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      It was my job to keep the Earth occupation’s forces tech up and running. A mechanic by training and trade, I worked for CONTROL, which blew so much smoke up everyone’s asses, I could never be sure what was real and what was subversion. Humans didn’t care much for alien races and it showed. The message from CONTROL headquarters was the same every day: Don’t get involved. Get in, then get out. The faster you work, the more money you make.

      Simple as that. Because if you lingered, if you listened, you’d hear stories of dark magics, horrible berserker demons, and mountain-sized planet-crushing monsters. I figured it was probably all bullshit. But figuring too much got you involved. Getting involved got you dead.

      I had arrived at the temple, green-eyed and dark-haired in my favorite vintage brown leather work jacket, and asked the two there to produce their Life-Tech for inspection. The priest was a tall gaunt-featured man, with impeccably attended to silver hair hanging obediently down his white silk-covered back. Expressionless and stoic like every Levani ever born. They were all the same.

      Then there was the girl. I had never seen a Levani like her before. Thick, full-bodied blue hair down to her feet, warm emerald eyes with a button nose between them. I would have thought she was another race but for the telltale slender spinnaker ears. An anomaly amidst a sea of long, pointy ears and hair made out of white-gold.

      Every Galactanet nerd’s wet dream.

      They stopped their prayers and the rigid man, with all of his insulated culture and obligatory religious beliefs, resigned himself and his flock of one to the check-up.

      Life-Tech, a bracelet designed to be un-invasive and respectful of the people required to wear it, tracked the Levani any and everywhere they went. The tech was foolproof, but CONTROL still required lengthy diagnostic checks from time to time. Seemed like a waste to me, but it was the best work for two reasons. One, because I knew exactly what to do so I did it quick and I did it good. And two, no Levani would be caught dead making small talk while a human was checking their leash.

      Get in, get out. Done.

      He spoke to the girl first. “We will begin again when it’s finished.” He closed a book they were crowded around and rose from his knees.

      “Yes, Father,” the girl obediently droned with a slight bow at the waist, then she rose as well.

      “Mechanic,” he called for me, like calling me somehow made him in control.

      It didn’t.

      “You may check her first, then—”

      “I’ll check who I wish,” I said, irritated at the need to do so. “Unless you want me to add this to the diagnostic report?”

      He bowed, face as welcoming as rain-soaked concrete. “Apologies. I only wished to have her checked first, she’s been so looking forward to it. You see, it’s her first diagnostic. Very special day. At least, a special day here.” He bowed again with palms open. “Let the differences be and be celebrated.”

      There was already more talk going on than I liked to endure on the job. But, to his credit, I might have just met the most progressive of all sexist and misogynistic Levani alive. Men on this planet were first to start, and first to finish everything, even sex.

      I straightened my tech-belt. “Personally, I like how you think, priest. Where I come from, ladies going first is the rule, not the exception.”

      That got a neck bow, for all it was worth.

      “Come here,” I said to her, “let me take a look.”

      I wasn’t checking her wrist for long before she began prying.

      “That checks my vitals, right?” She pointed to my Clear-Tech tool.

      I rubbed my nose. “Yup.”

      The scan began as I held my tech over hers. I imagined that she wouldn’t have the first clue about what I was doing. It probably looked like I was just holding a thing over another thing and by technical magic, the job was done.

      The girl bent and her blue hair cascaded around my hand and hers. “When are the boundaries for our potential set? It’s thirty cycles into the check, right? What’s actually accomplished per cycle?”

      “Uh, what needs to be, I suppose. Gets difficult to manage right before the new cycle begins. Kind of like—”

      “What’s that do?” she asked as she touched my tool screen and swiped right.

      I slapped her hand away, but I was kind of digging her curiosity. “Knock that shit off,” I said. The priest was oddly pre-occupied.

      “Sorry, I thought I could help. I know that function regulates…” she paused with a finger on her chin.

      Sighing, I kept it tight and sexy. “Were you raised reading parts manuals without knowing what to do with them or something?” I looked up from the device and met her eyes for the first time. I acted cool but inside, it was screwing with my concentration. Then, she lit me up with one sweet smile and I decided right there that I wanted to see her again. “Looks like you’re all good. I have to check him now.”

      She bowed her head but hung onto my hand. The priest was right behind us and she was right in front of me. I squeezed her soft, tan hand, winked, then let go. She blushed then begrudgingly let me.

      I knew when a girl was into me. I also knew when I was dangerously into a girl.

      The priest waited as I readied my diagnostic tool, functions dialed in for male.

      He held his arm out for me and watched like a hawk. “For a mechanic, you talk a great deal.” I could feel his eyes pushing down on my skull.

      “The ability to communicate is a human thing. You wouldn’t understand. I’ll be done soon.”

      “I’m sure you will be.” His voice was as flat as a snake hiding against desert rock.

      The girl chimed in again from behind, one hand on my shoulder and both eyes on my Clear-Tech. “Is the diagnostic really that different for men and women? Why?”

      I coughed, trying to act to cool and continued my work. “It’s fairly common knowledge,” I turned my head and made sure she was listening, “Levani men don’t require much brute force to control, but they do need complex locks on their physical actuators, so their diagnostics usually take more time. Although according to some—”

      Looking back at her, I didn’t catch when the red ebb of the priest’s Life-Tech light faded. My eyes went uncomfortably wide. He pulled his arm away, continuing to stare down at me. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up, and then he smiled. “Your services are no longer required, human.”

      I moved back and bumped into the girl, who was as dumbstruck as I was. But when her light began to fade as well, my actions were fluid and instinctive. I didn’t know what was wrong with the damn devices, so I didn’t blame her for gasping and falling to her knees. Both malfunctioning at the same time was statistically impossible. I slipped my multi-tool out and popped the tech bracelet off her wrist.

      I didn’t know how long the priest’s skin was just a coat for the black thing that stood before me and the girl. It stepped forth from the steaming folds of pink on to the glossy white marble of the pulpit stairs. He was all but gone save for his crystal blue eyes, lidless and already beginning to bleed.

      A routine maintenance run couldn’t have gone more wrong.

      “Get up, girl,” I hissed, trying not to move at all.

      “My name isn’t Girl.” I could see that she was young, although her blue hair spilled over her shoulders and veiled her true age. She had started rocking back and forth, hands clasped tight to her chest and praying in her ankle length white gown while the priest had gone catatonic then full-tilt spaz.

      I pushed my words harder through my pursed lips, “I wasn’t hired for this. We need to call for help.”

      She continued to pray. “That’s what I’m doing.”

      “I hope your gods have guns.”

      The details of the work order were still on my Clear-Tech screen. Life-Tech units: two / Actuation Systems Error. Then address, pay scale, perks. I shook my head. Fuckers at CONTROL skimped me on fuel even though I had perks. Last were names. I had never got that far down the list.

      “Yari, is it?”

      No answer.

      My eyes darted back and forth. The wooden benches had no backs, and we were bathed in the glow of the torchlight from the high-pitched walls of the temple. The creature took its first breath.

      No place to hide.

      “Do you have any weapons?” I asked.

      No answer.

      “Can you stand?”

      Eyes shut tight, she was waiting for her display of faith to save her. I had been to more planets and systems than I wished to count. I had heard of a thousand gods. The buildings and their owners charging for the connection to an infinite array of omnipotent pseudo-beings. I knew something for free that they didn’t.

      Prayers were never answered.

      “Yari!” I growled at her.  A quick whip of my head to check if the creature had moved. I winced as she sank her fingers into my leg. Stronger than her size suggested.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      I grabbed her hand. “We have to go, now.”

      A scuffle of something rough on stone and a dark shimmer from the corner of my eye caught my attention before the impact. My feet left the floor and I slammed back into the wooden wall, ribs and muscles ignited in a fire of pain.

      All six feet two inches of me lay piled in a heap of thirty-something Earthling. Flashes of purple and yellow stole my bearings from me as I struggled to my knees. I had never been hit like that.

      I saw the black thing that had climbed out of the priest’s body plod toward Yari, its maw filled with white gums covered in thick inky muck. It bent down. Three quick sniffs followed by one long inhalation lifted the hair covering her features and pulled the color from her face. They were eye-to-eye.

      She covered her mouth, tears cascading down the backs of her hands. Staggered wheezing and the crunching of bone came gurgling out the back of its throat. It arched its back, the suffocated suck growing louder.

      I reached for my tech belt, sliding my fingers along the few etherboard drivers and one thumb-sized proton torch. Nothing violent enough to make a difference.

      Shit.

      Then it spoke. What seemed like words slipped in and out, garbled within the long exhales and short purposeful inhales. The words, clear enough to hear, raised the hairs on the back of my neck even higher.

      -Inssside, we are all giantsss…Mother-

      Its rasping suck and heave ended and a slow measured clicking began. It contorted its maw into a twisted grin like it was happy with what it said.

      Struggling in vain to find anything useful, my hand slid over my palm-sized Clear-Tech com pad and set off the most recently played song. Poetry and master musicianship, hundreds of years old.

      The clicking stopped and the black thing cocked its head and hissed. Maybe it didn’t like the sultry sweet rock of the D. I cranked it to full volume and chucked it to the back of the pulpit. The creature rose, tracked the arc of my throw and took off, covering the distance in half a heartbeat. Stone fragments shot into the air, showering down around its sinewy black legs as it ripped and clawed and howled at the ground.

      Please, just stay there.

      I started for Yari, stumbled, then caught myself on one of the benches. A few more strides and I slid up to her on my knees. “I’m sorry I called you here,” she said, wiping her forearm across her eyes.

      “Move now. Talk later,” I said.

      We turned and ran for the tall iron-clad oak doors that led outside, pushing our way past them and stumbling into the cool night air. I heard the rock of the D fade behind the closing doors as we ran from the temple steps into the flat courtyard, then the music stopped.

      Shit.

      The entryway exploded behind us, chunks of wood spraying over the dimly-lit blue grass. A chunk slammed into Yari’s back, ripping her hand from mine. She hit the cobblestone walkway shoulders first and rag-dolled into a heap. I wheeled around to get her up and reached for her just as the black thing’s hand reached for mine.

      The snap came right before the pain. My arm hung limp in its spidery fingers. It leaned over and grinned at me.

      “Stop it!” screamed the girl.

      It turned to her, hissed and chittered, then its hand blurred and lodged under my ribs. Hot pain shot through my abdomen. My knees shook and hit the ground. It let go and grinned. One of its slick, lanky arms cocked back, ready to end me.

      There I was, never once going down without a fight, broken and shaking like a little bitch. Was I gonna go out on my knees? Not that day. Definitely and hopefully not that day.

      It swung and missed as I threw my limp excuse for a hero’s body in between Yari and the creature. Then she screamed. I was awash in blinding light and frozen in mid-dive. I could feel her. Her desperation and her fear. I felt it as clearly as I felt mine. But it started to build upon itself, from sound to something more. Then an explosion of white fire surrounded the black thing, hovered there, then jack-hammered down on its gnarled body. The bite of its hiss and chitter was squeezed into a high-pitched shriek.

      Eyes slammed shut, I was half caught up in the light and half hanging in the air outside of it, unable to free myself.

      The black limbs of the creature twisted and faded into the white fire and its shrieks turned to the whimpers of a broken animal. I felt relief wash over me as its death thrall faded under the thrum of the pulsing phosphorescence.

      But the fire began to burn into me, too. Numb from the shock of the injury, the light bored into me. The flesh on my right side began to flake up and disappear into the white blaze. Yari’s scream had turned into a thunderstorm of deafening, whirling wind and light. I was being consumed by it as blood soaked through my brown leather jacket, making vertical pools of shiny pitch.

      “Yari…”

      Who was this girl? I only held her hand for a brief moment, but the embrace was seared into some untouched part of me. When the hand slid over my forehead, I knew it was her, but my eyes wouldn’t open. I saw neon orange and purple on the fringes of my vision.

      Aside from my casual and consistent sexual desire to see how all women tick, I hadn’t had the slightest interest in her, until she saved my life.

      I felt a jarring blow against my face, like a boat oar smashed into it. My eyes opened and I saw another slender-armed slap swinging my way. Was she putting her whole body into it? Jeez. “Please, don’t hit me again.”

      She pulled back, startled but not afraid. “Sorry,” she struggled for a second.

      My sight blurred, dark smoke billowing around my field of vision. I sucked in a deep breath that strengthened my consciousness but at the same time gave life to the pain engulfing my abdomen and ripping through my right arm. I didn’t want to look at any of it.

      “Did you have to hit me so hard?”

      “You need to get up. You are not safe here.”

      I was a little foggy on the rules of engagement since I had never had any issues. “Why am I not safe? I’m an occupation mechanic. Your people can’t touch me.” I coughed up red mist that settled over my neck and face. “Do you have a med-pack?”

      “No. We do not believe in them.”

      I laid my head back down on the soft grass with a grunt. “What’s not to believe? We have mountains of them just a few hours ride from here.” Which meant the only tech around was what I had on me. I felt like I was slowly sinking into the warm grass under me so I let my fading eyesight settle on her.

      If there was ever such a thing as a perfect wrinkle, it showed when she furrowed her brow and looked away from me. The Levani were notoriously shy of direct eye contact. “I can try to heal you,” she said. “But it’s forbidden to practice on humans.”

      “Why?”

      “Human pain thresholds are far too low.”

      “I’m already going numb. Just do it.”

      She knelt beside me, back curved and her petite chest just barely visible beneath the gown. Her hands in prayer, she kept her eyes from mine. “You can do this. You can do this,” she whispered to herself.

      A thin, glowing orange tendril crawled across the tips of her fingers. She placed one hand on my shoulder and the other she cocked back in the air.

       I should’ve braced. Her hand knifed through my ribs, the numbness vanished and my heart stopped. For a long moment I moved like I was yelling, then went still.

      What the fuck was she doing?

      Either I had stumbled in on the wrong job or the wrong job had found me, and I was being disposed of. I had seen something I shouldn’t have, and the only choice was ritual murder at the hands of some virgin wisp of a goddess.

      At least I would die in grass that was nice and soft. The sound and lights of the Levani home world went out one by one.

      Then black turned to white, turned to technicolor, and the veil lifted. I watched orange light explode from my wound and orange fire play around the edges of my injuries. The new flesh was illuminated where once there was nothing but damp crimson gore.

      I took my first breath. Her hand was still inside of me. “Thank you,” I gasped.

      “You did very well,” She smiled, sweat dotting her brow, then pulled her hand from my chest. “You didn’t even--”

      “AHHHHHHHH!!!”

      “—scream that much.” She smirked then quickly covered it. I tried to sit up but she pushed me back down, sliding her hand over my throat to check my pulse. Her hand was trembling. “Sorry, my bedside manners still need practice.”

      I had never seen a woman the way I saw her at that moment. I had also never almost been killed by a black shrieking monster, then saved by magic.

      She didn’t move from my side for the next few minutes. When she noticed me staring at her, she turned away again but pushed the hair back out of her eyes and over her pointed ears.

      I noticed the albino-white ring around her wrist and remembered the mocking banter among the other mechanics when I had first arrived. There was some nonsense of the bracelets suppressing lingering mythical abilities in the Levani genetic code. Abilities to summon giant beasts and wield terrible power. To me, the bracelet had been a simple lie to force them to wear tracking gear. I didn’t put much stock in ideas of faith or magic. Until that night. Every single person I knew would blame me for whatever happened after.

      I caught my breath. “How did you do that?”

      They would ask about her Life-Tech.

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said, still struggling to catch her breath. “The gods must have answered my prayers.”

      They would ask who took it off.

      I grunted as I sat up. “Gods don’t answer prayers.”

      She rubbed the pale white ring around her wrist. “Kaiju do.”

      They would ask why, and I would have to lie.
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      I stood and looked down at my glowing belly. “How could you possibly know that word, Kaiju? It’s an old Earth word, mainly used by hard workers or nerds.”

      “I only know what I’m supposed to know. Kaiju is Levani for Leviathan. Would you prefer me using the Earth word?”

      “Never mind, we’ll use your word for it. So, what exactly is a Kaiju and how are dead ones supposed to cure me?” I touched her handiwork carefully then started pushing on it. “It’s like a night light. How long does it last?”

      I thought of the soft glow of fireflies around the tiny stream back home on Earth.

      She hastily tied her hair up into a high tail like she had just gotten started. “Good questions.” She put her hands together into prayer. “I’m not sure about your wound, to be quite honest. I was never trained to care for humans. As for Kaiju, they are worshipped as gods here, but they are real creatures, or once were. Giants that filled the sky with their presence and helped keep a delicate balance between us and nature. When the last of them was killed, the mists that run through our world like lifeblood turned to poison when once they were a source of healing.”

      She brushed the tattered cloth hanging from my shoulders and put the blood-soaked remnants in my hand. “Here.” She squinted then closed her eyes. “Your wound should be survivable for a day or two, maybe. Please be quiet for a moment. I have to finish this.”

      She hadn’t given me any medicine, but I felt a little…funny. I always had a thing for nurses, but I had never thought of being with a Levani. Nobody did. Everyone who had ever laid with one wound up dead on the doormat at CONTROL’s head office.

      But I had almost died and wound up surviving, so I was feeling overly enthusiastic.

      “How careful should I be with this?” I started to pat myself on the stomach. “The orange coloring isn’t bad, either. Say, have you ever heard of fireflies? I guess you wouldn’t have, would you? They’re little bugs with—”

      “Please be quiet.” Her frown deepened but she didn’t open her eyes.

      “Sorry.”

      I let my eyes glide over her, keeping them half-closed in case she caught me looking. She looked like a rugged little fairy that had come back from hunting in some pristine royal clearing. She sent my mind reeling.

      How long had it been since I had a girlfriend? There were always the sanctioned brothels, which had a brood of Levani prostitutes gifted to humans as spoils of war. I always thought of it as oil to keep the occupation machine running smoothly.

      They were never my bag, though. Pointy, high-bridged bird noses, gaunt angular features, and ridiculously laughable long white-gold hair. Pretty flavorless. But, Yari looked different. There was a softness to her.

      “Should I avoid taking a shower for a while?”

       “I’m not an elder so it’s hard to tell, but you’re supposed to be better than new if it’s done properly.” She drew a deep breath and exhaled, “or you will explode into a stringy black and orange bile-like substance. Or worse…”

      “Wait, what?”

      “If you don’t shut up, that is.”

      She went back to focusing. Her brow softened and she began to whisper the language of her people into the night air.

      I could see my organs and bones through the glowing reddish-orange skin. Jeezus. “Are you sure?”

      She threw her arms up then slapped them down at her sides. “Here, let me see,” she said and socked me right in the gut. I took a step backward, wincing a little. “See, no worries.”

      She hurt a couple of things, including my pride, but unlike every Levani I had met before, she wasn’t all salutations and formal bows. I liked that.

      She brushed her hands off. “You need to leave. There is no human concept of innocence before guilt here. You are here and a priest isn’t. My people will blame you instantly and are unlikely to give you any quarter.”

      I did vaguely remember a mention of something like that when arriving here. Also, a mention of escaping to occupation territory post-haste.

      She left me and headed back to the temple.

      “Aren’t you gonna finish my prayer?” I yelled after her.

      “You don’t seem interested, even if the gods are,” she said as she disappeared inside.

      “Maybe I can help you with your bedside manner?” I was never good at hitting on women. Being saved by one didn’t apparently help my chances.

      “Well, thanks anyway, yeah?” I offered the words up to the darkened temple entryway.

      No response. I had seen a lot of girls walk away from me and it didn’t look like she was coming back.

      “Ok,” I said to myself, “Guess that’s a job well done.”

      I knew I’d be thinking about her for a long time after that. Since my very first crush, I knew the ones I might fall hardest for would linger in my mind long after meeting them. It was always the same. I couldn’t help it even if I tried.

      I shrugged and started for the street.

      “Don’t go that way,” Yari came out wearing a tanned leather outfit with a slight orange hue, her hips and upper thighs completely exposed, and brown mid-thigh-high boots with white leggings sticking out from the top. She carried my Clear-Tech and her Life-Tech bracelet both in one hand, and a simple brown satchel in the other. She was staring at the Clear-Tech, running her finger over the screen. Probably locking me out of the damn thing.

      The Life-Tech was the main problem. I still hadn’t put together what the hell happened. None of what happened was in any of my training programs.

      “We can’t leave these here,” she said placing the Clear-Tech in my hand and the Life-Tech in her satchel.

      “We?”

      I slid my fingers across the Clear-Tech’s cracked surface. It was supposedly unbreakable. Supposedly. Most of the communication functions were shot, but I could still start my rail-bike. The image of the creature madly clawing at the awesomeness of the D was fresh in my mind.

      She looked uncomfortable as I eyed the satchel. “You’re not going to put it back on me?” she asked.

      “I’m not with the Enforcers, that’s their job. My job to make sure it’s working properly, but that bracelet is clearly screwed. Sure, it’s meant for a lot of things, and one of them is tracking you. If you don’t want that, or to change into a black psycho demon, maybe you should throw it into the mists the next chance you get. Of course, I can put it back on if you want me—”

      “No. I know I don’t want that.” She latched the satchel tight and threw it across her shoulders. “Look, I need to stay with you until you are healed. The only one who could’ve helped with that was the priest…” she hesitated. “it’s just, my poor father who…I mean I’ve only called him that since I came to the temple but…” she wiped her eyes and continued, “he told me that taking the device off would help me see things his way. But he’s gone now, and we need help.”

      “What kind of help?” I asked.

      “Help from people who know Kaiju mists and magic. If we can find them, you can be cured, and I will get the answers I’m looking for. But I need time to go through the writings and decipher their location.” She checked the satchel and clutched it close.

      “Who is ‘they’?”

      “The Jian-Di. They are the only ones who can help, but they—”

      “There isn’t another priest here who can help? Don’t you all believe in the same stuff anyway?”

      “I wouldn’t expect a human to notice such things, but I am only half Levani. Most of my people don’t believe I should be allowed to exist. My father kept me protected from the Levani who didn’t agree to keeping me alive at birth. I’ve never left these temple grounds. Now that he is dead, that protection is gone. I need time and we need to leave.”

      “You won’t be any safer coming with me. CONTROL will definitely want to question you, and me, for that matter.” I wanted her to come back with me, of course, but I had my own problems. My Enforcer roommate was one of them. There was no way she would keep her mouth shut with a Levani in the house, half-human or otherwise.

      She looked a bit angry at my suggestion. “It’s either go with you or get put in jail for questioning, then sent off to the Coven of the Veil. And I’m not keen on that plan since they seal your eyes shut forever.”

      “You’re right, coming with me is a better option.”

      I had left my rail-bike just outside the temple fence. A non-gloss black finish covered its rounded rectangular body. I touched the side and it came to life. The handles and controls were at the head of a smooth cylindrical shaft.

      “After you.” I motioned to her. I figured we should have just enough time to get back before the suns cycled up.

      Yari’s eyebrows raised and she stayed planted firmly in place. “Levani and tech don’t mix well. I’m not getting on that.”

      “You’re gonna have to get used to technology if you wanna come with me.”

      She crossed her arms and looked away. “I would very much like not to. I’m fine with walking, though.” She pointed down. “Long legs.”

      Those golden-brown soft stretches of perfection were right for more than just a midnight stroll. “We either go back on that thing, or we get caught here by the Levani guard. It’s just a rail-bike and you’re taking way too long.”

      “Humans. Always in a rush.”

      “Aren’t you half?”

      She didn’t respond. If the stupidity of her racist-ass comment wasn’t as clear as could be to her, it sure as shit was to me. It was clear like a babbling mountain creek on a sunny winter morning. And in that clear water was Yari, shivering in nothing but—

      I had to focus.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally said.

      The collar on my jacket popped as I looked off into the distance. “Where I come from, there are people of mixed race and species all over the place. People are good citizens wherever they’re born. You grew up here, so you’re a good Levani who loves trees and nature to a militant extent. But you could’ve grown up on Earth. You could be like me, a mechanic on the edge of the solar system bringing in cash to pay off debts and enjoy a good craft brew. You could’ve been born on the Planet of the Dirt Masters. Point is—”

      “Dirt Masters? You’re just making that up.”

      “No, it’s a real planet.

      “But I am not any of those things. I am Levani.”

      “For now,” I said. “Just get on, please, and you can pray about it while we ride.”

      “Don’t mock the prayer. It’s the reason you’re standing here in the first place.”

      She rubbed her hands together and cocked her head to the side, like she was planning on solving the mysteries of the universe, “Fine. How do you use this thing? Do I stand on it? There aren’t any chairs.”

      “Just kick your leg over and straddle it. The shell will form to fit your body.”

      “You want me to spread my legs while you’re looking? I may be half human, but I’m a Levani lady. Look away.”

      I knew she wasn’t going to move if I didn’t.

       “Just do this.” I threw my leg over the bike and slowly lowered onto the form-fit cushion. It bulged, molded, then snuggled against my inner thighs and stayed in place. Better than bucket seats. “See? Nothing sexual about that.”

      After an eyebrow raise and a moment for reflection, she grabbed my shoulders and slid her leg over the black hump that turned into her seat. She blushed. “I said, don’t look,” and quickly pushed my head back toward the road. “Ok, please do whatever it is you do with this thing.”

      The bike wavered a little in the air as the rail-hover system adjusted to the combined weight.

      I zipped up my jacket, the orange glow disappearing beneath the thick leather. “Hold on.”

      “To what?”

      I looked back at her for a second. “To me.”

      She flushed red and looked away. I was about to push the issue when one arm came around my stomach, and the other slid around to meet it. “Just go slow…until I get used to it.”

      “Leave it to me.” Her warm body pressed against my back and we took off.
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      With the triple suns barreling upwards toward the horizon in front of us, the outline of the Levani home world islands swayed gently in the sky just above the violence of the swirling noxious surface clouds beneath. The occasional black Flit, a Levani bird of prey I likened to a hummingbird on steroids, zipped through my periphery. Easy enough to see during the day, virtually impossible to detect at night.

      I slid my finger across the yellow and blue holo-screen in front of me. The passenger cam popped up and there she was, frozen in place against my back since we took off. She hadn’t opened her eyes for more than a second or two the whole time.

       We were silent as a clam wind thanks to a bit of stealthy sound tech I had installed a while back. Plus, we were traveling at such high speed over the open roll of the uninhabited Levani island hills, there was no chance the Guard could detect us. I spoke to her without fear.

      “Beautiful, right?” I asked.

      I could see the green in her eye from the sliver of its opening. She hugged tighter and went back into her shell. She was still praying.

      “Not that way, the other way.” I said. She didn’t move.

      I took one hand off the handlebars a held it against her cold arms. “It’s not so bad here. I’ve seen a lot of planets. A lot of different alien races. You’d be surprised how similar they all are. Space-worthy and tech-savvy. Lots of good paying work, but it gets pretty redundant. Just look at the sunrise. I remember when I first saw these islands. The fire of two of Levani’s three suns casting shadows that scatter off the buildings and the tree lines like a fractal masterpiece. It’s a dream world, except for the Levani hatred of humans. Oh, and the fact that everything is floating over a poisonous gaseous planet core. Unique.”

      “And occupied,” she added.

      She wasn’t very big on small talk riding on the rail-bike, so I let her be. I tried to access some music, but it was a no-go. Sure, something I could repair, but if the memory was damaged, then I’d lose my whole library. I could listen on the galactic cloud, but the sound quality just wasn’t the same. Plus, I was old fashioned and just wanted to own my own shit.

      “Do you promise not to laugh at me if I tell you a secret?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I love…no, you’re gonna think I’m so stupid. I mean, I just met you and here I am about to tell you something I’ve never said to anybody.”

      Oh, shit. Just moments after saving each other’s lives, or maybe more her saving my life, whatever, she had fallen for me. We were bonding and falling in love like on some crazy battlefield. I was ready to stop the bike and take her in my arms and tell her everything was going to be alright.

      “Come on, just say it.” I leaned back into her a bit.

      Sunrise over the islands? Check.

      High speed on a sweet rail-bike? Check.

      Super-hot girl with her arms wrapped around me about to reveal a secret to me? Check. My heart was seconds from liftoff.

      She blushed and pushed her face into my back, and squeezed a little tighter. “I love technology.”

       Was there a sound for high expectations crashing to the ground? I was stupid to think it would go my way, but I held on to my flattened little scrap of hope, regardless...

      “That’s not really what I call a secret,” I said. “Maybe you were thinking about something else you wanted to say? Seriously, you can tell me anything!”

      “I did tell you.” She looked a bit confused. “I love tech.”

      The conversation was going well, but I had to leave out any mention of working on Old-Tech. Magic was real, no doubt. But I was starting to believe some of the other stories I had been told. Like the history of humans on Levan and what we had done. The part of most immediate relevance being that Old-Tech was used to slaughter the Kaiju here. She probably wouldn’t appreciate my connection to it.

      “I mean, I love tech too, I guess. I work on it every day. What’s your favorite piece?”

      Her eyes opened, but she hadn’t ventured a look at the scenery whizzing by us yet. “The Clear-Tech is my favorite by far. From the temple windows, I’ve watched every single guy like you whip that thing out and look for ways to solve really difficult problems. To be able to ask it anything and an answer comes out, just like that,” she snapped her fingers then quickly latched back on.  “That’s like having every elder on the planet sitting crossed-legged in front of you waiting to fill you with the knowledge of the world. Amazing.”

      “Yeah, the Galactapedia App basically knows everything. I don’t use it much since I’ve been doing this job for way longer than anybody on the planet.”

      “Wow. So, you’re like the high chief of tech on Levan?”

      I smiled to myself. “Something like that.”

      I didn’t want to toot my own horn too much, but these younger mechanics didn’t know their asses from a hole in the ground. Most could only replace shit that was broken. It took real skill to repair something and make it better than new. That’s where I made my bank and I made it quicker than everybody on the payroll.

      “But, please, keep it to yourself. If everyone knew that, I would be too busy dealing with officials to answer maintenance calls, like yours.”

      “I won’t tell,” she said as her eyes finally opened. Her head lifted off my back for the first time and those eyes were wide as dinner plates. I backed off my speed and readied to cross the massive tethered light bridge out of the Levani reservations and into CONTROL territory.

       The bridge was open and empty against the warm blue light of the alien dawn. The calm here was like the ebbing flow of breath from some distant slumbering giant, content to be left alone in peace. There was a softness to the wind that trundled over the expanse connecting the two regions—regions where the political and social air was not calm at all.  Two forces, the occupied and the occupying, hurling insults like monkeys flinging rocks back and forth at each other, fighting for the water rights to some river that should be left in peace.

      Yari’s demeanor had relaxed and she was hanging halfway off the bike by then, staring straight up. A solitary Flit zipped in and out of the shadows that played in the mists and lightly covered the bridged divide. “Did you build this?” She pulled back on me too far and made me veer a little, but she didn’t flinch. Her waist pushed into my back and I felt an unmistakable focal point of heat. It wasn’t good timing for a hard-on, but that’s when they always happen. The twin lit spires shot up from either side of us, piercing the sparse clouds and deep blue dawn sky above.

      “No, I’m not a builder, I’m a tinkerer,” I said, trying to calm myself down before my cock started pushing against her arms. “That looks like tech but it’s rock-solid architecture. Can you sit up straight and lean into me again? It makes it a little more difficult to distinguish two body-heat signatures. The border is for the most part open, but we’ll be passing through a high-speed checkpoint. I don’t want CONTROL to notice you.”

      I had rigged my rail-bike with some sketchy disruptor-tech after I bought it on the Galactanet. It made me, and anyone riding with me, scan as a single individual…as long as they were close. After that, without direct line-of-sight confirmation by a CONTROL official, there was no way they could track who was with me. My roommate, Bridget, always said I was being paranoid and that there would never be a reason to use it. That was bullshit, because I was all about hiding anything that could be hidden from prying eyes. I was one of the few left that still thought privacy meant something.

      We slipped past the checkpoint, which was nothing more than a glowing orb hovering at the end of the bridge. There were bodies on the ramparts that surrounded the occupied territory. We entered through one of the massive gates that led into human-designed buildings and streets.

      There was some urban sprawl stretching out from the center of the occupied territory’s island where the great Spire stood. Its age was unknown, but its value as a trophy for CONTROL was clear. They had clad it in metal and tech and wires and surrounded it with their headquarters. Nobody I knew had ever been up it, but there were rumors that maybe they would start tours for staff who were ranked high enough.

      It wasn’t long before we made it home. I hopped off the bike and helped Yari up as it sank into the front yard covered in holo-grass, lush and green. One of the many Earth illusions offered to keep our minds at ‘peace’. The occupation tried, but it still didn’t feel like home.

      Yari walked a wide path around the opening as it was slowly covered by tiny glowing blades of softness. Her voice cracked a little. “Your lawn just ate your bike.”

      I caught the laugh in my throat. “Yes. It’s a fierce monster that protects my house. You’re safe now, but you probably shouldn’t sneeze around it. That makes it hungry.”

      The slap of her hands across her mouth was priceless. She was easy to fuck with.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, though. The suns are already up, and we are inside my gate. You can relax for a while.”

      With Yari choosing her foot placement carefully, we made the short walk up the lawn and stood before the covered entryway of my domed abode. It was rare for me to use the front door since I usually parked on the roof, but the sensors there were calibrated pretty well so I had no way to hide the weight of another body.

      The entryway flooded with bright blue light as the audio warning from CONTROL gave me a start. “Tech Agent 619, you have not recorded a brothel visit for over sixty days. You have two planet cycles to comply with Section 1, Article 3 of the ‘self-maintenance’ requirements stipulated in the agreed-upon Terms of Contract. Answer yes to be granted access to the indoors. Answer no and an escort team will be deployed to reorient you to the next viable ejaculate receptacle OR off-world work location.”

      Yari tried to wave the blue light out of her face. “What is she talking about?”

      A negative-sounding buzz clicked on and off twice. “Invalid response. You have two more chances to comply.”

      She was about to ask something else when I threw my hand over her mouth and gestured for her to shut up. She frowned and pushed my hand away from her mouth.

      I finally answered, “Yes.”

      Jeezus. I just wanted to abstain from prostitution and jerk off from time to time in peace.

      “Your cooperation is very much appreciated, Tech Agent 619. A support list of viable fulfillment options will be forwarded to your CONTROL-issued Clear-Tech life management device. If you have not selected a desirable supplicant for fluid transmission in the next five minutes, one will be randomly selected from your predetermined compatibility list and sent to your location, effective immediately.” A transportation pad lifted up from the lawn directly behind us.  “Well wishes to you and your significant workload. T-minus 5 minutes to arrival.”

      Blue 3D icons of petite-breasted and thick-lipped alien goddesses in overly-practiced sexual poses flooded over my front door. Sexy music started playing from overhead and my busted Clear-Tech vibrated in response to it. I pulled it out and closed all the advertisements on my screen, but it remained brightly lit. I jammed the thing back into my pocket.

      Jeezus.

      “This one has been well-fed.” Yari pointed to a storm-goddess fetish link, her hand on her chin in considerate contemplation.

      “You were too shy to get on my rail-bike, but you have no problem choosing from a list of sex slaves?” I watched the blue light undulate over her features as she continued her thoughtful study.

      “I’m a Maiden and, yes, purity is my calling. But sex is a healthy part of life. The best part, although I have no experience to speak from. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Unlike this stained skin and ridiculous blue hair.” She flicked a rogue strand out of her eyes and pointed to the panel with a mouth on it. “What’s this one do?”

      My hand was welded to my forehead as I looked for any way to avoid telling her that that category quickly left the realm of humanoid options. Then she tapped it.

      Her eyes lit up. “Wow. I never thought—”

      I stepped in front of her, “You can find anything on screens nowadays. I’ve never used this page. Never.”

      The screen’s hue changed from blue to orange and the sultry mechanical voice blared out of the doorway again. “Tech Agent 619, you have one minute to select a desirable supplicant from your predetermined compatibility list or one will be sent to you from the current options available.”

      “See?” Yari said matter-of-factly. “These are from your predetermined list. I don’t know why you’re so embarrassed about the whole thing. There are far worse levels of compatibility that many Levani are forced to choose every day. How liberating!”

      “Ok, yes, that’s what they say is my… Wait, how much worse?”

      “Random selection confirmed,” the robot lady chimed in, followed by a ding. “Thank you for your cooperation. Transmission imminent.”

      “No, wait!”

      I heard the familiar low thrum of the teleporter behind us followed by some purring. Before I could turn, I was tackled through my front door into the three-story unit, landing on my back with soft calico arms wrapped around me. I watched the door slam shut on Yari and felt a bumpy tongue slide up the back of my neck.
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      We struggled there on the floor for a couple of seconds then a clawed hand slid around my forehead and yanked it back. A slow rolling purr from her feline muzzle tickled my ear. “This good for making fuck.” She tapped a metallic disc against my crotch then held it over me.

      We were bathed in red light and instantly my zipper burst open, exposing my already-plump shaft and aching nob. The slippery-soft, spotted golden tail wrapped around my half-hard cock and spiraled around the shaft until it found some traction on my head.

      I stopped struggling. The licking on the neck was good.

       “Ahhhh, see, you like, yes?”

      “It’s a bit weird, but yeah.”

      A snap of teeth in my ear made me jump a little but I could tell she was smiling. “Thinking you like weird.” Her claws, thin and obsidian, slid back down my leather jacket to my throbbing cock.

      In times of lonely and desperate sexual need, I had imagined all sorts of crazy sick shit I could put my dick into. I would always distance myself from acting on impulse. But there was no stopping with this feline sexpot. I was gonna cum inside the beast and deal with the consequences.

      It would be one of those things that I could never live it down if Bridget saw. I managed a quick look around and saw that I was safe. Bridget would’ve been off to work already.

      Running my hands along the feline’s sides, I felt the ripple of her muscular body underneath. I put a hand on the floor and slowly sat up. She didn’t try to fight me so I stood and turned around to see what I was getting into.

      Up on her elbows and legs crossed, her tail dragged and twitched across the floor. She licked her clawed fingers and ran them down the two handfuls of hairless tits on the right and up the other two on the left. Four perfect breasts that I could lose myself between.

      With a commanding finger pointed at my erect state, I used my most controlling voice. “Here. Now.”

      On her knees with both hands planted on the floor, she slowly kicked one leg over her head like an arabesque ballet dancer, arching up in front of me. With a fluid flick or her other leg, her feet landed on the ground and she was fully bent in a half moon. Her pink slit, moist with iridescent juices, was peeking out from golden fur and begging me to taste the rainbow.

      She crawled the short distance to me, wide ass and skinny waist up in the air, never losing sight of me. Tail twitching and searching, she grabbed my cock with it rubbed her clit.

      “Show off,” I said.

      Her head tracked back along the ground, arched upward, and stopped right at my face, nose to nose. She smelled like a spring rain. Her smile wasn’t as full of pointy teeth as I thought it would be. Big relief, just two sharp cuspids top and bottom.

      She lowered herself into position, sniffing and pawing at me the whole down. Then she opened her mouth, and a tongue long enough to touch her forehead slipped out as the runway for my cock to land on. I plunged into her mouth, unable to wait, and she took it to the back of her throat. Bright yellow horizontal slits looked right at me, tearing up and bulging a little in the orange glow of my wound. She pulled me in deeper and I felt her fangs pierce my skin a little. I was comin’ home.

      “Be good, now,” I said.

      She mumbled okay and pushed her lips over her teeth without breaking her rhythm.

      I was lost. Should I go straight for the pussy, or end it here in her mouth? My grip on the ejaculation situation was slipping fast. Fuck, she was good, for a cat woman.

      It was then that I saw my roommate B come around the corner of the entry hallway in her dress blacks for duty. Just a shade over six feet tall, Bridget was as hard an Enforcer of the law as she was beautiful. Bright emerald eyes that melted away even the thickest armor of bullshit, with lips quick enough to shut you down and thick enough to steam your glasses.

      She dropped her doughnut. “Wow, a Pusani? Your dick pipe must be really backed up, Mark.”

      “Shit, I… Uh, there was this mix-up and ow! Hey!”

      The Pusani spun around on all fours, back arched and hair on end. She hissed and growled out something resembling English at B, “mmmiiinnneee.”

      “Eat me, bitch. You can have him,” said B.

      The Pusani was fast, covering the distance between her and B in half a heartbeat. She would’ve had B’s throat gouged out into her hand, but B was faster. All I could see was the blur of her arm. My sex-kitten slammed into the wall with a thud, breaking her hiss and leaving her silent on the floor. B stood there, vibrating battle-wand in hand.

      “All pussy and no fight. Typical,” B said. She walked toward me, holstered her wand and nonchalantly tossed a restraint-mine on the Pusani’s chest. She licked the sugar off her fingers and looked me up and down, “Ya know what your problem is? A lack of communication. This could’ve been avoided if you just let me know ahead of time. I dropped my breakfast cuz I knew a Pusani would instantly lose their shit and attack.”

      “Good morning, B.”

      It wasn’t the first time my roommate had seen me naked with a rock-hard jock. I had caught her voyeuring me one of the times I had a girl over, and multiple times in the shower when I was trying to enjoy a morning jerk. It was strange since I was convinced she was a lesbian. Who else would live with a guy, video him, and not fuck him? A lesbian who sold sex vids on the Galactanet, that’s who.

      “Do you smell that?” she asked.

      I smelled my armpits out of habit. “It doesn’t smell that bad.”

      “I think she pissed pheromones all over you or something.”

      “I have that effect on women.”

      “Whatever. Just clean up when you’re done. I’m taking a shower.”

      “I still don’t notice anything.”

      “You don’t, but CONTROL will. I’ll pop for rare animal smuggling or something just going into work. And FYI, I’ll be back late. An envoy of Levani priests has been dispatched to start talks again about renegotiation of the occupation. Happens every year around this time.”

      “Levani priests?”

      “Yup. Boring shit.”

      “How are you getting to work?” I hoped it wasn’t out the same door Yari was standing behind.

      “From up top, like I always do. Why do you care?”

      Shit. I was walking on dangerous ground. B couldn’t find out about Yari. I had to get off to work and out of the house.

      “I’m just trying to communicate with you. That’s what you said I suck at, right?”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Anyway, see ya tonight.” With one last glance at my cock, she started back through the house, mumbling something about cameras in the entryway next time.

      I waited a moment, peeked upstairs to make sure B was in the shower and wheeled to the front door. I opened it and saw Yari caught in four walled, red security barrier, praying for her life. The cold air hit my cock and balls, “Don’t move and you’ll be fine. I need clothes first so hold on for a sec.”

      “Was that a Pusani?” she said excitedly, eyes still closed tight, “The Pusani might look humanoid, but they’re feral as all get out when they perceive a challenge while aroused. Are you okay?”

      “Hold on!”

      I shot up to my room, slid into the replicator and was back downstairs in a flash, sucking air a bit, though. I was convinced no one should see that much action in a twelve-hour span.

      Clothes? Check.

      Boner? Nope. Check.

      Ok.

      “Main doorway, security off,” I said and put my arm around Yari. “Hey, sorry about all that.”

      She looked up at me with a small grin. “You must be healthy to change that quick after all that.”

      “From time to time, yes,” I said, filled with a mostly useless self-confidence for the timing of it. “Let’s get you something to drink and figure out what we’re gonna do here, ok?”

      With a nod, we walked straight down the hall. She stopped in front of the Pusani.

      “What happened to her?” she asked.

      “My roommate stopped anything from happening.”

      “She must be powerful to defeat such a beast. I would be honored to meet her. When will that happen?”

      It was a fair question, but one that came with a lot of potential problems. The utmost of which was that B hated the Levani. That’s why she joined the Enforcers.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea. She has…problems, and isn’t well right now. Here, let me clean this up.” I tried to pick up the cat woman but she was twice as heavy as I was. I did manage to drag her down the hallway to the living room by the stairs and laid her out on the sofa.

      I popped into the kitchen and grabbed a drink from the maxo-fridge. Absolute zero cooling with no residual crystal degradation. The frosty cold brew went down quick and smooth. Yari came in, her bare feet sticking enough to make small sounds as she crossed the floor toward me.

      “You’re not going to offer me anything?” she said, a little irritated at the lack of Levani hospitality, I guessed.

      “Of course.” I grabbed her a beer and chucked it over and looked at her feet while she struggled with the top. “You don’t have to take off your shoes, here.”

      “Ew. You don’t?” as she popped the cap off and drank. “What is this?”

      “It’s called beer. Imports cost too many credits, so I brew it here.”

      “I’ve heard of this. We only had wine at the temple. It’s used for ceremonies, but sometimes Father would over-bless himself with it.”

      “I know the feeling.” Another month, and I could finish my contract and head home.

      I watched her pull back the beer in under a minute. She had no concept of pace.

      “Did you know about the priest? I mean, your father?”

      Her pace slowed as she walked around the kitchen, touching things to see if they would blink. “The priests are kept as free vassals from the occupation forces, so his diagnostic cycles were few and far between. He never had any issue with his Life-Tech the entire time I’ve been alive. He practiced freely and used what abilities he had control of to heal any who entered the house of the Kaiju. I thought the black was just a story to scare us away from using magic. I believe it’s only a matter of time before the same happens to me.”

      “I feel weird,” she said as she looked through the bottom of the bottle. “Can I have another?”

      “If you think you can handle it, I’ll crack open another for—”

      She tipped over and fell into my arms, streaks of blue hair sliding off my jacket arm.

      “Time for bed, then,” I said to myself.

      I threw her over my shoulder and hauled her up to the second floor living room. “Bed,” I said, standing next to the sofa. It rolled out, pillows and blankets ready for sleep. Her legs were locked straight enough to stand her up, so I did so before I laid her down. I held her hands and was about to let her gently fall back onto the bed when I saw bare skin and ass come down the stairs and fiery red hair look through the door.

      She stood, still dripping wet, taking a tighter hold on her towel when she saw Yari.

      “Mark! Who the hell is that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “HI!” I heard a soft thud behind me as Yari fell face down in the covers.

      Perfect.

      Maybe Bridget wouldn’t notice I had brought a Levani home illegally. The blue hair might throw her off.

      “Why is she dressed in Levani gear?”

      Shit.

      “She just arrived on planet. One of those university cosplay fans. Loves the space elves. Why are you here?”

      She gave her another squinted look and walked over to the wet-dry port.

      “You have a port on your floor, ya know?” I said.

      “I know, but you’re never up this early. As much as I like being wet, I never have an audience to watch me come down the stairs in dramatic fashion.” She spun around once. “What do you think?”

      “It’s nice.”

      “Just, nice?” She pulled the bottom of her towel up to her sizable glistening cheeks.

      I swallowed hard. “You have everything where it should be? Look, we’re roommates and inter-employee relations are forbidden. Sure, I’d love to see what you—"

      “How old is she?”

      Nobody could fuck with B’s interrogation skills.

      “Late teens, maybe?”

      She rolled her eyes, dropped her towel and hit the dry switch. Five seconds of near supersonic air force rippled up her legs, past her shaved baby-smooth pooch. The ripples climbed up her soft four-pack and over those two perfect titties till her hair exploded upward, every droplet of water atomized into the air. God, I loved technology.

      “How long will she be staying with us? Just in case you’re gonna be giving her all you got, I want to be upstairs with my spy equipment on,” she said with an emotionless wink. “Just joking…”

      “You know I found one of them, right? One of your sensors.”

      “I deny all knowledge. Someone at CONTROL must have an interest in you.”

      I was convinced my room was bugged with her surveillance cameras. It was only a matter of time before I found the next one. I had stopped moving very much under the covers when it was time to flog the beast.

      She put her towel back on but left it hanging loose. “She’s cute, in a weird way. Not a bad haul for you, lover boy.”

      It was time to divert.

      “She’s not here for that. And even if she was, it’s very selfish of you sitting in your room spying on people while they fuck.”

      “And while they masturbate.” She winked at me. “But like I said, it’s not me.”

      I had to keep her on her heals.

      “Just come in and watch next time. You never know what could happen.”

      “Not gonna happen. Bodily fluid transfer is gross.” Bridget rolled Yari over face up and started a Clear-Tech check.

      “When did you…where’d you get that from? You’re naked under a towel.”

      She shrugged me off. “And there we have it. Levani DNA. Anyway, I knew you were full of shit the second you opened your mouth because you’re a bad liar. What the hell were you thinking when you decided to bring her to our house?”

      “Just give me a chance to explain. No bullshit this time.”

      “You’re putting me in a difficult position here, Mark. This shit isn’t ok. I don’t know or care how she got here, I just want to know the why. Her being here is bad for both of us. Mostly bad for you, but it ain’t good for me, either. The second I figure out what story to tell, I’m calling this in. Sorry.”

      “She’s not what you think. Look at her blue hair and green eyes! She’s a halfling. Go ahead, check it in the database.”

      She swiped and took a closer look at the data read. “Whatever, I don’t care if she’s part Leviathan.”

      I chided her with a smile and a waving finger. “We’re using Kaiju. When in Rome, dear.”

      “You can dear these!” she spat back as she cupped her de-muffed bump. “She’s a fucking space elf, who’s missing her Life-Tech by the way, AND she’s on our sofa! Seriously, Mark, why couldn’t it have just been the Pusani?”

      There was no use sugar-coating the story for her but she couldn’t know I removed her Life-Tech. She could sniff out a lie from a mile away. I told her all that had happened. She sat on the edge of the bed looking at Yari the whole time, her emotions hidden beneath her placid face.

      I finished, and she gave it to me straight. “Wow. I can only honestly believe half that story. I do buy that you didn’t take her tracker off and that a priest is dead and that you brought her here, racing back against the rising suns after a shitty job call. I think what really happened is that you got into some shit you shouldn’t have seen. She knew a witness would buy her some time and called one in, on an emergency tech call, no less. If her tracker was off in the first place, she’s probably just using you to get away from the Levani Guard. I’ve never been a fan of anything the Levani do or believe, but at least they dish out justice swift and clean. I don’t believe she has any powers. That part of your story, quite frankly, was pretty lame. I have enough to make sure you and I don’t get jailed and deported, though, so thanks. I’m getting dressed and making the call.”

      “I’m not lying to you.”

      “Look, lover boy,” she cooed to me, calm and collected. “I think you must have hit your wittle head with your pwasma torch and you believe that you are telling the damned truth. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Then what about this?”

      Ripping the zipper of my jacket down, I threw it off my shoulders and let her stare at the glowing orange chunk of my abdomen. “I’m a walking medical magic experiment that should’ve died back there in that grass. She saved my life. She used magic to do it. The black thing that attacked was real.”

      She got up and rubbed her hand down my stomach. “Damn. Do you feel anything weird?”

      “Yes. Very. It’s lower though. There’s a HUGE problem down there.”

      She slid her hands down the front of my pants and slapped me on the bottom of the balls. “Funny. What’s that black part on your side?”

      I ran my hand over a thin charcoal line on my right side. I wasn’t sure if it was there before or not. I would’ve noticed it, surely?

      B peered at Yari and got right up to her face, head tilted. “Did you get her drunk?”

      “No. But I’m a gracious host.”

      She sighed and straightened her shoulders back. “Fine. I’ll get her something to eat.”

      While I was combing over my midsection, Bridget went downstairs and came back up with a Levani breakfast smoothie. She plopped down on the sofa next to Yari. “So, I believe you. But she can’t stay here, Mark. The Levani are technologically backward and secretive but they are also highly organized. Make no mistake, if they link you to her, CONTROL will give you up in a hot second. You’ll be spending your time in Levani ‘crush you in the holes that weren’t made for crushin’ prison.”

      “All of the holes?” I stuck a finger in my belly button.

      “I’m serious, Mark. You need to get on this, fast.”

      “I can’t quite do that. She’s asleep and it wouldn’t be right.”

      “Funny. She is cute, though, isn’t she? I’m not one for the Levani hawk-face features, but she’s got a soft tone to her…anyway, what’s the plan?”

      “Get dressed?” I asked.

      “Right. Be right back.” She pivoted and jogged to the door, dropping her towel as she passed through and turned up the stairs. Those pink ass cheeks could wrap around my face and almost touch my ears, I bet. But would I have sacrificed my job for it? The less logical of my two brains answered with an emphatic, yes! I’d suck a fart out of her butt with a straw.

      I changed into a new vintage leather jacket. Replicated clothes just didn’t have the feel and style of old digs. I was pretty sure that word was from the 1990’s. All clothing had become strictly form and function for work. We had lost so much coolness over the last century.

      B was back quick. Black leather from head to foot, zipper stretched to the breaking point about two inches down her plump cleavage. It was a totally unnecessary place to stop a zipper, but everything she did had purpose. If a criminal or rogue CONTROL employee was feeling like a pain dance, the moment of hesitation from staring at her tits was guaranteed and she was fast enough to take advantage of it. A simple suit, with a raised red E over her right breast. A red belt with an unassuming non-reflective silver square buckle. And her wand hanging expertly from the curve in her hips. She once told me that if your hips were too skinny, you would be rejected for the Enforcers. I tried to get her to get me a date with someone there, but she just laughed me off.

      Then the sound of a Clear-Tech buzzing from under clothing snapped me back into focus mode.

      “Is that you?” I asked.

      “It’s the bosses. No worries, I already called in today. We’ll get her out of here ASAP. I know a couple of places we can take her to. Hold on.” She slipped the device from right above her belt. It was the same Clear-Tech I had but much smaller. Cool spy design.

      “Enforcer Radigan,” the powerful voice commanded attention from B. I had never seen her butthole, but I was positive it was clenched super tight. I had never seen her at work or on the job for that matter, just out drinking, the occasional singing box night out, and right before going to bed. Nobody ever fucked with her, but this voice had her snapped to attention like a hard-pinched tit. “You picked a hell of a day to kick off your boots, Commander.”

      “Sir?”

      “I understand you’ve taken leave today?”

      “Yes, Sir. I had a personal matter to attend to and was assured it wouldn’t be a problem.” Her thighs were so close together I could almost hear Enforcer issued soundproof leather squeal.

      The grizzled old voice continued over the commlink. “Well, the shit has hit the fan on the reservation. Long story short, there’s been an alleged murder of a Levani by a municipal level CONTROL Agent. Your co-habitant.”

      “Sir, I’m sure it wasn’t my co-habitant,” she winked at me with a wry smile, “he’s too dull-minded to put on clothes that are new, let alone—”.

      “We won’t take too much of your time, Commander. We are still light on details thanks to the Levani.” He paused for a deep sigh. “They’ll have their herbal drink-laden meetings about it all day before anybody decides who speaks first. In the meantime, ensure that our asses are covered. Tech Agent 619 does not leave the building. Interrogate him and report back with your findings. I trust you to handle the situation objectively. Understood?”

      I mouthed to her that I was not dull-minded. She quickly shrugged it off.

      “Understood, Marshal. Radigan, out.” She turned on me and backed me into the wall with one arm. “I know you’re not stupid. That’s exactly why you need to give me one reason I shouldn’t turn you in. CONTROL doesn’t know she’s laying down right there. I wonder why that is?” Her bright green eyes had a mystifying effect on me. I didn’t know whether to tell the truth or lean in for a kiss.

      She shoved me a little and stood with arms folded and waited. “I know you’re always fucking around with illegal tech. When did you install it?”

      I had gone through great pains to keep the disruptors rigged on the house a secret from B. If she knew, she would have to tell CONTROL under oath. As much as I trusted her, I knew her character. She followed the letter of the law, regardless of her penchant for ninja filming me with my dick out.

      “A while back. I thought voyeuring would be more fun if you couldn’t see who was in the room with me from CONTROL.”

      She feinted to hit me and opted to point at the ground with a heavy dose of conviction. “I’ve never used my authority for that.” She looked away briefly with a raised eyebrow. “But, maybe I could? Anyway, we have some time before I lie to my superiors about you. Your use of illegal tech isn’t not a wise move.”

      “Huh?”

      “Ya made a good call.”

      “Shit, I know. That’s why they call me Mr. Good-call.”

      “Nobody calls you that.”

      “Says you.” I’d have to get Yari on board with calling me the same, soon. Only one guy actually called me that.

      “I think what you did is wrong, but it doesn’t mean I don’t respect its ingenuity.

      “I’ll remind you, I have a clean record. No arrests. Ever.”

      “True. But never say never. Ok, so they don’t know about Yari being here. Check. I assume they’ve assumed the furry sexplicant you opted for has been returned to the brothel, as well. CONTROL makes sure you get the sex but leaves it to the brothels to clean up the mess. Anything to save a credit.” She was pacing back and forth by that point.

      “Typical,” I said.

      “Anyway, we need to hide them. I doubt they’ll bother with an internal scan after checking from without. We can use that hole in the wall you like to keep your dirty clothes from Earth in.”

      “It’s called a closet,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster.

      She looked quite pleased with herself. “Right, we’ll put them there. Wake your space-elf. Wait. The Levani and their islands aren’t really in space, are they? What is halfway from the ground to space? Stratosphere? No….mesosphere! RIGHT. Wake up your meso-elf.”

      “We killed racism on Earth like hundreds of years ago. What the fuck?”

      I threw a couple of light slaps at the half-human beauty and moved her head around like a swivel axle. Nothing. “Yari! Ya gotta wake up! HelloOO!”

      Nothing. Just a little drool.

      “Mark, can I try?” I nodded and got out of the way. “It’s all about the angle, and timing.” B slid her hand up Yari’s neck to her chin. Rubbed her cheek three times clockwise and slapped so fucking hard and quick, I flinched. Yari’s eyes opened. “See?” B walked away. “It’s all you, lover boy. I’ll handle the animal rescue.”

      “Ow,” Yari mumbled while dredged from her nap.

      The low-pitched ding of the entryway sounded. B looked right at me. “Were you followed?”

      No one saw us cross the border and no Levani were fast enough to follow a rail bike. I was in a hurry, so I didn’t really check everything as much as I could have. Did I miss something?

      B let the worry escape her lips. “Mark?”
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      “Answer me, Mark.” her hand moved instinctively to her battle-baton.

      I hissed back, “Of course not…”  I counted out the reasons why on my hand as I spoke with her. “There was no one at the bridge, and no one the entire time we tore ass over Levani backcountry. Plus, the proximity sensors were at zero contact the entire ride.”

      “Nobody saw you? Nobody who could talk?” she checked again, being very deliberate with words.

      “Unless Flits learn how to talk, no, totally in the clear.”

       The ding of the entryway sounded for the second time. The color drained out of Yari’s face and she began to tremble.

      “Hey, relax.” I said softly, getting close and taking the small of her neck in my hand, “Nobody knows you’re here.”

      She buried her face in her hands, “The Jian-Di always know.”

      B rolled her eyes, “Some bedtime story told to Levani children. Witches and despots living near the core of the planet. Secretive and dangerous characters who use the energies of the leviathan to bring ill will to their enemies. They might as well pray for rain to come. Leviathan, ha!”

      “Kaiju.” I coughed.

      She gritted her teeth, blinked a few times and smiled as she blew me off, “Even better than that, some accounts of them are even ninja-like. Vanishing into the thin air and assassinating anyone who goes against the old social order. Sometimes they even have superpowers and are un-killable and live for centuries. So basically, superstitious nonsense. Science for the win, baby. Read a fuckin’ book. Take your backward ass asses and—”

      “B, I think we get the picture,” I said.

      Yari didn’t break stride at B’s less-than-stellar appraisal of her story. “If the magic in me that is keeping Mark alive—which it is—and saved both of us is real, which it is, then maybe they are, too.” She waited a second for a further rebuke, but it didn’t come. “The elite guards of the Levani are the shining light of justice and strength, but the Jian Di, they are the unseen black bits, the whispers that collect in the shadows. And for the record, just because you do not believe in their existence, does not mean they don’t believe in yours.”

      The first one to move was B. Silent and quick, she checked the com-screen at the entryway. “I don’t see anyone,” she said as she squinted and panned from left to right. She wasn’t one to leave anything to chance and started a full perimeter sweep. “There’s movement around the back. Whoever it is, they’re looking for a way in.”

      B grabbed my older maintenance belt that was rigged with more aggressive tech. My mother said it was my father’s belt, built during a less civilized time of human expansion and occupation. I slipped it around my waist and buckled up with B looking me up and down. “You remember how to use that?” she pointed to the 10-inch Surudo blade that clung sheathed sideways against the small of my back.

      I pulled it free, the steel folded thousands of times in on itself, and spun it around and between my fingers. I flipped it from one hand to the other a few times and ran my palm up the middle of the eloquently forged blade. The slight curve made it ideal for slicing through anyone in my way. Edged-weapons armor was geared toward puncture protection, but it always had weak points. To remain mobile, joints were always pliable and this little baby could slide into one and cut straight into a vital point. “I can hack off a few bits here and there before whatever wants to get to me, gets to me.”

      I looked at the screen again. “Movement on the roof. Levani couldn’t move that fast.” The memory of the lightning-fast temple monster with its tar-colored skin and lanky limbs that shredded through anything it touched, flashed in my mind. It didn’t seem like one to use the doorbell. As long as it wasn’t that thing, I felt good about my chances.

      “The Jian Di can,” Yari said, keeping her voice to just above a whisper.

      B shook her head. “Some say the ripples they cause are enough evidence of their existence. But we’ve found no thrown stones. Like I said, it’s a scary tale to keep children safe inside whenever parents want them to shut up and go to sleep. Nothing more. If they were real, CONTROL would have moved on them long ago.” She folded her arms and looked right at me. “I would bet that little piece of illegal tech you used on the house is screwing with our sensors. I’m opening the front door.”

      I put a hand in front of her before she reached the switch. “Hold on, B. We don’t know what’s out there.”

      “I’m sure you’re all warmed up on being the hero today, but maybe that wound is dulling your mind. What with you nearly dying and doing almost nothing to save our newly acquired half-elf here. This entry way is also a security field. You couldn’t get past it when you came home this morning. I also had a little piece of tech installed on it when we first moved in. If anything tries to force its way through that door without my permission, zap, it’ll be a pile of smoldering ash.”

      “B, what would have happened to me if I tried to come in without choosing a sexplicant?”

      “Bigger fish to fry right now. Move.” She made her way past me to the entryway. “I’m opening the door.”

      There, on the ground before us was a jet-black Flit, head cocked to the side and looking at us with one if its green eyes.

      “Close it,” Yari whimpered, eyes still covered.

      B laughed out loud, “Well, that’s a damned relief. Just a Flit. I kind of wanted one as a pet. They don’t normally come this far into occupation territory, though.” She walked up to the door and bent down. The bird cocked its head to the other side but didn’t attempt to fly away. “Hey, little guy. Now, what are you doing so far from home? Whatcha got there?” A silver amulet lay closed on the ground, the chain wrapped partially around the Flit’s leg. “Shield down,” she said and reached out to it.

      It let her touch its head and she looked back at me. “See, no worries.” She grabbed the locket and as soon as she freed it from the foot, the bird squawked and disappeared into the sky.

      “Shield up.”

      We all let out a breath of relief at knowing we weren’t about to be infiltrated by possible ninja-elves.

      B held the locket up for a closer look, “It’s beautiful. There’s an inscription on the back that looks like Levani script, but I’ve never seen these patterns before.”

      “Maybe it’s not for you,” Yari said.

      “B, let Yari take a look.”

      She handed it to Yari, who hesitated for a moment before taking it in her hands, carefully turning it end-over-end before focusing on the signs.

      “The script is one used only in a ceremony for the Kaiju. An outsider would never see it used. But it’s strange…” She considered what she was going to say next very carefully.

      “We Levani receive a name at birth, made of two written characters. The first character is always based off an existing official character, but with an original artistic flare. Maybe a longer swipe at the bottom of the character or something like that. In that way, every Levani’s first character is unique to them.” She pointed to the locket. “This part is my first character. Without a doubt. But the second one is different from my second character. I don’t understand what it means.” She rubbed her finger over the second carved marking and the locket shimmered around its edges. Yari held it out away from her face and looked at me.

      The tinge in my side had been growing stronger since sunrise. I rubbed at it but tried to stay focused. “Open it,” I said, “maybe you’re a rich princess from a long-lost dynasty and can retire happily ever after.” I winked at her and she smiled, then went expressionless. Those cute lips were pierced together fighting to not smile more at my joke.

      A dull pain in my side was growing stronger. It must have been the sudden tension of the moment at the door. Yari saw the pain in my face and tried to come to me but I waved her off. “First things first. Open it.”

      She placed the locket in the center of her palm and flicked the tiny silver cover over. A faint blue light shone from the center, but no writing of any sort could be seen.

      B wasn’t very impressed. “Well, that’s pretty anticlimactic.” B smirked, arms crossed, and stood towering over Yari. The light played like a reflection of water on her slick Enforcer tights.

      I sat on the floor and exhaled. It helped with the pain, and I waited for the wave to pass. My eyes ascended from her hips to the blue light playing around B’s face. She bit her bottom lip in curiosity. I saw the light was pooling in different spots on B’s neck and chin and a pattern began to emerge. I took the locket from Yari and held it close to the wall then slowly pulled it away.

      “It’s writing,” I said. “Tell me when it’s clear enough to read, Yari.”

      I pulled back a little more and messed with the angle when Yari grabbed my arm and stopped me.

      “There, that’s fine.” She ran her hands over the symbols on the wall. “Somebody has serious interest in the old texts. This is all a dead language script that I studied at the Priory before becoming a Maiden, but I only did it as a hobby.”

      “Can you read it? I asked.

      “A lot of these words don’t have direct translations, but I’ll do my best.”

      That checked another reason on the list to love this girl. Not only did she use magic and was hot as hard tits on a power converter, but she was a language nerd to boot. The keeping me alive thing I was obviously happy about, too.

      “It says, Yari of the Maidens to the nameless Mother,” she rubbed her eyes and focused on the characters. “Blood is thicker than the lies that have separated us. Written on this locket is your true name, not the slave name forced upon you. Follow the path to me, my blood. Your sister, Yare.” The light faded as she finished reading.

      “Sister?” I asked.

      “That’s what it says but the message stops there. And there is blood and coordinates in the locket.”

      I took a look. “These are incomplete. But definitely along the border between CONTROL and Levani territory.”

      A sudden cracking thud came from upstairs, followed by a long and irritated meowing fit.

      “Ah, your sex-toy has woken up,” B said.

      I rolled my eyes at her and stayed focused on Yari. “Who would send this to you?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I always dreamed of having a family but knew I would never know them. No Maidens have real family. But, if this is true…” she started to tear up. I knew what she wanted to do, but I had no idea what we would be walking into. But, we wouldn’t know if we stayed here with our thumbs up our asses. We would have to give it a shot.

      The meowing became more fitful, along with the bashing about upstairs. 

      “Can you go get her, B?”

      “No, it should be you. I don’t think she and I are friends quite yet.”

      “Fine,” I said and gripped Yari by the shoulders. “You are the reason I’m alive. If you want to go, just say the word.”

      Yari nodded, closed the locket and slipped it around her neck.

      Heading to the stairs I saw the Pusani at the top, arms tied behind her as she leaned into the railing. I must have startled her, because her foot slipped and she came rolling and bouncing down the steps. She hit the floor with a thud as I stepped out of the way, ass over head with her tail flitting around her dazed face.

      She saw me and purred, “Thought you leave me.”

      I helped her upright and walked her into the living room but didn’t immediately take off the restraints. She caught site of B and lazily hissed in her direction.

      “She’s still groggy from the dose I gave her. It’ll wear off in a bit,” said B.

      I sat her on the sofa and she plunged her face into my armpit and took a long, deep breath. She sneezed and pulled back.

      “Your smell changing.” Her ears drooped and she cooed at me. “Changing fast and smelling like rot. What happen?”

      “It’s those old rotten vintage clothes of his. Body odor, big time,” B laughed.

      Yari hurried over, the locket hung from her neck, closed but still glowing a faint blue. “Sit down and let me have another go at it. I can push it back further this time. I have to.” She unzipped my jacket and pulled up my shirt. The black sliver that had been barely noticeable a few minutes before had begun to stretch around my rib cage and was getting thicker. The light poured from Yari’s hand into my abdomen and I winced. How many more times would I have to endure her lighting me up like a fucking Christmas tree until I was cured?

      The Pusani hissed when she saw the discoloring. “You no heal what you no understand, blue hair. See this when I was cub. Very old, this. The hate seed. It eat you and take over everything.”

      “She’s right,” Yari said. “It’s inside of you. The Life-Tech is off, now so should be able to…I can’t let you die. I just can’t. I don’t know how long—”

      “You smell strong, blue hair. Worry later, live now.”

       She wiped at her eyes. “What is your name?” she asked the Pusani.

      “Only Pusani can say Pusani name.”

      “Try me,” Yari said.

      (=#$&(#)’’’(#)”$%!&”$%+*>=)

      Yari eyes went wide. “Ok, I can’t say that.”

      “Just call me, Pusi,” she purred.

      B impatiently clapped her hands. “As much as I’d like to see you two be best friends, Pusi and blue hair, can you hurry it up and tell us what you know about Mark’s problem?”

      Pusi’s fangs glinted as she hissed at B.

      “Rocky thorn far up large smelly girl’s ass. No curing this.”

      B might have killed her for that, but it was a damn funny rip.

      I thanked Yari, cut the restraints from Pusi, and zipped up my jacket.

      “I’ll ready the rail-bike. You all get what you need from inside the house,” I said.

      In front of the house, like a mighty beast rousing from a short nap, my pride and joy rose from the ground storage. “Well shit, I’m not gonna find any cures here and we got a lost sister to look for.” I looked back at the house. “B, you comin’?”

      “Not yet. Haven’t found the right person, but I guess I’m hard to please, give me a second,” she called back.

      “Grab me my Clear-Tech back-up, would ya?” I yelled.

      She came out of the house with hardly anything on her and sighed as she holstered her battle-wand. She had changed out of her recognizable Enforcer outfit. In its place, she wore a tight, chest-hugging red top, which wasn’t very far from being merely a skimpy bra. To match, she had on a dark green and red plaid skirt that hung high above her knees, and white knee-high socks with tennis shoes to match. I finally flinched when she tossed the Clear-Tech at my head.

      The Flit came shooting out of the sky like a dart shot from some mighty bow of heaven. It stopped short of us, fluttered in the air, and landed on the rail-bike handlebars.

       B slapped me on the back. “Try not to disappoint a girl now, you’ve gotta promise to take me out to dinner when we return.”

      “Anything for you, B. I might need some help getting the bike ready though.”

      She crossed her arms and didn’t move. “You’re asking me to get dirty for you, Mark?”

      “Just help with attaching the pods?”

      She leaned against the house and took out her Clear-Tech. “I think I’ll just watch.”

      I pulled my tools out and got to work.
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      My ride was the only one with the black-tech to get across the divide without both space-elf and space-kitty being detected. After attaching the two oval pods, I tried putting the coordinates into the navigation but it came back with error messages. “First time for everything,” I muttered as I worked, but my eyes kept shifting back to the house.

      It was almost impossible for me to not detect B. Her midriff skin was exposed from the very bottom of her juicy thick breasts down to the slightest hint of a happy trail beginning right below her belly button. A lush and gently sloping valley path that I couldn’t help imagine strolling down. She knew I was looking and came over.

      “Up here, lover boy. You done with the bike?” she dropped her ass into the pod seat and started shifting back and forth inside to get comfortable. “What the hell, Mark? It’s broken. My ass is still exposed on both sides. Where is the auto-fit?”

      “Got these two retro bad boys a while ago. I thought it would be nice to travel without being surrounded by ass-cocooning tech. It’s a totally different experience. A real piece of history.”

      “Why does everything you use have to be so stodgy and old?”

      “Trust me, when the air hits your thighs and plays around on your back, you’ll thank me. Plus, there’s a good bit of vibration you might find enlightening.”

      “It’s been a while since anything has been around my back and felt anything other than unwelcome.” She stretched her arms and kicked her legs over into the side-pod.

      “How are the others?”

      “The pussy-cat and meso-elf are having a ball in there.”

      “B, can we drop the racism and try to be a little bit more progressive, here?”

      “You’re right. It's bad strategy to anger the ones you travel with.” She popped up and looked around the bike. “Pusi, perfect name by the way, has been at the clothing replicator for the last half-hour freaking out and pissing herself about having clothes for the first time since coming to Levan. Yari is in the kitchen going through the maxo-fridge in wonderment at human comfort food.”

      “Sounds like everyone’s settling in.” I pointed at the Flit on the handle bars, “That thick fucker is well-trained. He’s just been sitting there, watching.”

      B came around and put a soft hand on my shoulder and walked back toward the house. She turned away from the eyes of the bird and got so close to my ear, I could feel her warm breath flow down my neck. She licked her lips and just barely touched my ear. “Listen, Mark, there is something more going on here than a long-lost sister’s letter to a half-elf. I’m going along, but with express consent from CONTROL.”

      I spun face-to-face with her, “What the fuck, B! If they know Yari is—”

      Her finger appeared on my lips and she slid her cheek across mine. “Listen. My commander isn’t stupid. I told him most of your story. He said he buys it.”

      “What parts did you tell him?”

      “don’t worry, I was vague enough in my report. The important thing is they know I have a lead and it might lead me to intel on the Jian-Di. That’s why I’m coming, Mark. I’ll protect all of us with my life, but if shit goes sideways, I’m calling in the cavalry.”

      She pulled away, smiled at me and placed her hand on my cheek. “You’re a sweetheart and I want you back to full strength, but your safety isn’t more important than the occupation.”

      I nodded. For her, there was no color between right and wrong. No gray zone, just a hard line that she would never cross—unless it had to do with filming me beating off, of course. I was happy to have her with me. She was funny, understood me better than anybody, and was straight dead lethal. But I also didn’t want her to screw things up for Yari finding her sister and getting the answers I needed to heal my injury.

      “Promise me you won’t do anything without filling me in, B. You get hot sometimes and this means a lot to her, and me.”

      Yari and Pusi came out the front door. B climbed back into her pod and shimmied around.

      “B?”

      She crossed her arms and looked out over the island flora.

      Pusi ran her hands over the back of her pod. “Rail-bike nice. You redline yet? Speed so nice,” she purred, tapping the display panel and looked over the specs. She was slowly rubbing the handlebar opposite the Flit up, down and around. Her fur tensed and relaxed in a slow roll that ended in her tail flitting back and forth.

      “I’ll show you when we’re underway. You’re here, and Yari, you’re right back there.”

      B ran her hands across the ass-shaped divot left by Yari. “You might be half-elf, but damn if you don’t have the perfect Levani thigh gap. Can’t get this no matter how hard I train.”

      Yari waited patiently until B was done rubbing her fingers over the broad vista in the middle of the two deep impressions in the seat.

      “Is that a good thing?” Yari asked, plopping down and letting out a small squeak as the seat once again moved to fit perfectly around her plump, tan thighs.

      “Good for some, blue hair.” Pusi was still a little agitated with B, and looked right at her while B was busy shimmying uncomfortably. B caught a glimpse of and they sat there, weighing each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

      I didn’t want to startle the bird into pecking one of my eyes out so I sat, slowly.

      “I’ll try the coordinates again. Maybe we can simply cruise for a few days if we can’t find a pinpoint location.”

       My Clear-tech slid into the ignition port. The sudden buzz and low growl of my ride must have startled the Flit because it took off. Damn thing was fast, too. Already a dot high above us and heading east toward the divide.

      “Marrrk already losing?” Pusi asked.

      The rail-bike lurched, compensated for the extra load, and took off out of the driveway and over the sparsely populated green hills of the human occupied island.

      B was immediately unhappy with the ride, holding onto the sides of the passenger pod and bracing herself against the bounce and sway. Pusi, who had settled on wearing an interesting combination of a red tank top and white jean short-shorts, was the opposite, her ass up in the air and tail whipping in the wind as she leaned over the front edge of the pod. At least they weren’t staring at each other anymore.

      Yari had been looking at Pusi and smiling the whole time. She wrapped her arms tighter around me and laid her head against my back. “How did you get here, Pusi?”

      Pusi glanced at Yari hugging me tight but didn’t seem to mind. “Like most dealing with humans, I slave. I trapped here in Life-Tech cage till have sex enough time so can go home.” She slid her tail between my legs and the rail-bike slowed for a moment. “Thank you no send me back, Marrrk.”

      “Bulging trigger finger, Mark?” B giggled.

      “You no listen to red-hair, Marrrk, she smelling young love for you.”

      B coughed and held her hand on her chest, laughing. “Love. Shit is way overrated.”

      “How old are you, Pusi?” Yari continued her questioning.

      “Middle age. Like, one hundred seventy years old.”

      “Pusani live to be about three hundred,” B chimed in, “but they fuck like they only live for five.”

      “Yes. During grandparents’ time, Pusani had big problems. Levani take over planet and enslave us. They say, Pusani make too many babies too fast. So, we can no have cubs if not request them. Population drop happen twice in history. One, when Levani conquer us and when they control baby making. This why only have four tits.” She plopped back into her seat, hugged herself, and flipped one out into her hand, cleaning it with her tongue

      The lines of sorrow and regret showed Yari’s empathy. “I’m so sorry for your people’s suffering, Pusi.

      “I like you. And no worry, not your fault.” She went for a second tit. “What your story, blue hair?”

      “I was raised in the temple under the order of the Maidens. My family roots were hidden from me to keep my mind and soul pure enough to give myself completely to the Kaiju. It was practice for a ritual to become the Mother who, with the Father, bring life to the planet and balance to all.”

      B gave a dry harrumph and leaned in over me. “Levani balance means every planet under the rule of techless law. But thanks to us, they’re landlocked her on Levan. The Pusani speaks about interstellar conquest like it was historical fact. They pass down information through the generations by story-telling. Leviathan, conquest, I don’t buy it.”

      “They’re called, Kaiju,” Yari corrected her.

      “I’ll call them what I choose, thank you very much.”

      Pusi’s peaked over my thigh right at B. “Words hard, red hair?”

      “Funny coming from a flea-bitten—”

      “B, chill,” I said. She leaned back into her seat, arms crossed.

      “Anyway, they all dead, blue hair.”

      “Most say that, but as a Maiden, we are vessels of hope and prayer, regardless. If there are no Kaiju left, there would be no life. That’s why there is always reason for thanks.”

      “Pusani attacked by Levani before I born. We good with fight, but Levani had Kaiju. Many died. Kaiju make magic happen in low sky of Pusani. Pusani almost all die. We live under Levani rule and I born. Then humans help. They help for price. One Pusani generation for service. Humans go on to kill Kaiju here, too. Now, sky mists poisoned. Your skies dead so Kaiju dead, blue hair.”

      Yari went silent and hugged me a little harder. What was worse, I had no words to console her, because I worked on the tech that was said to have killed every last one of them.

      “Why you come this place, Marrrk? You not horrrrrible fuckhead like all humans.”

      I was having trouble keeping track of the Flit and we were already at the Divide Bridge. I didn’t want to get into another conversation of half-truths, especially not with Pusi. She spoke in simple terms but it could lead to both her and Yari pelting me with questions.

      “Give me a sec here, Pusi. I might lose it if I don’t focus.”

      “That’s what she said. Zing,” B said in flat irritated voice.

      “Funny, B.”

      The Flit took a hard right and angled down over the edge of the Divide on the Levani side. I pitched hard right and Pusi clapped as she watched me redline it to keep up.

      “Why you come, Marrrk?” Pusi wouldn’t give up.

      “Well I’d like to cum, but we were interrupted mid stroke. Ha-ha…” I cringed but thought puns might actually be useful for once.

      “I think you got problem cuz male Pusani cum in seconds. Not you. First time with human. I like challenge and we no finish.” She gently slid her hand down my arm. “But why you come Levan?”

      A firm hand slid up over my knee onto my thigh. “He came for the same reason everyone comes, to make money.” B had my back. “He has an engineering degree from a good training program and he just wants to go home. For him, home seems to be fishing out of a dirty old hole until he dies. Is that about right?” She also had my balls and was busting them.

       “Couldn’t have said it better, B.”

      The path leading into the gorge wasn’t too narrow, but at full speed, my butt was clenched so hard I could’ve put in a piece of coal and shat out a diamond.

      “Mark,” Yari said, grabbing tighter around my waist, hands slipping to rest just below my belt buckle, “we are getting awfully close to the mists.”

      The Flit swooped down, then, eyeballed me, and floated in front. It kept looking back like it wanted us to follow. It led us along the edge that slowly descended and became a path I could easily get the rail-bike down.

      “Look up, blue-hair,” Pusi said, presenting the hazy sky above with a gesture more elegant than I thought her capable of. We were under the mists and I hadn’t even noticed. “The Dead Mists. Any closer and we be dead, but we still alive.” Suddenly I had a second hand on my leg and a warm purr in my ear. “Lose Flit, we dead.”

      B’s hand slid higher up my other thigh. “I don’t know about this,” she whispered. A rare hint of regret colored her words.

      Grey pitch was roiling above and whipping past on all sides of us. I stayed as focused as I could with so many hands near my crotch. The Flit began to pull away. I looked back and saw the mists collapsing in behind. The angle of the path pitched down hard and began to narrow. The further the Flit got from us, the closer the mists came at our rear.

      “How much farther, damn it?” I yelled.

      The Flit spread its wings and came to a near dead stop. “Hold on!” I yelled, pulling the front of the bike up in full reverse while hitting the emergency brake. We fishtailed and dirt and rocks ground under the frame as it dipped and slid to a stop. To my left, I saw the gorge wall, the rock slick and glimmering with years of churning mist condensing upon it.

      “Everyone ok?” I grunted, three women squeezing so hard around my privates that I thought I might pop.

      The Flit hovered in front of a shallow cave opening, torches set ablaze to either side of a green door. Its beak opened wide, and a thin and breathy but understandable voice cawed, “Come.”
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      We got off the rail-bike and stood before the door and the Flit. Pusi’s tail whipped about frantically and her breathing quickened.

      “Talking bird bad sign.” She licked her nose and got down on all fours. “No worry, I eat for you.”

      I stepped in front of her right away. “Nobody’s eating anything. That bird got us here, and I’m pretty sure I wanna get back out of here.”

      “I eat. Maybe I get mist block power, too.”

      “Pusi!” I snapped at her and surprised myself. She was into my shit, but I still wasn’t sure how far I could push her. I had a Doberman when I was young. Damn thing got into the maxo-fridge and I yanked on its collar too many times while yelling at her, and she bit me. I feared a cat-woman might have similar standards.

      The bird touched down on the slick ground and hopped around, talons clicking against the rock. “She won’t stop wanting to eat me. Pusani are very stubborn, human,” the bird chirped at us. “Don’t run.”

      The Flit’s abdomen started to expand. It doubled in size before it began glowing green. Its wings were spread wide and looked like they were ready to pop right off under the pressure bloating the bird from within.

      A sudden flash of light erupted around the bulbous avian and we all covered our eyes and stepped back. I peeked through my fingers and saw a striking beauty before us.

      B’s hand slid to her wand. “I hate being wrong, but when I am, I admit it. Looks magic enough for me.” She tapped her right breast and the loose farmer’s daughter clothes morphed into a tight fitting body suit made of light gray interlocking micron-fabric. “A girl can never be too prepared.”

      The woman’s long green hair to the waist was in stark contrast to the billowing black dress she wore. Made from heavy material, it hugged her around the chest and flowed downward from there. It didn’t move a centimeter in the churning winds of the gorge.

      “Do you still wish to eat me?” she asked, arms swung wide to present herself as food for Pusi. She brimmed with power and confidence, raising an eyebrow to leave no doubt how stupid the prospect was. B was cocky, but this woman before us had a presence that was undeniable.

      She glided across the ground straight to Yari, taking her small, pale hands in her own. She spoke something to her in the Levani tongue and I instantly sensed a regal quality. My beautiful blue haired nurse-mage blanched but looked decidedly relaxed in the woman’s presence.

      Yari waited patiently and responded in kind, “You are too giving of yourself in your words, madam…?”

      “You may call me Lana, my dear sister.” She smiled warmly and then turned to address the rest of us. “You, on the other hand, may address me as Lady Yen. We usually do not suffer the presence of off-worlders and occupiers here,” she said in a flat irritated tone, then looked at Yari and brightened considerably. “But, to meet this one, we are willing to suffer much.” She stared at Yari a bit too long for my taste. “I am glad the locket has found you, dear sister.”

      Yari’s eyes lit up. “Then you’re my—”

      “No dear, I am not your sister, but she looks forward to seeing you. We have waited a long time.”

      “Who exactly is ‘we’?” I asked, adjusting the blade on my back.

      She shot me a look of utter boredom, then walked to the cave door and pulled it open. “We are the Jian-Di.” She waited a moment for the statement to sink in.

      There was a lot of power in that name for the Levani. Whether they called themselves that to piggyback on the shoulders of children’s scary bedtime stories to further their goals or not, I wasn’t sure.

      “Save any further questions for my brother, human. He is the only one who will, or should, answer them. In the meantime, you will receive no threat to your life while here.”

      B spat on the ground. “We’ll ask questions when we want, and you ain’t the bitch to say otherwise to us. You calling yourself Jian-Di? Forgive us if we don’t lay prostrate on the ground before you right here and now. I’ll tell you what I will buy right out the gate, you are hiding out in caves so you probably wash your brain daily in some idealistic pseudo-logic. As far as safe passage, assuming we even go with you, I say you’ll off us the second you get the chance and take what you want.”

      I agreed but thought the situation required a bit more tact than that. I shot her a quick look to calm her down.

      She shrugged. “That’s how I see it, anyway.”

      “I’m sure you understand our reluctance to trust you, Lady Yen,” I said. “Is there any way you can guarantee that we won’t come to harm?”

      “Jevim,” she spoke in a low commanding voice and locked her eyes on mine.

      Four patches of air, two to either side of her, rippled like heat off a hot blacktop road in summer back home. It took only moments to see their shapes. Cloaked Levani archers kneeling low to the ground, bows drawn, each trained on B, Pusi, and me.

      Lady Yen watched my reaction with interest then slowly looked upward. I followed her gaze and saw three more perched against the cliff side, just out of the reach of the swirling gases overhead.

      “Drezim,” she commanded, and the archers lowered their weapons. The three from above dropped to join their brethren standing at attention to either side of Lady Yen. “Here is your proof. We could have ended you anytime we wished. We can, anytime we wish….but, we won’t. You appear to have come in good faith with one of our dear sisters, half-blooded as she is. As such, you are extended this limited guarantee to your lives. It is not an offer lightly given or rejected.”

      Pusi walked forward. The aggression that hissed forth from her was gone.

      “Pusi?” B asked, still pensive about the whole ‘trusting cloaked ne'er-do-wells hiding in a poison gas-filled gorge.’

      “Is true. Humans no understand honor code. I no like Levani but Levani understand code. And Pusani understand. I trust what she say.”

      B threw her hands in the air. “Mark? You’re going to trust this woman?” she asked, still unsure.

      Lady Yen waved her guard in through the doorway. “This is what honor looks like, human. A rare trait among your kind, so I understand why you seem slow to grasp it.”

      I put a hand on B’s shoulder and drew her eyes to mine and kept it quiet. “Well, we don’t have much choice, do we? Either we die by the arrow or die by sucking noxious gas into our lungs. To be honest, I’d rather go by an arrow. What do you say, Yari?”

      “This locket is from my sister, Yare,” she said.

      Lady Yen’s face remained placid. “That locket is the proof that you were meant to come to us, dear sister.”

      Yari bowed. “I think trusting you isn’t out of the ordinary.” Then she turned to me. “The promise is a common assurance among my people. I think she speaks the truth. We’ve also come through the deadly mists so I would like to see what they have to say.”

      B sighed. “Fine. But don’t let your guard down too much. They reek of deceit.”

      “They no reek red-hair. And she smell verrry nice.”

      Yari smiled, hugged me close and whispered, “This is the first time I’ve spoken with another Levani outside the temple. She even addresses me as a fellow Levani. Please, let me have this.”

      She was so close and smelled like sweet cinnamon. I nodded without hesitation.

      Lady Yen and Yari exchanged some questions and answers in the Levani language.

      “Thank you, Mark. I asked her about the healing arts just now. She says they are well-versed in them and can help me with whatever I need.” She held my hands in hers, soft and smooth, and warm even in the cold winds of the gorge. “Just let me talk to them first.”

      She was desperate for it, that was easy to see. I knew she had led a cloistered life, but I couldn’t imagine how deep her desire ran to have normal contact with her people. I wanted her to be happy. I was also very keen on not dying, so the part about her maybe being able to heal me was at the forefront of my decision-making processes.

      We followed Lady Yen inside. Pusi went first, followed by Yari, B, then me. The wail of the wind behind remained loud until the door slammed shut and the only sound left was the scraping of our boots across the ground.

      We started down the long torch-lit passageway carved into the Levani island rock. The further we went, the more porous the rock became. It had a light blue glow but my eyes hadn’t adjusted at all. Lady Yen’s guard could have been anywhere, cloaked or not, and I wouldn’t have known it.

      B fell back with me when there was enough room to walk two abreast. “Mark, if anything goes wrong, I’m calling for help. That hasn’t changed.”

      “I’m as skeptical as you are, but we can’t do anything rash. We’re way outnumbered and totally off the grid right now. Let’s play it by ear safely and get out of here alive. ALL of us. They actually might just want to talk to her.”

      She shook her head. “There is limited information on them since they’re supposed to be myth, but I’m not totally ignorant  about the Jian-Di. If they are who they say they are, keep that mechanic job description under wraps. You think the Levani topside have a problem with tech? It’s hot button shit with the witches and ninjas of the Jian-Di. I don’t wanna lose you down here.”

      “Thanks, B. I really like the softer side of you. When we get back and things calm down, maybe you and I—”

      “Keep dreaming and keep your shit together down here. I don’t let my guard down and you shouldn’t either.” She held my gaze for a second, then resumed her place just behind Yari.

      The path angled deeper into the rock and led to a great gate, double wrought with iron and engraved with old-Levani character script. Lady Yen touched the doors, closed her eyes, and whispered to them to no effect.

      Pusi’s tail was twitching left to right again. She whispered in my ear, “Marrrk, I no like smell here. Smell like rot. Smell like Marrrk wound.” She reached her hand around and slid it over my abdomen. I winced at the pressure. The adrenaline of the ride and near murder by invisible archers was waning and I felt the pain more with each step. She said I smelled like rot. I adjusted the Surudo-blade against my back and found strengthened reassurance in its presence.

      The doors hummed to life and lurched open. Lady Yen invited us through. We stepped into a cavern so massive it stretched up into blackness and went on far deeper than my eyes could see. In front of us was a perfect Levani village, with the spires and grass in front of the buildings to boot.

      B looked back at me. “The Levani are consistent, I’ll give them that,” she said.

      Lady Yen waved us on and we came to the largest of the wooden structures. We entered a great hall filled with the accoutrements of group entertaining. A fire burned in the hearth to the right. The doors closed behind us and we were left with the crackle of popping firewood that did little to settle my nerves.

      Lady Yen strode forward to the back of the hall where a massive chair sat empty. It was big enough for a man twice my size with the faces of animals I couldn’t make out carved into it.

      “I have brought you the half-blood, brother,” she announced to no one.

      I looked closer to see if there was any ripple in the air like with the archers but there was nothing. Then a mist began to form around the chair, slowly spinning about until it revealed the shape of a man.

      He stood and made his way to us, the mist still clinging to him. It swirled and snaked about him as if alive. When he was close enough to see who had come, the mists slid off him and into the floorboards beneath.

      He was taller than all the other Levani I had seen and cloaked in the same black heavy long cloth that Lady Yen wore, buckles glinting in the fire-light. He lifted his right arm, black as the shadows that danced on the walls made of timber, and closed his fist tight enough to draw blood.

      The instant a drop of it hit the floor, a boom sounded from beneath followed by a deep low thrum that shot out from the man and shook the bones of my soul. All of us but Yari were flattened. I couldn’t move an inch under the rising and piercing sound wave.

       Yari stood sheathed in the light from last night, it seemed to come to her when she was left alone to face danger. Without flinching, she reached out and touched me and the pain subsided. I discovered that I could stand and watched as Pusi and B were still pinned ass up on the floor. Yari kept her hand on me and turned to face the cloaked man. “Stop now, or I will make you stop,” she said.

      His grin was effortless as the shaking increased. “That is certainly one way this could go.” His hand rose higher. “Only the worthiest among the Levani can ever hope to withstand this power. Look how strong how you are. I’ve finally found you.”

       “You attack my friends even though we were guaranteed safe passage? Your words mean nothing to us now.”

      He looked upon us with a smugness that grated on my last nerve. “Indeed, you were guaranteed. But I can’t be responsible for collateral damage to outsiders during Levani affairs.”

      “Last warning,” she said.

      I could move, but everything felt sluggish, like I was being forced to run through a pool.

      He came forward and the shaking began to push me down again. Yari exploded in screaming fire and light. The man disappeared into it, but the black hand came through the light a moment later, grabbed Yari by the shoulder and held her fast.

      “You are as beautiful, and as powerful as a Mother should be.” He paused, then relaxed his black hand and the shaking subsided. “Tests are necessary, Yari. And you passed.” He turned, lowered his arm, and walked back to his chair.

      Yari was heated. “You have shown we cannot trust you! You hurt my friends when you said you wouldn’t. We are leaving, right now!”

      “Don’t be hasty. We should have had your friends wait outside, but I doubt they would’ve listened. Anyway, look for yourself,” he said. Pusi and B were slow to get up. “See? They’re fine. Prostrate, befuddled and trembling on the ground. They are perfectly suited for life under the Levani boot.” He sat down. “I see your wrist is still milky white. Just took it off, eh?”

      My knife slid free and was at the ready. I slid my thumb up and down the handle of the blade.

      He shifted his gaze and it was the first time he made eye contact with me. “Just like a human. All impulse and no planning.” Four guards stepped from their invisible hiding places, bows drawn.

      “I’m good with winging it,” I said.

      He signaled for the guards to stop and smiled. “You can wing it all you like, it won’t matter. Though, I do find your little blade amusing, human.”

      Lady Yen spoke. “Let’s try this again, shall we? My brother has been busy attending to larger matters and hasn’t received guests in quite some time. He’s a bit rusty socially. Isn’t that right, brother?” She spoke with a tinge of irritation in her voice.

      “Yes, I suppose it’s time to find my manners. But, doing it that way is such a bore, Lana. Maybe when this is all done, I’ll have the human show me how to use that grip on something other than a knife.” He winked at me, stood, bowed gracefully, then slammed back down in his seat. “I am Tawa Yen, but you,” he pointed to Yari, “my dear, may call me Father.”
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      The distrust in Yari’s voice was crystal clear. “I’m not your dear and you’re certainly not my father.”

      Tawa waved a tired hand in the air. “Relations can be a messy thing, yes. But I don’t refer to being your biological father. I am referring to the divine balance that I am a part of. I am the Father of the Kaiju. The one to bring the might of our ancestors back from the occupiers and betrayers. With my sisters and the cousins and our brothers in arms, I will have what I desire. I always do.”

      I knew I was on an alien planet. I knew when I took this job, I would see strange shit I had never seen before while traveling the universe until retirement. I thought I had prepared my mind for the weirdest, craziest-shaped life that space could throw at me. But a hot, shape-shifting bird vixen and a sensory-pounding, possibly incestuous, and definitely racist space-elf was a line I hadn’t crossed, yet.

      Yari’s light dimmed. “You are not the Father! I sense not a shred of balance from you.”

      Tawa shrugged. “Believe what you will. It’s not something you have any say over, my dear.”

      “I have a say, and I say you’re full of shit!” she lashed back at him.

      He straightened in his chair. “It doesn’t take long for the human in you to come out, does it? But no matter, your Levani half may ask me any questions you may have.”

      Magic was alive and well down there in the cavernous underworld of the anti-social witches and forest ninja. The bells in my head were still ringing from Tawa assaulting us, but I didn’t miss the coloring of his limb. I had seen that black sheen before. That twist of sinew and marbled flesh that flew at Yari and me, nearly ending my life. But Tawa wasn’t a slobbering, bug-eyed death machine. Was he in mid-change? How did he stop it? Mine was growing bigger and more painful by the hour. How long did he have?

      Even in her rage and magic whipping around her, Yari hadn’t missed it either. “If you have people who are skilled enough to teach me about the healing arts, why hasn’t anyone attended to your arm?”

      He held it out. “The balance of life. Power at a cost, but the price is fair.” He clenched his fist and the rumbling sound shook the floor beneath us. I could’ve sworn it was a growl of some kind. He relaxed his fist and the shaking stopped. “To be honest, though, my dear, this is a pathetic example of what’s possible for our people. The ancient Levani would stride upon the back of the Kaiju with barely any side effects, crushing our enemies at will to bring order and reason to the galaxy. Seeing this Pusani brings back memories. They were one people in a line of planets I brought under the light of logic. How do your people fare now?”

      Pusi hissed and spat at him. “You the one! Pusani genetic-code stunted now. You did this. You bring genocide. You bring extinction close twice! Pusani peaceful, never hurt anyone! What logic you have!? Smell of death surrounds you. Death always come.”

      He yawned. “It does indeed. When I nearly eradicated your species from the galaxy, what did you call me then, if not death? You’ll find my enemies have a hard time killing me.” I am immune to many things, but irony doesn’t seem to be one of them because, of course, now my enemies are my keepers.” He gritted his teeth.

      “Keep you caged, like animal! HA!”

      “For now… Which brings me to the Life-Tech. When did your father relieve you of it?”

      Yari rubbed the still-discolored area of her wrist where the device had rested for her whole life. “He didn’t.”

      Tawa cocked his head slightly. “Then, who did?”

      “It doesn’t matter. What I need to know is how long I have before I turn into one of the black creatures,” she said.

      He laughed. “A Culler?” He laughed harder. “You needn’t worry about that. No, my dear, only men turn into Cullers. Levani women, when things go well, are natural healers without their tech.”

      Tawa pulled his thick, heavy sleeve up just below his shoulder as the tone of his voice leveled off. “We’ve been betrayed and left to rot on the vine by elders who were weak-minded and equally feeble. As you can see, with the right knowledge, the rot can be manipulated. For most, though, it’s a fast process that does lead to death depending on your constitution and the amount of power that comes to each that accepts the change. As for you, whether you go blind and insane depends on many things, including how it was taken off. I know you were already capable of some small healing, even when the bracelet was on. Another sign of your potential. But I wonder if you performed the proper ritual? By looking at your motley crew, the insanity might already be upon you… I worry about your safety.”

      Then it hit me. Why hadn’t I put it together sooner? The origin of the black terror wasn’t some ritualistic metamorphosis. It was the removal of the Life-Tech. How could I have missed that? The Life-Tech wasn’t just for tracking them. It could be used to prevent the Levani from turning into obsidian murder-death-kill monsters. That’s why she wanted to come here so bad. She was afraid of what would happen to herself as much as what would happen to me.

      He continued his act of empathy for Yari while the knuckles of her fists turned white.

      “Yari?” I asked.

      She was breathing heavily when she turned to meet my gaze. I saw fear and doubt there. The whisper pierced through her lips, fighting to keep the question from Tawa’s ears. “You didn’t know? You took it off without knowing what would happen to me? I thought you were a mechanic.”

      The Levani lived by a simple code of logic, know what you do before you do it. I always took a shot and followed my gut, but she would never see it that way. I saw the look of disbelief and mistrust growing in her eyes, and Tawa’s smile just behind it. He was mind-fucking the woman who had saved my life and loved every second of it.

      Tawa leaned forward in his seat. “So, you’re the one? A mechanic, huh?” he said, flat-toned and accusatory.

      “I am.”

      “If you were not here with her, I would have had you thrown into the mists upon arrival. Wonderful place. It’s just far enough down for you to suffocate nearly to death before the surface below finishes the job.” He spat on the ground and turned to Yari. “Do you know what he is, my dear? Him and his ilk made it possible for the humans to occupy us in the first place. And even now, they work to maintain the tech that shortens our lives and keeps us from our birthright!”

      Lady Yen moved in close to him, one hand slipping over the rough cloth that wrapped tightly around his lean frame and whispered in his ear. The tension and creases in his face faded and calm returned to him again with his sigh.

      “You’re right, my sister. I suppose I should thank him. Without blindly removing that from her, the change wouldn’t have begun, and she wouldn’t be here, hidden from CONTROL. Mechanic, thank you.”

      Yari wheeled back on him, her hands clenched into fists. “Just because this idiot human is impulsive doesn’t mean I’m any closer to being your ally. You’re the one who turned my father into that monster!”

      B leaned forward. “It’s true, this man is an idiot.”

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      Tawa stood and shook a shameful finger at Yari. “All that time studying away in the house of prayer and you still judge books by their covers?”

      “He came to us, dear sister,” Lady Yen said. “He saw in you something more than just your position as a Maiden or your tainted features.”

      Tawa moved closer, his arm fully hidden under the dark garb of the Jian-Di. “He kept you safe and taught you to heal when you should not have been able to do so. He came to us because he feared what the elders would do with you. He was protecting you. He was also merely a priest, but he played the role of your father better than mine did for me. Unfortunate about his change though. If I had known he was just a berserker grunt, I would’ve sent better support. Regardless, he would have protected you from anything had he—”

      “There was nothing protective about that monster’s movements!” I exploded. “You helped him put her in mortal danger. If I hadn’t been there, she would have been slaughtered by that damn thing. Here’s some logic for you. If you didn’t know about that, then you’re a liar and we shouldn’t trust you. If you did know, then you’re a reckless piece of shit who gambles with peoples’ lives.”

      By the looks on their faces, they weren’t very happy about what I said. Tawa started toward me.

      “What of my ability to heal him?” Yari asked, her arm held protectively in front of me. At least she didn’t totally hate me.

      Tawa sighed. “Isn’t it time you leave these lesser beings behind? You have a gift, and it’s just the tip of the island floating in the mists.”

      B put a hand on Yari’s shoulder and winked at her. “We might be different, but so is she, and that’s what makes her special. So, keep your shit-talking to yourself, dickhead.”

      Tawa exchanged an amused glance with Lady Yen. “Dickhead? What does that mean?” he asked.

      Lady Yen covered the smile that had formed. “I believe it means…” she switched to Levani and his eyebrows jumped up.

      “Ridiculous. I look nothing like that. Dear sister, your humans don’t seem very perceptive. Shall I rid you of their existence?” He raised his blackened arm toward me.

      The tension was hot in the air, but so was the sudden jolt of pain down my side. I winced as the rot roiled inside me again. Normally, I was strong enough to launch my knife into his chest, but with my right side cramped up and my right arm locked into my side, I didn’t have a chance.

      “Looks like her pet needs some care,” he said.

      Yari knelt to help me, but she wouldn’t look at me.

      “What say you, my dear?” Tawa asked Yari. “I will make this decision easy on all of us. Lana, help her tend to her litter, then meet me for a bath. We will speak when tempers have calmed. After all, she needs to join us willingly.”

       “I’m always in need of a good wash after flying through human territory,” Lady Yen chimed in, looking me up and down. “What does she see in him?”

      Tawa laughed. “You’ve been flitting around in that bird brain for too long, my sister. I agree, though, there is something about him. Mechanic,” he called, “you’re welcome to join us.”

      Yari laid me down, opened my jacket and pulled up my t-shirt. She drew a deep breath and pushed her energy into me once more.

      “What have we here?” Tawa asked. “How did you stop the progression of the rot in a human? He should’ve been blackened and curled up in a ball on the ground within a minute of his injury.”

      Lana circled around Tawa, stopping behind him. “I think our dear sister is in need of a softer hand, brother.”

      “I’m open to suggestions, my sister. I offered her your help and her human a hot bath. What more can I do?”

       “Let me,” she said. “What do you want, dear sister?”

      “Show me how to heal my friend, and I will hear what you have to say. Not before that.”

      “Friend?” Tawa asked, running his finger along his platinum blonde eyebrow. “Just friends?” The air was cooling off, but much too fast for my liking. He stood abruptly and his words came quick. “Very well, I will have Lana and the cousins teach you what you need to know. Lana, take them to their rooms. Make sure they eat well. I will call for you later, my dear.”

      The doors whipped open and in walked the guards. Lana called us forward and we left the meeting hall. The warmth of the hearth was replaced by the stiff cold air of the cavern the little recluse village stood in.

      We were led into a single uniformly-designed house. Nothing showed that it was any different from the other houses except our presence in front of it. Tall, spired roofs, big beautifully polished wooden exteriors and massive double doors.

      We were met in front by three Jian-Di, two of them guards with bows thrown around their shoulders, and one who wore a white apron but carried no weapons. They led us inside and the one in white spoke first. “That’s everyone, then?” he gushed to the escort with us.

      He beamed, far happier than any Levani I had ever met. “I am master chef Udon.” He bowed for a full three seconds and waited with his hand out, gesturing for us to enter.  Four polished wooden chairs on one side of a three-inch-thick dark brown table awaited us. “Please, have a seat. You’re in for a treat today.”

      I leaned into B. “It looks like we are in for some gastronomical entertainment. Pet food, maybe?”

      “Wrong. It looks like Yari is still pissed at you and we might die any second. You really need to learn to read women and culture better, Mark.”

      I thought the protective gesture in front of Tawa was a sign that Yari wasn’t as bent about it as I thought. But still, I wasn’t good at letting possible bad feelings percolate and get worse. A mechanic sees a problem and goes for the fix so I tried to clear the air. “I’m not sorry about what I did, Yari. You should know by now that all I want to do is protect you. And I was able to do that.”

      She didn’t look at me. “You don’t think before you act. You didn’t think about me and what might happen. I wasn’t sure if I wanted the damn thing to come off, either. But, it’s not something I can have undone so it’s fine. It’s a cultural cognitive difference that we can’t reconcile. I won’t let that happen again.” She was smiling but it was forced.

      B raised her eyebrow. “Slick. After you, lover boy.”
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      Yari finally looked at me, but she wasn’t happy about it. “I’m in debt to you for what you did. I thought we understood each other. If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been saving your life pretty much every second since then.”

      “Look, I understand considering all possible outcomes before doing something is what the Levani are all about, so I’ll do that from now on. That’s what you want, right?” Or at least, I would make damn sure she didn’t find out that I hadn’t thought it through.

      She turned away from me and didn’t look back.

      Why couldn’t she just get over it?

      Pusi didn’t seem to care very much about what was going on. Her hair was still on end from talking to Tawa. “How long for food?”

      I wasn’t even sure what Pusani ate. Deep fried space rat, maybe?

      Chef Udon’s impatience pushed our concerns to the side. “Excellent! Since you are all technically guests, I have been commanded—to my delight, mind you—to whip up some lovely Levani favorites. I have taken the liberty of making a few human dishes as well, although they are closer to fusion cooking than anything else. Ha! Yes, well, we don’t get fresh Terrain produce down here, I’m afraid,” he finished with a humming grin, hands clasped just below his chin. I had never seen a Levani with a double chin before. “Please,” he gestured to four wooden chairs.

      B raised her eyebrow and gestured to the seat next to me. “May I, lover boy?” She plopped down to my left without my approval. Yari sat next to her, and Pusi was to my right. The guards didn’t move an inch and the cooking ensued. “Now, right here we have a lovely…”

      As he gushed about his cooking, B slid her hand onto my thigh and leaned closer. “Don’t beat yourself up too much about everything. The human-Levani thing was doomed from the start. Looks like you’ll just have to stick with sex slaves and good ole human ladies.”

      Pusi dragged her claws over other my thigh. “I calm now. Thought we die today. Now, we eat. Maybe not so bad day.”

      I looked over at Yari one more time, but she didn’t look at me.

      The first dish was plated and placed in front of us. Pusi’s ears flattened against her head. “What this? You no cook for Pusani before?”

      Udon wiped his hands on his towel and eyed the hunk of beautifully marbled meat on her plate. “Do I smell a complaint? This is no problem. Try it first, you just might like it!”

      “Is no fresh,” Pusi was eyeing the other hunk of raw meat with a cleaver stuck firmly into the cutting board.

      “I beg to differ, pussy cat. It was killed just this morning. A cow for the humans, I believe it was. No cows where you’re from?”

      “Is no fresh!” Pusi was adamant.

      B leaned over, pulled the plate over to herself and shoved a piece of the medium rare steak in her mouth. “So good. Sorry Chef Udon, Pusani don’t eat cooked food. Just give it to her raw.”

      Udon straightened his hat like something had hit him and knocked it off kilter. “That’s absolutely animalistic! I will not give it to her raw.”

      Pusi pointed, “I love big raw meat. Give me?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Give Pusi meat, NOW!”

      I had eaten half my steak before I knew it. Caramelized fat and salt crunched and squished inside my mouth. I scarfed down the rest of the steak, baked potato, and the greens of unknown origin and asked for another. Udon was holding onto his knife shoved deep into the cutting board when he heard me.

      “See!” He gestured with his hand, “It’s so splendidly good he couldn’t even speak while eating. I’ll whip up another right away for you, sir. And you, cat, eat what’s on your plate!”

      “What if you on my plate? I eat you, fat man!”

      “Pusi,” B deflected, “Just give her the raw meat already, tubby. She’s had an emotional day and you’re kind of pissing me off now, too.”

      Yari suddenly stood. “Call Lady Yen. I don’t feel like eating or sleeping right now. I want to learn what I must as soon as possible. I’ll be in my room until then.” She slid out of her chair and bowed. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      I watched as she disappeared into her room. Udon slammed down the whole cut of raw steak on the table. “You are missing out on perfection.” Pusi dug in and Udon produced a few more dishes and a lovely desert, then packed up his wares and left us fat and sleepy at the table.

      One of the guards had disappeared. Lady Yen entered a moment later with two women. Their eyes were covered by thick iron plates embedded into their heads. They wore identical bone-white gowns. The one following behind Lady Yen, fidgeting with her hands, was frailer and slightly stooped, with silver hair mixed with wiry white. The smile lines around her blackened mouth made me think that she liked to talk. The younger one stood with perfect posture, shaved bald and streaked with razor marks, hands folded neatly in front of her. 

      Pusi was in a food coma on the table, purring away.

      “I have been informed that our dear sister wasn’t interested in her company or fare for the evening. Where is she?”

      B pointed to the room. “Will you be with us all night, Lady Yen?”

      “I certainly won’t,” she spat back. “Although I might have a word with your mechanic. I must record what has been done to him in great detail, for posterity's sake.”

      “Whose posterity?” B asked.

      “We don’t understand what our dear sister did to him and how they are connected by it. In order to help her heal him and break this irritating social connection they’ve made, he must be studied. Killing him would be the faster option,” she paused and looked at me, “only in theory, of course. I won’t harm a hair on that dirty head of yours. I’ll be back later for you.”

      I watched her robes dance around the fulcrum of her hips as she knocked on Yari’s door and then entered, with the two women still in tow. I hated physical exams, but I had one kind of donation I’d like to put all over her face.

      B was already looking through the cupboards for a nightcap. “One bails, and the next one pulls up to dock. Lucky boy.”

      “Hardly. She isn’t interested. Did you see those women following her? If she takes any needles out, I’m done. I’d choose death over that.”

      “Still scared of needles? It’s a little childish.” She grabbed a bottle and put it straight back. “A proper hideout full of outlaws would have a strong stock of drink on hand. This is sad.”

      “B, did you see Tawa’s arm?”

      The cabinets opened and slammed shut in a drum line chorus. “Yup. Pretty gross.” She was focused on the hunt. “Damn it, where the fuck is their booze?”

      “Forget the drink. The creature that attacked Yari and I at the temple, it looked like that arm. All of it did, from head to fucking toe.”

      She turned and cupped her muff. “Forget this.”

      “B, come on. You’re an Enforcer, right? You must know something about it.”

      “All the intel I’ve ever heard on the Jian-Di was in the form of general cultural understanding classes, so it’s all mythical. There was nothing about a single leader or his abilities either. He did mention something about Yari testing to become a ‘Mother’, but that makes little sense. The Father and Mother were a legendary couple who together created and controlled the leviathan. Tawa was alone. I think that shit about becoming a ‘Mother’ was his way of baiting the trap for Yari. It’s all creation myth bullshit.”

      The faint clang of glass bottle on glass bottle rang from inside a high cabinet. “Gotcha!” she said, proud of her find as she reached over the counter for some goblets made of pottery. The tight gray micron-fabric slipped over her hips like melted chocolate running over a fresh plump strawberry. “Fancy a taste, lover boy?”

      “I think I’ll pass. Being drunk and in imminent danger isn’t my thing.”

      “And you’re a walking dead man. You sure you don’t want a sip?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself. I like to live while I have the chance. You never know. Let’s have a seat, shall we?.” She popped the cork on what looked like some Levani red wine and pulled back half a cup before I could sit.

      She tipped the bottle again and the refill glugged into the kiln-fired clay. “Did you notice his Life-Tech?” she asked.

      Where I had stopped at the realization that he had something in common with the monster from the other night, B had seen it all. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I’d bet my virginity on it…if I still had it. Haha. So, since his shoulder and neck looked unsullied by the rot, I would say maybe the Life-Tech has something to do with his ability to control it. He was pretty braggy about the whole ‘I’m a badass who learned how it all works’ thing.”

      “I would be braggy, too, if I could buckle peoples’ knees with the twitch of my hand.” I watched B throw back some more wine and thought about the Life-Tech. “So, CONTROL uses the device to track all Levani. And, according to Tawa, it can also be used to prevent the rot from occurring in them.”

      She finished her glass and poured another. “He was also big on his peoples’ true power being explicitly suppressed by it and made it sound like the priest was just a low-level kill-monster.” She paused for another drink. “Are you sure you don’t want any of this? It’s actually quite good.”

      “Thanks but no. The thought of there being an even more bad ass Culler out there puckers the orifice, if ya know what I mean.”

      I thought about having a drink then. Scary ideas aside, I usually ended every day with a cold, frosty brew, and my body was starting to ache for one. But, my eyes were drawn to Yari’s door once again.

      Would she figure out that what I did was the right choice? Culturally, I had totally blown it. It wasn’t like sticking chopsticks in rice or some other equally irrelevant faux pas. I was being blamed for a difference in logical thinking. Ends apparently didn’t justify the means, here, which meant I was screwed every time I had a decision to make.

      A turn of the door handle raised my spirits in hopes that Yari would come out and tell me everything was fine, and I could stop beating myself up about it. I was never this stuck on crap. But, being thought of as dead wrong and reckless because I didn’t plan out my actions in step-by-step detail like a set of instructions to a plasmatic-tetra converter was just wrong.

      The door opened and closed, along with my chance to speak with her. Lady Yen exited the room and took an analytical look at us three in the dining room. Her eyes settled on Pusi, asleep at the table. “Before I leave, might I ask why you have a Pusani with you? CONTROL is strictly a human affair. I wasn’t aware that they were recruiting outside of the species.”

      B popped the cork on the second bottle of her feel-good juice. “Funny story, actually. Mark here hadn’t boned in forever, so—”

      “She’s on a work exchange program,” I cut in, “taking technical skills back to her home world.” I shot B a look that could’ve melted the protective layer off a heat shield.

      Lady Yen raised an eyebrow. “Work exchange? Trying to spread the curse of technology throughout the galaxy, no doubt.” Her eyes moved to me. “Take your shirt off.”

      “I knew I should’ve brought my video unit,” B said.

      Pusi’s tail jerked about quickly, one eye slit just barely open.

      Three women were waiting for me to take my shirt off and all I wanted to do was fix the problem with Yari. I slipped out of it and the shadows at my feet gave way to the orange glow of my wound.
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      Lady Yen came in for a closer look, hesitant to touch it. Her eyes narrowed, and her hands came off her hips. “How often do you feel pain?”

      I braced, expecting to wince when touched, but only felt her soft fingertips. “Right after Yari healed me, nothing at all. But the frequency has increased since.”

      “Hmph. Has she paid any attention to you at all between healings? I don’t expect you to know the frequency in the last day.”

      “So far, each time she relieves the pain, it comes back with more intensity.”

      Lady Yen rolled her eyes. “Look at this. She’s all power and no finesse. It’s no wonder you’re on death’s doorstep without her constantly close at hand.”

      I was starting to get a bullying vibe from her. Strange for someone who was tasked with helping and teaching. I tested the water to see if there was any give in her at all or if her heels were dug in fast and she was just going to shit-talk Yari’s work for the remainder of the examination.

      “It’s better than being dead, though, right?” I laughed.

      “There are levels of survival we are all willing to live with, I guess. Wait, what’s that?” She slid her hand up my side and pushed in with her thumb. I lurched and stepped back. “Fuck! Did you just stab me!?” I grunted.

       “Amateur work at best. She didn’t even remove the rot before repairing the damage. It’s a wonder you survived this long.” She looked me up and down and softened her features. “What is it about you? I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “I think you put your finger right the fuck on it, actually.” I rubbed my side and straightened.

      “It’s like she placed a piece of herself inside you and it’s been fighting off the spread of the black, but it’s a losing battle. A Levani would be seduced into the change by now, but you, your body rejects it with her help.” She looked closer. “How does she stop what would take moments to overcome any human. Maybe…HOPELESS! This is beyond any one girl. I thought maybe she had found a way to stop it naturally. Maybe in time, with years of training and help from others, but not anytime soon. ”

      Her shitty energy had shifted and for a second, I felt relaxed. “It’s as I feared, human. You will die in the next two days and there’s nothing she can do about it. Even if she were to lay her hands on you and not leave your side.” It was the first time she spoke to me in a soft tone. Her bedside manners weren’t that bad.

      “Don’t you think you’re underestimating her a little?” I asked.

      She took my hands in hers and studied my eyes for a moment. She was breathing in deeply, taking in my scent. “Not at all. She has failed you.” She dropped my hands and went straight back to Yari’s room, gone with a thud of the door.

      So that was my second medical opinion. I was going to die and there was nothing to come from it.

      “I don’t believe her,” B said. Her speech began to slur slightly. “I think she likes you. Ask her back to your room and you might get a different story out of her.”

      “Well, at least I have that going for me in the next two days.” I pulled my shirt down. “She must see something in me that you don’t. Are you jealous?”

      “Oh honey, no. For sure, there is jealousy about. But it’s more from Lady Yen toward Yari.”

      “Why? Because Yari is secretly in love with me even though she thinks I’m an impulsive moron?”

      She poured the last of the wine into her little goblet. “Women are more complicated than men in terms of all that. No. You saw how Tawa looked at Yari when she stood up to him. He likes that kind of shit. I saw it in his eyes. She’s younger, more mysterious, possibly more powerful, and definitely newer than Lady Yen. So, for Ms. Yen, you’re just a way for her to piss Tawa off. Jealousy’s a bitch.”

      “Jeez, B. You think you could’ve just lied to me? I’m a dead man walking, here.”

      “Hell, no. Better to go out with your eyes open than shut. The whole part of you dying and you being screwed feels pretty legit, but I still think you might see a way out right before the end.”

      “You’re style of motivation is pretty rough.”

      “That’s why I’m here. To give you what you need, not what you want.”

      That was the truest thing she had probably ever said to me. I wanted B’s body, but, in its place, she gave me her friendship and had my fucking back. Not a bad trade-off.

      Lady Yen and the weird iron-visored women came out of the room and left the cottage without a word. Yari came out for a glass of water. “They said I need more training and they’ll be back tomorrow.” She still didn’t look at me. “How’s your wound?”

      “Hurts to touch, now. Especially the side,” I started to lift my shirt up and she started back to her room.

      “Get some rest and call me if you need me. Good night.”

      Everyone headed off to bed. I was the only one with a second story window. A window that looked out into the blackness tinged with the faint glow of others slowing down for the evening.

      I kicked off my boots and sat on the edge of the creaky bed. The stress of the whole damn day had taken its toll. I was pronounced a dead man and my wound was aching. Hard to relax in that situation, so I thought I probably wouldn’t sleep even if I tried. It took a while before I started to doze off, and then a quick tapping sound and scrape of something on glass stopped me from entering slumber-land.

      I groaned and sat up to see a giant Flit perched on the window ledge, pecking at the glass.

      “Lady Yen?” I asked. It cocked its head sideways then tapped its beak once more and waited. I took that as a yes. The window that never saw sunshine and clean air took some time to work open. It slid, stopped, then slammed upward but still didn’t open all the way. She ducked through and landed on the floor, her talons scraping and clicking against the wood.

      She bloated up just like before, was engulfed in green light, then stood before me, holding her finger against her lips. “Sound travels well through Levani architecture. We must be quiet about this.”

      “Quiet about what?”

      She moved closer to me. “Our dear sister will learn from us how to better grasp her potential in the healing arts.” She came closer and grabbed my right arm. I winced. “My brother doesn’t even know that little bitch yet, but he has already decreed her to be one of us. He’s wants her by his side. Do you know why? He thinks your ailment is beyond my ability to heal. He thinks she has more potential than I do and has called for the cousins to assist me. That’s why I’m here now. I will prove him wrong and tend to you myself. I will show him that he is wrong. He thinks I don’t know how it’s done, but I do. Now, take your shirt off.”

      “And what if I refuse?”

      “I don’t think you will, and I’m not used to being told no. I could blow your head up like an overripe fruit and blame your death on exposure to the mists, or you could show me your wound and I can try to help you stay alive.”

      Sounded like an honest answer. Plus, I had never been alone in a room with a bed and a Levani woman. My dick had its curious hopes, but I understood the implications of the conversation. Say yes, and be in their debt. Say no, and probably be murdered in my sleep. “Fine, Lady Yen.”

      I unzipped and threw the leather jacket back off my shoulders and exposed the dull glow of orange that it hid. My white shirt came up next, and I saw that the black had grown and now covered half my abdomen. Streaks of deep night reached into the orange magic that Yari had placed inside me, or given to me, or whatever the hell the process was to stop me from dying.

      Lady Yen came close and knelt, eye level with the wound, and with something else that ached from time to time. I struggled to hold back the rush of blood that came when her fingers slid across my waist line.

      She looked up at me, her long green hair slipping down to cover her lower back. “It really is a wonder you’re still alive. You have two things to thank, Yari’s sheer brute magic power and your remarkable constitution.”

      “I used to work out.”

      She rolled her eyes and refocused on my wounds. “We Levani don’t require such efforts,” she said as she pushed her glowing green fingers into the orange part of my stomach. “How’s the pain?”

      “Not that bad, actually.” Damn it, she was hot. “Maybe I’m actually getting bet…Ow, fuck!”

      “The pain of the black is never easily endured.” She spoke in a soft monotone voice, so practiced at her craft that light conversation in mid-clinic didn’t faze her at all. “This is the same black-rot that affects my brother’s arm, but our sister has found some way of slowing its growth inside of you without… You and my brother have at least a little something in common, it seems.”

      “What in the hell could I have in common with him?” I was nothing like that racist asshole. I mean, sure, I had some stereotyped thoughts of alien races, but I didn’t think them to be lesser beings because of our differences.

      “The pain is where the similarities begin and end. The pain you feel, that nearly bends you over at times, he feels and is beckoned by it constantly. You’re lucky in that we have experience dealing with it.” She grabbed me by the shoulders and twisted me once left, then to the right. My head just about popped off.

      “Not very big on the patient comfort here, are you?”

      She shrugged and reached into a fold in the black robes she wore and produced a bracelet that I recognized immediately. “That’s Life-Tech,” I said.

      “Hold out your right arm,” she continued in her flat, expressionless tone.

      I took a step back, but she grabbed me by the belt and held fast. “That tech is calibrated specifically for the Levani genome! I appreciate what you’re trying to do for me, I think. But I know you don’t have the technical ability to calibrate that. It could shut down my internal organs and cause death in seconds.”

      “My brother would say that maybe it’s not as complicated as all of that. Maybe, it’s just a simple collar, made by simple minds for the simple purpose of controlling a population. He would also say that we have ways you could never comprehend. Maybe, you should stop whinging and put this on before you’re beyond our help. You’re a dead man with few options, remember?”

      “I’m not letting you put that on me.”

      “You have Yari’s magic infused into your cells. It isn’t simply a static spell, it’s reactive. It is in constant flux to ward off the rot. I suspect there is enough of Yari inside you to prevent any unfortunate side effects from the lack of calibration. Whatever has happened to you past the point of cheating death, make no mistake that her strength is part of you, now. It is protecting you every second of every day. That’s exactly why you have more to be thankful for than you know. Now, put this on and we’ll see if it slows the progress of the rot enough for me to help you.”

      “Enough for your brother to talk to me and get what he wants, you mean. You’re only interested in my well-being to get Yari to choose Tawa over us. You can tell your—”

      She had slipped my belt free and yanked down my pants before I could protest. Moaning as she plunged my already half-hard cock into her mouth, she looked up and said, “Gine goa ginginged um oh gang u gink.”

      “Huh?”

      She pulled back, wiping the spit from her thin red lips. “Sorry, I said, I’m more interested in you than you think.” She pushed me back and I landed on the creaky old bed with a thud. I thought it would have hurt more, but I was suddenly stronger against the pain. I reached down, letting her green hair run through my fingers. I slid my other hand around the back of her head and found the Life-Tech wrapped snugly around my left wrist.

      We were frozen in place with her lips mere inches from my cock. “Surprised?” she asked in her unchanging voice. “It’s quite well-designed. You never feel a thing. Can’t say the same for this,” and she flicked my swollen head, ripped my pants all the way off and threw them in a heap in the corner.

      I didn’t know how long I had to live, but I made the decision then and there that when faced with death, I would fuck anyone to avoid dying with a dry dick and swollen nuts. This woman, this sultry vixen, led us here, ambushed us, and since meeting Tawa Yen, I was convinced wouldn’t mind us dying here. I was never good at first impressions, and hers was a pretty shit one, but she was making at least one part of me rethink everything.

      I let go of her head and allowed her hands to slide up my thighs for a proper introduction.
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      My mortality, thoughts of Yari and the others…all of it melted away and slid down the throbbing veiny shaft that pumped rhythmically in and out of Lady Yen’s slippery lips. She started slowly, going as deep as her throat would allow. The pudgy end of my dick flattened against her esophageal curve and ran back across her cupped tongue. Her teeth close to scraping clean the euphoria and replacing it with disappointment, only to be thrust back deep into her warm and muffled caress.

      She tilted her head sideways and her cheeks collapsed inward and the assault on her digestive entryway ended. A three-sided wave of two smooth inner cheeks and one thick wrap of meat left no millimeter untouched, except for the top. It ran back and forth across her ribbed upper cleft.

      I thought about how the mouth anatomy of the Pusani was so different from the Levani. The positives, the negatives, but I didn’t get to reach a decision on which I’d preferred most.

      She pushed me back, the creak of the bed leaking through the floorboards below. She perched on the edge of the mattress and the creaking stopped, the springs well past their maximum stress capacity.

      “Lay back,” she whispered to me, placing a hand on my chest and nudging me softly. I did as I was bid, never letting her leave my sight. She jammed one hand onto the bed and swung a leg over my head, her inner thighs coming to rest on my chest.

      Even with a beautiful woman on my cock, there was always at least the smallest possibility of randomly looking off to a feature in whatever room I was in and having a funny thought while enjoying the company of whoever was with me at the time. She reached back and flung the heavy black cloth of her dress up over the curve of her ass and took that small possibility completely away from me.

      No panties, just a wet almond-shaped mass of smooth pink skin.

      “I’ve given this to every man I’ve been with. The end will come quick. Are you ready?” Her breath poured over my wet rod that had already felt every part of her mouth. Unless she started gnawing on it, I had no idea what she could do to make it any better. It already performed above and beyond any human-administered session.

      She was inches from my cock and my face at the same time, double-vented heat pouring over me. I leaned forward to confirm what I thought she would taste like, but an iron grip on my cock stopped me.

      “Don’t touch,” she said and released her grip a finger at a time, covering the empty real estate with her lips as she went. When I felt the back of her throat begin to cave against my flattened dick head, she drew a long, deep breath, and did something to reinvent the blowjob all together.

      Her fingers clawed into my thighs and she began to vibrate rapidly, like a back-massage chair on max power. I peeked around and saw a blur of green as she wood-peckered down on me. The speed didn’t decrease the sensation, it enhanced it. Instead of the rub of my cock along the ribbed roof of her mouth and slick tongue, I felt the split of her lips around the rim and the hard push against the back of her throat at the exact same time.

      The perfect head.

         My toes curled up to fight off the first need to cum. She seemed focused on the task at hand, so I thought, fuck it. My hand embarked on a test of the waters and slid up one of her legs. I watched my thumb peak around her soft thigh and drag up to the point of no return where her thick, wide ass began. Milky white skin curved in all around a pert bulging pucker of forbidden pleasure. A leak glistened just below that, wetting a slowly flowering bulb covering a yet-unknown depth and width of ecstasy. All the heat and rose-tinged scent was inches from my face, but she kept it off the playing field.

         I wasn’t one to lay back and be told what to do. She had said the words, but her body betrayed her. I could see how wet she was, how the pink folds began to loosen and pulse under the thrust of my cock across the length of her tongue. How my hand inched closer to dip into the spring that would release her from the unnecessary stresses of the game she played with me.

      Then, I finally understood. She was only pretending at sex. Going through the motions of a role she was used to for the pleasure of bored and uninterested Levani lovers. Lovers whose ideas of sexual fantasy likely climaxed with a woman choking off the societal demands of controlling everything, if only for a brief moment. I imagined she would roll over and thank them while they dressed and walked out of the room. How she must sit ignored for days or weeks on end, surrounded by dry-mouthed rule makers and rule followers. It was no wonder she flew the way she did. Fast and free and far away from it all.

      Whether I was right or wrong, my mind was made up. This woman needed a man to grind her down into the bed until she couldn’t move without her body shaking on the verge of a touchless orgasm.

      My turn.

      I slid my middle finger into Lady Yen’s bulbous fleshy tufts and felt the welcoming edges of her unbreeched hole. Her hand left my thigh, rushing down its path to rend my cock of its blood supply when my machine-beaten middle finger reached a swollen and beautifully light blue nodule perched at the head of my stage for the evening. My finger slid up and pushed in on the unhappy little sensory-ridden nub, cerulean skin squashing against the hesitant push of her hips. The hand that was meant to stop me was instead thrust into the bedding in defeat.

      I had played with it for only a few seconds when her mouth came off my cock, heavy breath tinged with a small cracking whisper of pleasure. “You shouldn’t.” She had more words, but they had caught in her throat. She tried to cough them out.

      With my fingertips, I spread the slit wide and skimmed my middle digit back and forth across her strangely-colored clit. Her other hand grabbed mine, and I stopped. Unlike the absolute demand from before, out came a strong suggestion. She was breaking free.

      “Stop. If you keep going, it will fall off,” she said.

      “What will?” I flicked my finger once over her swollen weak point.

      “That! It’ll fall off if you keep touching it.”

      “Haha. Who told you that?”

      “I’ve just heard, okay?”

      “From who?”

      “Fuck, it’s not important from who. I don’t care if you don’t believe me. I’m just afraid of what will happen.”

      I let her gently pull my hand away. She said some more words to me, but her undulating taint was speaking my language.

      Body language.

      “Welcome to life,” I said. “I think it’s time you stopped fearing it.”

      It was in my mouth the millisecond the “t” sound left me. I wrapped my lips around her clit, made an airtight seal, and gave one good suck. The naughty little bean and the skin around it lifted and filled my cupped tongue.  My whole mouth filled with her and the pressure I made let me pulse it all with ease. The slick blue nerve ending rose and fell, swollen for the first time with real purpose.

      She let go of my hands and moaned into my thigh, spit drooling out of her mouth the longer I went. She managed to find her way to my cock after a minute and began humming her gratitude into it. Her fast-twitch mouth moves were gone, just a slow pull and jive while the rhythmic pushing out and caving back in of her engorged pussy streamed all over my face.

      I thought she was properly warmed up, so I shifted gears a little. I pulled back farther, got the tip of my tongue on her clit and flicked the fuck out it while sucking as hard as I could. The surface on the back of my tongue began to bulge and become misshapen under the pressure.

      Resting the back of my palm under my chin, I slipped one finger through the quivering opening of her meaty center. She tensed and arched her back, nearly coming up off the bed. I withdrew only for a moment, to turn my hand over. She looked at me then, from chin to exposed cleavage, wet with saliva and blushing beet-red.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll lose control. I don’t think you’ll like me when I do.”

      I winked and slipped two fingers in, curled them down hard against her pelvic frontage and clenched my hand. The slight bulge and ribs of a G-spot appeared to be universal, even among alien species.

      Her back arched enough to break as she ripped her dress off, splitting it down the middle and throwing it on the dusty floor. I saw the glint of elongated nails, hooked and black, jam into the bedding. The ripping and tearing ate away at the old cloth as she spread her legs, smashing her wet slit down onto my face.

      I had to angle out of the way to get one nostril open for air. She moaned, and her voice was no longer smooth but choked, like a coarse and dry rasp. With every exhale, a twittering shriek came out of her. Two black feathery bumps split through glowing green patches on her shoulder blades.

      She jumped off my face, briefly floated in mid-air, wings nearly the width of the room, and came down, her taloned feet resting on the blemished wood flooring. Half bird, half pale-skinned goddess, her emerald locks covered her nipples but left everything else bare. She flexed her two meter wide wingspan once more then tucked it behind her.

      “Why did you stop?” I asked, my cock still at full extension, glistening in the slowly-dancing firelight the candles provided.

      Her shaky hands rested on the window sill.

      “Only my brother has seen me like this. I asked for power and he was gracious enough to slowly work on me for over five years. I felt stronger each time we danced through the rituals. At first, the change into a bird and soaring through the skies, free of our broken island world, it was the happiest I have ever been. I always envied you humans for your flying machines.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “So, why have you stopped mid-change? I can handle it if you’re a bird. I’ve already seen the change. I’m okay with it. Really.”

      She looked at me with eyes that could seed the shade of sorrow into the sun. “I’m a Flit when needed, and a woman when needed. But now, I am never really one or the other, I am always both. He said I would stay beautiful, but my hair lost its silvery glow and slowly matched the magical fire burning inside of me. When I’m not focused on controlling my powers, I am this, a monster. The older I get, it becomes more and more difficult to stay either one or the other. They are both so beautiful, but I… Anyway, you weren’t supposed to see me like this. If he finds out it’s gone this far—”

      “I have no love for him, Lady Yen. But I could have it for you.” There was something intrinsically special about every age a woman wears. For Yari, it was her innocence and the mystery of the gift that she had never given anyone. With B, the weird feeling some get when they see their cousin naked for the first time and can’t look away. And Pusani, well, it was like you tamed an ageless dragon or it ate your dick off. But Lady Yen, she was used in her youth, and now had nothing but a powerful parlor trick with the growing scars to show for it. A life of never really knowing the gentle touch of a firm lover.

      She turned, and her eyebrows lifted in surprise but she still avoided direct eye contact. I grabbed the sheets that had been pushed into a ball at the edge of the bed and threw them on the floor. “So, get back over here and finish what you started.” I said, staring down at the blood-engorged cock she had given me and smiled.

      “I don’t believe you,” she said, crossing her arms and looking back outside to the escape she must have fled to countless times.

      “Look at this, will you? This thing can’t lie.” I presented my rock-hard cock to her. “I assume you know how these things work. This means I fucking WANT you. I’ll show you how beautiful you are if you just give me the chance.”

      She finally took a step towards me, arms hanging limp at her sides, a flat expression on her face but eyebrows still raised, head cocked to the side. It was like she hadn’t seen a human or a cock before.

      “Lana, let me love—”

      She covered the distance to the bed instantly, dust flying in her winged wake. Pushing me onto my back, her pussy dripped on my swollen balls and rigid erection.

      Slipping it inside of her without hesitation, her thighs quivered while she clenched down on me. Her cheek brushed against mine, her whisper swirling along the grooves of my ear. She smelled like the spring breeze back home.

      “I can’t promise this will change anything between us when we are done,” she said. “My duty binds me to Tawa in ways you can’t understand. But, I can’t leave without knowing if you speak the truth…”

      That was the first time she hadn’t called him brother.

      My hands slid up her body and over her breasts, nipples not giving an inch under the push of my hands against them. “Right now, there is no world, it’s just you and me. I’ll take you away from it all.”

      She pulled back and looked down at me, “I want to believe that, at least once in my life.”

      I pulled her head toward mine and her kiss was as cherry-sweet as the promise of our time together. She hugged me close the rest of the night, never taking her eyes off me. Her emerald-green hair fell around me, blocking out the world and becoming an alien sky just for us to share.
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      A cool breeze blew in through the open window over my naked body. Shivering, I reached around for the blankets. Fog tinged the edges of my vision. The blankets were in a pile on the floor. Down filling slipped through my fingers from the shredded mattress. Her empty pillow lay untouched next to me.

      I had lost track of how long we rolled around together. I could still feel the slip of her feathers on the tips of my fingers.  My thumb rubbed against them in the light of the stubby candle and the false dawn outside my window. The cavern was a little less dark.

      To me, the light’s origins were a mystery , like so many other things since arriving as uninvited guests. The glow of the Life-Tech she’d placed on my arm reflected in the window.

      Why did she want this on me? Was she merely doing her brother’s bidding? Was this all a trick? Blackmail? I didn’t fucking know. I could’ve taken it off right there if I wanted but the pain in my side was gone. I didn’t feel my organs boiling, either. I felt a little relief looking at it—a piece of familiarity I could put my faith in.

      My thoughts returned to Lana. Nobody shakes and grinds like she did if they aren’t completely taken with you. In need of you. Nobody goes through that and comes away uncompromised. Whether I was merely a one-night stand or not, she had enough resolve left to leave my offer of love on the tattered bed. Did she look back at me before she left?

      I wondered then what would happen if Tawa Yen found out that I had slept with his sister. Imprisonment for the girls, some horrible drawn-out death for me, and any number of Levani-type social shaming rituals and punishments for Lana. Maybe he knew exactly what his sister would do. But if he didn’t, to see the look on his face would be priceless.

      Three light taps on my door sent me scrambling for my clothes. I threw the Swiss cheese blanketing back on the bed and slid into my pants.

      B called through the door, forceful as ever. “They brought us breakfast but won’t fucking leave until we all sit down at the table together. Come down.”

      I froze. I might have made a little too much noise last night. “Be right down!”

      I threw my shirt and jacket on and slid the sleeve over the device. I wasn’t worried about the girls seeing. I had experience with black-market tech and this shit was on another level. But the basic rule of thumb never changed, the fewer people who knew about it the better.

      Out the door, down the stairs, and into the dining room I hurried, where Pusi, B, and three Jian-Di stood.

      “Where’s Yari?” I asked.

      Pusi cleaned her coat, dragging the back of her hand over her ears. “Gone. Early morning. Say it fine. Say she want time by self.”

      Shit. I hoped it wasn’t because of last night.

      B sat at the table, looking at the guards and buttering some toast. “So, how was she?”

      “That loud, huh?” I smiled, awkwardly.

      “Not really. I can sleep through anything, which is why I had to be up to make sure the recorder was working.”

      “Seriously, spy cameras, again?”

      “Obviously, that’s the best option, but I had to settle for audio this time. She sounded like she had planned to fuck you for a while. I asked you how it was because I hope you blew her mind enough to thwart whatever shit she is probably scheming with Tawa.” She coughed. “So, how was it?”

      I felt the Life-Tech quietly regulating away, matching with my heartbeat but manipulating the flow as well.

      “It wasn’t all bad.”

      “That’s not good enough, Mark.”

      “I mean, if she wasn’t totally into it, she fooled the shit out of me.”

      “Yet, she didn’t stay. She rustled around in the room before leaving though. Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?

      “Come see for yourself.”

      We walked up to the room and from the window could see one of the guards had gone outside to keep an eye on us.

      “That’s unsettlingly thorough,” B said.

      I pointed to the damage. “It looks bad, but the sex was great.”

      “No, I mean our friend outside. They’re making sure we don’t leave without them knowing.”

      I stepped toward her and pulled up my sleeve.

      She didn’t flinch when she saw it. “Strange play. And you’re not melting to death. Why?”

      “That’s what I thought. The pain in my side has subsided as well.”

      “Maybe they’re trying to get rid of you? Easier for them to bring her into the fold if we leave. I don’t like it. Can you take it off?”

      “I can. But then there’s the whole death thing. I thought I’d just keep it on until Yari can work on me.”

      “But, they can track you with it. At least, CONTROL should be able to.”

      “I don’t think the Jian-Di are worried about that, anymore. They’ve been able to manipulate the tech without expertise or training. It’s inconceivable. Even you couldn’t learn what I know regardless of how bad you wanted it.”

      “Don’t underestimate a girl with drive,” she winked. “But, you’re right. Tawa wears one and he’s the most invisible guy on the planet. CONTROL would give anything to find someone as dangerous as him, but they can’t.” She looked out the window again. “Keep it on for now. I want to see how this plays out. It might give us some insight into how such a psycho has remained totally off the criminal map and hidden from the Enforcers for so long.”

      “I’ve been so fucking weak since this all started at the temple. I feel good for a change. I might be worth something in a fight, now.”

      “Don’t forget, it’s not the size of the dog in the fight that matters, it’s the size of the fight in the dog. Let’s get out of this room before they start some horrible rumor among the Jian-Di about you and I doing something inappropriate.”

      “I’m not averse!”

      “Shut up, lover boy.”

      We met Pusi downstairs and finished up breakfast before heading out. The guard escorted us back through the geometric street design to Tawa’s meeting hall. Inside, Tawa stood with Yari.

      “See, dear sister, a man of my word. Your friends have arrived unmolested.”

      “You definitely have a way with words, Tawa.” I looked to Yari. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, Mark. Thank you,” she said, but she was being purposefully flat-toned.

      “Go ahead,” Tawa said, “ask him.”

      “Ask me what?”

      Tawa stuck his nose up at me and gloated, “Oh, it’s nothing, really. Just an in-house act of childish impulses. My spies tell me a little bird flew in through your window last night. I do hope you enjoyed her.”

      “So, it’s true?” Yari had her hooks in me and she wasn’t letting go.

      “Yes,” I said, “I made the kind of love to her that a Levani could only wish for last night. It was obvious to everyone that this dickhead here would try something to drive a wedge between you and us. If Tawa—”

      She set her jaw and cut me off with one quick breath. “Show me your arm, Mark. You know I don’t care about that at all. She needs love more than most. I’m happy she found some with you. I was pretty sure I had, too.” She swallowed hard and locked those beautiful emerald eyes on me. “What I’m asking is, why do you have the device on? Why haven’t you taken it off? You doubt my promise to heal you that much?” the hurt in her voice was clear.

      “What!? Not at all. My pain is gone, so it works. I’m a dead man walking. You should understand more than anybody how fucked I am.”

      She was fuming. “Have you been fucked since I saved you? Fucked means dead in the dirt last time I checked, and you don’t look dead to me! So how fucked are you!?”

      I tried to calm her down. Tried to smooth out the mistake I didn’t even know I’d made. “Yari, it’s a bandage, nothing more. I still need you to heal me. I still need you. You don’t know that already?”

      “I pledged my life to help you. A life debt! But here you are, taking the help of another over mine. You don’t even know what you did but I’ll tell you. You threw away all I gave you when you accepted that woman’s device. You should’ve cast it to the ground. You don’t know how long it will keep the black at bay. I was here giving everything to you, giving you my heart and soul and hope and you just… Can’t you understand me a little?”

      Tawa put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s as I told you, you shouldn’t expect him to understand our ways. He is a creature of simple habit and short-sighted thought. Maybe with time, he could study and understand our ways. But as you can see, he hasn’t even tried.”

      “Yari, don’t listen to this dickhead,” I said, “he’s just using you.”

      She shoved me hard, “And you’re not?”

      “Please, Yari. I wouldn’t have left it on if I knew you would react like this. I’m stumbling in the dark here with all this culture shit. Don’t you know how I feel about you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t. You say you care for me. But the thinking that led to that shit on your wrist says you don’t. Because you don’t think things through. You don’t do the most important thing we Levani find so simple. How can you possibly know how you feel for me if you can’t do such a simple thing?”

      I was flat-footed. “Why can’t you give your human half a chance? Get out of your mind about all this and just go with your feelings. For me?”

      Tawa came down the steps from his seating area and his shit-eating grin engulfed the room like some sightless maw swallowing up feed. “It’s clear that we all have a lot to think about. Yari needs some time to come to her own conclusions. Trust me, human, she’s too hot to handle right now.” He looked around, admiring his work. “My dear, I must speak with your friend alone. You don’t need to decide everything all at once. We can talk when I get back.” The words oozed through his grin.

      I had to give it another shot. Maybe if I pushed just a little more, she would see. “Yari, my love comes from here, see? My heart. Not my head. If you could just—”

      “No, Mark. Genetically, I’m half-human, but epigenetically I’m Levani, and you have to respect that. I think I deserve the time to figure out if you can actually do that or not.” She turned to Tawa, “Thank you.”

      Pain and confusion followed her out the front door and we were left with the reason why showing us his perfect teeth.

      He beckoned for us to follow. We walked out through the houses and over to the side of the cavern walls where he opened a door leading down into the rock that was well-lit with torch fire.

      “I don’t think you should go,” whispered B.

      “What choice do I have?”

      Tawa glided over to me. “I don’t give you much of a chance with Yari at this point, she’s a woman with her own opinions mixed with a calling to her people that you can’t really ever imagine. But nevertheless, if you wish to see her or my Lana again, human, come with me. We have much to discuss.”

      I followed him down the smooth steps into a long hallway hewn from the rock of the floating island.

      He spoke to me freely as we walked. “I’ve been alive for a long time. Like these floating islands, so much is left hidden unless you dig. Some of it is wonderous and some of it forgotten, left better for dead…” He headed deeper still, down a second set of stairs.

      “I have to hand it to you, I’ve never seen Lana so happy. While I’m sure you’ll take some pleasure in that, the sad truth is that humans tend to make women a more complicated matter than they need to be. Dirty business, I know, letting my sister think she was doing something without my knowledge. But, with the desired result achieved,” he tapped my Life-Tech, “trust me, you’ll see that I’ve done you a favor. I am not one for diplomacy, especially with women. They have a role to play, as do I. But in certain situations, with certain timing, they have more value than I wish to admit. Yari, in particular, is one of these certain cases. If you play your cards right, you’ll walk out of here alive. Keep up now, I have something to show you.”

      We entered a room with a flat stone wall. It looked almost machined in its smoothness. Tawa snapped his fingers and the rock sank into the ground, revealing a massive domed structure that stretched out into the blackness. Glass separated us from the inside, where I saw that the mists were heavy against the walls.

      “I’ve been working on a lot, for longer than you would believe.” He placed his hands together and his black arm turned from grizzled hardened skin to a flowing obsidian liquid. The floor shook with a belching roar from the mists. A mass of black limbs and silver skin burst forth from the fog. The dome was barely enough to contain the monster that orbited by us. It slammed into the wall and slid down in front of the glass until one great eye stared at us, its bone-white iris marked with a dilated and veined red pupil focused on Tawa.

      He stood bathed in the crimson and black of the Kaiju’s eye. “I love the big ideas,” he said. “Ideas like ‘forever’ and ‘immortal’. They have so many meanings. For you and your ilk, it means littering the ether of space with meticulously designed trash, so much so that it touches the lives of every species in the galaxy. So much so that it deforms cultures and peoples to look less like themselves, and more like you. You see it as a triumph. All I do is live to disagree with you, every second of every day.”

      He slipped his cloak off, unbuttoned his tunic and unsheathed his ravaged arm. The quiet rhythmic pulse of the Life-Tech spilled red onto his chest.

      “There comes a point, if you’re a man of action like I am, where speaking of right and wrong becomes nothing more than a useless prayer to some disinterested god. When a father,” he choked up and had to catch his breath. His chest puffed outward and his shoulders swung back in reverence. “When a father sees the inevitability of a course of action, he moves past all obstacles. Always forward. And the children follow.”

       “Why did you bring me here?”

      He touched the glass and the creature’s purr rumbled softly through the walls. “Yari will choose to stay with us. You will agree to not interfere with that, and I will let you and your friends leave in peace. She must think she chose this for herself.”

      “What if she chooses us?”

      “In such an unlikely event, she will join all who have come before her in the embrace of our Mother. She will have the rest of her life to live in peace among the mists. In short, you can trust that I will offer her freedom… You needn’t worry about her.” His whole being stood locked in front of the unstoppable gaze of the monster and the deep pride he felt for his ideas. “Which brings me to your wound and the Life-Tech. Do you know what happens when Levani blood magic bypasses your so-called technological genius?”

      I felt the trajectory of the conversation veer quickly. I still needed time to smooth things over with Yari but Tawa was trying to shut the door on that forever.

       Like the ubiquitous sales-men who slimed their way to countless sales over the centuries, I gestured to the monster like I would if I was trying to sell a new rail-bike. “I never thought I’d see a real Kaiju. It’s impressive.”

       He was more than eager to talk about his prize. “It will be…in time. So much has been sacrificed to get to this point. This is only a—”

      Tawa’s silhouette shifted as I watched the Kaiju’s eye turn from him and focus on me. For the first time in addressing me, he looked completely baffled and lashed out at me. Bands of unseen steel twisted around me and held me fast up off the floor. His arm had turned all to spikes and jagged edges.

      “What are you?” he hissed.

      “Just your neighborhood handyman.” I felt the Life-Tech device crush under the pressure and the pain flooded back into my side.

      He hurried from the chamber, dragging me in his wake.

      My boots and bones ricocheted off the descending walls and floor. We exited the hallway onto a ledge overlooking a black pit. The same mists that swirled around the gorge we traveled into, and that the Kaiju lived in, hung thick all the way to the edge on the other side of the hole.

      He swung me out over the precipice and held me there. Such incredible strength. “I won’t ask again. What are you!?”

      “I’m just a guy who loves girls,” I grunted.

      He studied me for a moment. “You don’t even know, do you?”

      I was desperately racing through my mind for what to say, grasping for words. “Have you really thought this through? If you drop me, I’ll be gone and Yari will never agree to help you. Also, you’ll prove what a fucking pussy you are by not fighting me straight up, man to man. I’ll put your ass into ground for good!”

      He brought me close to him. “No, you won’t. Not without her.”

      The Life-Tech completely shattered in his hand when he tore it from my arm and the biting wrench of pain tore full bore through my stomach once more.

      “Such suffering. Such weakness. Here, I shall give you the cure.” He hurled me out over the pit then thrust his hand into the stone. A sledgehammer of air planted me deep into the mists.

      I thought of Yari being lied to. I thought of what would happen to my friends. I imagined an unforgiving jagged end to my life. I watched the ionized death swirl around me, and my stomach dropped into hell.
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      I flipped and turned and barrel-rolled. The light faded and the rush of the rocks around me came closer. It wouldn’t take too many ping-pong bounces off the walls to do me in before I stuck the landing.

      I went through the scores I’d give myself. Head-first would end it fastest so that was a ‘9’. A belly flop for sure would’ve been a ‘2’. Any banging off the walls before hitting the ground would take a lot off the final tally because it would slow me down, hurt a lot, and I might just bounce off the ground and live. I didn’t score legs first very high. Less than a ‘5’.

      The longer it took, the more I began to feed the small voice of hope for a perfect ‘10’. I smiled and kept that thought closest. Why go out worrying? That’s twice the pain. The pain while you worry, then the pain of the thing you worried about. Happy thoughts. Happy thoughts…

      Did I hear a voice? A song? Nope. I thought I felt something. Saw the walls slow down, maybe. I imagined my last moments and saw Yari’s face. A rush of air. A flash of light. Then, the impact.

      But the end didn’t come, and the impact wasn’t anything like the hammer of death I’d made it out to be. I thought maybe I had stumbled into a dream where you walk away from falls. As I rubbed the cold from my face, the shadowy chasm spun. My hand found the ground, slipped, then caught. I wasn’t dead, but it wasn’t pleasant. It was like I had woken up from being over-served at a bar with company credits picking up the bill, dry-mouthed and haggard and hungover.

      “A perfect 10…”

      I had always wished to go home and simply be on a mountain somewhere, fishing. Slowly adding onto a log cabin, eventually I’d die as I worked. My whole life had been injected with tech. It was everywhere. Next to my face in bed, at my fingertips, banners in the toilet tracking my fecal cycles every minute, glowing rectangles floating among people who wanted to talk to me but were never there. I yearned for a simpler life, where everything available wasn’t digitally expressed to me. But in that hole, lost in the dark and heaving in pain, the rot flared up again. All I wanted was to be back on the job. Back to somewhere, anywhere off that rock.

      I let all of those feelings out in an extended groan that echoed off into the techless dark with no one to answer me back.

      “To think,” a weak and shaky voice echoed. I felt the vibrations on the wall ripple forth and bang past my throbbing head. “A human with the force of the Father in him.”

      “Who’s there?” I asked, squinting through the dark.

      “Sorry. Black as pitch down here. I’m well used to it by now.” The rock around me came alive in a soft orange glow. “How’s this?” A woman dressed in a dirty white gown, old but beautiful. Her silver hair hung ratty at her sides and spilled off the rock ledge she sat on. Behind her was a giant gash in the cavern wall, ten meters high. She leaned forward. “Well, this isn’t right at all. Not at all,” shaking her head.

      “Where am I? I still can’t see very well.”

      The soft glow grew brighter and the walls and rock became clear to me and the voice took shape. “Well, with that much light, I’m sure you can see you’re in a hole in the ground. You don’t need light to know that, though, do ya, boy?” she laughed. “Did you miss that on the way down?” She laughed more, then calmed herself. “Stupid even by human standards.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Now out with it. Are you alone?”

      I looked around. “Wouldn’t you know if I was or not?”

      “Oh,” she sounded disappointed. “It’s good to check. it gets so dark down here and I can’t go lighting the whole place all the time. I might turn it off right now if you’re not worth my time and time is everything. It flows slower down here, a side effect of the mists. Makes for a longer life than I ever wanted…”

      “Look, I am super thankful—”

      “Alone, then?” she pressed.

      “Yup,” the stress of the day hissed out of my mouth, but I reeled it back in. “Thank you for saving me, but if you could also help me out of here, I could save my friends and get as far away from Levani territory as possible.”

      “I didn’t save you. Almost left you to get lost and wander off into any number of pits down here, if you want the short side of it. But, save you? Nope.”

      Brushing the dust and rock off my jacket, I stood. “Then who did?”

      “Not who. What.” She pointed at me. “You came screaming down from above, then a burst of energy or air something like that, and bang, you landed right here.” She pointed to the smooth stone below me and looked up, trying to figure me out. “What’s your story, human?”

      “Thought my story was over, a few minutes ago.” I ran my hand across my tech-belt for my Clear-Tech screen but it was gone, left connected to the rail-bike. My Surudo was there though so I took a little solace in that. “Any help getting out of here?”

      “If, human, you tell me who you are and how you got here.”

      “Fair enough.” 

      I went through the abridged story arc. B, then Yari, then Pusi, then Lana, then Tawa. She told me to skip the Tawa part and asked me to slow down and go over my time with Pusi and Lana in detail. Said she needed to check if I was lying or not. After I finished, she sat back and ran her hand through her silver hair.

      “You need to know much before you go back up there. Sit and listen, but his story does not come for free. You will do as I ask at the end of it or I will throw you into a pit of my choosing.”

      “Are threats really necessary right now? Trust me, I’m not going to do anything to a poor old lady—”

      It was like someone flipped the switch on to a thunderstorm. My arms were flung out wide as I was lifted into the air and my eyes began to buckle and water under the force of her roar. Then a smaller voice cut through the booming fury, like a shelter from the chaos. 

      “Old, yes. Poor, no. I will offer you one more chance. How do you humans put it? Ah, don’t fuck with me? That’s it, isn’t it?”

      I nodded once.

      “DON’T FUCK WITH ME!” echoed off the ancient rock.  “Now, you listen, or you can get in the pit. What’s it gonna be?” she loosed the energy that kept me frozen in place.

      “Yup, sounds fair. I’m a good listener. I swear.”

      The vacuum of silence was almost as jarring as the explosion of sound a few seconds earlier. Poking around in my ears didn’t help the ringing very much at all.

      “Good answer. I used to be a High Maiden, the High Maiden, groomed for one purpose—to wield the power of the Mother and her Kaiju. With any power, of course, there is a price. For me, it was to stay underground and breed them to keep the mists balanced on the planet. In exchange for my service, the fates allowed the purest and strongest of bonds, a Mother and Father in love. The Kaiju and the planet are nothing without them.

      “I thought about the fate of the world and the Kaiju. But, for a young Levani woman, true love is not a small thing. I took up the mantle of responsibilities, but all I really wanted was to be loved. When I met him, I was certain he would love me forever, and I him. Every day I paid the price to have that love, birthing and taking care of Kaiju. 

      “We were wed at the Spire, where I saw my last sunrise. From that day forward, I was the Kaiju Queen, controller of their minds, and Tawa was my King. By sheer strength of will, he controlled their bodies. Together, we held the fates of the Kaiju and all who lived on the surface in our hands. For a time, life was perfect.

      “I would do anything for him. It wasn’t the truest of perfect loves because he knew I loved him more than he cared for me. It slowly began to show. His lust for conquering other races fueled the need for more and more Kaiju. I pushed on and pretended everything was fine. I ignored him not being in my bed as much. I let him blame me for our children becoming either small and weak, or deformed and horrific. But in the end, I was only fooling myself. I knew what it meant. It meant our time was drawing to a close, and a new Maiden would come. To be honest, I welcomed it.

      “Tawa knew this as well, but he refused to accept me or that his reign would come to an end. We both waited, slowly hating each other year by year, but the Maiden never came. Tawa began speaking of this as a sign that he must do something about the balance, that it wasn’t meant to be any longer.

      “Then he pondered if it was possible for us to have a child, a real one from my womb. So, we tried. I was desperate for any attention from him, so I gave in. But he had other ideas. I made love to him, and he did his duty. We had two offspring. Beautiful and unique, but too small for him. He was used to instant power coming from the depths of the planet itself where the womb of the Mother lay. His anger came to head and he exploded on me in rage, but I held him back.

      “He was unhappy and would say, ‘how can you, a Mother who hasn’t produced a healthy Kaiju in decades, still rival me in power?’ He said I disgusted him. He said that if I didn’t have the self-respect to produce a Kaiju worthy of the Mother, that he would bring every Kaiju out of the sky and rain death upon the galaxy. Again, I agreed.

      “After putting things where things should never go, the mists grew thick around us and turned sour, but it came. Up through from the core of the world. Twisted and strong and infused with the gift of fire. Not many Kaiju had the gift, but one thing is for certain, they bring either riches or ruin for their rider. And since they mirror their rider’s true self…” she trailed off.

      “He can ride that thing?”

      “He can and will. It’s my fault. I needed but snap my fingers and could have sent it back into its contingent parts. Simply scattered it into the ether from whence it came. A merciful fate I took from the world because I still refused to let go of my hope for love. After its birth, my power began to diminish. I felt a shift in the balance between him and I. Then he turned against me completely. I left the cave-world above and came here, to tend to my last young. He came many times looking for me, but I hid from him. I hoped that he had given up.

      “The last time he came here, he wasn’t alone. I sensed his power had been tainted and diminished as well, so he finally resolved to kill me. But when he, again, could not find me, he turned on what he could. Our children. He chose to find help in the resource-lusting humans. He agreed to the occupation of our people. He pulled out from a dozen planets and let the humans destroy what was left. But, everything didn’t happen as he foresaw it. The elders secretly signed him into exile underground forever. They feared what Tawa represented, a breaking of the sacred balance. In the end, the humans showed us that they had the power to defeat even Tawa if they wanted and agreed to his exile. The number of my children dwindled, then plummeted, and now…”

      “Tawa wanted humans to kill the Kaiju?”

      “Without your people’s help, he didn’t have the strength and would’ve failed in his revenge against me. It’s why I almost threw you down another hole. But, here you are, a human with the power of a new Father in him. It’s certainly weak, but it’s there. Maybe it’s for the better. You are not Levani, yet she chose you.”

      “Who? Yari?

      She spat on the floor in front of me. “If you don’t know that by now, an old hag just sitting here with her thumb up her arse waiting for the end can’t help you.”

      “I guess it has to be her. When Tawa pinned us all on the ground, she did your screaming terror thing and stood right up to him. She has the same screaming ability as you, and—”

      She spoke with an urgency in her voice. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner! Here I am rambling on about love and shit...she is the next Maiden! He cannot be allowed to woo her. If he does, he will have what he needs to unleash our child’s full potential.”

      “Then help me out of here. I’ll find a way to drive this ten-inch blade through his chest.” I could barely hold the blade in front of me.

      She smiled at me for the first time. “Maybe a human’s reckless ways are exactly what’s needed. Your heart is in the right place, but you’re broken.” She stood and waited.  “Come, you’re not going to save anyone with a wound like that. Give me your hand.”
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      I took her cold, thin hand in mine. She stood, and we looked eye to eye.

      “I can see what she sees in you,” she exhaled while sliding her fingers under my shirt. I let my jacket fall to the floor as she slipped my shirt over my head and drew invisible signs on my wound. “You know, I’m old, and you’re human, but there’s a first time for everything…”

      I swallowed hard and fast. “Can’t knock it till you try it.” I leaned in for a kiss then she jammed her thumb into me and I bent sideways. 

      “Sorry, thinking out loud, there. First time I’ve ever seen anything like this. She’s put part of herself inside you. I’m sure you don’t mind, though. You’ve put yourself in her a number of times, am I right?” She cackled.

      “We actually haven’t done anything like that.”

      “Everything working down here?” She cupped my balls and jiggled my junk around. “Wakey, wakey.”

      I pushed her hand off my jewels. “Fully functional, yes.”

      “Then, what’s the hold up? It falls off if ya don’t use it, ya know.”

      “What is with Levani and parts falling off?”

      She scoffed and jerked her head back. “A human with nuts enough to attack a Culler on impulse and yet you can’t get it up for a woman who saved your life? You must not understand Levani very well, then. The second you saved that girl’s life, she fell for you. She told you so, didn’t she?”

      I shrugged my shoulders, “Yari mentioned the life-debt to me, sure. But nothing about love or anything like that.”

      She pulled her hand back to slap me then simply scowled instead. “Such a thing means love to a Levani. She pledged her life to you, to protect you until she healed you. Which she didn’t or couldn’t know how long that might take. A debt that can never be repaid. FOREVER. How is that not love? No wonder she got pissed at you. You made her fall in love with you without knowing what had happened.” 

      “How forgiving are Levani, exactly?” Maybe I should’ve told her I loved her. It wouldn’t have been a lie.

      “Undying faith, forever. There was a time I would’ve taken Tawa back, even after everything he did to me, if he came and apologized. But, he came to kill me, so now I’d nail his dick to a wall and throw rocks at it every day if I could.”

      “So, you’re saying there’s still a chance?”

      “I won’t say no. But if you haven’t had sex with her yet, I don’t know. Unless you don’t like vaginas.”

      “Hey, I—”

      She laughed, “Just a joke. I can tell you’re into them. The second I touched your stick down there, the blood started flowing. Impressive after such hit from Tawa and me being as old as I am.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t mind a go, actually. I’d like to see what a human who pissed off Tawa Yen can do.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Tinkering, experimenting, I loved seeing how things worked. A new woman or a new machine, they all had their beautiful parts. A Pusani, a lady bird, and now possibly a multi-centenarian who gave birth to skyscraper-sized monsters.

      “How does the whole birthing thing work?”

      “They start small, dear. No need to worry. If Tawa was enough for me, you  have plenty of tool for the job.”

      She playfully flicked my zipper, then her eyes lit up. “Wait, if you haven’t given her the member yet, Tawa can… We have to hurry. If he inserts before you, she’ll be aligned with him as Mother to Father forever. If he finds out about you and her, he won’t hesitate.”

      She threw the heavy green robe off her delicate shoulders and fell to her knees, naked before me. The years had been incredibly good to her from the neck down. Smooth milky skin, all her parts where they should be. A centimeter of sag up top and down below where gravity’s toll had been taken, but still beautiful. She smelled like a mountain spring and fresh flowers. One finger-width strip of silver trail ran down to a thumb-sized clit. Looked like ears and fingernails weren’t the only things that keep growing with age.

      “The power of the Father will only come to you when in a heightened state of emotion. It is why you are not dead. Almost dying tends to be an emotional experience. Let’s see if we can make the power inside you a bit more ‘on demand.’ Close your eyes,” she said, smiling.

      Her shriek picked me up off the ground and slammed me into the wall, cracks in the rock spidering out all around me. She crawled toward me, the intensity of the waves increasing with every inch closer.

      I could hear her in my mind as her mouth hurled the force of a hurricane at me. “Sorry, there’s no time for the other way. It would have been fun, though. So, you will either break free or paint the walls of my cave red. I pray for the former. Good luck!”

      The rock wall gave way, and I sank back into it. The deeper I went, the harder my insides turned over themselves and my vision went black. I could only see the log cabin I had wished for a hundred times in my dreams. Everything was the same except for one thing. Yari stood on the porch. In her arms, she held a child. I tried to go to her but couldn’t move. Then the sky turned to fire and a great eye flew down upon them, and all was burned to ash.

      I felt the air and rocks moving around me but no pain. The need to push outward was irresistible. I did so and found the strength to fight against the old woman’s power.

      I pushed back slowly at first then harder, until I was again in the cave standing in front of her. Her shrieks broke upon me like waves against an obsidian shore line.

      She launched herself at me and I braced. Her hand jammed into my side and she pulled back. “Push with everything you got, NOW!”

      The Mother’s voice was filled with worry and need and care so I didn’t hesitate. I pushed with my newfound force as hard as I could. I sent her into the rock. She broke against it and slumped to the floor, crimson seeping from her ears and nose.

      “It’s finished,” she cooed inside my head, her cracked lips frozen in place, eyes open wide, staring.

      The force that had shot out in all directions shrank to a ripple of soft wind around me and I went limp but felt healthy and strong again. The feeling of the air and rock and earth stayed with me. Like breathing in cool ocean spray over summer afternoon lips, it clung to me and I felt peace.

      I went to her and knelt by her side.

      “I couldn’t stop this feeling inside me,” she said. “I knew you had it in you. Somehow, some way, you are meant to be the Father.” Her hand tightened around mine, trying to not fall away from me.

      “Why did you tell me to do that?” I asked.

      “See?” Her face was unmoved, but the smile in her voice beamed through to me. She held up her right arm, turned half-black and sickened with rot. “No other way to deal with it. I felt something I hadn’t felt in ages. I felt the love of the Father, from you, for her. We Maidens live a life apart from others, but we also share our experiences through the line of descent. You two are meant to be together. I thought I had failed the world. My love for that jackass of a man corrupted the cycle of the Kaiju and shattered my heart.

      “As unforgiving as she can be, fate has an endearing balance to her. I bet it all on you. I thought if you were strong enough to push it out of yourself… Yari knows what she feels for you, but I think she doesn’t know of her connection to the Mother-Father balance. Tawa can’t be the one to tell her. If he knows you haven’t spoiled her for him yet, he will act quickly.”

      “He will use the Kaiju?”

      “He can’t, not without injuring himself further. That’s why he needs Yari. He needs the Mother to control the Kaiju mind. He doesn’t have that power, thank the gods…”

      “What if he decided to use it anyway?”

      “The rot would overtake him in moments.”

      I remembered his arm, black from hand to above the elbow but stopping at the Life-Tech…

      “I think he has already tried,” I said.

      “Then he will try again, but if he has Yari… But, that doesn’t matter, because she has you, now. She has the best you.” She pointed to my injury, the thing that set me on a path I realized I could never turn back from.

      I looked down and discovered my skin returned to a normal color with a faint glow. “There had to be another way. I don’t even know what to call you!”

      “Not important.”

      “It’s important to me, goddammit!” I hugged her close.

      “Saiina. Now, get your ass back up there and save her before Tawa breaks my world and every world after that.”

      “How do I do that?”

      A mist of red and black spat from her mouth as she jerked in my arms. “You’ll know how. Just…don’t let…put…inside her…

      She slumped, turned to atoms in my arms, and floated away.

      I was selfish in my mourning for her and didn’t do so for long. Understandable, since I had only met her, but there was a deeper connection with her that I couldn’t explain. I didn’t know about all the romantic idea of connections through the ages with past loves or whatever she was on about. But, she had healed me and saved my life. I felt much for her, but my thoughts never turned from Yari.

      Twice I had fucked up with her. Both times it was my lack of understanding Levani culture that was to blame. I had spent so long jumping from planet to planet and job to job, that I never once thought about the people who lived there. I did my work, got my pay, drank my drink and bedded women when I wanted.

      When someone saves your life, it changes you. Almost dying and saving yourself changes you as well. I had that happen so many times I lost count. But, having been saved twice in the last two days by people who should otherwise not care about some human mechanic made me think. Maybe there was something to this linked destiny idea.

      I kept that idea safely segregated from my other thoughts, though. I didn’t need belief at that moment, I needed concrete thinking and a plan based in reality.

      The silence was broken by a scuttling on the ground in front of me. Two small creatures came into the dim light. One, kind of squirrelish, blue in color with three green spines sticking out of its back. Next to it, waddling side to side, was a green-feathered bird-fox. 

      They came right up to me and weren't shy at all. They walked around me, letting me pet them and were crazy cute. “I guess I’m not the only one sad your mama is gone, huh?”

      A few quick pats on the heads and I got back to brass tacks. I didn’t know what the best course of action was. I just knew that I had to get Yari away from Tawa and out of this floating stone prison. We could talk things out logically, then.

      I stood and looked up, not knowing how far I had fallen, which meant I didn’t know how far I had to climb or jump or fly. I didn’t know what powers I had, for that matter.

      My muscles flexed and I felt the air swirl a little faster around me. I rolled my fingers and shook my hands. It was go time. Time to fly back up there and kick the shit out of that asshole with some crazy space-elf magic. I imagined throwing fireballs and slamming him through walls. I imagined flying out of there with Yari in my arms and B and Pusi in tow on my rail-bike.

      The two little Kaiju looked on in wonder, heads tilted this way and that. I thought I’d give them a show.

      I thrust my hands into the air and breathed in the forest smells and rock smells for that last time. The thought of revenge raced through my mind and I let it out of me in a roar. A thundering explosion to lift myself into epic hero action.

      …Nothing happened.
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      Shit.

      The lush hint of forest grass and aged wood was slowly fading and being replaced with stale rock and choking dust.

      I had to check if my pants were still on.

      Yup, there they were. But, I was left staring out into a dark classroom somewhere full of smiles and fun, all at my expense. I should’ve asked more questions. I was as straightforward as I could have been and there I was, left to figure it out. Like being in a dream where I’m tasked with shooting a gun, but it doesn’t fire. I just point it at enemies and hope for them to fall down or just not come straight at me, until one does, and I wake up.

      But, there was no waking up, and I had to piss.

      I didn’t feel right, pissing right there where Saiina had spent so many years of her life hiding away.

      I walked a little ways until I felt distant enough that whipping my dick out and pissing in the dark wouldn’t offend the spirits. Shaking off the last bit, I docked the flagship, and walked until there was just me and the wall, and then I saw the piles of dead women. I didn’t know how or why they got there but would have bet my last cent that Tawa had something to do with them.

      How the fuck did magic work anyway? I stared at the stone, then at the bodies and still had no idea.  I stared like they would give up some secret to me. They showed me how angry I was for them.

      I curled up my fist and slammed down my frustration on the unanswering wall and my fist sank into the stone like a hungry bear’s claw through a bag of fresh meat. My arm tore into the damn wall elbow-deep. I yanked it free and stumbled backward. Crushed granules and flecks of the infinitely high crag stuck to my jacket.

      The hope of being able to do something, anything, at that point lifted my spirits. I wondered what else I was capable of. But first, I needed to control whatever was happening to me and to do that, I needed to run some diagnostic moves.

      I had a grin on my face when I threw my next punch. The rock didn’t give a millimeter and I nearly broke my hand. The kung-fu entertainment files I always watched in transit from one job to the next through space came to mind. I needed that kind of focus.

      Copying every movie I had ever seen, I came up with a crane stance as the best to focus myself. I was really just pulling shit out of my ass at that point, but it felt right enough at the time. Making sure to not nearly break my other hand, I let the fist fly. Nothing. Another. Nothing. Just the wall, unscathed, mocking me in my cultural appropriation moment.

      I dropped to my knees and screamed as loud and angrily as I could. My fists hit the rock under me and blew two holes a foot wide into the floor. The two tiny Kaiju scrambled away, back into the dark.

      Anger looked like the key. I had plenty to be pissed at, so I dug deep and let the rage flow through me. The air raced over my skin again. I stood in front of the rock face and plunged my fist into it. Then another. I pulled myself up and let two more fists fly. After the first two, my footholds were in place and the slow climb upward began.

      The higher I got, the faster my progress. It was as if I had tapped into a giant reservoir of stamina. I hadn’t even broken a sweat. I thought about being able to fuck for days with it and it brought a smile to my face. My next fist bounced off the cliff face and my progress came to a screeching halt.

      Fuck. Instantly, my body was awash in fatigue and my hands went numb. My legs shook to stay in place, and I pulled myself flat against the surface.

      “Come on!” The swirl of air, like a suit of armor around me, came quicker that time and stamina flooded through me. My progress wouldn’t be stopped again. After an uncountable amount of rock punches, my arm came up over the edge of the precipice and I dragged myself up to level ground.

      The armor of rage left me in my moment of euphoria and I lay there for quite some time, sucking air and soaking the ground with my sweat.

      I wasn’t a fan of the aftermath of using my newfound powers. It was like the poison that had ravaged my body the last few days. But, unlike the rot, this pain subsided with rest. I felt well enough to stand and took a final look out over the pit Tawa threw me into. “Guess that was rock bottom,” I mused.

      The landing above was nearly as black as below except for a single torch, lit and flickering just inside the hallway that the tall dickhead had dragged me down.

      I had to find Yari and the girls, then make a break for it. The advantage of surprise was on my side. No ripple of air surrounding the cloaked guards could fool me again.

      The flapping of wings and scrambling of paws drew my eyes to the ledge again. Up popped the green bird-like one and right behind it came the blue squirrel-lizard like hybrid. Up and over they both came, and sat next to me, eyes wide with pure curiosity and sadness for the loss of their Mother.

      “I’ll look after you two, but if you are planning to come with me, please don’t look at me like that. You’re breaking my heart.”

      Two cute squeaks and they were content to explore the edge of the pit, sniffing around and looking back into the hole. 

      “Stay out of sight for a while. It’s not going to be safe until we are on my rail-bike and racing out of here.”

      Two more squeaky acknowledgments and I was through the opening to freedom. I took the torch on the side of the doorway arch with me. A few minutes passed as I wound my way back up through the well-hewn tunnel. Still, there was nobody watching for me and then I was at the door to the viewing room of the beast.

      I passed through the door and felt the ground rumble softly beneath my feet. I stopped and dared myself to not look. It was like being asked to close your eyes while someone went through the menu screen of an old movie, just so you wouldn’t know what the movie was about. My shadow spun around on the floor and followed me into the room where I knew I shouldn’t be.

      The window had remained uncovered, the megalith shutter stuck into the slit carved for it in the rock above. There was nothing there. Again, the faint rumble through the ground and I felt the hairs on my arms stand up and scream for me to run. I listened to them and turned for the door.

      A child’s voice froze me in place. “Mother?” It floated into my mind from out of thin air. I could feel the eye on me before I turned to meet its gaze. It saw through me into the rock, the tunnels, the air, the atmosphere, and the universe behind me. “Mother?” it called again.

      It didn’t know I wasn’t a woman? Was it responding to Yari’s energy inside of me? Did Saiina do the same thing Yari did? I just wished for it to have never noticed me and to go away.

      Saiina had said both the Mother and Father were needed to control it, so controlling it by myself was out of the question. But, what about Tawa? He had been able to do it. But, the rot had also taken half his arm and threatened to take the rest without the Life-Tech stopping it.

      Chittering in behind me came my two new little friends. The eye disappeared behind its massive lid, opened, then refocused on them. “Where’s Mother?” The pupil flared wide, and I pulled my hand back. “Where’s—”

      The child’s voice in my head faded and a hurricane rushed in to replace it. A thousand cracks of thunder shook the little room like the tiny hammer on the top of an alarm clock. The room’s details were gone in the blur of the vibrations.

      It pulled its eye away and slammed it into the window, cracking translucent barrier from one end to the other. It pulled back again, and we fled.

      I ran through the hallway as fast as I could, and saw that the little ones were following. Then the light went out in the tunnel, and rock and dust exploded through the door. The wave of debris clawed at my feet until I broke through to the upper level back into the Jian-Di cave structure. The area around was choked with the fog of the Kaiju’s charge on the room. I could barely see through it. Good. I ran for cover behind the closest house to the cave opening and flattened myself against the smooth wood frame. After a few seconds, my two little friends emerged from the cloud and settled in beside me, also flattened against the wall.

      Through the crash and rumble of the raging beast below, I heard footsteps, then calls of alarm. Calls for all guards. Another boom from within the rock and another explosion of debris from the entrance. Calls for clarity and backup were turning to screams. Cries for their leader, Tawa Yen.

      Chaos.

      Lady Yen answered the calls first, her Flit form slicing through the roiling gray clouds turned green by her transformation. She began directing traffic. “Tawa is handling the Kaiju. Clean up when the tremors have subsided. Don’t worry about the tunnel, we’re abandoning it.”

      “Yes, Lady Yen,” saluted four fully-armored guards. “We will see to the prisoners and make sure they don’t leave alive.”

      “You four,” she yelled to the group. They had the bow and arrows I was accustomed to seeing on the Jian-Di, but their armor was thicker, and they carried axes and broad-bladed short swords with them. “I will go with you. There is something I need to ask them before you end them. The human isn’t a problem but the Pusani can break out of her cell if the rock is compromised. Let’s move, NOW!”

      Nothing about Yari, but I figured the raging behemoth would keep Tawa busy long enough for me to figure out where she was being kept.

      I watched them disappear into the growing dust cloud and then followed in their wake. Another boom from somewhere inside the floating island. The fog was everywhere, pouring down through cracks in the ceiling above.

      They carried on past the last of the houses and entered through another hole cut into the rock face. The air was clearer inside the hallway, so I had to be careful not to follow too close. They rounded a corner and their footsteps stopped.

      “You two stay here,” I said to my two new little Kaiju friends.

      “The prisoners are secure,” Lady Yen said. My pulse raced as I turned and felt the air streak over my body. I felt the high rush through me before my arm exploded through the guards closest to me. I caught the next one by surprise as well, as his armor crumpled like paper and followed my arm through his torso, showering the hallway in and arc of scarlet death.

      The third guard was on me before I could turn, slamming his ax into my side. I felt some of the impact, but the blade shattered around me. I backhanded his head off his shoulders, like a stick through a water balloon. I turned and pushed past him, heading for the last one and Lady Yen.

      He slid his short sword free of its ornate sheath and pulled back to throw it through the bars at B and Pusi, but dropped it on the floor instead. Blood erupted from his mouth and he collapsed in a heap. Lady Yen’s arm was crimson up to her elbow.

      The hallway shook again, rock and dust falling from above. She withdrew keys and unlocked the gate to Pusi and B’s cell.

      “There’s no time. We have to leave, now!”

      Pusi and B were out of the cell and all were running after Lana. We followed her out of the hallway, along the edge of the cave wall, and up through another tunnel. Bursting forth onto the landing where we first saw Lana shapeshift, I swung toward my precious rail-bike.

      “Sweet, right where I left it,” I said as Pusi and B hurried to take their seats. A flash of green and Lana was perched on the handle bars. “Any time, lover boy,” said B. “Where the fuck were you?”

      My two cuddly Kaiju hopped into the pods, the bird-like one with Pusi and the squirrel-lizard like hybrid one with B. “Now you have pets? You know our unit doesn’t allow pets, Mark.”

      “Glad to hear we’re tight enough now to be a unit, B.”

      “What names?” Pusi squealed.

      Lana cocked her head to one side and chirped, “How about Midori for the green one, and Aoi for the blue one?”

      “I like!” Pusi said.

      I primed the bike for ignition. “Where’s Yari?”

      Pusi and B just looked at each other and shook their heads. “Lana? I’m asking you.”

      The engine fired to life and I turned my rumbling baby around to face the mists that still blocked our way out.

      Lana’s answer came croaking and screeching from her avian throat. “She went with Tawa.”
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      Lana launched off the handle-bars. The sweet smell of exhaust fumes mixed with the outside air as I took off after her.

      “Did they have sex yet?” I yelled to her but she didn’t hear me through the swirling mists. The chalky white clouds posed little danger to me, anymore, but Pusi and B were still vulnerable.

      B punched my arm still sheathed in stamina and power. The rail-bike zigzagged a little. “Is that all you fucking care about is whether he nailed your crush or not? You were gone for four days, ASSHOLE!”

      “Yeah, I found out that the mists have properties other than suffocating people to death.”

      Pusi rubbed my leg and purred, “On Pusani, lovers ranked, too. New reason I like you every day, Marrrk.”

      “Thanks, Pusi.”

      B punched me again. “Cut the shit, Mark. We thought you took off and left us. That’s what Tawa said, anyway. Then he kept us from seeing Yari. Then we were kept in confinement for our own good. Then moved against our will. You saw what those guards were about to do. And then, Mr. Fucking Punctual, you roll up bare-handed and maul the shit out of four of their elite guard—”

      “Three guards. Bird girl kill one.”

      “Shut it, furball! Where the fuck were you, Mark? What happened?”

      I got everyone up to speed as I kept my eyes on Lana. I told them everything. That is, I told them everything except the part about almost getting head from a three-peat centenarian. That was a tale much better suited for when I was black-out drunk and feeling a bit more vulnerable.

      B sat silent through the whole story. We were near the break in the mists. She wrapped her arms around me, slid her head into my lap, buried her face against my stomach and stayed there for a long time. She didn’t let go and she didn’t look at me. “I’m glad you’re not dead,” she said, “and you smell nice. Like spring flowers.”

      “So Marrrk is Father now? And blue hair is Mother? All have baby together with Tawa? Pusani have litter, so multiple fathers common. How big blue hair’s litter?” Pusi was having a difficult time keeping track of the roster.

      “Pusi, nobody is having a litter,” I said.

      We cleared the mists but still had a distance to go before reaching topside. Lana perched behind me, blew up in a puff of green light, and wrapped her arms around my waist. “I’ll explain it later for the Pusani by drawing pictures in the dirt,” she said.

      B popped her head up and looked us up and down from head to foot a couple of times. “Fuck, I wish I had a video of you two. I bet it was a five-star shit show.”

      “Be nice, B.”

      I was happy to see B joking around. It brought a smile to my face and the air flowing around me calmed and died away. Suddenly, shapes of purple circles and yellow stars slid into my periphery view and I felt the bike list right.

      When a tree falls over and bashes you in the head and no one else can see or hear it, does it matter what made you feel like passing out in the first place?

      Nope.

      “Mark!” B yelled and yanked on the wheel one second too late. Rock exploded, metal crunched, and we spun instantly. My head snapped back and I felt myself lift off the seat.

      When I came to, we were back on the plains above. My bike was a little beaten up but it still looked functional. B and Pusi stood over me as Lana’s hands cupped my head in her lap. My hand came away from my shoulder streaked in blood. I felt five puncture wounds through my torn jacket.

      “You fly from chair so was no time for be nice. You bleed now but you live.”

      “I owe you, Pusi.”

      “Is no problem. I think blood very sexy,” she purred and rubbed her soft cheek across mine.

      “I can’t stand the sight of it,” B said. “Had my cycle chemically stopped before the academy.”

      “Jeez, B.”

      Lana waved her hand over my arm and the pain dulled greatly. “I think nothing of it. It’s just necessary liquid in the machine of life,” Lana said. “Mark, you need to learn to control this power sooner rather than later.”

      “Shit, I think he did a spectacular job back there,” B said, “give some credit where credit is due.” B had my back.

      Lana stood and gave no hint of emotional reaction to B. “I don’t pat people on the back for being able to walk at the same time while holding a ball AND not pissing themselves. All roads from this point lead to Mark facing Tawa. If that happens five minutes from now, Mark will lose. If he doesn’t get stronger and learn how to stay conscious for more than five or ten minutes, then again, he will lose.”

      “Look you feather-brained witch tit sucker—”

      “B, chill. Thank you for the support, seriously. But, what she says is mostly true.” I caught Lana’s eye. “Although her social interaction skills need some work. She’s right, B.”

      Lana kept her nose far above us, “It seems as though time here on Levani has helped at least one human tighten up his logic pathways. Of course, he isn’t one hundred percent human any longer, so maybe that’s the only part that can hear the sense I’m making.”

      B was all fire at that point. “Maybe he needs to dust some more feathers off that pussy of yours. You ain’t tough.”

      Claws shot out from Lana’s fingertips. “My feathers aren’t dusting you, you, hairless meat monkey!”

      “I’m furry!” Pusi clapped. “So, B last place in ranking?”

      “I like you furball,” B said, “but I’ll shave you while you’re catnapping if you keep that shit up. You all better get on the right side of this argument.”

      Lana retracted her claws and sighed. “There are no sides, now. Look.”

      She looked off toward the horizon, where one of the suns was still bringing with it the start of another day. We all squinted and tilted our heads back and forth. Pusi was the next to see it. She whispered to us, like the faintest sound would draw what we saw straight to us. “When last Kaiju killed, we celebrate many solar cycles. Dancing, ecstasy, and freedom. Pusi born from that energy. But that,” Pusi pointed, “that impossible.”

      B and I caught sight of it last. A great writhing mass of thick sinew tightly wound around a cylinder of bone and guts made of steel mesh. It lifted above the rising sun, wingless and quick. A great fat sea snake set loose in the blue ocean above us. It moved too fast for its size.

      “With the old Mother gone,” Lana started, “Tawa has taken Yari to become the new Mother with him. I told him he was wrong for breaking the cycle of things. That maybe it was the reason our people turned black with disease when using our birthright. He sees it different. He seeks to blame all but himself.”

      She sniffled a little. “He told me that if my eyesight was better in the sky than there with him, on the verge of his new beginning, then maybe I’m better suited to stay outside. Stay where he knows he can use me.

      “I chose to help you, Mark. Or maybe I was chosen. Who knows. But, the clean logic points in only one direction for me. I will see you become the new Father. Yari needs you. We all need you.”

      I looked past my rail-bike to see the more fortunate Jian-Di rise from alternate emergency exits scattered over the plains of the floating island. “I hope all of them feel the same way you do. I don’t think we can fight the entire Jian-Di by ourselves.”

      “I am not the only one who chose sides today. But, I can’t tell where those who question Tawa have escaped to from here.” She imploded into her little green ball and spread her glossy black wings. “If they shoot at me, I’d say it’s safe to assume they’re not on our side. Be right back.”

      Pusi and B helped me to my feet. The wooziness had dissipated along with the weakness in my legs. Pusi kept watch for Yari and the Kaiju while B dressed my arm. “So, can you do anything else besides punch through stuff?” B pulled my jacket back over my shoulder.

      “That, and I can’t really feel pain. Plus, I feel like I can go forever, like nothing can stop me.”

      “Keep talking like that and I might dress you down right here, lover boy.” She winked. “Seriously, no jumping or fireballs or super speed?”

      “Nope.”

      “During my training to be an elite badass at the academy for future badassery,” she laughed, “we were tested on every kind of weapon. Projectile, hand-to-hand, non-lethal options, everything. The long-distance fights bored me. I only chose my baton after seeing which best suited my talents and fighting style. You might want to take that knife out and start poking things with it to see what happens. If you can’t keep your stamina up indefinitely, I should have a second reliable option to—”

      Her eyes grew to the size of evening dinner plates and and she pointed. “Is she doing what I think she’s doing? She’s bringing the Leviathan right for US!”

      “Kaiju,” I correct her, “it’s a Kaiju.”

      Lana came screaming overhead and swung in tight circles, shrieking at us to run. Behind her the sky grew dark, and the Kaiju came for us.

      “He saw me!” Lana cried.

      “Where’s Yari?” I yelled up at her.

      “With Tawa, but she’s not assisting him. Only watching. She has a guard unit attached to her.” The ground under us began to tremble as the beast drew lower to the plains grass. It was on a collision course to scrape us off the cliff edge like an unwelcome fly on someone’s windshield.

      “Go now!” she screeched.

      We hurried onto the bike, the seat forming to my clenched ass perfectly. The engine flared to life regardless of the damage it had sustained. Dirt and grass flew up behind us as I raced along the cliff’s edge.

      I could’ve angled to run under the beast, but it was so large that if it decided to crash on top of us, there would be no escaping from the sides. “Hold on!” I yelled over the rumble of the engines and the island. Protective shields slid over B, Pusi, and the tiny Kaiju in the pods.

      There was no time for caution. I took that hot fiery beast between my legs and went full fuckin’ throttle. It pulled right hard and I struggled to correct it. The damage had thrown off the alignment.

      We cleared the proximity of the Kaiju’s gargantuan maw, but the beast barreled hard to catch us from behind. 

      Shit. Only eighty percent capacity.

      It was enough to keep us just out of its reach. The stink of a million tons of morning breath sucked and poured from inside it.

      “Mother?” the child’s voice was in my head again.

      We were moments from death inside the sky demon behind us. But the voice, it pulled at a part of me. Like I needed to give it a hug or something. Well, fuck that. I wasn’t a hugger in normal conditions, anyway. But, maybe I could connect with it. Turn it on Tawa and stop the shit right then and there.

      “Autopilot on,” I yelled.

      B’s muffled voice came screaming through the blast shield covering, “You better not fall off, Mark. You’ll be Leviathan food and we’ll be screwed!”

      I tapped on the opaque shield. I knew she could see me through it. “Don’t worry. If you crash, you’ll be perfectly safe. If the Kaiju eats you, you’ll be fine as long as it takes a shit inside seventy-two hours. These bad boys are black-market tech. I could only afford the two, though.”

      There was one universal truth that all mechanics knew. If you want to solve a problem, ya gotta get in there. All up in the guts of the problem. Root around until ya find it and then repair or replace. Replacing meant taking stuff out and putting it back together. Simple shit. But repairs, that was always my forte. Rip it open and make it new again. Make it better.

      I called upon the unbreakable rage. I hoped it was as unbreakable as I thought it was.

      “Take care of Midori and Aoi for me, Pusi! Eject!” The seat launched me into the air, and I spun around to face the black monster.

      The innocent whimper came to me again. “Where’s Mother?”

      Levan and its floating islands, Pusi, B, Lana, Midori, Aoi, and my baby with its flaps and power-drive on full-swing-open-go disappeared from view. In their place were teeth and an endless gullet. The jaw slammed shut and all went dark.
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      The hard-ribbed insides of what I imagined must have been its throat, bounced under me as I rolled and tumbled to a sprawling stop. I felt the body heave upward, and my journey banging off the inside of the last Kaiju began anew.

      I thought it would be a lot wetter, but it was bone-dry. A silent shudder of peristaltic motion tickled my feet. Then the mists came.

      My fists were ready to cut through anything that came my way. The rush and the high assured me that I was safe, but I knew I didn’t have much time.

      A halo of mist accreted around me but didn’t come closer than arms-length. The mist was thicker at one point than all others. It slowly took shape. Head, torso, and arms, but its legs remained ripples undulating from beneath.

      “Why?” it asked.

      I thought about what to say. It didn’t frighten me at all. I felt like anyone would feel for a child lost in a crowd. I felt sad for it.

      “I could not let you hurt my friends. I—”

      “No. Why you? Where’s Mother?” It floated to just outside the halo around me. I suspected my newfound air armor was to thank for the breathing room between me and the mist child.

      “Do you mean Saiina?” I asked.

      “Mother is Mother.” It rippled in alternating patterns. Clockwise. Counterclockwise. Clockwise. “I felt her, then I didn’t. Then I did when you came. Now, it's… different. I sense possibility, like a seed in the earth, waiting to bloom. Like me. But, it’s not me. Where is Mother?”

      “Saiina has passed on. She talked about you a lot, though.” I knew she said it was an abomination and needed to be stopped, but this presence didn’t seem like that to me. “Hopefully soon, there will be a new Mother and Father and—”

      “No Father! MOTHER IS MOTHER…” The mists bulged and seethed and pushed the hazy shape into the edge of the halo. My skin tightened for the first time since diving in there. The mists both dissipated and refreshed at a constant rate. It rushed forward, touching off a storm of fog and fuel to push past my defenses. Crashing waves threatened to break through my ever-shrinking tsunami breakwall.

      The arm was the first to breach. Its head was next, twitching as the mists that held it together jetted inward. Eye sockets began to take shape, tall and hollow and incapable of holding light. “MOTHER…” it howled at me from the front and whispered at me from behind. It screamed at me from the top of the slowly diminishing barrier. The mists roiled and frothed and looked like the color of blood.

      “Ok, back to Plan A.”

      My emotions cycloned around me. They were there for me to harness, collect, and focus into a singular action. My sense of purpose had been the only thing missing. My sense of hate for the insanity that threatened my one chance at eternal love. He had accosted everything I had come to hold dear. He made whatever the mist child was. Granted, it was all within the few days, but I knew a good source of motivation when I saw it.

      I ran from the mists. They gave chase. I ran a hundred yards, and then I ran another hundred until I came upon the walls. Their curvature was gone when face-to-face with them.

      I clutched the energy that radiated out from me. It was there for the taking. As it circled down into my fists, the force was massive. Power to break in half anything that was stupid enough to stand in my way. Everything felt puny compared to what I was. What I was becoming.

      “WHERE IS MOTHER!” the banshee shriek hurtled into me. But it didn’t move me. Not a shudder. Not a single shake. I looked back to meet its gaze.

      “Hopefully, waiting for you on the other side. She was an epic MILF.”

      Its progress slowed as it looked at me with so many questions strewn across its foggy dome. “MILF?”

      “Ask your dad,” I said and lunged at the wall. I threw all of my rage at it. Rage for my friends, for Yari, and rage for this creature. It could’ve had a happy life if its Father hadn’t gone and fucked everything up by leaving the Mother. The story was one that had been repeated over every age, every galaxy, and maybe every dimension of existence. Fathers dropping the fucking ball.

      My fists plunged into the steel mesh inner wall of the last mistake Tawa Yen would ever make. I kept them there, sunk up to the elbows, and pushed my judgment out into its flesh. The wall beamed with bright reds and yellows and finally orange.

      “I don’t know my Father,” the voice finally cried.

      The blast was imminent and unstoppable. I saw that the form had stopped advancing, and just looked on at me. I felt a twinge and a sinking in my guts of sadness for that creature. “Neither do I.”

      I braced for the impact and watched the misty figure melt away in the fires of my revenge.

      I wondered what it looked like from the outside. This big, coiled beast glowing orange from one side. Then chunks of axial connections and muscle belching outward, showering the Jian-Di’s hideaway island in mazes of jiggling tissue that once formed a part of the invincible behemoth floating overhead.

      The mist avatar must have wanted very little to do with me after the explosion. It didn’t follow me through the cauterized wormhole I drilled.

      Night turned into day. I was free and free-falling. Green. Black. Green. I spun through the air head over foot, flung my limbs wide and steadied myself. Ten seconds from touchdown coming in at a hard angle, I caught sight of a large group following one man. I was cocksure enough to believe that I would survive the fall.

      Nine.

      But would I be able to stand and fight afterward?

      Eight.

      Would I stay conscious?

      Seven.

      If I saw Yari, would she be happy?

      Six.

      Would I be too happy and lose my shit?

      Five.

      My aim was dead-on. I would end it in one hit.

      Four.

      Stop that fucker dead in his tracks.

      Three.

      Undo the mistakes of another dickhead Father.

      Two.

      One hand a hard-clenched fist and my blade in the other.

      One.

      Finally make love to—he sees me?

      I hit him like an arrow shot from the heavens by the gods themselves. His flock scattered, blown in all directions like so much debris cast from the epicenter of any world-killing bomb’s impact.

      For a moment, time stood still with my fist flush against his forearm and feet still in the air. Just beyond his blackened and twisted arm were eyes set ablaze. The heat generated from the pressure wave exposed his bare chest as his clothes turned to embers and curled away from him.

      The moment began to flow forward. My knife hand thrust under at his torso, then stopped. It stuck into the same protection I had, but I felt the indestructible coronal blast armor give. Fire with fire. If it gave a little more, it might break.

      His free hand latched onto my wrist, but I wouldn’t be stopped. The last bits of momentum from the fall pushed me deeper into his defenses. Both of my hands burned blast furnace orange and white. Just a little more, and I would have the edge through him and be done with it all.

      My momentum stalled and I felt a pull toward the ground. I looked at the blade as if it would help push it the last inch to break his shielding. My feet hit the ground and he slowly pulled the blade away.

      “Impressive, human. Even by Levani standards. But, what’s your next move?” The gnarled fingers on his open hand began to close. My legs buckled under the pressure he brought upon me. I was still standing, but I was locked in place, just like last time.

      He flowed around me like the air energy that protected both of us. Each hit he landed shook me to my core, but he kept going. Left. Right. Left. Right. On and on. I felt my stamina beginning to wane, seconds from total vulnerability.

      “I wondered how far you could go without our blood pumping through your veins. I have to thank you again, you’ve given me the chance to test a theory I’ve been pondering for quite some time.” His fists beat one after the other. “Which will pierce the skin of the Kaiju’s shield first, the Father’s pure hand, or the black hand?”

      My legs flew out from under me and he hammer-fisted me into the dirt. Again, left. Right. Left. Right. I sank deeper into the ground with every blow.

      “Tawa! STOP!” I heard the scream through the concussive fog that was wrapping around my mind. He disappeared in a stream of sound and light.

      She came into view, but I struggled to keep the shield around me. I couldn’t stand or protect her. It took all I had to not black out.

      A hand came in under my arm. She helped pull me out of my dirt coffin. “He told me you had taken your cure and left with the others. Why are you here, Mark?”

      “Long story short,” I was fighting the black soup that was creeping in from the edges of my vision, “that fucker is a liar and threw me down a pit to die. I met a super-nice old lady who said she was the Kaiju Queen and she helped me do this shield thing and called you the new Mother. She also called me the new Father.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “I didn’t believe it until this,” I pointed at my head and body. “Then there’s that,” we both looked at the Kaiju listing through the sky, mists leaking out of the small hole I’d made.

      “If you fuck him, you become his new Mother and he will use you to finish that thing’s gestation. But it won’t be a Kaiju, it will be some fire-blessed super monster or something.” My head sank forward but I fought it off. “Everything is fucked if he gets his way. You gotta help me, here. I can’t do this on my own. I need—”

      She pulled me up and laid a kiss on me that jump-started a reserve of hot energy I didn’t think I had. “I’m with you to the end, Mark.”

      “I love you,” the words shot out of my mouth. I didn’t want them lost. I needed her to know.

      The sky grew dark again and I knew what was coming. I could feel his presence, even from far off.

      “Is our burgeoning romance over so soon, dear sister?” Tawa mocked from atop the Kaiju bearing down on us.

      “Fuck OFF!” Yari screamed and let loose the force that lived inside her. Sound and light lashed out at Tawa. He angled the beast to block her attack. More holes blew open and riddled the side of the beast. The mists pouring out of it began to form an ominous cloud overhead.

      He spiraled tighter into the turn and the beast whipped its tail down and smashed us both into the ground. Yari’s scream faded and I was consumed by unconsciousness.

      I awoke bound in chains and surrounded by Jian-Di elites. Tawa had Yari slung over one of his shoulders as he walked up the back of the Kaiju.

      “He’s awake, Father,” one of the guards yelled after him.

      Tawa walked on, not looking back. “Drain him of his blood and cast him into the mists while we still have the chance.”

      “Lady Yen has gone, Father. We have no one else! We require your guidance now more than ever!” another yelled.

      He stopped and addressed his people. “I had high hopes for a smooth resolution to our struggle. My hand has been forced but I do not regret this. Just as the last Mother, this new one has been compromised. She betrays the new order of nature. I shall do what needs to be done. Keep close to the human border and wait. Be careful. You will know the sign when you see it. Never forget, I love you all. Till we meet again.”

      Tawa placed Yari on the Kaiju’s craggy black spine. He then pulled upon a great obsidian chain that was anchored deep into the monster’s back. His black hand wrapped around it with great care and he stood sideways to keep his other arm from coming into contact with it.

      As he lifted into the sky, the Jian-Di dragged me away.
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      Yari was gone, and this time she was in open danger. Tawa had clearly dropped that mask when he smashed both of us into the ground like red-hot rivets. My attack, although I thought it was pretty fucking epic, failed to do much other than piss him off. But, I managed to save the girls and two furry, endangered mini-kaiju from the marauding sky leviathan. Only one checked box out of three wasn’t going to win this game.

      I avoided passing out and kicked and punched here and there while being dragged to God knows where. It wasn’t a very large show of force since my arms were wet noodles and my legs were stacks of warm jelly.

      While dragging me over tree roots and grass and gravel, the five transporting me spoke briefly with two others. They bound me hand and foot to a pole like a boar being brought to some savage’s village for a feast, then swept me up without a grunt. We continued on our way.

      Only two guards were left to watch over me. Both were dressed in heavy black cloth, like Lana. The only thing on them that shone were their belts and their dark red leather gloves meshed in steel. The one on the rear part of the pole had my ten-inch Surudo blade slipped between his belt and waist.

      Levani long legs and light frames were perfect for extended speedy travel on foot. Two hundred strong, they stretched on either side. Not a large force by any comparison but then again, they could turn invisible and were good in a fight. If I said to anybody I knew, two hundred ninja are coming, it would make the toughest of them clench up water tight.

      I closed my eyes, thought about the last few hours, and waited for my powers to return. Which made me wonder, if the Levani were so perfect in their strategic planning ability and saw all the outcomes of engagement, then why in the hell did they leave only two guards with me?

      The panic to escape the crumbling Jian-Di hideout must have hidden my attack on the girls’ guard detail. I wasn’t one to look a gift monster in the mouth. Lucky me.

      We covered more distance than I thought possible in half a day, arriving in a small village far from the floating island’s edge. The chief of the village came out to meet the Jian-Di. My Levani was total shit, and reading their body language was like trying to tell the changing mood of a marble statue.

      At least there was one universal, mothers hugging their children and going back inside their houses. No hiding that behind social niceties. The Jian-Di weren’t welcome, but they weren’t turned away, either.

      Every house emptied and headed for the main hall in the village center. The leaders of the village stayed with the commanders of the Jian-Di. They would likely welcome their pseudo-guests with a toast over food provided from the village reserves. If nothing else, the Levani were consistent with their rules and manners.

      I was much like my captors, welcome but unwelcome.

      My well-dressed escort, who had carried me all day, walked into a large granary, laid me against the back wall, and left me tied up there on my side. A smell that reminded me of peaches hung heavy in the air. They laid my blade on a table as if I posed no threat to them. Out they went with little more than a tired glance, and in came one of the small women who had come with Lana to meet Yari at the cottage that first night. Her eyes were still covered by iron that looked hammered in, like a nail sunk too deep into soft wood.

      She made her way around great barrels pungent with the smell of red wine and sacks of fresh fruit and legs of salted jerky hanging from the rafters. She never turned her face from me. Grabbing an empty table, she dragged it across the floor and placed it in front of me. Turning to take something from her robes, she never stopped to feel around for what she was doing.

      She smiled when she found what she was looking for. Black teeth and black gums and dark red lips and bone white skin. Scary, pale girls who fucked around with magic were almost always virgins for one reason or another. I wondered if a good fuck was all she needed.

      She had nice hips, perky little tits, and a cherry ass. Ultimate scenario, lights off, nobody ever knows, and I wouldn’t end up dead from it? I might, but from way behind and with my eyes closed.

      Her mouth opened and she let out a long breath, raspy right at the end. “We can sssenssse your…feelingsss, human. We are curiousss asss well.” Her lips and tongue moved so overtly. Like they were compensating for the lack of expression in her eyes, since someone had stuck a metal ingot in her face. “What happensss when you are inssside of usss?”

      “Who’s us? There’s only one of you.” I began working at my bound hands, twisting to find a soft spot in the knotting.

      Her head rocked back to a dead stop like a piston on display in a classroom and she cackled out a shrieking laugh, then leaned forward. “My sssissster and I are the cousinsss. She wasss trapped in the cave-in, but we will retrieve her sssoon enough. We have been and alwaysss will be Tawa’sss reccceptaclesss. Our livesss are lengthened by hisss gift to usss.”

      “Gift?”

      “He fillsss usss daily with hisss preciousss ssseed.”

      “Ew.” Sightless pocket pussies for Tawa to juice in all day? Something there, with the whole ‘don’t want girls to see me doing them’ thing.

      Her upper lip curled back and her jaw jutted out. “Why, ew?”

      “Ewwonderful! Such an honor. I’m jealous, really!” It wasn’t like talking to anyone with normal social standards, or even the semi-social standards that I had. My powers were also still a no show, so, “I mean, it’s fine, making love to that guy every day. Sounds great!”

      “Love?” She spat a black bulge onto the ground that stuck and jiggled defiantly, resisting gravity’s pull to flatten it into a little pool of witch mung. “No love.” She lifted a finger in the air. “Duty, human.”

      “Have you ever wanted love? I hear it’s pretty nice.” Maybe I could bone my way to a ‘get out of jail free’ card and not have to kill anyone, or not be killed. I was doing everyone involved a favor, really.

      “Yesss, perhapsss.”

      “Sweet! Now, just untie me, or not. If you’re into that kind of thing.” Just keep her talking. My wrist nearly slipped past the other. The ropes were loosening.

      “Yesss, sssweet.” She turned from me for the first time and withdrew a green glass jar, with some kind of smoke twisting around inside of it. “Now, letsss find out what happensss when we are inssside of you…”

      “Wait, you said, me in you, right? I kind of work the other way around. I mean, sure, maybe I’ll try almost anything once, but that right there looks like you have a lot more planned than just a tongue in the butt.”

      “Ah, yesss. We misssssspoke.” She removed the lock from atop the jar and withdrew a black cloud of snakes and worms that searched through the air for something. One by one, the tendrils pointed at me.

      “Enough gamesss. You are sssmall and weak by comparissson, but you are ssstill a Father…or would have been. You will join usss and then, when Tawa isss finished ssscorching your blight from the planet, we will take our fill of you. There won’t be much of you left upssstairsss, but don’t worry, we aren’t big on conversssation. We jussst cum for the meat!”

      She crossed the floor slowly, feeling her way to me by sliding her feet across loose grain and dry wood floorboards, but keeping her face locked onto the black writhing cloud. She held the bottle in one hand and had grabbed that arm by the elbow for support. I noticed not all the tendrils were pointing at me. A few were now searching her out as well.

      One hand loose! I searched around for any gardening tool or knife, or anything that might have been discarded. Farmers everywhere were pretty easy-going, so why not the Levani? Nothing. Nothing. There! A…slightly ripe piece of fruit? Fuck it. I sat up and side-armed it at the witch.

      Like a sprung trap, unable to stop herself, she snatched the peach-smelling fruit out of the air and as she did so the jar erupted over her like an octopus pulling its hard-shelled catch in to be pried open and devoured.

      The rot took her quickly. There was no symbiotic relationship possible. No Mother to heal her. No tech to prolong her servile existence. Even before her arms and chest were consumed by black barbs and oiled scales, it began to move. Move like that night, with unnatural strength and ease of quickness. The black consumed her body, saving the head for last. A rush of the blackest black, devoid of light so that it was visible even on her blackened skin, a ring that rushed up toward her head. It deformed into a thing made for destruction. To break walls and take life from homes. All the while it pawed the ground, wood splintering around it. It would be my end.

      Almost fully formed, segmented bug legs tipped and tapped along the floorboards trying to find its balance. Splintered wood from the ceiling? I could only see the trail it left in the air. A big blurred sweep of pure speed floated over the head of the Culler. It ended in a Flit beak buried deep into the pale cream skin still unmolested on the side of the Culler’s head.

      It dropped to the ground in a quivering mass, screaming for our deaths. It lasted longer than I felt comfortable with. A puff of green light, and Lana stood before me.

      “Get up!”

      “A little help with these?” I yanked on the rope but the binding at my ankles held firm.

      “Just rip out of them! You’re not ready yet?”

      “I feel good. I’m close, but I’m not there yet. I don’t know why.”

      She turned to face the door. “Now you know how I felt before I met you, close but no happy ending.” She slipped a black talon between my legs and I was free. “They’ll be here soon.”

      “Where are B and Pusi?”

      “There are a lot of Jian-Di guards around. I was the only one who could get in without being detected. They’re waiting with the rail-bike, which just shut off and hasn’t moved, by the way.”

      “Engines are like women, beautiful and finicky.” I natched my blade from the table. “Look, the only weapon I have is this, and it didn’t do so well against Tawa. Then I got with a hundred tons of gnarled Kaiju tail.”

      She was still in full human form when she sucked the air out of the room, “Do you love me?”

      “…I couldn’t do what I did to you if I didn’t.” That was the truest answer I had in me.

      “Then I’ll show you how to control your power. Right here. Right now. What comes for us will not stop until we are worse than dead.”

      “I’m ready for it! Tell me what I have to do!” Finally, some straightforward practical advice with perfect timing.

      The door opened slowly. The two guards who’d carried me here unhurriedly stepped inside, still in their heavy black coats, dark red leather and steel-mesh gloves, and shiny belts. The door closed behind them. Their coats slipped off their shoulders and their gloves hit the floor. I saw four arms sheathed in organic black armor and twisted like roots from trees blessed with too much water and tropical temperature. Both guards were bare-chested except for another red belt strapped over their shoulders. Blinking red light pulsed over their hearts.

      Click.

      One pressed the Life-Tech and the red light faded. The other followed suit and the black rot spiderwebbed across their white skin. Hungry and focused, their change took mere seconds. Their eyes turned bloodshot and bulged, but the beings didn’t paw at the ground. No steaming pile of skin, twisted heads, or unanswerable questions. 

      “Tawa’s personal Culler Elite. They are not berserkers. They’re hard-boiled killing machines. Just get past them, and we can escape the Jian-Di.” She said it as much for herself as for me.

      When it began, there would be no countdown. No turning of the key to crank over the engine.

      “Mark,” her soft voice was pregnant with emotion and unfettered by ideas forced upon her by Tawa Yen. She let me see those green eyes, and smiled. “I love you…”

      Lana took three steps and they were upon her.
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      Fire exploded around her. A swirling mix of green and orange flame. The Cullers took turns at her, tearing at and ripping away her black feathers, and spraying the floor and the stored food with her lifeblood.

      My hands clenched into fists around the blade but I was still powerless to help her.

      She swung wildly at her attackers and when her talons found their mark, black sludge streaked down onto the floor and caked almost immediately. Congealed pitch that fueled their attack.

      My skin felt nothing. No swirling air alive with surging energy.

      Lana’s orange fire pooled instantly around the fountains of blood gushing from her injuries. She was healing as she fought them. The Cullers were slick with tar and striped in wet gashes from her claws.

      I remembered being thrown around like a ragdoll in the temple. I was helpless to stop it. My assault on Tawa had also amounted to nothing. I was not fatigued yet the power would not come to me. I stared at the Surudo blade.

      The Culler Elites’ speed and movements did not waver or slow. They moved as if by teleportation, trying to break through her defenses. The healing light around her hadn’t dimmed, but her movements slowed. Her attacks weakened.

      I reached as far into myself as I could go but there was nothing to pull from except guilt. I had failed Yari and now I was failing Lana, too.

      I heard a snap and she screamed. Her arm hung limp at her side. She was swift enough to back away and lift into the air of the massive storehouse but the Elites were quicker. With a gnarled hand, one of them yanked her out of the air and thrust her into the wood of the floorboards. Her protective flames flickered in the dust of broken store house.

      They stood over her with their backs to me. I was no threat to them. They didn’t give me a second look. My powers had abandoned me, but I wouldn’t abandon her. I gripped the knife with both hands and charged them.

      I swung with everything I had, and the blade disappeared into the side of the nearest one. Cutting nearly halfway through it, I yanked the knife back out spilling more thick pitch on the shattered floor boards. It didn’t even flinch.

      Both of them started on Lana. Stripped plumage stuck to the drying blood on the floor she was sunk into. Her strong sporty body with its perky tits sagged and went limp.

      Pulling and slicing repeatedly in vein at the back of the Culler, I watched as her orange light faded and her wounds began to stay open. She had curled into a ball and had stopped fighting back.

      The Culler had enough of me dicing up its sides. It swung around, snatched me by the arms, claws dug in deep, and pushed me onto my knees in front of her. I dropped the blade and felt the heat from its maw pouring over my shoulders. The sound of rocks grinding on glass crawled into my ears. “…Watch…” they said in unison.

      “…Mark…” Lana’s voice was a mixture of bird and woman. She tried to say something else, coughing up blood and trying to bring her hands up to pray. The black arm of the other Culler went through her hands and plunged elbow-deep into her abdomen. It grinned at me and slowly twisted its limb around inside her. Its teeth screeched and crunched louder and louder as it watched me with the same bulging, bloodshot eyes I first witnessed on the night I met Yari.

      It finished, then stood and came for me. I felt a subtle, deep twitch as something snapped inside of my mind. The creature was closing in, its arm cocked back and ready to carve a hole in me as well, but its movements began to slow. Not out of fatigue, but like it was struggling to move quickly while submerged underwater.

      The gnarled fingers that were jammed into my arms and held me fast, lost their heat. Squeezed inside the palms of my hands I could feel a spinning ball of clear fire forming, something that I hadn’t experienced before. I clenched down harder and the Culler slowed even further.

      I reached over my head, jammed my hand into the mouth of the one behind me, and tore its jaw off. It stumbled backward and let out a gurgling cough, its thick tongue like a slug flexing around, looking for ground to crawl on.

      I chucked the jaw back at its face, cleared the few steps between us and buried my arms in its chest. It kicked and scratched at me with its clawed feet as I heaved and ripped my arms free. I knew it was finished and turned to my next victim.

      With a clench of both hands, I slammed my fists into the ground and jack-hammered the remaining Culler half-way into the floor-boards. “Stay.”

      “Lana!” I pulled her from the pit of blood and feathers and bent quills. “Speak to me!”

      “…I’m finished. Their blood mixed with mine.” She coughed a dry wheeze, “The rot, even if I healed, would take me. When I go, it will keep only the rage inside of me alive. You have to end it.”

      “You’re out of your mind if you think I will.”

      “It’s okay. I found you, and that’s all I ever wanted. I want it to be you.”

      I kissed her on the forehead. She was losing body heat and slipping away from me. My mind raced. It wasn’t the first time I had to fix something under a time limit, but my emotions were on full blast to keep my power going. My problem-solving ability was set on auto, either kill or protect. I was starting to become no more worthwhile a being than the creatures that ripped out of their skins mere moments before. The one left must know something.

      I pulled Lana from the broken timber and carefully laid her back on the flat surface of the floor. The remaining Culler had my full attention. I knelt in front of it like a master in front of a chained and wild yard dog. My fist shut tight again and its arms locked against its sides. It would try to, but it would never reach me.

      “Where is Tawa Yen?” I asked.

      The body shivered and shook, straining to get to me. Its voice was mostly unhindered by the force of the pressure wave I had brought down on top of its body.

      “…Inside, we are—”

      I had it by the neck, choked off that old news, and pulled it closer. My nose filled with the smell of sewage and burnt leather. “Answer my question.”

      Its eyes bulged even further from its smooth head. “…helplesssss…”

      I should’ve known I wouldn’t get anything out of the creature. It was all body and no brain. A manifestation of physical response to stimuli. I thought I might have more luck if I hit the button on its Life-Tech and turned it back into the man it was a few moments earlier.

      Then it hit me. I removed the tech from its chest, stood, and closed my fist completely. I watched the pressure ripple across its back. The ripples became larger and larger until its skin’s structure failed and shredded like papier-mâché. I put the remains of it through the floorboards, then the dirt, then the rock under that until it was thin as a piece of paper floating in its own bodily contents.

      I slipped the device across Lana’s chest, just like the Elite had, and flipped the switch. Her chest was covered in red light and she opened her eyes.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, then her eyes went wide. She saw what I had done. If the rot was sapping her of the ability to heal and would overtake her, then the tech would prevent that, maybe.

      She brought her hands up in prayer and laid there silently. Her breathing slowed, then stopped. It was a long moment until the glow of the healing light peaked from between her hands. I sat next to her for as long as it took for her to heal the biggest of the wounds, a gaping hole in her side.

      The light faded, but the wound was still life-threatening. She pushed herself up onto her elbows in spite of the pain. “I thought—” she tried to speak, but my tongue got in her way and she let it.

      “Don’t ever do that shit again,” I said.

      She smiled and ran her hand over my chest, sheathed in unseen armor, “I won’t have to.”

      I let her sit and I walked over to the pile of shredded black clothes caked in sludge and muck and Culler skin that Lana had left on the floor. Kicking it over, I found the other Life-Tech trapped around its rent chest cavity. The tech had suffered some damage but I took it anyway. Nothing a little fixing wouldn’t cure.

      “Can you stand like that, Lana?”

      She had regained enough control over her faculties to shed the avian features and return to her original form. “I don’t have much time, but yes. I don’t expect to be flying for a while though. I’m sorry. I know you need the Flit, but if I changed now, the only thing I’d be good for is a roast with lots of vegetables.”

      I embraced her as she stood. “I need all of you, never forget that.”

      She hugged me back. When she pulled away, the realities of the day were all I could see on her face. She looked past to the cousin that had been relieved of her gift to live.

      “She was our only hope for intel. I mistook her for one of the Elites and finished her before the change became complete.” She bent over her and ran her hands along the iron plate in her skull. “The cousins are always together. If she was here alone, it can only mean that her sister is gone.”

      “She wasn’t much on pleasant conversation, but she said her sister was trapped, not lost or dead. Although I’d like to go back and finish the job. Why would she be of any use to us?”

      “She’s alive? They are less themselves and more Tawa after centuries of consuming his seed but that means they always know where he is. She can lead us to Tawa.”

      “Which means if we can find her, she can help us find Yari!?”

      “If she chooses to. There is nothing I can do to force that out of her.” She stood and looked outside. “We need to leave. More will come, and if that happens, they will all come.”

      “I don’t think they’re anything to worry about. Let me rip through all of them in a minute or two and be done with it.”

      “No. Like I said, we don’t know which of them support our cause. Starting a battle here would out them and put the villagers at risk. Plus, I’m not sure how long I can stay upright.”

      “But I could—"

      “Mark, there’s no need for you to be full-tilt Father mode right now. Maybe save it for when we need it?”

      “But we need it now.”

      I honestly felt like ridding the world of a large section of Jian-Di and however many Cullers were about, Elite or otherwise. I was on the verge of ignoring her and heading out to do what I thought was best.

      She put her hand on my chest again, and kissed the shield covering my lips. I didn’t feel a thing.

      “See,” she said, “You’re losing your human emotions and only thinking about the win. Save the power and come back to me. Please.”

      Looking inside was hard. Harder than brutalizing an Elite Culler. She was right. I dug down deep to the love I had for all of my girls and let go of the rage. The air-over-skin effect calmed, and feeling came back to me. A welcome balance from the linear intentions of super-me.

      “You’re right. I’ll have to keep myself in—”

      She threw a kiss on me that would stop a planet in its orbital track. “You won’t need to. The girls and I will take care of that for you.”

      She grabbed my hand and I followed her out into the night.
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      We spent close to an hour flitting between the dark alleyways and torch-lit walls of the village. I kept my blade in one hand and Lana’s in the other. She was still badly hurt and couldn’t move well. When we cleared the last building, the sun had just cleared the horizon and was lighting the yellow rolling hills before us.

      “How far did you say it was?” I asked.

      “I flew, and it took a few minutes. We need to be careful crossing open ground. The Jian-Di are fractured and spread apart now, but they still have scouts and spies who will keep their posts regardless of the circumstances.”

      We kept low and ran across the sea of soft mustard blades. Ripples of wind rhythmically swept over us and the ground that tracked us to our freedom. We stopped between two rises and I looked around for any followers. Through a small grove to our left, I thought I saw a ripple in the air. Lana couldn’t fly but her eyes were still better than mine.

      “Wait. Over there.” I pointed.

      “I saw them, too. Three of them. They’re tracking us, waiting to see where we go.”

      I thought about pounding them all into the dirt, but I wasn’t sure if I could stop all three of them at once. If one of them got past me, one arrow would end Lana.

      “Wait…” she said, squinting. “I can see their arrowheads. They’re enchanted. One hit from those, and the air around you will become a vacuum.”

      “I’ve seen worse.”

      “The pocket follows you, so you suffocate and die.”

      A twinge of doubt crept around the edge of my mind.

      “You’ve seen what I can do. Will those hurt me?”

      “Tawa kept them a tightly-guarded secret so if he feared them, then…”

      “Shit. Get down! Something’s coming!”

      The three archers broke their cloaking and spread out, arrows nocked, but they weren’t aiming at us. A fast-approaching whoosh of air rushed past and over our heads, gliding on air, were Pusi and B on the rail-bike.

      Arrows sheathed in gray smoke streaked past them as they maneuvered through the volley. I watched the girls as Lana kept an eye on the archers. One of the arrows hit the back of the bike and bloomed into a sphere filled with black sky dotted with stars. B pulled out of the vacuum but was having a hard time pitching the craft around.

      “Mark, one of them is aiming at us!”

      I turned to see a gray line arcing toward us and readied myself, armor up and stamina near max. My hands closed into fists and the arrow slowed, but its trajectory remained the same.

      It was like trying to wrap my hand around a needle and grip it. I used both hands and pushed the arrow into the dirt. It exploded halfway to us. Above the pocket of airless space, a second and third arrow hummed past. I tried to grab them both, but they were too fast for me. I braced for the impact.

      Both arrows stalled in mid-flight. Between them stood my furry calico-colored warrior, holding both shafts.

      “Two at same time, no problem,” she growled. She took off toward the archers, weaving right and left, dodging volley after volley.

      When she flipped, twisted in mid-air, and rolled out of the way of their last shot, they hesitated. In that moment, she struck. She flung both arrows at them. One hit its target, engulfing the Levani hunter and suffocating him instantly. He spun slowly upside down, choking on his last seconds of life.

      The other arrow just missed its mark as he dove out of its path. Pusi jumped on the third one, who almost had an arrow nocked. She tackled him to ground and rolled to a stop, his jugular in her mouth gushing blood onto the yellow blades of grass beneath them.

      “Pusi, behind you!”

      She was like a lioness singularly focused on its prey, suffocating the life out of her target. She didn’t see the second archer stand, arrowless, and reach for his chest.

      “He’s an Elite!” Lana screamed.

      Pusi’s ears went flat against her head and her hair stood on end.

      B was coming in fast. I waved at her to slow down. All she needed to do was get me over there, and I would finish off the dirty asshole. She blew right past. “B! It’s too dangerous! STOP!” I ran after her, knowing I would have to save both of them.

      The change was fast. As the black ring of rot rushed up his body to cover and encase his head in a mask of death, the sound of meat on metal thudded over the plains. The rail-bike slammed into it at full speed, breaking through three tree trunks until sticking into the fourth.

      The Elite coughed and wheezed and sucked air. Its claws scraped frantically over the front of my rail-bike, trying to get free. B locked the sputtering bike in gear, jumped off, and buried her battle-wand into the Culler’s forehead. It shuddered and then went limp.

      “See, lover boy,” she yelled, pointing at it. “That’s how it’s done!”

      I walked the rest of the way, and Lana came up behind me. Pusi sat next to her kill, dragging her tongue over her arms and cleaning off the blood shower she just took.

      Circling around my ride, I poked the Culler with my blade to make sure it was dead and checked out the damage. “The bike is in rough shape and needs repairs that we don’t have time to make.”

      “We’ll have to make time,” Lana said. “We are very far from the border. Walking would take us too long. Plus, the only one who knows where we need to go is the cousin trapped in rubble back at the base.”

      “Lana’s right,” B said as she sat on the grass. “We need her at full strength. Pusi might be able to sniff Yari out, but it would take too long to cover that much ground. There’s massive devastation over too wide and deep an area. That’s where Mark comes in.”

      I nodded. “So, we need this bike repaired. And, we need to figure out where the fuck we’re supposed to be going. We’ll have to take our chances here in the grove. As long as we don’t make any noise, there’s no reason for anybody to pass through and bother us.”

      “I help Lana heal,” Pusi said suddenly.

      Lana was a lot brighter in demeanor since she fully came to our side, but pure doubt covered her face right then. “How can a Pusani help me heal?”

      “Just trust. Now, teamwork. B rest. Marrrk make repair. You, come.”

      I dislodged the bike from the tree and B helped me push it into the grove until we were hidden from possible prying eyes. B hopped into one of the pods and took a nap while I opened up the front paneling to check the gravity-drive.

      Laid on the grass and legs spread half-eagle, Lana waited nervously while Pusi hovered over her, sniffing and lightly touching her wounds. I had to turn to the job at hand and actually felt B’s cameras would’ve come in handy.

      I stood by my poor baby. It shuddered and stalled against the tree. I knew it was a cooling issue and had my arm shoulder-deep through the front of her, rooting around for any overheated or warped parts.

      I heard B yawn from the pod. “Is it bad?”

      “The worst that’s been done to her yet. Your fault.”

      “What can I say, I ride hard and fast.”

      “It’ll be hard to forget. Don’t worry though, it’s nothing a little tender love and care can’t handle.” My hand ran over a hot spot so I pulled out, grabbed my tool, and went back in to relieve the issue.

      “I think Pusi has the same thing in mind,” B giggled.

      The positioning was awkward, but I turned my head to see B peeking out over the edge of her pod.

      “Well, shit, what are you talking about, B?”

      “Take a look.”

      The part came loose. I dislodged myself from the engine’s main drive unit and dropped my multi-tool right then and there.

      From my vantage point, all I could see was Pusi’s pussy in Lana’s face. Lana was frozen, though. Not even a twitch of an attempt at exploration. Pusi was coaching her through it.

      My legs brought me closer to them before my mind caught up with their intent. I sat with a better view, not too close, but not too far away. I pretended to work on the part I’d removed from the rail-bike, but my multi-tool clumsily slipped around the connecting parts and screws.

      “No touch me, I lose concentration. I make salve from glands here,” she flitted her tongue up one of Lana’s lean white thighs. She was flat on the ground but shivering.

      “That tickles. Are you sure this is going to work?” she precariously peeked around Pusi’s thick, fuzzy thigh. Pusi’s tail was whipping around in an unsolvable mathematical pattern of spirals, extensions, and loops.

      “You trust Pusi?” she asked.

      “If Mark trusts you, then maybe it’s not impossible to?”

      “Good. You remember time we meet?”

      Lana cracked wry smile. “Hard to forget. You’re lucky you’re still alive. I was honestly ready to kill all of you.”

      “Yes, but forget best part. I say I eat you. I say I gain fly power,” Pusi wiped her mane of hair out of her eyes and placed it behind her fur-tipped ears. “I no gain power to fly, but I help.” She licked her nose, then purred. “Eat there. Heal you.”

      Without another word, Pusi’s long, rough tongue went to work on the purest part of Lana. Nobody had broken that deep to her to ruin it. I was the first to touch her soul with it, and Pusi would be the second.

      Lana tried to lift her head off the ground, in an attempt to give back to Pusi what was being given to her. I simply twisted the tool in my hand around and around. I didn’t want to sacrifice a moment of the view to check for B, but I was sure she was watching and probably documenting as much as was technically possible.

      “Marrrk, I need your help.”

      “Looks like you’re doing a good job.”

      Lana’s arms were above her head. She broke away from her ecstasy just long enough to make eye contact with me. It was all she could do to nod her approval before being pulled back into Pusi’s healing embrace.

      Pusi eyes were fierce with a mixture of passion and focus. “Come,” she said.

      I crossed the short distance between us. Enough space to not disrupt the magic that was so fragile it might’ve broken with a wrong move or sound.

      “Look,” she said, muffled by Lana’s green tuft of hair.

      It was hard to look any harder than I already was. I had been staring like a schoolboy seeing a neighbor just a few years older than myself through a shower window. All breasts, curves, sweat, and slick hair.

      “Not there. Here.” She pointed to the gash I’d seen just before making our escape. Lana, a skilled user of the Levani healing arts, had barely healed it enough to walk. It was destined to be a scar that would debilitate anyone else for life. Yet there it was, almost completely smoothed over.

      I managed a small moment of self-control and saw that the other scars, bruises, and scratches over her body had also faded, although the damage was still severe.

      “You give Pusi Marrrk’s seed. If do this, heal very, very good.”

      “No problem! Where and when?”

      “Here. Now.”

      “Lana?” I asked.

      She was in and out of the sensual whirlwind of clitoral pleasure that no man could ever begin to understand. Again, under immense effort, she broke away and answered, “I trust her if you do, Mark. I know I’m yours and I’ll never worry again.”

      “I love you,” I said.

      Pusi and Lana’s response had the timing of a duet that never knew the stage without the other with them. “I love you, too.”

      My clothes represented nothing more than the thirty seconds I needed for considering my angle of entry.

      “Marrrk, I need cum strong. I cum weak, seed mean nothing. I need you now. Lana need you now.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up. There was only one way to pull this off. It wasn’t the easiest terrain to handle. Too much girl in the way to get on my knees. Plus, I needed the angle to hit the kitty-spot just right. Then there was the third level of technique very few ever considered. My shaft’s impact across all contact points. Just banging it around in there wasn’t going to do the job. She needed to feel like my dick was twice the size it was. And I knew just how to do it.

      “Marrrk, too much to ask?” Pusi whined softly, tail rolled backward and touching her head. Her asshole pulsed in and out above a slick, splayed-out opening to paradise.

      I readied myself to give her what she needed. What they both needed.
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      I stepped over Lana, squatted, and stroked Pusi’s tail, sinking my free hand into her furry hip. Lana guided me in, her nails just tickling the bottom of my gear bag. I gave a strong yank on the tail and pulled my pelvis flush with her soft thighs and fuzzy tight cheeks. It already sounded like hand-washed clothes in a hot pot of water.

      “This good. Good start,” Pusi purred to me, pushing back and squeezing herself around my shaft. It was like her pussy had two hands that grabbed on hard and twisted inside. I could’ve slid in and out and banged away all night, but I was there for a unique job, the crippling orgasm.

      Pusi’s back bent like a beginner’s bow, over-stretched by the pull of some angry titan. She was all breath and snarls then, the fur on her back rippling and relaxing in undulating waves. She was already cumming, but it wasn’t enough. Lana’s wounds were unchanged.

      “Pusi, focus baby, get that cute muzzle back down there.” She exhaled and whimpered but she did as she was bid. “Good girl.”

      With my cock as deep in as I could get it, it was my turn.  I planted my feet and lifted, collapsing her anal opening in against the bottom of my shaft and stressing the vaginal hole longways. My head made landfall on the ribbed nub of legends and I hammered down.

      Methodically, like a fine-tuned piston, I triple-tested her elastic breaking point but walked a dangerous edge. On one side was power and perfect precision. On the other, the mistake to send all our wet pleasure into a cold sandy pit and end Lana’s chances of recovery, slipping the head out then jamming it into the clit.

      The shock to her system began to emerge. Wobbly arms, hair standing on end and relaxing in sporadic waves followed by the clench, nearly squeezing me out. She was primed. Drowning in wave upon wave of slippery heat.

      “Yes Marrrk. I ready. Fill me. Fill me deep. So deep, I taste it…” She trailed off and locked up around the base of my cock so hard I winced.  

      With every labored breath spilling from her mouth, the easiest of prayers to answer “Now…”

      The blood thumping against my vein walls, a screaming group of beasts tearing at the walls of the system that kept them sealed away from the world, ached for release. I was close, but the hump’s summit came no closer.

      Shit. I had focused too much and stumbled into the long-night stroke. Pusi clamped down and froze my pulsating bulge in mid-race. I had never been asked to cum just after hitting my stride.

      Sure, some women just wanted it to be done with and that’s evident from pretty early on. But this was totally different. Pusi wanted it, but that session wasn’t for her. It was Lana.

      “Lana, baby, I need—” she read me before I could finish.

      Her sharp angled nose, perfectly balanced, brushed against one ball, then the other. The precious gear bagged inside lazily moved right then left as she slowly sunk her face deeper into me.

      I flexed as hard as I could and kept my dick in the game, the blood trapped fast inside along with my shaft but I didn’t know how long. It would stay functional. Thoughts purple and blue feinted and darted at the edge of my imagination but I managed to turn them away.

      I closed my eyes then. I always worked best with my eyes closed. Whether it was an engine compartment totally hidden from view, or a clit with a unique nerve pattern, I could always “see” what was happening. I saw Lana, mouth agape, tempting me with tonguage across the bottom of my sack. Then nothing. No nose. No hands. My balls hung there alone, kicking in the breeze of the evening air. No. That wasn’t a breeze, it was her. Was she tiring? Was I about to be too late?

      Then, with one flick of her thick and unforgivably long fleshy muscular organ, I almost left my body. I couldn’t tell after the second how far she went in, and I didn’t care. As if by some tectonic movement in my spine, every vertebra in my arched back shifted. Snapped into such a dead straight pillar of perfect alignment that it could have only been possible in the genius mathematical rantings of a lunatic mind.

      The rest of my body buzzed together in harmony around my cock. I did fill her. I gushed, and she took it all. Lana licked, and I clenched again and Pusi’s pussy finally began to expand. Once the blood could finally cycle in and out, I grabbed on and held fast, letting the rest flow out of me. Not a single bit of my seed was left behind.

      White steam rose from Lana’s battered body, tinged with an orange glow. Tendrils of smoke and light licked the gashes covering her body. The majority of them collected around her abdomen, arching up and piercing through her.

      Pusi lay on her side next to Lana. “Best ever…” she rubbed her face, but nothing was there. “She need time. Sleep now.” She didn’t move after that. Even her normally erratic and ill-tempered tail was nearly still.

      Taking a small heating unit from the bike, I placed it between them and left them to rest. I was exhausted but the repair work on the rail-bike still needed doing. B hadn’t moved an inch, her fingers and half her head the only thing she wished to show. There was only one hand gripping the edge of the pod.

      “You could’ve sat right next to us and watched. I don’t know why you stayed all the way back here, B.”

      “I…just like hiding and watching.”

      “Suit yourself. Next time you can join in.” I smiled.

      “If there is a next time.”

      “A little dark for you, isn’t that? We just pulled off a huge healing miracle on Lana, the bike is going to be repaired, and we should be at the Jian-Di base by sunrise. Time is against us, but our odds are looking better by the second. Cheer up!”

      I knelt in front of my baby and went to work.

      “Mark?”

      “What’s up, B?” I was almost to the last warped cooling unit.

      “When we were being chased by that Leviathan—”

      “Kaiju, please.”

      “When we were being chased, and you jumped into that damn thing’s mouth, I thought the odds were pretty stacked against us.”

      “It certainly appeared that way.” I grunted and stretched. “Got it!” I pulled out the unit and looked up over the hood. “But, no worries. Like I said, things are—”

      “I made the call to CONTROL. They’re on high alert and have called in…appropriate measures.”

      “Looking very bad. Fuckin’ hell, B.”

      She looked at me like she had just dropped the last scoop of ice cream any of us would ever eat for the rest of time. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see any way things could get worse. I know I said I would make the call in that cave. I knew what would happen if I did. But, Yari saved us. Then Lana saved us. Then you got superpowers, and I thought there was a chance we might be able to handle everything without…without CONTROL doing what they do best, calculated loss of life. Their needs and wants trumping everything else.”

      “B, what appropriate measures?”

      “They’re going to call in the Old-Tech.”

      Fuck. Firepower on a scale so unnecessary for any other venture than murdering Kaiju that it was decommissioned upon the last confirmed kill and death of them.

      “Well,” I said, “we still have time to stop Tawa before they get that ancient tech up and running. Official decommissions aren’t undone so easily.”

      Her head fell into her hand.

      “What else, B?”

      “They never decommissioned the tech. They only buried it. It’s been pointed in the same direction since the last Leviathan was burned from the sky. The border is fully operational, and all pointed out toward us. Even with the size of that monster, Tawa and it will be melted mid-flight, along with Yari.”

      “Well, shit.” I banged just how fucked we were around in my head for a minute. I lifted B by the chin, her nose inches from mine. “Thanks,” I said and smiled. “Now we know our time frame.” She cracked a small smile. “I mean, sure, we’re probably already fucked and the Levani will lose the last Kaiju again, and Yari along with it, and the planet will be consumed by deadly gases and we will likely be left behind to wallow and die with everyone else, but hey, it ain’t over yet.”

      The smile left her face. “If you can’t forgive me, I understand.”

      I leaned in and pushed my lips into her red cheek and stayed there for a moment, then slowly pulled away. “I’m just fuckin’ with you. Help me load them into the pod. They’ll have to recover on the move.”

      I stood, but she reached out and grabbed me by the back of the neck, smashed her face into mine, eyes wide open and lips shaking. She pulled away and I knew right then and there that I was the first person she had ever kissed.

      “I guess it’s just you and me for now,” she sniffled, and wiped a few wet streaks from her face.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, B.”

      B and I loaded Pusi and Lana in one pod and she jumped into the other. Midori and Aoi sat against one wall of the pod looking at B, and B was looking right back at them. “Can’t we put them in with Pusi? All of us would be happier that way.”

      “You’ll be fine, B.”

      With everyone accounted for and ready to ride, we took off. But, it was very undramatic. We didn’t want to call any attention to our departure so we snaked through the trees, found our exit, then went full throttle the rest of the way back to Jian-Di base.

      Aside from the steam and orange glow coming from Lana’s pod, we were a wraith. A high-tech, invisible ninja biker-gang wraith avoiding any hilltops we could. With the repairs, the rail-bike was back at full speed. Although maneuverability had taken a hit, in a straight line, there was nothing faster. Except maybe a Kaiju-killing neutron cannon blast.

      We arrived well before dawn, thanks to B scaring the shit out of me. B and I jumped off the bike and checked how far along our occupants were in their recuperative arcs.

      “I think Lana is done,” B said. “Pusi, on the other hand…”

      My sexy Pusani was ass-up dead asleep.

      “Lana?” I whispered as I checked for a fever or a pulse. I didn’t really know what I was looking for since I wasn’t a doctor. Mechanics never had to worry about that shit.

      Her green eyes slowly opened. She was a bit groggy, and wiped her eyes.

      “How do you feel?” B asked.

      “Better. Why am I on the rail-bike?”

      “B, let me.” I filled her in, with some tact and clever turns of phrase to make sure she didn’t blame any further misfortune on B.

      She stood and stepped out of the pod. “It is what it is. And we have to do what we have to do.” She hopped out, staggered a little and steadied herself against the rail-bike and B. “I’m fine,” she said, and walked to the edge of the Kaiju’s crater.

      “This was my home…”

      B and I looked at each other and moved to put reassuring hands on her shoulders. “But,” she said, with one critical eye on us both, “with you is where I should’ve always been.” Green light exploded from her as she shrank into the Flit. She took off, piercing through the rolling dust and mists. We waited.

      I tried to wake Pusi, but it was useless. I could’ve thrown her off a cliff, and she would’ve slept through the whole ordeal.

      Far off to the right of the rubble and mists that blocked our view of the horizon, Lana came slicing through the grey and landed with her news.

      “I’ve found her. I checked to see how badly she was injured, and she spoke to me.”

      “Well that’s good. We need her well enough to respond,” B said.

      Lana cocked her head and dug her talons into the dirt. “She said her name is Yare.”
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      We made our way down into the crater, rocks and debris slipping underfoot as we followed Lana’s lead. We stepped out onto a small clearing in the devastation. Next to a hole that dropped out of sight was the cousin, half-pinned under a massive boulder.

      “We should bind her hands before we help her free,” B said while producing a pair of wrist-locks in one hand and her battle-wand in the other.

      “Maybe we should say hi first?” I asked.

      “Hi,” B said as she bent down and slipped the locks on her wrists. Yare didn’t fight back, lying limp against the ground, shaved head lined with scrapes and bruises. “There, Mark. Happy?”

      The pale white woman moved her lips, but only muffled sounds came out. B leaned in closer, wand at the ready. “What’s wrong with her?” B whistled and looked up.

      Lana was flying around us, checking for any other survivors. She dove toward us and burst into green flame, then stepped into the dusty air of the collapsed cavern.

      Lana said a quick two words in Levani and knelt beside her. The woman reached out and touched Lana’s hand.

      “Tawa ordered her tongue cut out, but she can communicate by touch.”

      B stepped away and threw her hands in the air. “No, thank you.”

      I sat down within arms-length of her. “Why would he do that?”

      She was hesitant and cocked her head to the side as she searched for Lana’s arm and found it. “She’s afraid. She promises to tell us everything we want to know as long as we promise to end her life quickly.”

      I reached out and slid my hand into hers. She was trembling. I was as delicate and reassuring as I could be. “Nobody is going to kill you. Speak.”

      Her head titlted to the side, searching out voices and sounds, but when her voice entered my mind, her head jerked and locked onto me. Her breath smelled of dried blood and rot. “I was the younger cousin. I was the first one that Tawa tried to make into a Mother but failed. I have been by his side all this time. I was the younger one, and the younger one always follows the older one. I was made into the newest cousin after the last Maiden failed Tawa’s test.”

      “What happened to the older new cousins?” B asked.

      My other palm slid over top of Yare’s cold, frail hand. “They were thrown into a pit deep under the Jian-Di base,” I said. “There were too many piled up to count when I was speaking with the Mother, Saiina.”

      Yare flinched and the dust and dirt began swirling away from her mouth.

      “I’m afraid,” she said. “I am supposed to hear that name twice in my life. I hear it once when I become veiled, and once again when the veil is lifted.”

      Letting go of her hand, I turned to the crushing rock on top of her. The power swelled within then whipped outward around me so fast that it caught me off-guard. “I’m sorry I waited to do this, Yare.” I swung my fist with purpose and the boulder atomized in front of me. “Ladies, it’s time to show this girl what being alive actually means.”

      B moved up next to me, still gripping her battle-wand and looking down at Yare. “So, that’s it? We’re gonna trust her just like that?”

      “It’s hard to get anything from anybody if you’re not willing to give a little first, B. So yes, just like that.” I snapped the locks off her wrists. She pushed herself away from me, then grabbed her leg.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you,” I said. “In fact, we’re going to heal you right now. Lana, if you would.”

      She calmed down after Lana began to work on her shattered leg.

      B was right there, wand in hand like a prison guard waiting for shit to kick off.

      I crossed my arms and stood next to B. “Will you get the bike for us, B? We can handle this.”

      She gave me stern look but left without protest, although she stayed armed and looked over her shoulder as she moved back into the rubble. Pusi was awake and licking herself, and sniffing the air. “Blue-hair smell. Smell like Yari...”

      “I need to talk with her, Lana. Can she manage while you’re healing her?”

      “It’s no trouble at all. The cousins have Tawa’s life force pumping through them. She is the younger one so it’s not going to lengthen her life, but it’s enough to keep looking young and also happens to make it very easy to help heal her.”

      I sat beside her and reached out to her. “Yare, do you have a sister?”

      She took a while to answer so I had time to really study her. No matter how hard I tried, I could only gauge her so much. I needed to see eyes. She looked right at me when I thought that. “I did,” she said.

      “What happened to her?”

      Even with her voice linked to my thoughts, there was a faint hiss to her words. “I was born, then my sister was born a few years later.  I went off to train as a Maiden when she was still an infant. I grew up in a temple with someone they called my father. I knew he wasn’t really, but he was kind enough. I became ready for the test and he brought me here to Tawa. I did my best, but I wasn’t strong enough for him, so big sister welcomed me into the Veil.”

      “Did you write a letter to your younger sister?”

      “I wrote it to pass a test of loyalty to Tawa. I wrote it years ago. I couldn’t refuse because I wouldn’t have been able to undergo the Mother’s test. I would’ve written whatever they wanted me to. I didn’t care. I was sure my family had been dead for a long time. I was sure because I hadn’t heard from them, ever. I thought I must’ve been dead to them.”

      The orange light danced around her legs, billowing over her tattered white gown and across red scratched lines and patches of purple and brown.

      She needed to know. “The message was cast into an amulet with blood magic. Lana brought it to us. What was your sister’s name?” I asked.

      “Yari,” she whispered.

      Telling her was the only option. As I did so, Yare’s lips pursed together like she was about to cry, and then she exhaled, but no tears came. Lana’s healing light began to dim. She was nearly finished. Yare stayed on the ground and brushed the blood-soaked dirt from around her mouth and nose.

      “Didn’t you see her that night we had dinner?” I asked.

      Lana cut in. “She was told to close the door and to face it the whole time we were in the room with Yari. I didn’t think anything of it at the time because the cousins have their ways.”

      “Had them. That big bitch is dead,” I reminded her.

      Lana was always very matter-of-fact. “I was happy to do it.”

      “Yare,” I said, “We need to find your sister. We are her friends and we care very much about her. I know you’ve had a hard life—”

      Yare’s words in my head were clear determined.

      “What!?”

      “What did she say?” Lana asked.

      “She wants us to kill her.” I looked right at her. “Yeah, no.”

      She repeated it. I couldn’t read what was going on in her head for shit. The doorway to her soul was shut off by that eternity of iron. Lana pulled her hands away from Yare’s once-shattered limbs. The bruising and bloody gashes were gone. Smooth, lightly tanned legs remained unmoving. Despite being healed, there was no life in her at all. The only thing left was her desire to die.

      The iron stared back at me. “Lana, can you do anything about this mask?”

      “The Veil? I’ve never tried. I never wished to see them when Tawa took it off.”

      “So, who puts it on?”

      “Tawa,” Lana replied.

      “You’ve seen my powers. I admit, they’re nowhere near his level, but could I take this thing off her?” I asked.

      “It’s possible. But I imagine it takes some finesse with the power. And since you don’t have that yet, her head could end up like the boulder that was just on top of her. I saw how surprised you were when you called to it. It’s too risky.”

      “No, it’s not, because you’re going to help me,” I told her.

      “I can heal physical wounds, but the power of the Father deals with matter. When Tawa touches the Kaiju, his being flows through the whole body, becoming one with the very building blocks of it. It’s impossible to manipulate something on such a level and not have it change part of you. That’s the rot. It’s the Kaiju becoming part of him. So, even if you get that thing off her head without blowing it clean off, I don’t know what kind of reaction will happen between you two. She is dripping with Tawa’s life-force. It might poison you with his twisted will or even kill you.” Her hand, still warm from healing, caressed my face. “Please don’t ask this of me. Maybe granting her wish is the best for everyone.”

      Openly heated then, I pinched the bridge of my nose and barely held onto my tongue. I was in total disbelief at the ease she had voicing that plan, like Yare was merely a stray or something. “So, we should simply end her life and be done with it?”

      “She will tell us where Tawa is. Like she says, she didn’t care when she came here, and I’m sure she cares even less, now. After that, yes, we give her a painless death.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “So much so that I say, without any doubt, fuck that plan. And fuck the Levani social hierarchy bullshit that made you say that. Help or don’t, but what happens next is on your head as much as mine.” Placing my hands on her mask, I called on the power and it came to me without effort. I felt the will of Tawa Yen swell up inside of her and push back against mine. “Lana?” I was urgent. “Anytime, now.” Like a cloud of fine hairs, black tendrils broke through her skin around the mask and wrapped around my hands. “Something’s happening. Lana?”

      She said nothing, but she moved into position, orange-sheathed hands wrapped around mine. Whether she wanted to do it or not, I couldn’t tell. But she wasn’t much for argument, so she did as I asked.

      The black retreated and I braced myself. “Yare, I love your sister. I love her with all my heart. She only came here after knowing she might be able to meet her sister. Which means I’m never going to let anyone hurt you. EVER again.” She remained still. “Let’s make a bet. If your eyes are green, I win, and you join the team.”

      Whispers and whimpers floated through my mind. “If you lose, then I get what I want. I need you to swear to end me if you want a deal.”

      I took her offer seriously. I was never one to go back on a bet and this was a fucking beast of one. Did I have it in me to kill her? If I agreed, I would have no choice. But could I?

      My exhale was long and slow. “I swear it.”

      She nodded, wiped her shaved head and braced. I thought about losing the bet and having to help her die. I also thought about Yari hugging her, and my heart nearly broke. The power inside me shifted and focused.

      “I’m ready,” Yare said.

      Lana nodded, and I began.

      First, I felt the iron all around, skating the edge of the Veil with my fingertips and laying my palm flat against the cold metal. I pushed into the ingot’s structure. Solid and unchanging until I found her bone fused to it. I backed my senses out of the iron and found her eyes, made null and void of any expression or utility. No surgeon in the galaxy could’ve undone that.

      I was no surgeon, to be sure. But I was a damn good mechanic.

      Pushing past the bigger particles of the iron, I came to the mixed ocean of her bone and the metal. I brush away the non-organic matter, but much white came with it. I would have pulled out then but the grey and white began to pulsate with dawn’s light. Lana was right there with me, pulling back the damage and repairing as I went. There was no going back. Soon, the gray pulled away from the white. The white reformed as unmolested bone and the gray was expelled, no need for its cruel filtering function. She would see again, I swore it.

      The mask came clear of her face. It was heavy, and jagged where it had been placed pushed into her face. I threw it on the ground and looked upon her features for the first time.

      Lana’s medical light poured into the woman’s eye sockets. She wasn’t simply undoing the damage I’d caused, she was regenerating Yare’s eyes.

      The orange light faded, and Lana pulled her hands away. We both waited. Yare tried a few times to open her eyes, but the light of the approaching dawn, as muted as it was, was still too much for her to take.

      I took my jacket off and held as a shield against the sun’s rays breaking over the crater’s rim. She looked up at me for the first time. Emerald green ringed black irises under sea blue eyebrows and a beauty mark under her right eye.

      “Looks like you lose,” I smiled.

      She took my hand in hers and held it tight against her chest. Her mouth wasn’t so black anymore. She licked her chapped lips and spoke. “I knew I would.”
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      “Thank you, Lady Yen. You’ve done more than enough.” She smiled and teared up. “You’ve given my voice back. Tawa no longer clouds my thoughts. I,” she hesitated, then straightened. “I can handle the rest from here.” Her hands were already glowing orange over the rectangular gash around her eyes.

      “Why cover eyes?” Pusi asked.

      Lana watched Yare healing herself. “So they are nobody. A vessel for the Father,” Lana said.

      Yare’s voice was quiet, but very sure. “It’s true. Maidens are meant to be such vessels. But, my kind have a special burden to bear. Impure Levani don’t have silver hair and perfect complexions. We don’t have crystal blue eyes. We have blue hair and green eyes, and never have perfect skin. Silver hair comes from the Father, and the eyes from the Mother, so every Levani knows their roots. Even if they are unsure of exactly who their parents are, everyone knows they are Levani.”

      “In the case of my sister and I, since the origin of the Mother or Father isn’t apparent in our impure features, we are looked on as soulless. And therefore, Tawa saw us as perfect for the Order of the Veil. A true empty vessel for the Father.”

      “Sounds horrible. Why shave head?” Pusi was getting closer with every question, her tail flitting around, looking for something it could never find.

      Lana cut in, “Because the elder sister of the cousins was a twisted bitch, that’s why.”

      B hovered over us on the rail-bike and set it down a few feet away. Both Midori and Aoi were perched like little gargoyles on the edge of their pod, eyes locked on Yare.

      Yare had finished with the healing, but the top corners of the mask remained stained into her skin above her eyebrows. With her hands on the ground, she squinted back at the two tiny faces.

      Lana wheeled around and joined the staring competition. “Mark, what are those?”

      “Saiina did mention she had two small Kaiju before Tawa went totally—”

      “They’re Kaiju!” Yare’s voice cracked and she smiled and stood. Two steps later she fell forward, catching herself with one hand and her elbow. Before I could reach out to help her, Midori and Aoi were right in front of her, Midori nuzzling her in the chest, and Aoi trying to lick her hand off.

      “I never thought I’d live to see two real Kaiju. I could always feel the abomination that lived under us in the rock every day, but I thought it was the last one.”

      “They had a bit of a rough ride coming out from the cave-in, so they’ve been hiding in the rail-bike the whole time. I’m glad they’ve found something to get them out of there.”

      B watched it all, arms crossed and expressionless. “Where’s Tawa?” she asked.

      “B, chill.”

      “Mark, she’s ready to go. We need a direction.”

      “She needs more time to get her bearings, B.”

      B crossed the distance to Yare and squatted in the dirt in front of her. Midori perched on Yare’s shoulder, and Aoi looked out from under one of her arms. “Time to pull your weight, and it’s now or never with me. Where’s Tawa?”

      “The only place he can go now with the Kaiju released. The Spire.”

      “What is the Spire and, let me be exceedingly clear, here, where is it?”

      B was never one to warm up to someone quickly. Some leftover academy jock shit, probably. Or, she was instantly jealous of any new addition to the group. It was probably both.

      “You don’t know about the Spire?” Yare asked, her green eyes trained on B’s. For a brief moment, they were both totally still as if chiseled from stone, unbending wills and all.

      With a hand pushing the handle of her battle-wand parallel with the ground, she wiped her mouth and spoke slowly. “If I did, do you think I would be wasting my time waiting for you to tell me what it is?”

      “So, the history of what happened has been hidden,” Yare said carefully. “Looks like Tawa wasn’t lying, after all.”

      “What exactly does that mean?” B was as curious as I was.

      “Tawa called me sister, but obviously we aren’t blood because he’s been alive for hundreds of years. At first, I thought he told me everything, but I figured out he was very careful with what he revealed and who he revealed it to. I watched him tell many things to many people and I got pretty good at figuring out when he was telling the truth. It wasn’t often. But, hearing now that you don’t know about the Spire, I know for sure he wasn’t lying.”

      B had her Enforcer bullshit detectors on and was analyzing Yare’s every word and movement. “I’m not lying,” Yare said.

      B broke from her squat, put an arm around Lana and flipped the battle-wand around in the other. “And I believe you, so don’t you worry about a damn thing, girly-girl. We’re gonna end him and you won’t have to think about it ever again.”

      Yare continued, “The Spire is a place of power erected for one purpose, the bonding of the Mother and Father. After the humans helped kill off the Kaiju, they ensured Tawa couldn’t go back on their agreement.” So, they built their headquarters around it. The Spire is the tower at the center of the human occupiers. It is CONTROL.”

      B dropped her wand. “How the fuck can CONTROL not know about the Jian-Di and Tawa-fucking-Yen if their headquarters is built around a Levani monument to Kaiju?”

      I didn’t doubt it for a second. “Those fuckers have been blowing smoke up all our asses since Day One. CONTROL cares about one thing, its continuation and prosperity. But, first things first, B. We take Tawa down when he hits the border.”

      B nodded and collected her weapon from the dirt. She put her game face on and started strategizing. “That would be easiest for us, but it puts Yari at great risk. We need to get to them before that happens.” She knew she wouldn’t live it down if something happened to Yari because of her.

       Yare stood with the tiny Kaiju wrapped in her arms. “That’s where he’s going,” she said. “If he gets there with my sister, that Kaiju he rides will ascend to its true form. The first interstellar Kaiju in hundreds of years.”

      “Thank the gods there is only one of them,” Lana said.

      “He has Yari, so one is all he’ll need. He’s been pouring bits of mist infused with his own life-force into it. It’s more Father than Mother, now. Another reason I fear for my sister. I’m not sure he needs her for very long for the change.”

      B was swiping and sketching on her Clear-Tech. “Can you track Tawa, Yare? Do you know where he is right this second?”

      Yare nodded.

      “Thank you,” B said.

      “Time to ride,” I said.

      Pusi and B hopped in one pod, Yare in the other snuggled up with Midori and Aoi, and Lana was our eyes in the sky.

      “B, when they start firing from the border, they’ll fire at anything, you know that.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “Give me your Clear-Tech.”

      “Huh?” It wasn’t customary to share one’s Clear-Tech. Asking her that was like asking to borrow her toothbrush.

      “If I can send out an Enforcer-level clearance signal, it might buy us some maneuvering room when the barrage starts.”

      She went to hand it over, but hung on when I grabbed it. “My best vids are on there, Mark. Do NOT fucking lose them. Do you understand me?”

      “Understood. It’s in good hands.” If I still had it after everything was done, I was going to toss it into the fucking void. Nobody needed a committed library of my yank sessions.

      I switched my busted excuse for a device with hers, and the engine purred to life. The performance was the same, but for some reason, the lighting under the rail-bike was neon pink.

      B winked, “Finally riding in style.”

      One flip of the wrist and we shot out of that shitty crater where so much bad had happened. I made a promise to myself and for every one of my girls. We would never set foot here again.

      Speeding across the hills and past the groves that dotted every island across the planet, the night was giving way to dawn. It helped settle my nerves, looking at the suns getting ready for their ascent over the dark parts of the world.

      Pusi kept shooting glances over my crotch at Yare, looking away, then looking back again. After the twentieth or so time I couldn’t stop myself. “Why don’t you ask her, Pusi?”

      “Little cute things so cute.”

      I smiled and Pusi stared for a little longer. Yare looked back at her as well, verdant eyes looking at everything like it was the first time. I was sure she was curious about Pusi. Probably her first time ever seeing a Pusani. She probably also knew about their occupation and enslavement. They were alike in one clear respect, they were both connected to events that they wanted nothing to do with.

      Midori stayed tucked in a little ball in Yare’s arms, but Aoi ventured out and crawled into my lap. Little bugger fell asleep right there, claws dug into my jeans. Pusi looked like she was about to pounce on it.

      “You want to touch it, Pusi?” Yare asked.

      “Yes. Pusi want to touch.”

      “Try it, but do it slowly,” Yare instructed.

      Aoi’s eye popped open, but it didn’t move. Pusi slowly ran her furry hand across its fuzzy head. Aoi nuzzled her hand and Pusi gave it a good scratch behind the ear. “So cute. I can die now.”

      I was happy to see them getting along. B wasn’t interested. Her eyes were either glued in front of us, or behind us.

      “Lana will notice anything before you will, B. You might wanna relax a little before it begins.”

      “You don’t tell a performer to relax before they get on stage. Just leave me alone. I’m not pissed…I just get ready in my own way. Pay attention to the road.”

      A berm came up from the approaching slope and nearly blindsided us. I swerved and Pusi’s arm leaned into my side.

      “OW!” Pusi yelled then hissed at Aoi.

      “Whoa, what the hell, Pusi?”

      “Fucking spike on back. Look,” she held her hand up with a green quill stuck an inch deep into it. The lost spine was almost instantly reformed and Aoi jumped off my lap and back in with Yare.

      Pusi yanked the spike out of her hand and threw it into the grasslands. “You ok?” I asked.

      “Is nothing. So small I—” her head smacked against the pod edge and she slumped into it.

      Yare said something, pointing at Aoi.

      “Lana!” I yelled and fished-tailed the rail-bike to stop.

      She landed on the handlebars, looking over at Pusi. Raspy words and clicks came out of her. “I thought she was all healed?”

      Yare explained in a rush of whispers and breaths to Lana and she exploded into a green cloud and was on top of Pusi, healing her.

      “Looks like Aoi has the ability to tranquilize things. I’m simply making sure she isn’t so far under that her heart stops… Wait.” Her hands went dark and she pulled away from Pusi. “Wow, Pusani constitution is simply astonishing. She was hit with enough toxin to stop a creature ten times her size. I know, because I can sense it coursing through her veins. Instead, she’s in a light sleep and will likely wake up soon.”

      B was pushing her off. “You call this a light sleep?”

      Pusi’s tail, which had been motionless for a few minutes, started to shake and slide around. She let out a huge yawn, stretched her back, and rubbed her eyes. “What happen?” Her ears, which I had only ever seen either idly turning in different directions or pinned against her head during a fight, perked straight up and twisted to the right. “Shh!” she warned. “They far now. But on same course.”

      I looked off into the distance in vain. Yare and the mini-Kaiju were content hugging each other and enjoying the ride up until that point.

      “Is it Tawa?”

      “No,” Pusi said, “Jian-Di. Many Jian-Di.”

      B whipped out her battle-wand. “Shit, Pusi and I got point. She goes nuts up the gut and I’ll go tactical in her wake. Everyone else can fall in line and take what’s left.

      Pusi’s ears flattened back against her head. “They all Cullers.”
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      We were very close to the border, which was just over the next rise. The spires of the Light Bridge stood proud in the growing light of the dawn.

      Lana spread her fingers and prepared to transform. “I’ll see how many.”

      B grabbed her by the wrist. “Don’t they all know exactly what you look like? And aren’t they all hunters with crazy-good vision?”

      “They are, but we need to know, so—”

      “It’s too risky, Lana,” I said.

      We skirted the edge of the rise that Pusi said they were over. I powered my baby down and we crawled up to take a peek. Yare stayed in the pod with the Kaiju.

      A hundred strong, but their movements weren’t fluid. The concentrated mass of black limbs and backs running across the open grass seemed to ebb from side to side, like drops of oil in a bucket of water.

      “Is that number of Cullers even possible?” I whispered to Lana.

      “This was always the plan. You saw a special piece of rot in that jar the cousin was holding, but we had hundreds of jars with varying degrees of rot in them. All of the Jian-Di swear an oath that on Reckoning Day, they must take up the torch of our people and bear what must be borne. Tawa called it being a true patriot.”

      Pusi let out a low growl and hissed, “They herding. Outside ones think. Inside ones hunger.”

      The edges would push back toward the center from time to time then bulge back out at a different angle. There were differences among the Cullers’ ranks as well. The middle was a black cherry of roiling insanity, bodies being pushed past and those again trying to push past others. But running along the edge were Elites, periodically banging into the surging blob until it retreated into the middle again.

       “That’s one of the Elites’ roles,” Lana continued, “controlling the lesser Cullers. Once they arrive at the border, they’ll be let loose. I spent many a night in planning rooms watching Tawa carve up CONTROL. If they cross the gorge and get past the cannon fire, they’ll kill everyone inside.”

      B didn’t look impressed. “The Enforcers will be ready for them. We will see who—”

      “Look closer,” Lana said. “They are all equipped with cloaks. You all know what to look for, now, but you’re the first non-Levani to lay eyes on us. What about the Enforcers? Or anybody at CONTROL? When they cover their heads and turn invisible, they’ll breach the defenses with ease. So, yes, everyone will die.”

      “Mark?” B was a little less sure of herself, then, and so was I. My powers had grown and I was stronger for sure, but a hundred Cullers was a tall order.

      Lana continued, “Tawa doesn’t care about their longevity, either. The Elites can come back from their transformation, but the lesser Cullers travel a one-way path.”

      “B, you certain CONTROL or the Enforcers can’t track the Jian-Di when they’re cloaking?”

      “Lana’s right, we are the only ones who know.”

      I sank down behind the ridge and racked my brain for a strategy. We couldn’t just show up and tell CONTROL what to look for, especially at long range. But if we didn’t, the Cullers would certainly breach the border and enter the city.

      A thunder strike exploded off in the distance, but the rumble sustained and grew closer. I knew what it was. Who it was. The attack would start soon.

      I kept low against the ground and lay down next to B. “If CONTROL got their hands on a cloak, could they mount a defense in time?” I asked.

      “We can mount a defense against anything if we have enough intel. One of those cloaks would be more than enough. Time enough or not, I couldn’t say. Depends who’s on shift, I guess. And if they’re a happy employee or not. Why?”

      “Let’s hope CONTROL has forced them into their required emissions check recently. We need to get our hands on one of those cloaks.”

      B kept her eyes on the steadily advancing mass in front of us, but turned her head to me, “I’m glad you said it and not me. Cuz we’d have to get close without being seen, then take down or catch off guard one of the lesser Cullers, which are all mobbed together by the way. Then, be able to outrun either the one we stole the cloak from, or maybe like ALL of them. Right?”

      “You left room for nuance there, but basically, yes. Who’s going?”

      Glances were exchanged and we all waited for a hand to rise. B glanced back at the bike then grabbed me by the head and swung it around. “Tell me she’s sleeping in there.”

      I slid down the hill of the rise we were on, nearly tumbling forward trying to run faster than my feet were capable of and slammed into the pod. My arm caught the edge so I didn’t look like a complete ass. Inside, Midori and Aoi stared back. Something that none of us could’ve seen.

      Yare was gone.

      “Mark! There!” Lana hissed at me. All three of them were looking down to the right of the ridge. Grass and dirt kicked out from behind as I scrambled back up next to B.

      My hands sunk into the ground and in an instant, I was sheathed in a desperate desire to bring her back. B put a hand on my shoulder and stopped me from getting up.

      “It’s too late, Mark. She’s already down the slope. I told you we shouldn’t trust her.”

      Behind me were four tiny eyes, peeking over the edge of the pod. I saw in them something I hadn’t seen in what felt like forever. Calm.

      They were waiting.

      Lana backed off the ridge and readied her transformation. Her decision was clear-cut and final. “I’ll stop her. If they see me, I’ll just keep going. If she gives away our position, the list of outcomes for our efforts today will be considerably shortened.”

      There are moments in life that, given a short list of choices, will determine the paths of many in one instant. This was one of those moments.

      “Lana,” I said, “wait.”

      B was in my face instantly, “It’s now or never, lover boy. That right there is an open act of betrayal. She has no power to fight those fucking things.

      My eyes hadn’t left her. She was slowing down. A white flower floating toward a black hole. One of the Elites broke from the surging mass and came for her.

      She stopped.

      The Elite was at full charge and nearly upon her when she held both her hands palms up and stood still as statue. The blur of black skidded to halt in front of her and pointed at her. She reached out slowly and took the Elite’s gnarled and twisted hand. Yare stepped into the body of the beast, wrapped her arms around it, and vanished. Like their colors were just wiped off the green canvas.

      I looked back at the pod, and the four eyes had disappeared. “To the bike, now!” I hissed.

      As if by instant laser printing, Yare reappeared next to the rail-bike. The Elite pulled her off, threw her into the dirt and wheeled on us. It arched its back and air sucked into its swollen red mouth, but Pusi was too quick for it. She jammed her hand straight down its throat, grabbed the jaw with her other hand, and held on with her legs for dear life.

      “B!” I yelled.

      She dove at Pusi and pulled her off the Elite and I was right behind her. Its claws cut through the air and were meant to anchor in my chest. I locked its hand down with my right and swung with my left. Its elbow cracked and bent inward, black skin flaking and stripped like a wet tree trunk snapped in a vicious wind.

      Its screeching yelp lasted for only a second, as it pushed its own hand through its throat and stepped back. Two heavy thuds in the grass and it knelt before me, one black hand on its shredded arm. With a yank, black pitch sprayed then glugged onto the grass. Through gargling and choking fits, I could just make out what it was trying to say.

      “I didn’t catch that. One more time?” I asked.

      The Elite heaved and leaned back a little. At the first choking sound out of its evil gob, I put my hand through its chest, found what I was looking for, and heaved upward. Sounds of crunched bone and slippery ripped flesh filled my ears as I stood with its enlarged vertebrae column in my hand. The eyes stayed open, so I whipped it to the ground and buried its head under my heel.

      Yare limped over to the pile of flesh and gushing pitch, reached down, pulled the cloak from the carcass, and handed it to B.

      I hugged her close as her knees gave out. She leaned into me and stayed there. I knew the feeling. Every power has a price. She looked up at me and those big green eyes told me that she might be ready for another hug later. “So, you can teleport?”

      She nodded. “Tawa and the cousin worked on me for years. Tawa also likes a vigorous fucking. So, I was trained to teleport on and off his cock from across the room, daily. It didn’t take long for him to cum that way, so I got very good at it. The quicker he did, the quicker I could leave. He was gross.”

      B walked past Yare, grabbed the cloak and slapped her on the butt. “You’re on the team, girl. But we need to work on those team communication skills.” She hopped into the pod. “Chop, chop, people.”

      We loaded up and I took off for the bridge. Things were finally looking up. We had the piece of kit that would neutralize the Cullers. My thoughts never really turned from Yari, so I simply let her take up more of my thought processes. I wouldn’t fail her again.

      We came out of the rolling hills onto the flat plains leading to the spires of the border crossing.

      Pusi took the cloak from B and was turning it on and off. “Better than camera?” she asked.

      “Nothing is better than a camera,” she grabbed the cloak back. “It’s not a toy.”

      Lana swooped down from above, “We are about ten minutes ahead of the Cullers.”

      “Sweet!” I yelled back with no need to hide my voice, “We’ll be clear of the bridge before they get here!”

      Thunder cracked and boomed and hung in the air, sustained. Everyone swung around, scanning the skies for the Kaiju and Tawa. I locked my eyes on the bridge.

      Just a little farther.

      The thundering stopped, but the bike still had a small tremor.

      The tethered Light Bridge, my road back home—my road back to a position of strength to see Yari in my arms again—bowed up like a great python until it split in half, then slid down the sides of the Kaiju as it rose from the gorge and cast our hopes into the abyss.
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      The spires that had stood over the gorge on the first night Yari and I met, plummeted from the sky and we were right in their growing shadow. I yanked the bike hard right, the scream of the engine overtaking B’s screams of what to do now and where to go.

      The ground all around turned billowy orange then red then yellow then back to orange. The cannons had trained on the Kaiju and Tawa was angling himself out of danger. The Old-Tech was no joke. Every single hit thrummed though my chest. A sparse covering of clouds was the only white in the sky.

      “B! Is there another way into occupied territory?” The sounds of the cannons were unwavering, but the hits on the Kaiju had grown distant. Were they running? I hoped they were.

      “Nothing. This piece of shit can’t fly?”

      “NO!”

      “I fuckin’ told you to get one that could. But NO! You chose this hunk of ass-trash because it was all retro.”

      “It’s a very common human trait. Getting angry at him now is like being angry the sun is hot, or that ice is cold, or that the spring winds come—”.

      B cut her short, right there. “Shut it, big bird. We need eyes in the sky. Don’t let those Cullers encircle us!” Our friend, lover and teammate took off with explosions happening everywhere.

      Shit! The solution was so easy it would’ve bit my dick off if it could’ve. “B, just call someone to come pick you up!”

      The explosions that rippled across the back and sides of the Kaiju drew closer again. “Fat chance! That place is on lockdown. Tighter even than Lana’s butthole.”

      Lana was overhead but still close. “What was that?” she screeched.

      “Nothing!”

      Off to my right just cresting the last hill rise came the black coursing tide, but they never reached the bottom of the hill. Cloaked the second they came down onto the plains, they would be on us in moments.

      Cullers to my right, and an impassible mile-wide gorge to my left, and a writhing behemoth of terror coming up on my rear. B was freaking out, Lana was so close I could’ve grabbed her out of the air, and Pusi was ears back, eyes wide and tail stuck between her legs. I thought because I was on the verge of losing everything and dying that I imagined Yari’s touch on me one last time before the end. A light squeeze jerked me away from the edge of losing hope, and my eyes met with Yare’s.

      One finger, first at herself, then to each one of us, then toward occupied territory.

      I shook my head, “That’s too much. You know it’s too much.”

      She pulled one of my hands off the rail-bike handles and placed it over her heart. For such a frail little thing, she was firm and her heart beat strong. I really should’ve been looking at where I was going but she had me. Holding my hand on her chest with hers, she slipped her other hand up and then down my thigh. I wanted to lean over and kiss her right there.

      Her hand slipped off my knee onto the empty handlebar. “Trust me,” she mouthed.

      With more strength than I gave her credit for, she pushed with her legs against the pod walls and shoved the handlebars hard left.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I yelled at her. Both Midori and Aoi were wrapped around my arm, preventing me from reaching the handle.

      The gorge was fast on us and over we went. My stomach dropped as the pitch of the bike angled down. Yare’s hand was stuck in place, eyes closed, veins beginning to surface on her forehead. She flickered for a second. The mists swirled below and looked almost solid enough to land on. The rhythmic pulse of the cannon fire bathed us in all manner of colors and sounds.

      Then, like swiping from one screen to the next, the bike found ground and came screeching to a halt on the other side of the gorge. My baby took a beating, but she was still good enough to get us the rest of the way.

      “See, B? They don’t build ’em like this anymore.”

      Yare was slumped down in the pod, her tan skin drained of warmth and color and drenched in sweat. I felt for a pulse but nothing pushed back. “Lana, Yare needs help,” I yelled. Pusi was already out of the pod, looking back over the gorge. “She there, Marrrk.”

      Cannon fire streaked overhead, straight over the expanse. Under the Old-Tech destruction and above the dancing mists, Lana came in, wings back on a near dive right for us.

      “Go, go, go!” she shrieked as the sky grew darker behind her.

      “Pusi, get on!” She was in and we were off with Lana flying close above the speeding bike.  “Lana, Yare’s hurt bad!”

      She dove, slid into the pod, burst into a green spray of smoke, and then orange light flared out of her hands.

      We weren’t going nearly as fast as we needed to. Maybe twenty percent of max speed. The bike was in worse condition than I had thought. But, it was faster than running.

      B tapped the rearview cam and I watched the sky turn into deformed, folded black layers of Kaiju hide. I thought it would be on us in moments, but again, the cannon fire turned it away. Tawa had turned it hard right, so much so that I thought the thing would bend back on itself. When the tail whipped around and scrapped the plains clean, the mists began moving in strange circular patterns. The same circular patterns exploded all around the occupied side of the gorge.

      “The Cullers were launched across! They’re here!” I yelled.

      Ragged breathing and hisses were far off at first, but they slowly grew in intensity and volume. A wall of gnashing teeth and berserker rage bore down on us.

      “B! We need help, now!”

      The walls of CONTROL and home territory grew larger, but I could see all paths and gateways were thick and smooth with no entry possible.

      She stood up in the pod, slipped her Enforcer badge off her belt and started waving it back and forth at the uninhabited walls and ramparts. She slammed her fist down on her Clear-Tech. “Enforcer Radigan on Priority One Alert. I repeat, Priority One Alert! CONTROL, copy?”

      The only sound was the breathing and sucking of copious amounts of air into over-expanded lungs closing in.

      “Fuck, ANYBODY!”

      There was small click on the other end. “Copy, Enforcer Radigan. Maintain current course and hold at nearest entry gate. We have a Class A threat at the moment, so hold until the alert is lowered. Over.”

      “Negative, negative! We are being pursued by an overwhelming enemy force. Request immediate cover fire!”

      I lost track of how many were chasing us. Just shimmering air from one side of the screen to the other.

      “That’s a negative on support fire. Unable to confirm presence of threat. Maintain course and speed until—”

      “God damnit! You listen to me right now you microphone-sucking piece of…wonderful human. Just shoot behind us, please. The threat is real! PLEASE!”

      “Awaiting visual confirmation, over.”

      B sat down, arm over the edge of the pod, and laid her head on it.

      “You tried your best, B.”

      Pusi swung her leg over the seat behind me and held on to me with one arm. “Turn camera off.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Trust Pusi. Pusi is lady.” Her hand found my crotch and swiped the camera off.

      I felt her rustle around then get on her knees.

      After a few seconds, another click from the radio. “We have visual confirmation. Support fire imminent!”

      Pusi stayed behind me, leaning right to left, left to right.

      I saw B watching with her mouth agape.

      “B, what’s happening?”

      “She did it. I can’t fucking believe it.”

      “Believe what?”

      “She just, how can I say it, she blew up like a pregnant cat and exploded micturate all over the Cullers!”

      Pusi slipped back into the pod and sniffed my pant leg. “Yellow everywhere,” she said, “no piss for days.” She blushed and nuzzled into my thigh.

      The ramparts, which were lifeless up until few seconds prior, were lined with sharpshooters holding guns longer than the length of my rail-bike. All of the rasping and choking behind me was replaced with pinpoint fire and the sound of flesh penetrated by high velocity sniper fire. Then no more dirt flying up behind us.

      “Are you recording this, B? I swear to God I want this shit edited and on replay next time I sit for a listen.”

      “I wouldn’t mind joining you,” she said.

      “Then, it’s a date?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it’s a date.”

      Cannon fire booms intensified and became more frequent. The rock underneath us cracked and splintered and began to sink in some places. The Kaiju and Tawa had turned straight into the barrage of light and fire.

      Mists surrounded the massive body, pouring from holes and gashes and burned valleys covering its body. On the other side of the gorge, it absorbed them with ease, but the toll was beginning to show. It was hit with a fresh barrage of beams from underneath. It shuddered and slowed but kept pushing forward over our heads.

      “He’s heading for the Spire,” said Lana.

      “Then so do we. B, can you get the closest gate open?”

      “On it.”

      We were through and on our way down familiar streets and across much a more reasonable bridge-way. Although the city was on lockdown, I smelled Mexican food lingering in the air. Carne asada burritos with cheese and guacamole and sour cream and salsa fresca. I had enough reason to keep fighting to protect my girls but helping preserve the legacy of good border food in space could be enough motivation by itself.

      The whole time, the booming of energy slamming into Kaiju flesh echoed off the closed doors and reinforced windows of the domicile units. The Spire came into view through the faceless office structures and managerial personnel buildings.

      Wrapped around the Spire and being burned to death was the Kaiju. Volley after volley hit it from all sides. It shook and shivered and convulsed but stayed fixed to the top of the tower.

      We all got off the bike and Pusi carried Yare up the stairs to the entrance. Great wrought-iron doors with bands of wood carved from giant conifer-like trees braced them, if only for aesthetic purpose. I pushed on the door with both hands and it groaned open. We stepped inside. To our right was the beginning of a staircase that wound up into lines of torches that seemed more like stars in the vast darkness at the apex of the mighty tower.

      “I hate stairs,” I said.

      Pusi kicked me in the ass and walked past holding Yare. “Sometimes, Marrrk say very, very, very stupid shit.”

      B socked me in the arm. I guess when it rained it poured with so many women, but when they were irritated with you, it sucked bad. “There’s a lift over here. After you, Pusi. Mark can go last,” B said.

      Midori and Aoi shuffled past, sticking close to Yare.

      “Ya know, if I knew you were going to react the way you did, do you really think I would’ve said anything?” I pleaded my case. “The answer is no. It’s always no and I’m sorry. I never plan to say shit that pisses any of you off. Okay?”

      “Just fucking with you, lover boy. We have a girlfriend to save,” B winked.

      “Indeed, we do, B. Indeed, we do.”

      Lana grabbed me by the arm and let the others get on the lift first. “Mark, when we get up there, you have to promise that you will do the right thing.”

      “You know I will. We’re getting Yari back.”

      “That’s not what I mean. If Yari chooses to bond with Tawa, for whatever reason, she can no longer be yours. She will be Mother to his Father. She will do anything for him, including killing all of us. If she makes the wrong decision, you have to kill her.”

      “How about I just talk to her and convince her otherwise?”

      “No. We are in the Spire, Mark. This is a place of very old magic. Everything is ceremony here. Even if she lies to placate him, her actions will be enough to bond her to him. It means she will be lost to us. And if she is, she will help him bring ruin to the galaxy. You have to promise, Mark.”

      “Lana, you can’t ask me to—”

      “Promise!”

      “…I promise…”
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      Hurtling skyward inside the sterilized gray and sliver of the Occupation tech, there was no beating the ground with my fists, no screaming in vain, no racing heartbeat driving me on. I could only see one thing, the look on Yari’s face when she saw that I had come for her. Because I would never stop.

      Lana made me promise to kill her if need be. I understood her calculated strategy. It would be especially selfish of me to sacrifice billions of lives to chase after a love that was fully extinguished by the magic of the Spire and the protocol of Levani honor and sacrifice.

      From our first time speaking in the temple to running from the Culler, to her fighting to save my life, I was lucky. Maybe it was more than luck. I didn’t scoff at the idea any longer, the unscientific and non-technical notions of destiny. I let them have space in my head, and they brought me hope in a situation where many times there was none.

      All thanks to Yari.

      The lift shuddered to a stop and dinged. “Stay here,” I said and went out alone into the torch-lit temple with its pillars and archways engraved with symbols and signs of craft long since gone from the world.

      There would be no hesitation, no let up. I felt it inside me, the pillar of resolve I stood on would not give or break. I would not be denied. The tower trembled underfoot.

      Shadows broke around me as I came up another set of stairs leading into a circular room. Wind heated from the continued blasts upon the Kaiju whooshed in and funneled through the angled passageway.

      I heard them as soon as I saw them. Tawa and Yari were naked together at an obsidian altar. A ceremonial sword handle protruded from the top of the stone slab. There was enough flat space for Yari to be on her back, up on her elbows and legs bent at the knees. Her toes hung over the edge and she was spread-eagled for him.

      Tawa stood inches from penetration. Arms held out wide, the Life-Tech still in place, he formed a cross and looked up toward a hole in the top of the Spire’s dome. Great thunderheads had formed around the tower and rain was gushing into their eyes from above. It was no ordinary rain. Runes around the opening were on fire and the water plummeted down over their gleaming gold.

      When he finished his prayer or spell or whatever it was supposed to be, he bent over her, and pulled her face to his with his unsullied arm.

      The streaks of tears and rain on her face emphasized the sorrow and reluctance covering it. Openly sobbing as he drew her closer, she did not fight him. I could’ve killed them both in one hit during their moment of embrace. Two birds with one hate-filled stone.

      Her hands slapped against his chest and held firm. Our eyes locked and she screamed, “Mark!” The gold showering down on them faded.

      “You have an infuriating talent for showing up in places where you’re not meant to be, mechanic.”

      I stepped up from the last stair and continued moving closer as I spoke. “Heard there might be a wedding happening. Where I come from, you marry in public so people have a fair chance to object, if they want to. Thought I’d do just that.”

      Tawa’s hand sank into blue hair and he pulled her up off the altar, and held her in front of himself, arm extended for me to see. “Your objections are irrelevant. Your presence, however, is more than enough to ruin the sanctity of our bonding ceremony.” He yanked her back hard, his mouth rubbing against her ear, “Don’t you worry, now, the ceremony isn’t lost. We will be the new beginning of our people. No one will ever look down upon a mixed Levani again. Tell him you choose me, and I will leave him alive as my gift to you. Go on,” he inhaled deeply, taking in her scent, “tell him.”

      I had closed half the distance between us, but I wasn’t close enough to attack yet.

      “Mark, I…”

      Tawa thrust her head forward, “TELL HIM!”

      “Mark…I’m sorry,” she cried, then her shivering lip steadied. Her back straightened, and she began to pull away from him. “I love you, Mark.”

      Tawa’s laugh was a slow chuckle that grew into maniacal laughter. “So many twists and turns with this one, hey, Mark?” He reached back with his fouled black limb, grabbed the ceremonial sword hilt and pulled forth a long sword that was etched with symbols and split down the middle from hilt to double tip.

      “I remember seeing this when I bonded with Saiina. As my beautiful Mother-to-be stood in front of me, I couldn’t help but be curious, why would our ancestors have put this here, of all places? I thought about it for centuries, the whole while watching my Queen weaken.

      “Then one day, as another excuse for a Kaiju birthed from her unfit efforts, it dawned on me that it was put here for me. Put here for the one with the will and resolve to do whatever it takes to end the cycling of the Mothers. You see, cycles are inherently repetitive. They are put in place to keep things the same. But, there is no staying the same, you are either getting worse or getting better. It was clear to me then, and made even more so now,” he said taking her head in his hands and shaking it from side to side, “by this one’s recent choice, which way things have gone.”

      He held the blade out, checking its weight and quality, eyeing the line of its edge. “I tried to do things traditionally, but in the end, it’s always up to me to break the mold. This is Rau-Kan. It means ‘blood sword.’ Since you’re a mechanic,” he heaved, and the blade slid out of the crevice of her chest, “you can probably guess why!”

      He slipped it from her back and crimson poured onto the floor. The once-open middle part of the blade, where the fuller should have been, drank her life force and glowed red. “Here, you should be used to seconds by now. The rest is yours.” His boot launched her toward me. I ran and slid to catch her in my arms.

      He swung around to leave. Reaching out my free arm, I squeezed my hand into a fist and brought the weight of the Father down upon him as he tried to run. He slowed, turned, held out the blackened limb which held the Rau-Kan in and kept moving away. “You should’ve planned better.”

      I wasn’t strong enough to hold him.

      He ripped the Life-Tech from his arm, stepped through one of the open archways out into the crushing booms of cannon fire, and plunged the sword into the Kaiju’s slick flesh. The sword pumped its contents into the thick wall of muscle. The tower room shook as the sword emptied. Tawa looked back and gritted his teeth like a wild animal and then smiled at me while the Kaiju finally slipped and rumbled down the side of the Spire, taking Tawa with it.

      “LANA!” Yari was losing so much blood that it had already pooled. I stood and rushed toward the stairs, her long blue hair painted a red wave on the floor like an ink-soaked brush as I carried her.

      B was up first, then Lana, then Pusi with Yare. We laid the sisters side by side, Lana with the full glow of her healing prowess covering Yari in reddish-yellow light. Pusi held Yare’s hand while she fixed her half-closed eyes on her sister. Her other hand was wrapped tight around Yari’s.

      “Mark, what happened? I’ve never seen this kind of damage. Her insides have begun to mummify.”

      “He said it was called a Rau-Kan.”

      She closed her eyes and took inventory of Yari’s condition then looked at me, “Are you sure? He used that name?”

      I nodded and told them what happened.

      She slumped down, the light healing faded, and she withdrew her hands. “Then there’s nothing I can do. That blade drinks blood and the soul and puts it into whatever you stab it through. A horrible relic. Even if I could keep her alive, she would be half-dead for as long as her body lived.”

      “So, you’re saying we just let her die?”

      “Even if we do, her soul will find no peace. It will float half in limbo, and half inside that Kaiju—and that Kaiju is about to become the worst thing this planet has ever seen.”

      “Until when?” B asked.

      “Forever. It’s all we can do to ease her passing.”

      “We’ll do no such thing!” I was shaking by then, furious at it all. At the Levani, at the magic, at the Kaiju.

      “When she’s gone, she will feel nothing from here on out. It would be what you call humane to make her last drink of life a compassionate one.”

      The wind howled through the Spire, uninterrupted by the ceased cannon fire. The silence was harder to bear than the chaotic carnage wrought just a few moments earlier. Yari’s eyes were half closed, slipping through the entrance to the void.

      A new sound rumbled from beneath. Different from every grunt and snort and roar the Kaiju had let out since I first saw it in the Jian-Di hideout. Mid-ranges ground out, ending in a high-pitched shriek that near froze the blood stiff in my veins.

      B grabbed my arm and wiped her eyes. “We can’t stay here. We’re exposed, Mark.”

      Cold, hard reality was shutting down the last fires of hope inside me. I shut my eyes against the sting of it. “Let Yare say…goodbye, first. I’ll go last.” I kissed my fingers and placed them on her peach-colored lips. “Then we run.”

      Pusi rolled Yare onto her side and she began mouthing her farewells and thoughts of love into Yari’s ear. Like a doll, you could’ve imagined she moved or responded, but you knew she hadn’t. The stone under Yare’s cheek was wet with tears.

      She said something that made Lana jerk her head back then scurry around and help her onto her elbow. Yare took her sister’s head in her hand, kissed her forehead and smushed her nose and cheek into Yari’s placid face. She began to whimper, then yell. Her timid voice rose louder and louder until the sound of it rivaled the Kaiju’s scream. We all moved back from the force of it.

      Where Lana and Yare had used orange healing magic with their hands, this time Yare’s entire body was set ablaze. Parts of her flecked off and disintegrated in the wet air. The fire that enveloped her was bright as the suns that lived behind the clouds that shrouded us in one misery after another.

      The shrieking died, and then there was silence. All of us hovered over the two. Even Lana didn’t know for sure what to do next. Yari’s eyes opened fully, and her chest heaved upward, sucking in life that just moments earlier was fading away.

      She turned and pushed her forehead against Yare’s. “I knew it was true…”

      “She wanted nothing more than to see you, Yari,” I said.

      She smiled, sobbing and barely putting the words together, “She came to me. In the dark, she told me she was sorry for never being there. Sorry for what was done to both of us. She was my light.”

      Yare lay against the stone floor of the Spire bonding hall, skin grey but painted with a smile, finally at peace.

      Yari sat up and the beast below filled the air with its blood rage and hate. “Mark, are you ready?”

      “Baby girl, I was born ready.”

      “Then get on the altar and take your pants off.”
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      The Bonding ceremony was a link between Yari and me and the Spire itself. A link to the entire history of every Mother and Father. A tradition that never once involved the use of the Rau-Kan, a half human-Levani, or a human, but the obsidian altar was getting all three in the same day. Set high off the ground, it was made for the long legs of the purest chosen of their ranks.

      Pusi held Yare in her arms, covered in Lana’s heavy black robes.

      Yari stared at Midori and Aoi, huddled under Yare’s shadow. They were peeking at her from behind folds in the long cloth, each not sure of the others.

      Yari slowly tilted her head. “Are you sure they’re Kaiju?”

      “Your sister seemed to think so. As do I,” Lana said.

      I brought rain water from a trough off to the side of the room and washed the blood off the altar as Yari had instructed me. I knew what we had to do. Bond on the Altar of Bonding. That meant fucking in front of everyone, which wasn’t a problem, but the timing was on a short list of times not to have sex. No matter what I did, no matter what mental hoops I jumped through to get away from Yare’s sacrifice, I was pulled straight back to the light she disappeared into as I wiped the last splashes of red from grey.

      “Mark, you know what else Yare said to me?”

      “No.”

      “She mentioned you. She made me promise that you and I make Tawa pay for it all. She said she may not be here in body, but she’ll be watching.”

      “That’s both sweet and in need of processing time.”

      “I don’t think you understand what I’m saying. That sword took part of my soul and my blood. In order to save me, Yare replaced both with part of hers. She’s inside of me, right now.”

      “She would be here with us in her own body right now if I had been stronger.”

      She turned, grabbed me by the shoulder and sat me down on the slab. “I need you to calm down and focus for me. This is not how I imagined my first time would be. It’s not how I imagined us.”

      “Me, too. I thought I could in any situation, but, she’s right there,” I pointed to Pusi.

      Yari cupped my face in her hands and pushed her nose into my cheek and whispered, “Two things. One, if we don’t, we’ll be dead by midday. Two, I’m not only Yari anymore. Which makes this almost a threesome.”

      She jammed her tongue hard into my mouth, paused with it flattened against mine, then slid her dry lips against mine, flexing and relaxing until they were moist. She kissed me so soft and slow and deep that I nearly lost my shit right there.

      “I’ve been waiting for this since you first grabbed my trembling hand and ran with me from the temple. I believe in you. But, if this is the last time we ever do this, I’ll never forgive you.” Both hands holding my face eye-to-eye with hers, she melted every bit of reticence and doubt in my mind with a simple smile. “I’m yours.” She touched her forehead to mine. “Always.”

      Her hand guided me inside and she winced, and stopped. She was already clutching down on the head. Her chest rose and fell, and she continued until there was no more left for me to give. Her warm breath poured life and love into my soul while she rose and dropped her ass onto my thighs.

      Each wet moment at the top and bottom of her movements could’ve been the best of my life. Before I could think about what to do, where to touch, how she would respond, the air left my chest and my eyes shut the world away. Instead of a kiss afterward or even cuddling or hugs, I felt a fullness of soul and richness of purpose I never thought possible. I had emptied everything I was inside of her, and she was becoming me and I, her.

      I didn’t have to open my eyes to see the expression on her face, or fish for words of affection. They were as much from me as from her. The ruins of the eye above the altar shone bright gold, lighting a ring around us. Some of the runes touched our skin, the others floated in the air. Midori and Aoi perched on the altar slab to either side of us, tiny tongues licking their noses and waiting for a scratch behind the ear.

      “That was better than I thought.” Her voice was breathy as she rested her head on my shoulder. “Better than anything. EVER.” She threw her hair over to the right and smiled. “I guess I’m the Kaiju Queen, now?”

      I kissed her forehead. “Answer me one thing.”

      “What?” she said, pecking my neck with slow, sticky kisses.

      I opened my mouth, but her finger stopped my lips from moving, “If it’s anything like, Who’s your daddy, I’ll punch you in the dick.”

      “Never mind.” She saw it coming. Lying would be difficult from now on.

      I helped her up slowly, my hand in the small of her curved back as we separated. We had barely enough time to dress, show some much-needed affection to our new family members, and blush with everyone who had watched it all.

      Sirens had been screaming during the whole approach of Tawa’s Kaiju, but they went silent and were replaced with a high-pitched alarm that clicked on and off repeatedly.

      B was up and over at the window. “That’s the ‘all evacuation’ sign. Everyone is heading to the bunkers.”

      “Where bunkers?” Pusi asked, hoping for somewhere to lay Yare someplace safe as soon as possible.

      Then a radiating burst of energy flew through the sky. It covered every square foot of CONTROL and its sprawl from the Spire. When it hit us, the energy seemed to bounce off the open windows.

      B stood looking at her Clear-Tech, hand shaking and battle-wand hanging limp from her other hand. The screen was red.

      “What is it, B?”

      “Enforcers get updates on any deaths in Occupation territory. But, this can’t be right.” She walked over to me, shoved it into my hands, and backed away. “It’s broken, right? There’s something…fucked with the software or something, right?”

      Before I could stop myself, I read what I saw out loud, “Two thousand, eight hundred fifty-eight deaths. Evacuation protocol suspended. Salvage en route.”

      “Marrrk, how many live here?”

      “Two thousand, eight hundred and fifty-eight human names are on the register…”

      The stone shifted violently under our feet, and a fissure opened up from one side of the room to the other that crawled uncomfortably up both walls and ended halfway across the ceiling.

      “All of you, down the lift, now!” I yelled. “Yari, get—”

      “Way ahead of you, babe.” She grabbed the tiny Kaiju and ran to one of the open archways facing the red glow of death below.

      The ding of the lift sounded from below and I turned to face Yari. All I could see was a sea of blood and her tanned silhouette in the inky darkness.

      “He’s speaking to me,” she said.

      “What long-winded bullshit story is it now?”

      “He says we will know that it was Enkiru who broke the chains of blah blah blah. He named his Kaiju, Enkiru. The rest is just more of the same.”

      A white membrane slid across Enkiru’s eye from right to left. Pulling back from view, the air whistled and boomed from far off to the right. Sound streamed toward us like some locomotive beast out of control. The room jerked, tilted hard left, and kept tilting.

      “Grab my hand!” she yelled, holding onto Midori and Aoi. I ran and slid to her as the top of the building listed. In freefall, totally out of control, we grabbed hands and our purpose was one.

      Our bodies vanished. We swirled through a vortex of light and color and finally came to a stop in two places at once. One green cave and one blue, with a hole that we could see out of. Yari and I were inside Midori and Aoi at the same time, tiny bodies tumbling through the air.

      Yari’s voice swept through my mind. “I am connecting you to both Midori and Aoi. You are both of them with me. You will feel what they feel, but if they die, I will, too.”

      “What about me?”

      “I think you know the answer to that. Fate wouldn’t give us this power if it meant we could be together in death. You will lose me forever. So, don’t.”

      I began strategizing the least dangerous course of action for our pint-sized Kaiju. It amounted to a plan of sticking the big boy with as many sleepy Aoi needles in its foot as I could and flying around its eyeballs scratching at them with Midori.

      Yari had been following along with me. “That’s a cute plan,” she said, “but remember when I stopped you from dying?”

      “Hard to forget, babe.”

      “Well, I felt the rot inside of you and forced my energy against it, pushing it back and holding it in place long enough for you to not die. I learned the expansion of my energies.”

      “Right, but I’m good, now.”

      “Sometimes, a tool is good for more than one job. Watch this.”

      The debris falling with us went white with heat, stalled in midair, then blasted out in all directions. The two tiny Kaiju burned bright white in the air. The light expanded rapidly as everything around was consumed by brilliance.

      When the light faded, the vantage points from the two cave-like apertures I looked out from had completely changed. One set of eyes was even with the halfway point of the tower, the other with the clouds streaking past.

      Then I felt the size, weight, and strength of both the formerly tiny Kaiju. I was swept away in their new form and I watched as they moved through the ravaged landscape. Revenge was heavy on their breath.

      Aoi’s legs had become massive jackhammer pistons that deformed the ground underneath him. He was half a million tons of ripped muscle and unbreakable bone but if he jumped, he might never come down. His small quills had transformed into a forest of razor-sharp swords glistening in blue venom.

      The Spire was ruined. A jagged and shabby ceremonial shiv left thrusting toward the heavens.

      Through the clouds and mist, what looked like God’s arrow shot up from the planet and broke into the warm rays of the Levani suns. Hanging still in the air with wings spread wide enough to span the Spire from ground to tip, Midori brought them together and cleared the oceans of grey off the Occupation territory below with a howl of hurricane force winds. Her soft, furry face had become a hardened, weaponized beak of death, and her talons were one-fifth of her entire body size.

      Midori saw it below.

      Lidless slits, soulless and engorged with rage, looked back at her. It must’ve had to bend over to look into the tower like it had. Twice the height of the unbroken Spire, even above the clouds, it could’ve easily plucked her out of the sky. Midori circled, then pulled up to distance herself from the terror.

       It was some kind of humanoid-reptile mix, cloaked in black almond shaped discs of armor for skin and a wiry chain of bone for a tail that sent parts of the settlement flying into the air as it whipped and lashed the landscape. Standing upon two mountains of twitching slick power that sunk into the earth, cracks in the floating island spider-webbed out around it.

      “Doesn’t look very mobile,” I said.

      “Don’t be too sure—”

      The behemoth looked up, bent its mighty legs, blurred, and then it was gone. The green cave I watched from went dark. It appeared in front of Midori at chest level, pulling its land mass of an arm back hard. Midori pitched down but was too late. The arm blurred and then reappeared as it slammed into her. One second, she was shrieking in pain, the next she was a sliver of green flashing in the sky before exploding into the earth below.

      She struggled to get up. Her body lifted, but her head dropped and her wings slipped inside the crater walls. She tried again and found her footing but listed to the right. She shook it off and swung her mighty wings to take off. The debris around the pit she’d created choked the air around her.

      Earth buckling under its weight, Enkiru landed on the crater rim with both hands, gnarled impossibly thick, clasped over its head. Again, the shimmering before the attack, but the hands appeared only halfway through the arc of death as Aoi’s legs loaded up and exploded, spinning him through the air and slamming him into the super-Kaiju’s knotted fields of chest bulk. He had lodged himself and nearly half his spines into his target.

      With a hurricane-inducing exhale and scream, the same massive hands avalanched down on Aoi’s body. Enkiru wrenched the blue beast from its chest, raised its arms, blurred, and put him into the foundations of the island that CONTROL was built upon.

      A fount of reddish-yellow gushed from Aoi’s mouth, but he was still alive. Midori had managed to get airborne but the super-Kaiju’s dead serpent eyes followed her arc across the sky as it prepared for another jump.

      From our green and blue viewpoints, I watched a solitary beam of golden light tear through the air of the destroyed settlement and bury itself in the jaw of the super-Kaiju. I knew it was the girls. Midori’s eyesight was laser perfect. Pusi, B, and Lana manned an array of Old-Tech cannons that had survived Tawa’s nightmare’s final birth into the world.

      Aoi was on his feet and ran headlong at the distracted nightmare fuel.

      When two more volleys followed and ricocheted off Enkiru’s armor, it vanished again. Midori slowed and braced for an attack, but it never came. In the distance, across the barren ruins of the Occupation’s territory, we heard an explosion.

      “Remember what I said about Yare?”

      “That she is part of you, now?”

      Then a second explosion.

      “Yes…”

      Pusi and B ran from fire and destruction to either side of the third cannon tower. The shadow cast by the beast stretched over the length of gorge and touched the edge of the Levani territory.

      The super-Kaiju’s balance shifted as Aoi appeared in another leap produced by his muscle-coiled legs and slammed into the back of its knee. At the same time, Midori appeared at full speed, talons out and burying into the side of its serpentine scaled neck.

      Buildings and CONTROL-sanctioned forest park alike ceased to exist under Enkiru’s meteoric impact. There were no shimmering parts this time. Under great labor of cyclone breath and terraforming limb movement, slowly it began to stand and right itself.

      “Midori in a dive is as much a weapon as Aoi’s spines. She might be able to pierce its skin if there’s an opening,” Yari’s voice was a calming force in the chaos in front of us.

      “Big if.”

      Then Enkiru’s bone tail shuddered and lashed into action, whipping Midori out of the sky on a shrieking path into the gorge mists. Aoi was on the move when it whipped at him next, just missing as he ducked and slid across the broken cityscape. He launched and balled up at the monster again, spikes spinning into a sawblade of poison and death.

      I saw the spines already embedded in the super-Kaiju’s chest. If I hammered them again, I thought maybe there was a chance they could break past the armor into its flesh.

      Then it vanished. Aoi hit the dirt and slid to a stop. His spines stood straight on end as he took off. Feet and claws tearing into the rubble, he sped away as far as he could get from the girls.

      A moment later, it fell from the sky like an angel of death and drove Aoi into the floating island. Its hands wet with orange blood, it turned downwind to its last prey, the cannon mount that the girls were in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      One set of eyes was blurred and half-closed, the other lost in the mists.

      Enkiru’s thunderheads of steam hissed and roared from its widening maw. The low thrum shook the ground and grew louder and louder. Winds screamed off the summit of an untraversable and inhospitable mountain range of teeth and pure rage, then silence and all seemed gone from the world.

      I thought I saw movement from the girls’ direction. Something small, and black, much faster than anything could run.

      Whatever came out of Enkiru next, no tech could’ve produced. It was as if someone had caged a coronal ejection and pointed it toward Pusi, B, and Lana. The world turned white. Light consumed every corner and curve of the broken building, leaving nowhere for shadows to hide. The world was gone.

      White turned to grey as the light faded. The nothingness lifted, and I saw what the fire that Saiina talked about was capable of—a trench fifteen stories deep gouged out of the earth, and reaching straight out to the horizon. Every Levani still alive would know all was not right.

       Aoi coughed up a ball of coagulated orange the size of my company housing unit then slowly lifted his battered body. He began to crawl out of the hole Enkiru put him in. Keeping one eye on the monster, and one eye forward, he made it out. The haze that had collected around the window I saw out of was beginning to clear, but I felt how close he was to the end. My body was sheathed in the armor of the Father, but even with it on, I was on my knees looking out at the world. Without it, I knew I would’ve been long dead.

      The super-Kaiju spent a moment with its mouth open, entire rain systems lifting from its steaming white-hot jaws. Even with this off-the-chart power, there was a price to be paid for the destruction it craved, and payment was due. It was resting.

      How long until it could move again?

      “Yari, can you do anything about Midori? I can’t see shit and I doubt we’ll get another chance to regroup.”

      “Way ahead of you. Midori is still lost in the mists. I’ll try to find which way is up. You focus on Aoi.”

      A full-frontal attack had proved to be near suicidal. There was an opening, for sure. During its recharge to move or strike was a window of opportunity, but I didn’t know how much time we had to take advantage of it. It seemed like two seconds at most. We needed to be close, but also not be very fucking dead at the same time.

      Aoi grunted with every move but kept going. I feared the breaking crush of another attack by Enkiru and Tawa. It hung over our heads like it was at the end of a slowly-breaking rope. But, it didn’t come.

      I could see the Spire behind Aoi. He had nearly cleared the rim of the crater.

      When the behemoth finally recovered, it turned and faced Aoi. From my blue-colored viewport inside Aoi’s head it looked like it was staring straight into my eyes. Another shimmer and it was gone again. I closed my eyes and waited for the hammer to fall. The crush of a city block deafened my hearing, but it wasn’t the ground around Aoi.

      It stood over the broken Spire. Head pointed down, its jaw unhinged, stretched wide enough to eat the damn thing whole, and began a second buildup of power.

      “Mark,” Yari’s voice was distant. She labored through the same pain I did. “The Spire is a lot of things to the Levani, including a reminder of our power, and loss. But for you and me, it has a special meaning we can never escape. While the tower stands, so do you and I.”

      “But, so does that asshole, right? He used the damn thing to transform his Kaiju just like we did.”

      “It’s hard to explain, but I’ll try. We used our combined energy to expand the size and capabilities of Aoi and Midori. Tawa and his Kaiju are different. When he failed to bond with me and used Rau-Kan to mature Enkiru, I felt something like separation. Like Tawa had left the cycle of this existence. There is no way he hasn’t given himself completely to the black. Enkiru is as much Tawa as Tawa is Enkiru now. When he burns the Spire and guts the foundations, he wins. He will go on rampaging as a new force of nature in the galaxy. And we will all die.”

      Midori’s vision cleared, and I could see sunlight trying to penetrate the haze of destruction. “Nice work, baby girl. Guess it’s now or never, then?”

      “Yes. But at less than half strength and with no plan, we have to pull something out of our asses.”

      Hearing my words coming out of her mouth made me grin in spite of the odds we faced. “Just give me the tools and the problem and I’ll figure something out. Gonna barn door this shit.”

      “I actually know what that means.” She sounded surprised.

      Midori cut through the clouds into the light of the triple suns and soared higher, past the stratosphere and into the mesosphere and then hung there, wings ruffled and uneven. Streaks of orange blood colored her in the battle paint of death from breast to feather-tip.

      Enkiru’s teeth and gums had gone white again, and swirls of dark energy began to accrete around its life-ending maw. A flash of gold light, then another, and another. From far off on the solitary still-standing rampart, the girls worked unprotected on top of the last Old-Tech cannon. Blast after blast ricocheted off the behemoth’s broad chest. A buzzing scratch reflecting the energy away each time it was let loose, like tiny peasant stones flung at a mighty castle portcullis.

      Then a soft wet thud.

      For the first time, it looked around, and then looked around again. The accretion disc wavered and shrank, and the bulk of the beast lurched forward. It was enough to turn its head and gain its worried attention. But its body stayed hunched over, laboring at existence.

      “NOW!” Yari screamed.

      Midori shimmered and disappeared from the sunlit sky like the God of Fire itself. A thin line of golden light drew across the distance into the back of the super-Kaiju’s skull. The end of the string of light followed Midori through until she came out the bottom of its jaw. Before she cleared the stadium of jagged teeth, she gripped the exposed bone and pulled, taking its head down with her.

      At the same moment, Aoi barreled into the side of its knee, buckling it and tipping the behemoth just enough to start it falling over.

      Enkiru’s head was opened up for the universe and all the people it had just killed to see. The Spire jutted from the beast’s back, still standing, covered in black pitch and apartment-sized chunks of quivering biomass.

      On my hands and knees inside both Kaiju viewports, the vortex of light and color swept up and pushed me back into my corporeal form. I lay next to Aoi. Less than a hundred yards away, I felt Yari more than saw her. She laid there for a time, hugging and caressing Midori as I walked to her while holding Aoi. He licked at the hair on my arm and wheezed every few seconds.

      “You did a good job, baby girl. Not bad for a first-time Mother.”

      “You, too,” she smiled.

      I sat and watched her simply live in the moment, knowing that in some part of her, Yare was experiencing the same thing.

      Imagining Pusi, B, and Lana getting to that cannon tower and doing what they did brought a smile to my face. I wasn’t a big hug type of guy, but damn it, I was gonna tackle-hug those ladies. I heard the rocks and debris scratch underfoot in front of me. I squinted through the brown and grey clouds and saw movement.

      But, it wasn’t three female heroes. It was one figure, listing back and forth and slowly emerging from the fog of the aftermath.

      Slick black skin covered by twisted cartilage, silver hair down to the knees, and crystal blue eyes pushed halfway out of their sockets. Red pooled around the edges with streams so numerous as if to be a hundred waterfalls of blood.

      Tawa stumbled  toward Yari. The Father’s armor had left me, but I stood in spite of the pain and fatigue. I sat Aoi down and he limped along with me.

      It was a race between us to get to Yari, who was still kneeling and embracing Midori’s charred feathers and bald patches. I could feel her calmness, though. Like none of this was happening.

      As I closed on Tawa, I stopped dead in my tracks. He wasn’t alone.

      “Where’s…Mother?” he whimpered, half-drowning in mists that churned and ebbed slowly through him and around him.

      I made it to Yari before he did and stood in his path, my Surudo blade held firm in my right hand and Aoi growling with arched back to my left.

      “He’s not gonna stop. What should I—”

      “Mother?” the desperate call from the void asked, like a lost little boy in a crowded sea of strangers.

      “Come here,” she called to it. “Come to me, child.”

      What I felt then was not part of me or any part of her I had felt before. A well as deep as the universe swelled underneath her and she was one with it.

      I was merely along for the ride.

      The creature’s voice shifted between that of a young child and the deeper, self-absorbed Tawa. “Mother? Where have you been?” The mists shifted and blurred around limp arms and a back pocked with jagged vertebrae and shreds of clothing stuck fast to its tacky dermis.

      “Tawa. Enkiru. You’ll be at rest soon enough.” There was a regal quality about her voice that shocked and mystified me. “Your journey has been long, longer than most. But such is the life of a Father who abandons his kin. Some cycles need continuing, but this is not one of them. The pain that surges across this universe, all of it has a source. A root from which springs a sobbing tree of wilted dreams.”

      “Mother?”

      “You will be the last Father who abandons his child. The last to abandon the Mother. The last to run from his necessary path of pain and self-sacrifice. You will be the last because there will never be another from now until time has stopped who will experience the gap between what you are now, and what I will make you.”

      Tawa’s black hulking body and spidery limbs stepped forth against the mist. The further he separated, the louder Tawa’s voice became. “Inssside, we are all—”

      “We are old and wish to rest, my pig-headed husband. Come, like the girl said,” Saiina’s voice crescendoed forth. She glided forward and put a hand on Tawa’s forehead and melted the black off him. He stood, a bit thinner than I remembered him, and looked quite confused. “This is a path decided long before either of us came to be. Come. Let’s take that walk you promised me.”

      “I can’t believe you remembered that,” he said.

      “What more do I have to say or do to convince you that I loved you? Stubborn old Flit-beaked dickhead.”

      “I’ve done too much, Sai. It can’t be as easy as that.”

      She stood in front of him, hands on hips in mid-scold. “Maybe it’s a universal man thing, the bad hearing. You and I went through what no two Levani have ever gone through. But, look at what we have now. These two. These two are the next step. At least, that’s what I feel. Anyway, come on, damn it! Take my hand before I chuck you back into the mists you came from.”

      He and the misted child both reached for Yari’s hand and they all faded into light. I saw three figures. A Father and Mother who would never quit, and their child, who drank their resolve like the Fountain of Youth itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Yari sat across the long, dark mahogany-like meeting table in the Great Hall of the Levani Chiefs. We were alone. Fading sunlight fed the halos that hovered and wavered around candles placed sporadically around the room.

      “Are you sure about this?” she asked.

      I took a long pull of my Levani ale. “See this? This is beer. Your people didn’t have beer before me. That’s a lifetime gig, being the guy who brought beer to a planet.”

      “I’m serious,” she folded her arms, straight, full-bodied blue hair spilling over her right shoulder. “This is going to ruffle a lot of feathers.”

      “Meh. Let them be ruffled. I’m the…wait for it…FATHER OF BEER!” I drank until the suds refused to slide to me from the sides of the cup. “Don’t worry, there isn’t much they can do. The dickhead humans who first came here were interested in low level, easy-to-understand shit. Profit. So much so, that they left their best tech here just in case the opportunity for more profit arose. Tech that was so awesome, it helped us beat a super-Kaiju. As long as we promise some kind of monetary compensation, CONRTOL will be fine.”

      “You sound, and feeeeel, drunk…SIR.”

      It was the first round of beers I’d had in ages. And, it was named after the events that made us legends on Levani, so I was sucking it down like a humpless camel. “Like I said, meh.”

      Yari stood, poured herself a glass of water, and began undermining my bid for establishing a month of beer worship. “They’ve had the girls in custody for a week, now.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir, here. This Bone Meal Hefeweizen is incredible. Levani priests can hold a room at temperatures to be worthy of song. Although I’d like to take a crack at some IPA at one some point. Maybe. Twin Mists IPA?”

      “Tawa and Enkiru are in the ether now, with Saiina. Those names might not be the best for beer.”

      “Sorry,” I stood to get another drink and stopped. “Sounds like they’re almost here.”

      The rhythmic pounding of boots on the ground and proper English meant only one thing, the Earth envoy had arrived. They filed in, ten strong, and sat at their designated places. On our side of the table were me, Yari, and three representatives of the surviving Levani clans.

      A stodgy, medal-ridden, square-jawed CONTROL mouthpiece started the proceedings. “We thank you for this platform for dialogue between our two peoples. Earth and Levani have benefitted from centuries of trade and mutual management. We are here to reaffirm your commitment to the rebuilding of our survey outpost for the continued betterment of Levani society.”

      Yari stood and bowed, a long, perfectly-postured motion, and slowly rose from it. She then took her broken piece of Life-Tech and skipped across the length of the table until it hit the big-jawed mouth piece in his big-ass jaw.

      “We wish to renegotiate,” she said.

      “Now, Ms. Yari, I believe it is… we respect your desire to advance the discourse between our peoples. Hopefully, you will be able to see—”

      Aoi and Midori jumped out from under the table and skulked around in front of the gallery that had assembled. Half the humans pulled back from the table, the other half leaned in and stared with wet lips and probing, sweaty hands. “So, it’s true?” one of them slobbered.

      “Yes. It’s true,” I said. “It’s also true that since Tawa yen is dead, your presence here on Levan is no longer legitimate.”

      I felt so important at that table. I wore the slick garb of the Levani, shiny robes and extra lengths of cloth thrown over my shoulder. I liked that I could stick it to my former employer. I was free of the loop. I never had to check in again. I was the master of my own ship. And it just so happened, that my ship was a galaxy-smashing badass of a vessel.

      I took first shot at intergalactic diplomacy as a certified mechanic. “First, you turn full about-face on your, and I quote, ‘Sustainability Plan for Leviathan Management.’ That’s done with. Next, give us back the Pusani, the human, and the Levani who helped us—and you fat-headed fucks by proxy—destroy a monster that would’ve been on Earth’s doorstep right about yesterday. Should make for good PR back home if you don’t. Clear?”

      The mouthpiece and the well-fitted hat wearers close to him grumbled together for a minute or two. Their heads all turned toward me at once. “We agree.”

      I pretended to wash my hands in the air in front of me. “Sweet!”

      “Under one condition,” he said while shadows crept in across his big-boned head. A fucking ridiculous bulbous and soulless head. “We agree as long as you two, and only you two, retain control over any and ALL Kaiju on Levani.”

      Yari’s hands shot out across the table and she stood with her perfect C-cup tits hanging over the well-used wood. “Deal!”

      “Tech Agent 619, what say you?”

      “Guess you’ve never been married. What she said.”

      The meeting lasted a few hours after that but consisted mostly of us sitting there and just being there. Pointless waste of time, but that was the bureaucratic way.

      We departed from the meeting hall and hopped on my refurbished and better-than-new rail-bike. Yari slipped on behind me and whispered in my ear, “I remember so many things about how we met, but now I know memories from you that you never meant to tell me about.”

      “Me, too,” I said.

      “I plotted a course for your bike. Just press the button and let’s go. I have a surprise for you.”

      I did what she asked, and we sped off into the Levani countryside. I had been in such a rush to get from here to there or from there to another place that I hadn’t been able to take in the sights as I once had.

      Continental island edges that dropped off into the core of the planet and sky colors full of every hue of what a rainbow could have on offer. We crossed an unassuming Levani island bridge and were onto a less clean and less manicured part of Levan I had never been to before.

      “It looks like nobody lives here, Yari.”

      “This place has been abandoned for quite some time. Not for any sinister reason or political maneuvering. It was just the policy of the Elders to move everyone from the outlying islands into the central island. What’s very rare about this island is that the previous owners and their claim to the land has been difficult to track and therefore canceled. So, anybody, as long as they are Levani, can come here and take as much of the land as they want. It’s just that nobody does.”

      I slowed my pace on the rail-bike and took in the scenery. “Not bad country, here. I had a plot of land back on Earth I was eyeballing forever. But to actually get land and get the permits and make it one hundred percent yours was impossible.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Her arms squeezed harder around my waist. “We’re close, now,” she said.

      We went through a grove of thick trees that I had to slow down for. It was a rare sight to me, thick tree growth on this planet. Once we cleared the forest, before us was a long flat plain lush with yellow Levani grass, but also mixed in was green grass that I had seen on Earth.

      “Did you splice the green grass in, or something?”

      “No. It grows wild here.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “If that’s beautiful, wait until you see what I have for you.”

      We continued on and had to cross a stream a few times. Then, it appeared out of the green and yellow around me.

      In the Levani design, but using less immaculately carved and lathed wood, was a log cabin. My dreams brought out of my mind and made into reality. Like she had seen them herself.

      “Do you like it?” she asked.

      I was off the bike at that point, slowly circling around and taking all of it in. I went right to her, picked her up off the bike, and carried her to the front door.

      “Where I come from, this is how we first make love.”

      “Right here?”

      “No. I carry you through, then we get all wet and nasty wherever we want.”

      She tapped her forehead like an answer she was hoping for would pop out of it. “I’m not sure I like the idea of ‘wherever’ for our first time in the house.”

      “I respect that. Since you built the house, without me. And designed the house, without me. How about you make the choice for us? Just so it’s all you?”

      “Is this a test?”

      “Maybe a quiz.”

      “It’s your call, then,” she finally said.

      “Ok, let’s head in.” We stepped inside to the well-lit, and well-warmed idyllic cabin. That can mean lots of different things to lots of different people, but let’s just say, it was straight fucking PERFECT.

      We finally embraced, ripping the clothes off each other and drinking in the most privacy we’d ever had. We sucked and licked and cuddled and started again two or three times. All while on the wood floor, and a couple of times on a sofa on the first floor. We finally made it to our bed on the second floor.

      “Are there bears on Levan?” I asked as I licked and caressed her.

      “Huh?”

      “Guess not. Never mind.”

      We slowed, locked eyes, and started to drown in our passion for each other again. Clothes long gone down on the first floor, the slap and slip of skin echoed through our dream home.

      A scratch of wood and a low feline growl stopped us dead in our sex-tracks.

      Yari pushed me right off. “Pusi?”

      Up the stairs came our Pusani hero, one of the three goddesses on the cannons that stopped a galaxy-ending event.

      Next up the stairs was Lana. She flew up then exploded in her trademark green ball of light and grabbed Yari by the shoulders. “What did you say to those humans? I’ve never seen them be so efficient in their kindness and plans for captives. Wow. You two are incredible!”

      “No,” I said, “we’re not incredible, yet. Lana, Pusi, come here, baby girls.” In moments, I was swallowed up and drowning in nipples and different-shaped clits and slightly different smells. It was surprising what stayed the same between completely different species.

      I heard the mechanical whir of something in a high alcove in the entrance of the house. After a few seconds of naked adventuring through the front of the house, I found it.

      A camera, simple enough. Anybody could’ve acquired it if they tried. But I knew a person who was full-on committed to the endeavor of sexually explicit video recordings.

      “B! You get your red-headed ass out here right now!”

      She slipped out from under the wooden stairwell all camouflaged and ready to stay hidden for days at a time. “Wow. Saw it on the first night?”

      “B, come here,” I said. I put my arm around her. I was ready for her to punch me in the stomach at any point, but she didn’t pull away. It was always a respect thing with us. She gave me shit because we knew we were on the same team. “Close your eyes,” I said.

      She did, and I went in for the meaningful kiss. My lips hit hers half dry and half wet at first. Our flavors mixed and we became one. I spoke as I licked her and kissed her neck. “I don’t think you need cameras anymore, B.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But I’m gonna keep track of your ass nonetheless.”

      And so, I lived happily there in the wooden cabin on an alien planet with my alien wife and family of sexy heroes. It wasn’t long after that when Yari became pregnant. What did surprise me though was when Pusi, B, and Lana all got pregnant as well.

      All in all, not bad for a career-ending gig. I think if I were to give advice to anybody it’d have to be, you don’t always have to fuck her hard. In fact, sometimes that’s not the right thing to do. Sometimes, you gotta kill a Kaiju.
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