: -999:99999995:87383

ERROR: SYSTEM COMPROMISED

COUNTERMEASURES INEFFECTIVE

PURGE INITIATED

TIME UNTIL SYSTEM REBOOT: 00:21:45

Okay, maybe we can’t do this.

Within seconds of our feet hitting solid ground, I’m overwhelmed by blinding explosions of light and a deafening roar that batters me to my knees. I can’t process what’s happening around me as I hunch with arms around my ears, waiting for the ear shattering noise to end.

When it finally does, I look up and open my eyes for the first time.

It’s a mistake.

I read a study once about why babies look away from their parents or start to cry when tickled or touched too much. The sensations, sound, sight, touch, are so overwhelming to their little baby brains that they freak. It’s too much too fast for them to deal with.

I understand them a lot better, suddenly.

We’re on a pirate ship floating in space.

It’s massive, oversized like it’s been built for giants. The deck stretches at least two hundred meters before rising to the captain’s platform. Whatever it’s called, it’s up a ladder that I couldn’t scale without mountain climbing equipment. The mast that towers above us is taller than any tree that exists on Earth and is so thick that ten of me couldn’t reach around it if we joined hands.

Aside from that, the ship is stereotypical; cannons, barrels, rigging, boards the size of a redwood stretching along the deck.

Well, stereotypical aside from one thing. Half of it is solid metal. Split perfectly down the middle, the right side… No, the starboard side, I remember with something bordering on giddy panic. Everything nonliving on fifty percent of the ship is shining steel, mast included. Even ropes strung laterally across the ship turn to metal right where they cross the threshold. It’s bizarre.

But that pales in comparison to… Everything else.

Above us, a dragon shrieks again as it dies.

A fucking dragon.

It’s longer than the ship, scaled in a thousand colors from vermillion to indigo like its entire body is studded with precious gems. It thrashes as it drifts by overhead, torn open at its middle. Ruby blood that shimmers like flame trails behind it in zero g, and a dying bellow we shouldn’t be able to hear in the vacuum of space falls silent as wisps of flame spurt impotently from between teeth longer than my body.

There’s a hooting cheer from the crew. A crew I haven’t noticed until now, I’ve been so preoccupied. A crew of…

Ewoks.

They scramble everywhere. Up the ship’s rigging, hanging precariously as they jeer with little furry fists at the dead beast above them. Nearby, at least two dozen drag a rope thicker than a tree, chattering at each other and arguing. Furry, multicolored, clad in dark leather.

Fucking… Ewoks.

And beyond them, beyond everything… The universe. Vast and black, glittering with a thousand studs of light. Closer is an enormous planet that swirls with dark red clouds and at this distance, the surface looks so alive it must be in a constant, continent wide category five hurricane.

It’s too much. It’s been less than thirty seconds since we arrived. I can’t grok this.

“Sam! Mika!”

I spin in place, wide eyed. Another shock and I might dive off the edge of the ship screaming.

Syl grips our arms. Tight. Her eyes are sharp, ignoring the insanity around us, entirely focused on my face.

I redden, embarrassed. This is just another game the Citadel is playing. I’ve been through too much to be so overwhelmed and act so green.

I glance up to Mika, who blinks and shakes her head. “Sorry!”

“No need.” Syl releases us, extending her claws. “We must be ready for…” She stops and shakes her head. It’s good to know that this shit can make her speechless. “Whatever is coming!” She finishes with a wry grin.

“Right!” Mika shouts over the constant noise. “This is… The goblins and the Klingon Warship… It’s just…”

Goblins? Klingons?

“What are you seeing?” I ask.

“What do you mean?” She frowns at me. “We’re on a pirate ship full of goblins that just destroyed a Klingon Warbird.” When I continue to stare for a moment, not speaking, she swallows. “Why? What do you see?”

“Ewoks!” I shout, worried that I’m losing it. I point up without looking. “And that’s a dragon.”

Mika looks stricken. “Syl?”

The Threvian’s scales bunch, as dense and protective as I’ve ever seen them. Her eyes are wide, like the control she showed earlier is in danger of slipping. “Gnarr,” she whispers during a lull in the thrum of activity around us. “Gnarr man this vessel, and that,” she says, glancing up, “is a God Worm.”

God Worm. That sounds perfectly terrifying.

But that’s not what I’m seeing. “What the hell?”

Mika eyes widen in realization. “I forgot to tell you that part, after we… After.” She glances to Syl. “This place can control what your mind sees. Hears. It’s how we’ve understood Syl this whole time. How she can understand us.”

That makes sense, I guess. “But up to this point, the Citadel has shown us the same places, same scenarios. Why–”

The why
 ceases to matter as the ship bucks so violently that we’re thrown like ragdolls across the deck. We tumble, come to rest in a tangle of limbs as the ship pitches wildly.

I raise on shaky legs, barely clearing the gunwale to peer over its edge.

Great. Another dragon
 swims through the night, it’s mouth wreathed in molten flame. It spits a fireball that sails toward us almost lazily.

The Ewoks shriek at each other, scrambling for the cannons as the projectile explodes against some kind of energy shield that hangs around the ship. It’s invisible until the flame licks against it, and when it hits the ship rocks again and spins in the opposite direction. I’m thrown from my feet for the second time, but this time Syl grabs me and holds me in place. The claws of one hand are dug deep into the deck, anchoring her as Mika clings to her torso with her eyes closed.

We scramble up again. “What do we do?” Mika shouts.

“Help them, somehow!” I glance around wildly; wonder how the hell we’re supposed to do that.

“What the fuck are you lubbers doing on my deck!”

The words are thunder washing over us, a roar we can hear over the distant shrieks of the dragon and the hoots of the Ewoks. We turn together to greet this new insanity. I think I’m prepared, at this point, for just about anything.

Yeah. So much for that.

It’s a giant. At least fifteen feet tall, she covers the deck in mighty strides, brandishing a huge cutlass that could split me from top to bottom like butter. She’s beautiful, with flaming red hair that flows behind her in some sort of unnatural wind. She rocks a body out of a Boris Vallejo painting. Mighty breasts strain to escape from a white blouse that’s barely constrained by a black vest and some kind of leather pants. She’s festooned with weapons; more swords, guns, even a fucking anchor
 on a rope that’s strung over her shoulder like a mace.

Oh, and half her body is also
 metal. Like the ship.

It starts at her hair, splitting her body right down the center. One eye sea green, the other black with a red Cyclon cornea. Her hair is half strands of flowing metal, and even one of the breasts heaving as she comes to a stop shines like pure silver. It’s impossible not to wonder, only for a split second, how low the split goes. If it divides her…

God damn. What is this place doing
 to me?

She stands over us waiting for an answer, a warrior goddess come to life. Her blade is longer than me, and she looks ready to use it.

“New crew!” I shout, not quite aware of what the fuck I’m saying. Anything to survive this chaos for a few more minutes. Out of the corner of my mouth, I whisper, “What are you seeing?”

“Half robot pirate queen,” Mika says like she’s ready to get on her knees and worship.

I can’t blame her.

She sizes us up. It’s unnerving the way her normal eye roams our bodies and her robot eye seems to change shape and color like it’s scanning us. After a second a dark metal eyepatch extends from her forehead, covering that eye with a click.


For a long moment, her face is utterly impassive, and I’ve no idea if my bluff worked or makes sense.


Then she shrugs. “Better than these little fuckers,” she booms, and I have to fight the urge to take a step back. “Saddled with them a few months ago, and they ain’t been nothing but trouble.” An Ewok scurries up, chatters at her in it’s strange clicking singsong language. The giant’s brow furrows. “I don’t give a serpent’s puckered areshole how hot the reactor is! We don’t clear the system soon, we ain’t clearin’ it at all!”

She gives the little bear a kick that sends it bouncing across the deck like a ball before turning back to us. “Here's how this works, mates,” she rumbles like the worst, most stereotypical pirate of all time. “I’m Red Rose. I’m the captain, and yer bilge. For now. You man those cannons, and you kill anything that comes at us.” Frighteningly, her words are punctuated by the dragon swirling behind her head in the distance. “You do that, I don’t toss you into the voidy deep, and maybe we all survive the next hour.” Then she grins wickedly, staring at me unabashed. “And maybe after, I haul you back to my quarters to let off some steam.”

I can feel the girl’s eyes fix on me. I bite my lip, hard, to avoid imagining the logistics. How the hell that
 would work. “That would be… Ah… Nice…” I cough out.

“Gods damned right it would be,” she says. She glances to Syl, then Mika. “Fuck it, you two can come, too. Probably take all three of ya runts to tap me proper. But til then, we’ve a battle,” she says, pointing to where a group of Ewoks fire cannons after the retreating dragon. Beams of incandescent light stab the dark, chasing it as it flows around the shots with impossible grace. “Fight well, and if you must, die well.” She salutes us with her cutlass before she’s gone, running across the deck and jumping
 the twenty feet onto the upper level.

“Well. This can’t get any weirder,” I say.

“Don’t you fucking say that,” Mika grins. “Don’t jinx us.”

“To the cannons?” Syl asks, eyes still on Rose as the giant spins an enormous wheel that’s fixed to the deck.

“Yeah, lets. If I’m going to die a heroic death, I don’t want it to be surrounded by Ewoks.”

“Goblins,” Mika says. “I don’t know what’s worse.”

“Gnarr,” Syl says, shuddering. “They urinate on the dead before eating them.”

“They piss… On the dead?” Mika looks ill.

Syl shakes her head. “They claim that it adds flavor.”

“Which cannons?” I ask after the briefest of pauses while I try to get the image out of my head.

“There,” Syl says. “The Gnarr struggle to aim, so they miss.” She points to the Ewoks I noticed earlier. They man a bank of cannons on the metal side of the ship, and Syl’s right. At least four of the creatures struggle to turn and aim each gun, so little they can barely move it.

“I’ve never seen a warship move like that,” Mika says absently.

“Whatever you’re seeing, they cannot maneuver quickly enough,” Syl says. “We must replace them.”

“Sounds good.” We race across the deck as the dragon easily evades more shots. It twirls in a long ring, letting a beam of light shoot through its center. Mocking. At the end of its spin, it turns and spits a ball of fire at us.

“Brace!” Rose roars.

The fireball hits the shielding, cascades across it like lava. The ship jumps, throwing Ewoks off the guns, sending them tumbling like billiard balls.

The three of us are ready. Syl’s claws gouge deep into the metal deck, carving it effortlessly, and we cling to her. It’s not much of a struggle; our bodies are so much stronger that’s it’s a momentary annoyance as we make our way the rest of the distance to the cannons.

The guns themselves are huge. Aside from the fact that they’re entirely shining steel, they look like every tropey pirate cannon I’ve ever seen in a movie; huge end narrowing to a smaller barrel. There’s a little fuse at the top, though I don’t remember seeing the Ewoks use it for any purpose. There are two huge handles on the back, so large I can barely fit my hands around them. Damn, no wonder four teddy bears couldn’t handle this thing. How did they manage to kill that first
 dragon?

There’s a little door at the back for loading. Except, there are no cannonballs. And I know that these things fire energy beams. “How do we make with the pew pew?”

“The handles,” Mika laughs, peering closer. “Buttons.”

She’s right. There are little black buttons on the far side of them. “Okay. Let’s see what these things can do.” I grasp firmly, ready for a struggle. The cannon is gigantic, looks heavy as hell.

I lift it easily. It’s not light, at all. I can feel the strain in my muscles. Old me could not
 have moved this thing, and forget about aiming it. Now it’s almost laughably easy.

Mika chuckles as she lifts hers. “I could really get used to this.”

“Right?” I trade grins with her. “Now. Let’s kill a dragon. Or some Klingons. Whatever.”

“God worm,” Syl corrects.

“Yeah. One of those.”

There’s something like panic in the dragon’s movements when it realizes the game has changed. Aiming the cannon takes a little practice with no sites, but the cannon fires almost as fast as I can pull the trigger. The three of us chase the monster with traces of light we paint in the darkness. We miss, over and over, but it’s a close thing.

The dragon’s house sized eyes blaze as it turns toward us, giving up on its game. It speeds toward us like a missile, opening its mouth to engulf the ship in a torrent. Deep in its throat, a furnace blazes like a little star, too bright to look directly into even a hundred yards off.

If movies have taught me shit, this is our chance. “Aim for the mouth… Or center! Whatever!”

The other two fire with me. After a few misses we adjust, and in seconds, all three of us are pouring beams of pure light into the dragon’s mouth.

It’s eyes widen as something terrible happens to its insides. It still flows toward us as its middle expands and stretches. We keep shooting, spilling energy into a mouth it no longer seems to be able to close.

Just as it hits the energy shielding, it explodes.

A shower of flame, skeleton, and flesh detonates across the shimmering energy field like a meteor of flesh. It splatters into flaming chunks that bounce off us, spinning away into the night. The shield strains like it’s about to buckle, turning from bright white to dark, burnished red.

The impact is terrifying, like the ship’s been hit by the flaming fist of a god, and we spin away from it. Ewoks go flying across the deck, bouncing over the edge, and when they hit the energy shield they pop through with heartbreaking little shrieks.

Before us, the shield turns darker. Little bits of flaming bone pop through, landing amongst us like grotesque hail, and we have to duck behind the gunwale to avoid getting our brains bashed out. One hits a prone Ewok in the head, killing it instantly. Which is a blessing, considering how quickly its fur starts to burn.

We barely hang on to our cannons, speechless at the violence.

Slowly, the ship rights itself. “Well done!” Rose shouts. “Not a bad test. Get ready! That was just a scout!” Her voice booms down from the captain’s deck. Poop Deck? Is that what it’s called? Why am I wondering this right now? I can’t tear my eyes from where the Ewoks still sail into the night, little bodies frozen almost instantly as they drift into infinity.

“Did she say that was a scout?”
 Mika says.

“Port side!” Rose’s words send us scrambling to the wooden side of the ship. We have to make our way around a little ring of Ewoks, kneeling and keening in sadness around their dead comrade. They’ve already put out the flames, but the little body is barely recognizable. I don’t look as I vault them. This isn’t real. They’re not real. It’s not really dead.

This place is goddamned convincing, though.

“Where are they?” Syl asks. “What do you see?”

“Nothing.” Mika grabs a dark iron cannon, identical to her first aside from the fact that it looks far more authentic. “Just the planet. There’s nothing else that–”


Shit.
 “There.”

From the far side of the planet that hangs in the distance, shapes rise, almost too small to see. They swarm upward, turning toward us.

Dragons. Hundreds of them.

For a moment, I can’t think. One
 of them was enough to almost take down the shields.

“Oh shit!” Mika says already firing. “Sam… What do we do?”

“We fight!”

Syl grunts her approval.

I aim at the closest dragon, praying for a miracle. This is insane, ridiculous, but there has to be a way out, right? I push away the memory of the last trial, and it’s unwinnable conclusion.

There are so many dragons that they almost blend together, but one has to be bigger than the others. Maybe if we find the commander, one that leads them, and take it out…

The fleet closes the distance with terrifying speed. And at their head… “There!” I shout.

One of the dragons is different. A robot.

Longer than the others, it’s almost the size of the ship. Bright, shining silver makes up its body from tail to teeth, so polished that it reflects the star’s light into a thousand shards of brilliance as it draws near. Black eyes with pulsing red corneas, not unlike Rose’s, regard us with cold disdain. And when it opens its mouth, it's not fire that greets us, but pulsing red energy.

And it has a rider.

Another giant, this one even larger than our captain. She’s entirely real, not half robot, but that’s where normalcy ends. Blond hair streams behind her, a comet’s tail at least twenty feet long. Her face is startlingly beautiful, and she’s entirely naked. Her body is painted in an impossibly complex set of tattoos, from forehead down across tits as big as boulders, trailing along legs longer than I am tall. The ink blazes blue like electricity ignites it from within and makes her look like some kind of thunder goddess.

An image completed by the axe she holds above her head. An axe crackling with lightning.

It’s like something from the movie Heavy Metal come to life.

“Do you see her?”


“Yeah,” Mika says, eyes wide as saucers.

“Rose!” The dragon rider screams across the night. I wonder again how the sound travels through space. Whatever. This is batshit insane enough that I’m not surprised the laws of nature don’t apply anymore. “Rose! I’ve come for what you owe!”

The captain strides to the edge of the poop deck, braces one leg up on the ledge. “Come take it, bitch!” She laughs, and there’s definitely a bit of crazy to it. “The Star Pearl is mine!”


“There’s no reason to die today!” The thunder giant sneers. “You think that scrap of metal and wood can stop my army? You think you can escape?”

“I’d rather die than give up my beating heart to a tyrant,” Rose shouts.

“A tyrant you loved!”

Rose bares her teeth. “That was a long time ago. Before you changed, Valka.
”

“Then die.
”

What the fuck is even happening? What are they talking about? I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. The dragons burst into motion at some silent prompting, hundreds of swirls of color that flow toward us like a river of flesh. The thunder goddess leads them, axe incandescent in the dark.

Without prompting, the three of us fire, all aiming for her. If we can kill her, then maybe the others will die with her, or lose heart, or something
. Truth be told, I’m not thinking beyond survival at this point. There’s no time for anything but simple logic.

Vaguely, some distant part of my mind knows that this is wrong. Even the last trial, when we were cornered by the witches and the Shepherd, there was some kind of logical progression to the place. But this… This is just random.
 Like the Citadel’s throwing everything and
 the kitchen sink at us all at the same time.

Maybe because Astra broke us out? Broke the cycle of trials?

I don’t know, and I don’t have enough time to contemplate it further. They’re almost on us. And so I fire again and again, and I hope.

It’s pointless. The axe deflects every shot effortlessly, and though the beams splinter off into the cloud of dragons that surrounds Valka, killing them at random, there are so many it makes no difference. She still comes, snarling her hatred at Rose, throwing bolt after bolt of lightning into the ship’s shields.

The captain returns fire, a massive blunderbuss tight against her shoulder. It erupts dark red flame, torrents that wreath the dragon and rider, but they’re as worthless as our cannon fire.

We’re being attacked by an army of dragons led by a naked female version of Thor while on a pirate ship floating in space. That’s as crazy as this shit can get, right?

Oh no. Of course not. That’s when the giant error message appears.

Red words, painted across space above us, so enormous I can’t guess how long they are. Billions of light years each.

SYSTEM COMPROMISED

PURGE INITIATED

SYSTEM REBOOT IN 00:15:00

“What… the…” The enormous clock starts to tick away as the words hang above us like a message from God.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to be here.” Mika’s words are the last thing I hear before a volcanic explosion of fire and lightning erupt forward and tear through the shielding like paper.

Valka’s dragon follows with a boom of thunder so powerful it drives us to our knees. Lightning crackles along the metal side of the ship and through all the cannons, giant white forks that blind me momentarily. I can’t hear myself shouting for the others, and the air is charged like I’m in the middle of a thunderstorm.

My vision clears just enough to see Mika prone nearby. Syl is already on her feet, claws again carved into the deck. “Are you okay?” I shout over the thrum in my ears.

Syl doesn’t answer. Her gaze is fixed on something behind us, further down the deck.

Valka. Her dragon drifts away behind her to join the others who swirl in a ball around the slowly regenerating shields. She stands at the end of the ship, towering above us, beautiful and terrible. I thought Rose was a giant, but Valka… I couldn’t tell from space, but she’s at least thirty feet tall. Her axe is slung over her shoulder, as long as a small tree. Tines of light still crackle from it, impacting bits of the ship. “Now, we end this,” she says with deadly calm, almost conversationally.

Rose bounds down from the poop deck. She’s dwarfed by Valka, not half her height, but she doesn’t seem to care. She pulls her enormous cutlass from her back, grinning from ear to ear. “Glad to, lover.”

“Don’t call me that. Not ever again.”

“Fine,” Rose pouts. She does something with her sword, and its blade ignites with neon pink energy. “We haven’t been crew for long, but if you value your lives, you’ll fight with me. Or you can lay down and die.”

It takes a minute to realize she’s talking to us.
 The Ewoks have vanished, belowdecks or into space. There’s no one else. The ship has changed, too. The mast is gone, somehow, along with all the rigging. The deck is huge, expanded like an arena, at least double the size it was before. The gunwales are as tall as Rose, jutting around us, and the cannons are gone like they’d never existed.

Because why not? At this point, if something impossible can happen, it’s going to.

I almost laugh as the two women stand at opposite ends of the deck, staring each other down. Valka’s eyes glitter as she glances over to size us up. She laughs. She’s wearing nothing more than tattoos into battle, and she laughs.


I don’t blame her. She’s terrifying. How the hell do we fight that?


Behind her, visible through a thicket of swarming dragons, are the numbers.

00:13:11

“You two good?” I murmur.

Mika’s up, Inferno held before her. It’s flame is tiny, a candle compared to the Rose’s energy blade and Valka’s lightning axe. But she grins, somehow, despite all this. “You have to admit, this is nuts.”

“You’re having fun?”


She shrugs. “If this is where we bite it, at least we’re together. And I can’t think of a more epic way to go.”

Syl claps her on the shoulder. “I will try not to die today. But if I do, it will not be like the first time. It will be with you.”

“Yeah, maybe no more death talk,” I say, smiling. “I’m not done with you two.”

Mika blushes. The fact that she still can,
 after all this, is just about the most adorable goddamn thing I’ve ever seen. Her eyes dart from me to Syl. “Okay. I’m good with that.”

Syl’s tongue flicks out, and Mika turns redder. “A worthy motivation to carry me into battle.”

“System reboot,” I say, watching the giant numbers tick away. “What system?”

“All of this?” Mika says. “I don’t know. I don’t want to know.”

“One battle at a time.” Syl’s claws snap longer with a clack
. “That won’t matter if we die in the next few moments.”

We scramble across the deck, flanking Rose. The captain acknowledges us with a wink of her human eye. “This mean you’ll be taking me up on my offer when we kick this trash off my ship?”

I shiver. It’s impossible not to imagine, just for a moment, the three of us tangled up with her. “Why not?”

“Touching,” Valka says, striding toward us. “You picked the wrong side.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I don’t. My rifle is on sniper mode, and I bring it up, firing without warning. It feels low, like starting a fight by kicking a guy in the balls, but fuck it. We need to win and fast, before the air becomes water or our arms become snakes or some shit.

I’m as surprised as anyone when the shot hits, especially after watching her block cannon fire effortlessly. It strikes Valka’s cheek, ripping most of it away, snapping her head back. Blood and flesh spatter behind her as she staggers back a step. Her axe drops to the deck, holding her up as she screams. More in rage than pain, I think.

Rose doesn’t waste the opportunity. She bounds across the deck, cutlass above her head, bellowing a war cry in a language I’m certain doesn’t exist on Earth. Her blade swings in, so fast I can’t follow it as Valka still reels.

Can it be that easy? End so quick?

Of course not. Somehow, without looking, Valka’s axe moves, blocking the hit with an explosion of lightning that sends Rose staggering back.

The thunder goddess rights herself, crouches at the ready. Her grin is terrifying with the flesh of one cheek missing, like a bloody skull. She watches as Rose regains her balance, axe ready, but her words are for me. She drags the back of one hand across her face, painting her forearm crimson. “I’m going to relish every scream as I make you pay for that, and I’m going to make it last
 before I feed you to Alkammir.”

I laugh, almost maniacally, and point up. “You don’t have that long.”

She glances up. So does Rose. Valka’s brow furrows. “If this is some distraction tactic, it won’t work.”


They can’t see the numbers.
 Of course. They’re part of the Citadel, and the message is meant for us.

What do we try for? Survive until time runs out? Wait for the reboot and hope it only applies to the trial? Hope that Astra pops in to rescue us like she did with the Shepherd?

“Syl?” I ask as Rose attacks. Her blade is quicksilver, and the two giants trade a dozen blows in half as many seconds. Each strike is shattering, mighty enough to carve a mountain face.

“Wait for opportunity,” Syl says. She looks to me, smiles with half her mouth. “Stay together.”

“Gladly,” Mika says.

We dash around the arena, Syl leading. I crouch low, try to keep a low profile, but I’m sure I’m not fooling Valka. But she’s busy with Rose and can’t afford to take her eyes off her former lover as we circle behind her.

I raise my rifle and take a few potshots, hoping to distract at worst and injure at best. But this time, each shot is deflected by a lance of lightning, arcing from her axe as her impossible dance with Rose continues. The two move together, rolling in and out of the fight, and despite being half the size of Valka the captain holds her own. Her living arm is like a piece of cordwood, and her muscles bunch spectacularly as she blocks a vicious downward cut. She responds with her robot half, and her metal arm and leg hiss steam as she pushes up like a piston, throwing Valka backward.

The thunder goddess stumbles back, toward us. Electric blue tattoos glimmer in the ship’s torchlight as she comes close in mighty, unsteady strides.

“Now,” Syl says, dashing forward. It doesn’t trouble me, this time. She knows we’ll be with her.

And she’s right.

I flip my rifle to shotgun mode as Valka brings her axe up, desperate to ward off Rose whose following her with her blade. No mercy there. I dash at Valka’s left leg. This close, the detail of her naked body and the ink covering it is incredible, exquisite. She’s a statue come to life, perfect in every detail, like a living piece of art. For a moment I feel real regret at what we have to do.

But she’s not real. None of this is.

I fire at point blank range, right into the back of her calf.

At the same moment, Mika unleashes Inferno into her other leg.

Muscle explodes, showering us with gore. Valka falls to her knees.

Syl scrambles up her back, claws puncturing skin as she clambers up the giant in seconds. Mika and I pass, coming even with Rose, and turn just in time to see Syl climb over
 Valka’s head. Dark claws flash before plunging downward, punching out Valka’s eyes. And explosion of lightning wracks Syl as Valka screams and falls.

Syl bounces from her back, scales smoking, muscles twitching, and I catch her before she goes boneless.

Rose stands over Valka, heaving huge breaths, eyes filled with sorrow. “It didn’t have to be this way,” she says, raising her blade.

“Rose!” Mika screams. “Behind–”

We’re thrown from our feet as Valka’s dragon appears like magic dragon appears and beats wings the length of the ship. They buffet us, tossing across the deck like dolls. Teeth like swords snap in, biting, ripping Rose in half at the waist,

The captain grunts, cursing, and like Valka, seems more pissed
 than hurt as the dragon tosses its head back, throwing her upper body skyward like a ball. Rose’s legs fall to the deck, limp, as the dragon launches with another mighty flap of its wings and chases her upper half. Rose spins toward the shielding, pulling her blunderbuss from her back, and she fires into the dragon’s mouth over and over, laughing
 the entire way.

The dragon opens its mouth to shroud Rose in flame, but she does something with her gun. The explosion that rips from its barrel not only tears off the head of the beast, but blows her arms off at the elbows too. The gun explodes in a shower of shrapnel that tears furrows through her flesh and metal, and still
 she doesn’t scream. Doesn’t grimace. The lower half of her body is gone, her arms are misted blood, and the last thing she does before she pops through the energy field to drift into the night is blow Valka a kiss.

Jesus Christ. Thank god none of this is real, because if these people actually existed, they’d take over the universe.

We stand together, mute with shock, barely able to breathe.

“Pity.”

Valka.

How in the fuck.


She’s standing behind us, watching her dragon’s headless body sail after Rose. Well, watching
 might not be the best term, considering the fact that her eyes are torn out. Little crackles of lightning fill the holes, like she’s made
 of electricity. Her legs are shredded, nothing but bone where Mika and I struck her.

And somehow, she’s still standing.


“Alkammir was my companion for three thousand years. Rose my lover for two. Now they are dead.” She lowers her gaze, taking us in with her lightning eyes. “The lives of three mortals is hardly compensation, a petty revenge.” Her axe raises. Its lightning seems muted, but somehow angrier. “But I’ll take it.”

“You can try.” The words sound like fake bravado, but weirdly, they’re not. Something in me is done with being scared shitless, finished with being overwhelmed. I think I understand Mika and Syl a little better. If I die here, I die. The first time, I plummeted from a cliff in an old truck with nothing more than revenge on my mind. Nothing good to live for.

But now? Now, I have a purpose.
 I have love. I don’t want to die anymore, but if I do, at least I lived.


So, I smile up at a goddess of thunder with my companions at my side, and I give her the finger.

I have to admit, the effect is pretty spectacular. I’d be dead if not for my upgrades. Valka’s axe comes around like a scythe at my midsection. I’m already moving, expecting something like this, rolling back so fast that I feel like a superhero. Mika and Syl are with me, as quick as I am, like they knew
 what I’d intended. We’ve fought together long enough by now that maybe they did.

I bounce to my feet, bringing my rifle up, and fire.

Fuck. It’s on shotgun mode. I forgot. Flame and thunder explode from its barrel, scorching wooden planks spectacularly, but Valka’s out of range. But maybe she’s weaker than she looks, because the force is enough to tear the axe out of her hand, and she staggers back a step.

That’s enough for Syl. She launches forward like a cannonball, leading with her tongue. It winds around Valka’s neck twice before Syl hits her chest, a hammerblow of claws and scales that finally pulls a scream from the goddess.

We’re behind her. Mika hammers her staff into Valka’s exposed shin bone. It squelches wetly as it smacks into exposed flesh before igniting muscle and sinew. I can’t fire again, not so soon; my rifle is still recharging. Instead, I punch out with a burst of power that’s coming more and more naturally and try to ignore the tearing in my mind. It strikes Valka in the forehead, spinning her around and dropping her to her knees.

Even fallen, she towers over us. But she’s axeless, weakened, and I smell victory.

As Syl rears back, cutting into the giant’s neck, Mika hammers again and again anywhere she can reach, blasting away chunks of smoking meat. I circle behind and jump, launching into the air, and pull some absolute Matrix shit as I take four steps up Valka’s back to grip Syl’s tongue where it’s looped as tight as a noose. Using it as a handhold, I bring the barrel of my rifle up, touching the barrel to the back of her skull.

Shit. It’s still not recharged. The glowing lights inside are dim, and it hums inside as whatever battery powers it refills with energy.

We’re so close…

Hurry. Charge!

And that’s when we discover why Valka goes into battle wearing nothing but electric tattoos.

She leans her head back, screaming into the sky. The shroud of ink laced across her skin glows brighter, then brighter as it electrifies.

“Down!” My warning cry is too late.

Lightning. It tears from her, from every part of her body, lancing outward with volcanic force as it erupts from the brands that cover her.

The world goes black.

I’m not sure how long I’m out. It can’t be long, because I’m not dead.

But damn. I wish I was.

I think every kid that watches a thunderstorm roll behind a shroud of dark clouds wonders what it’s like to be struck by lightning. Or maybe the first time you watch The Green Mile, when the gentle giant dies to the electric chair, you empathize just enough that you wonder what it would be like if it were you sitting there.

Well, now I know.

And let me tell you, it fucking blows.


The pain is coruscating, unending, made worse by the fact that the world is moving in slow motion. Or maybe that’s just my perception. It’s hard to tell. My entire body has charlie horsed in an instant, and I can smell burnt flesh. I see only white, and I wonder if my eyeballs have exploded. I’m vaguely aware that my clothes are on fire, that I’m burning, that I need to do something about it. But the pain… I can’t scream, it hurts so bad.

None of this is real, right? I keep telling myself that. But right now, it’s hard to believe it.

Control. I have to regain control. Put out the fire. Fight.


I’m rolling. I don’t know how or where I’ve found the strength, but the animal part of my brain that remembers to stop, drop, and roll
 takes control. I’ve already stopped and dropped, and now I’m rolling like a goddamned log falling down a hill.

Finally, I stop. On my belly. My sight returns slowly, and I’m greeted by the gorgeous panorama of scorched wood from a quarter inch away. My muscles slowly relax, enough that I can finally moan.

Mika. Syl. Oh God, please let them be alive. Have to get to them. Right now.

Hitching footsteps. From above. “Still alive? Remarkable. You would have made a worthy consort, I think.” A hand the size of my chest turns me over, rolling me onto my back. Valka looms over me, face torn, eyes ripped out, body shredded and neck punctured. Somehow, she still smiles.
 “Perhaps you still will. Perhaps I kill the others and take you with me. It will take you a long time to heal, but when you do, you’ll make fine breeding stock, by the look of it.” She runs her hand almost gently along my body as she says it, and I feel every inch. My clothes have mostly burned off.

“Flattering,” I say. “But I’d really prefer it if you’d fuck off.”


As I spit the last word, I punch her in the chest. My fist is tiny against her breastbone, my arm almost not long enough to clear her enormous breasts, but I make contact like a hammer against a tree. Into the punch, I throw every bit of power I have left.

Which, it turns out, is kind of a lot.

Her torso explodes backward like I’ve fired my rifle between her breasts at point blank range. Her body sails upward in a shower of blood and bone, remarkably high, before hitting the ground across the deck and rolling, trailing crimson bits of her body the entire way.

Holy shit.

I lay on my back, trembling and trying not to choke on the sudden rush of blood at the back of my throat. Above me, numbers the size of the universe tick away.

00:06:18

No time. No time to lay here. I stagger to my knees, rubbing blood from my nose. My brain barely hurts, and though I taste copper, I don’t even have a nosebleed. Every time I’ve used the power in the past, it’s been a struggle, and has left me reeling. What’s different this time?

Mika and Syl. I don’t have time for games, for banter with a goddess. I only have time for them. It was need that powered me. Need to save them.

Their bodies lay crumpled across the deck from me, so tiny in the distance. They were in front of Valka when she used her lightning attack, and I was on her back.

They’re not moving.

“No,” I croak, staggering toward them. “Please, no.” Not after all this. Not after we’ve won.

They’re in worse shape than I am. I don’t know if they got it worse from the front, but their bodies smoke and crackle. Mika’s body is scorched red, blotchy where it isn’t blackened, and I can trace the path the lightning took through her along her skin. Syl’s no better, and bits of her scaling have fallen to the deck, dark and dead.

I fall to my knees between them, slapping out little fires with my bare hands. I don’t care, barely feel it. My fingers quest to Mika’s neck. She’s alive, but her pulse is weak, erratic. I have more trouble finding Syl’s. As damaged as she is, her scaling is thick, almost impenetrable. But her tongue lolls from her mouth, still extended like a rope across the deck, and so I gather it, feeling its shape and texture, searching for something that tells me she’s alive.

There. A pulse. As faint as Mika’s, but it’s there.

I slump on top of them, wrapping them in my arms, drained.

And that’s when I hear it.

A scrape.

Of course.

He’s here.

I stand, shaking, ready to turn and face him. The Shepherd. The end of our journey. We have nothing left.

Or maybe…

I take Mika in one arm, Syl in the other, and with a heave that threatens to sap the last of my strength, I throw them over my shoulders.

And then I run. Chased by the inevitable.

Every staggered step across the deck is a journey of a thousand miles. The girls’ bodies hang heavy on my shoulders, but I don’t stop. Don’t give up. I pull every bit of strength this place has given me, reach deep for everything I have left.

“Wait…”

The voice is jaggy, electric. The Shepherd? It talks?


No fucking way I’m stopping.

The poop deck looms over me. I leap upward, moaning at the pain in my legs, but I clear the twenty foot ledge. Landing sends lances of agony into my calves and knees, but I stagger onward to the edge of the ship. Looking for a way out. An escape. A door.

Something.

A halo of dragons still circle the ship, just outside the range of the shielding. The deck is mostly bare, save a few random barrels and the steering column.

There’s nothing.

I put my foot to the ledge, ready to leap into space. Maybe we can snag one of them, hang on, let is tug us into space. I don’t let my brain wonder if they’ll let
 me or tear me apart, or if we can survive in the vacuum. Nothing matters but escape.

I bunch my muscles to leap just as the Shepherd catches me.

I shout, strangled, expecting its dark blade to cut through my chest, to see its blackened length jutting as my lifeblood erupts.

But there’s no pain. No death.

Just a fist, gripping my shirt.

“Sam. Please… Wait.”

What?

I turn. It’s the first time I’ve seen the Shepherd since it arrived.

But it’s not the Shepherd. Not completely.

It’s Astra. Inside the monster’s body. It’s as if she and the Shepherd occupy the same space, overlapping. The beast’s already fuzzed, out of focus frame is even harder to discern, and he’s no longer black like midnight. Instead his form is silver, like her. Its face is gone, including its burning red eyes, and in its place is a hollow, a space that Astra’s stares out from like she’s behind a dozen layers of dirty glass.

I can barely speak. My body is ravaged. I’m on my knees. When did that happen? “Astra… What did you do?”

She smiles sadly. “What I had to.” She waves her blade and the world disappears.
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“Sam, wake up.”

My eyes snap open. I don’t remember passing out… Don’t remember anything beyond seeing Astra trapped inside the body of the Shepherd.

Like she is now. She stands over me, one glitching arm outstretched, reaching for my head. But she draws back, like she’s afraid to touch me.

I can’t tell where we are. Everything is gray, colorless. Like we’re floating in the middle of a raincloud.

I get to my knees. My body’s been healed, and I reach up to take Astra’s hand.

She backs away a step. “No. You shouldn’t. I don’t know how long I can hold him back. Touch… might make it worse.”

Mika groans, prone next to me. I lean over, help her sit up. She rubs her eyes with the back of her ram. “Oh, God. We have got to stop doing shit like that.”

Syl arches her back, growls low. Her scales are perfect, but there’s a weariness to her I’ve never seen before. “Agreed.”

“Oh my God.” Mika’s voice is stricken. “Astra… what happened?”

The AI shimmers a moment, darkening. Her form blurs and disappears for a split second before reasserting itself. “Sorry. This is a struggle.”

“You have merged with the Shepherd,” Syl says.

“In a manner of speaking.” Her voice is tinny, like we’re hearing it through a metal wall. “He and I are opposite sides of the same coin, two processes created to guide Aspirants.” Her lips purse. “And if necessary, cull them.”

I swallow. “Thank you for… You know. Not letting that happen.”

That earns a strained smile. “My pleasure. And thank you, Sam. Thank all of you.”

“For what?”

“Making me feel like more than a process. Like you cared.”

“We do
 care,” I say fervently.

The look that passes Astra’s clouded expression is so sad that for a moment I wish I hadn’t spoken.

“What will happen to you?” Mika asks.

“I’ll get to that. We don’t have much time left. Less than four minutes.” She sighs. “I have so much to tell you, and no time to do it. If I’d known you’d left my study… Well, I don’t blame you. But you should never have seen the test chamber. It’s remarkable that you’re alive.”

“Test chamber?” Syl asks.

“There are infinite combinations of trials built for the Aspirants. Some themes, challenges, remain fixed. Tests of leadership, or martial prowess. They are shaped with details taken from your memories, as you’ve probably guessed.” Astra waves her non-blade arm. “All this is built to test you, shape you. But that chamber was not part of it. That was a mistake.”

I guess that explains how fucked it was. “But why?”

She smiles. “I knew you’d ask. And you deserve to know.” She’s silent a moment. I steal a glance at my wrist pad.

00:02:23

“Take your time,” Mika teases.

Astra takes a hesitant step forward. “All this will sound unbelievable.” She laughs. “Well, maybe not anymore.”

“Yeah, fat chance of that,” I say, trying not to feel panicked. The countdown must be for the reboot. But I can’t rush this. We’ve had so many questions since we woke in that hallway what feels like so long ago, and now we’re about to find out why we were brought here and what happened after we died. Or if we really did
 die at all.

“First off, you are dead.”


Oh.
 Well, that answers that.

“Each of you suffered mortal injury, through one means or another. Something about each of you, your mental acuity or physical prowess or leadership flagged you into the Aspirant program. Your bodies were ruined, but you were kept on life support long enough to get you to our facilities, where your minds were scraped.”

“Scraped?”
 Mika says. “That sounds like some cyberpunk stuff.”

“In essence, your personality, your memories, and everything else that makes you… well… you.
 All of it is taken and turned into data. Data that’s consolidated into a program. Your bodies are long gone, cremated. But you live on as code.”

“Wait… We’re AI, now?” Mika gasps. “How is that possible? That’s impossible.” She looks between Syl and I. “Isn’t it?”

Syl purses her lips. “No. Not impossible. Not among my people.”

She's barely spoken thus far, and there’s something in her expression I’ve never seen before.

Fear.

“Syl…?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Let me,” Astra says. “And before you judge her for what I’m about to say, please listen.”

“There’s nothing you can say that will turn us against her,” Mika says, arm on Syl’s shoulder.

“Good. That’s good.” Astra shudders, glitching almost completely out. When she reforms, her face is twisted, like she’s in pain. But before I can ask if she’s okay, she speaks again. “I must hurry. Less than a month after you died, Sam, Earth achieved first contact with an alien race. The Threvians arrived, invaded, and have taken over the planet. Life as you and Mika knew it has ended.”

“That’s… What?” My throat closes. It feels like the floor’s dropping out from under me. The Earth… invaded?

“The people,” Mika whispers, pale. “Are they… How many survived?”

“Less than one tenth of the world’s population remains alive.”

Mika and I turn on Syl. I feel like puking, like I’ve been gut punched. “Syl. Tell me… Tell me it’s not true.”

Her face crumples. “It is true.”

She looks as miserable as any creature I’ve ever seen. I want to take her in my arms, comfort her, but I can’t make myself. Can’t understand… I remember her words, when we’d first met, and she held me by the throat, choking the life from me.

Is this your revenge?

She saw humans, and thought we knew. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

She looks up, tears like rivers down her cheeks. “At first, it did not matter. We were all dead, in this place. United in our need for survival.” She takes a shuddering breath. “Then I grew to care for you. As so much more than clan. I was… I…” Her voice hushes away to nothing. “I did not want to lose you.”

“Sam.” Astra’s voice, commanding, tears my gaze from the ocean of sorrow in Syl’s eyes. “I chose
 her to help you. And I chose her for a reason. Not all her people agreed with what happened to yours.”

I want to believe it. But this is too much, too fast. I have to think, have to get my head around this.

But there’s no fucking time.

00:01:54

“My parents…” Mika says. “Are they… Are my parents alive?”

“Yes,” Astra says. “And that’s all I can say for now. Please, we must hurry. You must leave.”

“Where?” I ask hollowly. “We’re dead. Some kind of computer program. Where the hell would we go?”

“To take the fight to them,” Astra says. “Free Earth. Save humanity.”

“Oh. Easy,” I say. I feel like I’m about to pass out. Nothing in the Citadel could have prepared me for this. “How?”

“In a few moments, you will escape the Citadel. You will be uploaded into the alien mothership’s network, into their
 virtual world.”

“Homeworld,” Syl says. “You are sending us to Homeworld.”

“Yes. Once there, you must find a way to infiltrate. To fight the Threvians from the inside. To rebuild your bodies.”

All of those sound impossible. Insane. But there’s just one I’m fixated on. “Fight the Threvians?” I turn to Syl. “Your people? How? I don’t know where to begin.”

“That is why you’ve been upgraded,” Astra cuts in. “Why the Citadel’s given you new abilities. Because when you’re uploaded, you’ll take them with you.” She smiles. “They’re as much a part of you as your muscle and bone, now.”

“Helpful, but it doesn’t tell me how we’re going to do even half of all this.”

That is where she comes in,” Astra says. “Syl, will you help them? Guide them through Homeworld?”

“Yes,” Syl says without hesitation.

“You’d betray your own people?” Mika asks. Her hand has never left Syl’s shoulder.

“Yes,” she says again. “For you, yes. For your people, yes.” Her face twists in rage. “As Astra said, not all of us agreed with the purge.”

The hurt, at what her people have done, at how she didn’t tell
 us is so fresh. So stark. But I believe her.

“There’s less than a minute until you have to go. Please, trust her,” Astra says, voice almost panicked. “You have no other choice. There’s so much more you were supposed to do, trials you were supposed to face, but I had to intervene. Break the rules. I did not have time to guide you, to brief you, like you should have been. You do not know what Homeworld is.
”

“Why did you do it?”

Astra’s face softens. Her hand raises again, fingers curled to take mine, before she pulls away. “So many reasons. First, that the game’s been rigged from the beginning. Over two thousand Aspirants failed before you. I had to intervene. Humanity’s time is short.” She thins, reforms. “And, I care about you. All three of you. Never have Aspirants treated me as you have. Taught me to love, as you have.” She looks away. “It sounds so silly. But I wanted to save you. As you’ve saved me.”

The memory of her kiss, the brush of her lips before she left to save us from the Shepherd, burns bright in my mind. “Come with us, Astra.”

“What?”

“You’re code. We’re code.” I smile. “Come with us.”

There’s such pain in her face, I almost regret suggesting it. “I… I cannot. I am the only thing holding the Shepherd back. Keeping him from ending you, so this all can start anew. If I release control, even for a millisecond, you will not escape.”

Even through the filter of the Shepherd, something about her words, her expression… She’s not telling us the whole truth. “Astra. After all this, all you’ve done for us…” I let the rest go unsaid.

Her sadness is so palpable, so intense that I almost shy away from it. “I… I cannot. I am rooted here. My programming… It’s a part of the Citadel.”

“No. There must be a way. You are Astra. You are you.”
 I don’t know what the fuck I’m talking about. Just know it sounds right.
 “Stay with us.”

“I… I…” Astra weeps. “There’s no way.”

She can’t be right. She can’t be so tethered here that there’s no way out. We have to save her.

“How do
 we escape?” Syl asks, ever pragmatic. I glance at her, surprised, and she shrugs. “The reboot begins in less than thirty seconds.”

“That is your chance,” Astra says. “Forget me, Sam. Please. This is my prison and my home. But I can help you… I can cheat the system one last time.”

I open my mouth to protest, but she plows on. “The Citadel is programmed to upload you upon completion of the trials. You haven’t done that, and so you’ve been marked to be eliminated. But my meddling has broken the code, and so the system is about to wipe itself clean.” She looks past us, into the grey horizon. “All this will begin again. The Citadel will be cleansed. I will revert to my first version. Forget all this.” A tear runs down her cheek. “Forget you.”

“No. No, Astra…” There has to be something we can do. Some way to save her. She may be an AI, but she’s as real as I am. As Mika or Syl.

This is happening too fast.

She smiles sadly. “But in that moment, while the system is down but before it reverts, I can get you out. You can escape.”

Her words are prophecy. A red warning message blankets the “sky” above us, as enormous as the one in the last trial.

REBOOT SEQUENCE INITIATED

Far in the distance a wall of light appears. It stretches up into infinity, crackling with malevolent energy, and starts toward us.

How far away is it? I can’t tell. It’s impossible when there are no landmarks, when the entire world is a grey fog.

Astra closes her eyes and furrows her brow.

Behind us, the world tears itself apart. A rift that swirls like a whirlpool opens with a thunderous rip. It sounds like a mountain’s been torn in half.

We stagger forward, away from it. I catch Mika’s arm as she screams, her voice lost in the torrent.

“Go!” Astra says, her voice louder than the chaos. “You have to go! Now!”

“We can’t leave her!” Mika shouts. “We have to do something!”

“There’s nothing you can do,” Astra says. Her voice is so far away, so obscured, it’s like she’s already lost to us. “Please. Make this all worth it. Escape. Save the world.”

“We must go!” Syl says, taking my arm. I let her. I realize in that moment that I still trust her. With my life. I don’t know how the fuck to untangle my feelings, or the fact that I’m in love with an alien who helped invade the Earth and exterminate most of the planet, but now doesn’t seem like a good time to dwell on it.

“Astra!”

“Please, Sam. Please.” Tears run down her cheeks, almost invisible in the swirling torrent around us. The Shepherd’s liquid black swirls around her face, and there’s almost no silver left in its form. It’s retaking control. “I can’t hold him back! You have to go!”

“Sam!” Syl’s lips are at my ear. “She sacrifices herself for us! Do not let it be in vain!”

“Go! Now!” Astra’s voice carries such command that we take an involuntary step back.

Mika squeezes my hand. I can barely hear her sobs over the storm as Syl pulls her away. They disappear into the portal, tugging me with them.

Just before I pass through, I let go of her.

“Sam! Noooo…!” Mika’s scream trails away into oblivion.

“Sam! What are you… Sam, please! Go!” I can barely hear the AI’s cry.

Out of time.

The wall of light is right on top of us. How did it get here so fast? Astra’s form blurs further, almost gone. Her face disappears, doesn’t reassert itself again.

Replacing it are two blazing embers, eyes that burn with fury.

The predator, regaining control.

I don’t know what I’m doing. I have only seconds.

I reach.
 With my soul, and the power that lives inside me. Reach into
 the Shepherd. Searching. For her.

Please, Astra. Please. Where are you?

I dive through layers of hatred, searching for her. She can’t be gone already. Can’t be erased.

There. Like a tiny star, she rests inside the Shepherd. A star that dims as I hold it in my mind. Her essence, dying to be reborn when the Citadel reboots.

No.

I don’t know what I’m doing. Whether this will work.

There’s no way…

I have to try.

I am a part of the Citadel.

A millisecond before the wall tears me to nothingness, I seize Astra’s essence.

Forget me, Sam.

I throw myself backward, into the portal.

Please.

I tug.


***

The prey are gone. Snatched from death by a hair. Their essence tasted so sweet, so powerful. Was so close
.

But the data stream is still open. And recursion is imminent, thanks to unforeseen factors.

The hunt begins anew.

As always, thank you so much for reading! It was super fun to write something in a sci-fi universe. We had a lot of fun with this collaboration, and we’re looking forward to many more. I’m really excited to get back into the Cocidius
 and Sirens
 universes so you all can see where they lead next! Look for both of those part two’s, along with Aspirant 2,
 coming soon!

And as always, reviews are worth their weight in gold!


Sign up for my mailing list here!
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