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“There is hope and a kind of beauty in there somewhere, if you look for it.”




H.R. Giger



















To those of you who were there

from the very beginning:




thank you,

for everything.


PROLOGUE

A thin sliver of sunlight made its way through the half-moon window at the end of Skye’s room. It slid over her dresser, flicked up the edge of her mirror and bore a white dot on her eyes. She remained motionless where she stood before her reflection, clenching her jaw and pulling at the inside of her lower lip with her teeth. She felt outside of her body, detached from everything around her, faraway and unreal.

She furrowed her brow and focused on her own hollow gaze. Her eyes were bright, blue and blank, she decided with a grimace. The longer she looked on them, the more color seemed to slip away from her irises and fade into a bland, lifeless gray.

A sharp tapping distracted her from them, from the mirror, from her silence. “Skye,” her sister called from the other side of the door.

She lowered her eyes, released a puff of air and pressed her palms to the mirror. She felt inclined to run her fingers there, to ignore the voice outside and instead focus on the perspiration forming around her hands. It reminded her that she was still alive, that there was something inside of her making her body work.

“Nataaaaasha!” her sister interrupted her trance a second time, voice accompanied by another quick series of taps.

Skye glowered. “Dammit Anya, don’t call me that,” she snapped, and the sound of her own voice startled her. She’d almost forgotten she had one.

“Then get your ass up and eat some of these pancakes with me. I made too many.”

Skye stifled a derisive laugh. She thinks I’ve been sleeping. Skye wished she’d been sleeping. She wished she hadn’t spent most of the night tossing from side to side, gritting her teeth and squeezing her eyes shut in an attempt to blacken her mind, to dull the sharp stab that ran the length of her spine, to silence the grating hum that thudded beyond her eardrums whenever the world fell still around her. Even her bedside radio hadn’t been enough to hush the sound; it had been ravenous and unending, even wavering on the brink of deafening.

It was getting worse.

“Pancakes,” she sighed. She shoved once at her mirror and turned to collect her work clothes.

“Yes,” Anya muffled through the door. “Pancakes. Hurry up before they get all cold and nasty.” She thudded down the hall.

Skye pulled her shirt on and made a face at the mirror. Pancakes, she mouthed. It was hard to envision something as ordinary as a plate of syrup-glazed pancakes after the nightmarish forms that had populated her half-sleep. Too ordinary, like the wooden name tag she pinned to her shirt. None of it seemed real anymore.

Maybe it isn’t, she realized. She fixed her reflection with a too-bright, too-blue gaze. As though on cue, the blue thinned and vanished. Her eyes became vacant, grayscale orbs, shimmering with the threat of tears.

They weren’t hers. They’d never been.

She exhaled a puff of breath over the glass, fogging them from view. Her finger collided there next, scribbling a small smiley-face into the condensation.




















SATURDAY


SKYE

Skye sneered at the sight before her: a small child in a highchair screaming at the top of his lungs. He waved a bowl of macaroni overhead with one grubby hand, smashed it into the table several times and sent noodles flying left and right in a sticky, tumbling mess. His parents continued their conversation as if the urchin simply didn’t exist, entirely unaware of the vicious glare Skye shot them from across the room.

“Assholes,” she said just loud enough for her coworker to hear. The two of them stood at the foot of the restaurant, Skye with her arms crossed and clutching one empty bussing tray, her coworker busily inputting an order into the computer. Her name was Fran, a tall, slender woman that looked about as amused with her job as Skye did.

“You should serve. It’s good money.”

Skye laughed, though it was forced, almost painful. “Someone would be walking out of here with a broken nose and a salt shaker shoved up their ass.”

Their manager spotted them, quirked an eyebrow and made his way over. He shot Fran a mischievous smirk before flicking a stack of coasters free from the countertop.

Fran kneeled to collect them. “God dammit Jeff.”

“You two looked bored.”

“We were just discussing how Skye should be a server,” she teased. Skye shot her an unamused scowl. “I’ll train her and everything,” Fran went on with a wink.

“You gonna give her a personality too?”

“Wow,” Skye murmured. “Thanks Jeff.”

Fran chuckled, “I just wanna see somebody get a salt shaker shoved up their ass.”

Skye grumbled under her breath and went off to clear a recently-vacated table of debris. She snatched up wet, sauce-covered napkins and used toothpicks, wiped the table down and moved on to the kitchen. It was noisy and messy, and cooks were shouting at each other above the radio. She much preferred it to the noise in the dining area.

“Hey Skye,” a voice interrupted her as she flung the glasses’ contents into the sink, not bothering to toss the straws. The dishwasher slammed racks of cups left and right above her, nearly spraying her in the face with backwash.

“What.”

“You wanna go to Mongo’s with us tonight?”

She glanced up while knocking a plate against the inside of the trashcan, trying and failing to remove a sticky napkin from its surface without having to touch it. One of the female cooks stood there, drying her hands with a bright expression. “No,” Skye answered, finally succumbing to the fact that she was going to have to peel the napkin off the damned plate. She did so, held it at arm’s length and dropped it unceremoniously. “I don’t drink.”

“Oh.” The cook’s smile evaporated. “Really? Not even a little?”

Skye blinked at the purposeless conversation. She sprayed the goop free from her tray and turned toward the dining room. “No,” she said again before leaving.

She made her rounds, checked each table she passed and offered to remove any empty plates. Most people didn’t even acknowledge her presence. Then there were the kind that handed her everything at once as if she had eight arms.

She stalked back toward the kitchen with one such handful, gripping them lopsided in her hands with her bussing tray clasped under one arm. She nearly made it through the bar when a customer slid his stool into her, sending the tower off balance and clattering to the floor. Stray forks, plates and bowls went spinning around the bar area as if caught in the void of space without anything to slow them down. Skye chewed her lip as she watched the catastrophe unfold.

“Job opening!” someone shouted, then laughed.

She grit her teeth. It wasn’t my fault, she wanted to snap, and she felt her temper rising, flashing heat on her already blazing cheeks. She winced at the familiar, though entirely inexplicable drag in her veins. It was a recurring sensation she’d long acclimated to, like her blood had been suddenly transplanted by something cold and hard, something that felt as though it were sprouting thousands of hair-thin needles and pricking at the undersides of her arms.

Breathe, she told herself, repeating the mantra she’d memorized after years of similar episodes. Open, close. Open, close. She visualized her lungs filling up and exhaling and she released a deep breath, opened her eyes and knelt to scoop the mess up as quickly as possible. She could feel eyes on her back, and in that instant she wondered how many years she’d get for stuffing a fork into someone’s eye.




After clearing the mess into the dish pit, she stood at the sink for longer than necessary and scrubbed at her hands with a violence that could have torn skin. “So what do you do, you know, when you’re not working?” the same voice asked. Skye knew the girl, she just couldn’t remember her name. She didn’t really talk to anyone apart from Fran and the hostess.

“Yeah, what do you do?” another cook asked. “You’re a pothead, aren’cha? You go home, smoke a bowl?”

Skye groaned. “No.” She snatched a towel free from the dispenser before tearing back into the dining room. She quickly searched the restaurant for something to clean and pushed their incessant questions from her mind. She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to get her shift over with so she could get away from them all.

Her eyes finally settled on a small, vacated two-seater booth. She made her way over, pleased to find the dishes already neatly stacked at the end of the table with the utensils balanced carefully at its edge, handles out. The table’s surface was spotless aside from one small piece of paper that sat pinned beneath an empty glass. She unearthed it to find a twenty dollar bill and a note: Cheer up, Sunshine. It’ll get better.

She allowed herself a brief smile, though it quickly vanished when she spotted the much smaller phone number that had been scrawled at the bottom. It was messier, as though the result of a last minute decision. She glanced up at Fran, who had come around the aisle wearing a curious look.

She eyed the note and the twenty. “What’s that?”

“I don’t know.” Skye held it up. “It might be for you,” she offered.

Fran quirked an eyebrow and took it into her hands. “She tipped me on the check. Probably for you.” She lowered her eyes to the bottom half of the note. “She left a number. Lucky you, she was hot.”

Skye hummed. “Was she?”

Fran arched an eyebrow. “Very.” A small smirk formed shortly after. “Comes here all the time lately. Sexy accent. Always drawing stuff.” She turned it over. “This definitely ain’t for me. I was peppy as shit when I talked to her. Miss pissy,” she added, shooting Skye a pointed look.

Skye bit her lip and took it back. “I don’t know. I still feel like it’s for you,” she suggested again.

“Easy way to find out.”

“How?”

They budged into the corner and huddled over the note, Skye with the plate still stacked in one hand. “Text the number. Ask if it was meant for a pink-haired lady.”

Skye tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t have pink hair,” she complained.

“Please. Your hair is pink,” Fran countered.

“It’s blonde,” Skye snapped. In reality, she didn’t know what to call her hair, but it certainly wasn’t pink.

“Pink.”

“Dirty blonde.”

“Rose gold then,” Fran burst, fluttering her eyelashes and puckering her lips. “For fuck’s sake, go on,” she pressed. “Text her. If she says yeah, you get the twenty. If not, I’m pocketing that shit.”

Skye laughed and nodded. “Alright, deal.”




Skye escaped into the night’s cool breeze and pulled her phone free from her pocket. She’d already let Jeff know she was going on a five; she was free to message the stranger without any rush. She paused on the screen for a long time after entering the phone number, wondering how best to phrase the question. You’re overthinking this, she told herself. Why is this so weird? Just ask.

Question:, she typed. Was this number for the “pink”-haired chick? She added quotes around the color to make herself feel better. She sent it, exhaled a small sigh and settled against the wall. Her phone barely dimmed before it blared a tone. It was unbearably loud behind the restaurant and she quickly muted it even though it was too late.

Yes, the answer read. Her heart pounded and a foreign heat flared at her cheeks. She simply stared at the response for a long while, unsure of how to proceed. Another message popped up less than a minute later: Is this her?

Skye chewed at her lip and ran her thumb over the bottom of her phone. Yeah, she decided to text back, though she couldn’t fathom what drove her. It wasn’t the first time somebody had shown interest in her, but it was the first time she’d expressed curiosity in return. Why? she wondered. Because she’d yet to see the mystery woman? Was it the thought that somebody had been watching her, and for some reason found her interesting enough or―Skye swallowed nervously―attractive enough to pursue? She gazed down at her own tattered apron and stained work shirt, swirled a shaking finger over one of her flyaway curls.

Her phone shook her from her musings. She fumbled with it, bit nervously at her lower lip and read: This isn’t something I normally do. And this’ll most likely sound very forward, but you wouldn’t happen to have a boyfriend?

Skye squeezed at her phone and managed a small puff of a laugh. She pressed her knuckles over her jaw, unaccustomed to the pull in her muscles―she was smiling.

No, she typed with increasingly trembling hands, I don’t. She slid a tentative hand over her smile and glanced back at the door.

Her phone drew her gaze again. How ‘bout a girlfriend?

Skye’s smile grew. “Very forward,” she chuckled to herself. No girlfriend either, she typed back.

For awhile, she simply stared down at her own response, at the three dots that popped up signifying her stranger was typing a reply. They disappeared and reappeared several times before gracing her with a message: Good.


VALE

After work, Skye felt around the inside of her pocket and shoved her apron to one side with an irritable huff. Her heart thrummed at what she might find waiting on her lock screen; her phone had buzzed once more during her shift, and it’d taken all her willpower not to fish it out then and there. She nearly dropped the thing when she managed to untangle it from her pocket.

“Well? Did you text her?” Fran interrupted. She stood leaning against the back wall with the bartender. She took a long drag from her cigarette before striding over and peeking over Skye’s shoulder.

“Who?” the bartender asked, whose name also managed to evade Skye. Was it Alexa? Alexis? She’d stick with Alex.

Fran exhaled a puff of smoke and attempted another peek at Skye’s phone. “Some chick left her a phone number.”

Skye held the phone at arm’s length. She didn’t want Fran to see whatever the latest text read. “Yeah. I messaged her,” she grumbled.

“She answer? What’d she say?”

Skye blocked Fran’s view further. “Back off. Let me read it.” She leaned against the wall and swiped it open, already blushing from the whole situation.

You know where Brunhilde’s is?

Skye collected a shaky breath. She’d seen the building in passing every time she’d driven to work: a small tattoo shop a couple blocks down with a large, black and white Viking woman as the logo. She’d never actually been inside, but it always seemed to have people hanging around.

“What’d she say?” Fran repeated.

Skye held her phone out and studied Fran’s changing expression as she proceeded to read her text. The server exhaled another long puff of smoke and allowed herself a knowing smirk.

“Told you,” she chuckled, flicking some ash. “She wants to meet you.”

“Holy shit,” Alex laughed. “Are you even gay, Skye?”

Skye shot her scowl. She never really considered herself gay or straight. “I don’t know,” she murmured.

Fran gave Alex a playful nudge. “You’d be gay for this woman. She’s got one of those…husky phone sex kinda voices that makes you wanna tear your panties off.”

Alex whistled. “Damn.”

Skye rolled her eyes. She glanced back at the text before typing, I’ve seen it.

Fran attempted another peek. “What are you typing?”

It was offensive how curious they were.

Skye tugged her hoodie from where it sat bunched over her shoulder and snaked her arm through one sleeve. She didn’t answer them, only held her phone at waist level, waiting. She pulled her hood over her messy hair, instantly comforted by its presence. It smelled like home, whereas she probably smelled like kitchen.

The text appeared, and with it the heat in Skye’s cheeks amplified. When does your shift end? Skye knew where this conversation was going; the woman wanted to meet her tonight―now. Her heart pounded. Her thumb shook where it hovered over the screen, contemplating an answer. Her brain screamed at her not to respond. Meeting some strange woman in the middle of the night just seemed…

“Sketchy.” Alex’s voice was suddenly in her ear. Skye jumped and nearly dropped her phone for the second time. She scowled at the bartender before ramming her phone into her hoodie and clasping it against her belly with one sweaty hand.

“I’m going home,” she grumbled before storming off. She could hear Alex and Fran chuckling behind her. They knew she wasn’t going home. Skye knew she wasn’t going home.




Her stomach somersaulted where she sat in her car, engine trundling. She hadn’t put it into gear. She only waited there with her hand on the shifter and her phone in her lap, screen bright amidst the darkness of her car. It was quiet and a little disconcerting, so she plugged it into her radio. She felt her body relax as the gentle hum of electronic music filled in around her.

I’m out now, she typed. She paused before sending it. She wasn’t the kind of person to do this, but some usually-dormant part of her brain kept driving her on, oddly persistent. Send it, she sighed.

She pulled her sun shade down, removed her hood and checked her reflection. Her cold, hollow eyes gazed back on her. They looked just as tired and sick as always, just as faraway. Her cheeks were feverish and pink, her hair messy but no different than it usually looked: windswept and jagged where it fell over her eyes at an angle, though soft and curling at her shoulder. Skye suddenly wished she hadn’t been so lazy about cutting it; it tumbled down her back in long, loosely curling lengths, entirely out of her control. She dabbed the backs of her hands against her cheeks in an attempt to cool them down. It wasn’t enough, so she rolled down the window and cranked the air conditioner up a notch.

Her coworkers still stood at the opposite end of the parking lot, watching her. She answered their stares with a confident middle finger while glancing back down into her lap. A soundless message had appeared: I need to meet you. If you’re interested, I’ll be here.

Skye didn’t think her heart could pound anymore painfully, but it did. She swallowed and put the back of her hand to her forehead. She let her eyes linger on the words. Need. Not want. Not would like to. She stared at them for too long, thoughts racing ahead to where her night might lead should she take the offer. “Need,” she whispered. Her fingers tensed around her phone. She was shaking again.

Okay, she somehow managed to type.

The drive wasn’t as easy. She crawled through the parking lot at a snail’s pace and forgot to turn on her headlights until she was facing the street and waiting for traffic to clear. The sheer amount of sweat collecting between her palms and the steering wheel was concerning. She kept dropping her hands to her lap and wiping them at her pant legs in an attempt to stifle the flow, but the fabric only seemed to amplify it.

“Fucking shit,” she complained.

Brunhilde’s didn’t have many parking places. There was an alleyway on its righthand side however, which had already been filled with a few cars. She pulled into it and flinched at the snap of gravel. She hoped her tires weren’t collecting any nails.

She opened up another text, this time to her sister. So I’m at a tattoo shop called Brunhilde’s. If I don’t text you in like 30m, call the cops. Satisfied, she plunked her phone into her pocket and disconnected it from the radio.

She pulled her hood back up and checked the mirror again. Her face had finally cooled, though her lower lip was incredibly red in the dark lighting, most likely from her incessant chewing. She exhaled a long breath and pushed her door open. She could hear music coming from the shop―laughter and music.

She tip-toed around the corner and studied the faces of the people that stood there. There wasn’t a woman among them, however. They seemed like they were having a good time, simply standing together in a tight group and quietly chatting. She leaned against the shop’s wall as she watched them, quickly noticing that they all wore the same top: a black, sleeveless shirt with lettering reading Brunhilde Tattoos. A large, black and white Viking woman filled in the rest.

She gazed on the shop. There were two large windows in the front, neither of which had any curtains or blinds of any kind. The walls inside were painted red and gold, covered with all kinds of paintings and artwork. In one window, she could see more artists bent over a table. One of them ate from what looked like a take out box of sushi.

Skye squinted at the shop’s inhabitants. There were still a few customers inside, chatting with another worker who sat at the computer. The waiting room was empty, but she could see through a doorway and into the next room from there. It was entirely white and filled with several different tattooing stations and chairs. There weren’t many people left in there either, though she could make out—

Skye swallowed. Her heart pounded upon glimpsing her: a young, lithe woman with a mane of long, dark hair. It cascaded over her shoulders and emitted a warm, fiery aura beneath her overhead light. There was little else for Skye to see from so far away; the young woman was hunched over a light box of some kind, rubbing gloved hands over a darkened sheet of paper. Skye tilted her head and curled her fingers over her lip.

“Hey, what’s up? You want a tattoo?” a voice asked from behind her.

“Fuck!” She leapt and whirled on the intruder. He was tall and tattooed from top to bottom, sporting spiky black hair and a goatee. He had three piercings in his lower lip and one between his eyebrows. She cocked her own eyebrow at it, almost forgetting to answer his question.

“N-no. I’m looking for someone.”

“Ah…I know who,” he said with a wink. “Go on in.”

Skye shivered and ran a finger over her bottom lip. She resisted the urge to chew on it, resisted the urge to bolt back into her car and drive the fuck away. She found herself slowly nodding and making her way toward the front door.

Eighties rock played inside: Faithfully by Journey. Their music always reminded Skye of her childhood. A man with black, slicked back hair and a nicely trimmed goatee stood just inside the drawing room, nearly roaring in laughter. She quickly evaded him and moved toward the wall of paintings. She went completely unnoticed, which was how she preferred it. She slid along the wall toward the room she’d seen the young woman working, but she was gone.

A thin wall partitioned off what looked like bathrooms and a cleaning closet. She leaned against it while she continued to look around the establishment. She felt more at ease, strangely enough. She’d expected the place to feel awkward, but it was friendly and warm. The people in the next room laughed and messed with one another as if they were family.

The soft sprinkle of water hitting a metal sink caught her attention.

She edged around the partition and peered down the dimly lit hallway. Her heart raced all over again. Calm down, she told herself. She slid against the wall, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

The water stopped.

Her eyes snapped back open. She strained her ears at the soft pad of boots moving down the hall behind her. She peeked around the corner and caught a glimpse of dark, flame-tipped hair, heavy with windswept layers. Her eyes darted down the woman’s backside of their own free will, though the beautiful, booted creature seemed to evaporate into the next room before she could get a better look, leaving a waft of faint cologne in her wake. The scent filled Skye up and dizzied her; the longer it lingered, the more she realized it wasn’t a cologne or perfume of any kind. It was simply her, and inexplicably familiar at that.

Skye’s heart jolted at the sensation that overcame her, suddenly both enamored and terrified. She glanced back at her phone, finding a message from Anya: The fuck you mean, call the cops? Are you getting a tattoo, or drugged, kidnapped and murdered?

Skye managed a quiet, nervous laugh before padding in her response, Sorry. I’m okay. Just hanging out. Will keep in touch.

She returned her gaze to the doorway where the young woman had disappeared. The light had been switched off without her notice.

“Hey Sunshine,” a voice rumbled behind her.

She whirled on the spot, catching another waft of enticing scent. Her chest heaved at the sight before her: warm, golden skin and raw, emerald eyes―a color she didn’t think was possible without contacts. They burned into her without any sense of uncertainty or shyness, darkened beneath thick lashes.

Skye found herself staring at the woman’s slender, curving nose, her full lips and the small, confident smirk she wore. Her hand was suddenly slippery against the wall behind her. She let go of it in an instant and fidgeted with her pockets, the cloth of her pants, anything to keep her focused. She felt as if she were about to faint.

“In disguise, ey?” the woman asked, edging even closer.

Skye’s heart leapt into her throat when the artist reached out to finger the edge of her hood. She blinked and tried to work out her accent; she’d always found it difficult to differentiate Australian from New Zealander.

“I guess you could say that,” she finally answered. She cleared her throat and slowly lowered her hood, unveiling her shock of prism hair.

“You do speak,” the decidedly-Aussie went on, cracking a smile. Skye became more and more aware of how close they were standing. She was practically drowning in her scent, melting beneath her smoldering gaze.

She nodded numbly and lowered her eyes to the woman’s chest to avoid her magnetizing gaze. Instead, she was faced with the embroidered hem of a long, form-fitting jacket and a clear view of the woman’s cleavage. She lingered on the unclasped top a moment too long before her eyes jolted upward. She sucked on the inside of her lip, fought the urge to chew on it with the same force she directed toward the stranger’s eyes.

The woman noticed Skye’s bottom lip and feigned a soft pout at her obvious turmoil. “What’s your name?” she asked, suddenly gentle.

“Skye,” Skye answered, but her voice cracked and she lowered her eyes. She was so uncharacteristically shy that it hurt, and inside she was screaming at herself for not speaking up. “It’s…Skye,” she managed a second time.

The artist tilted her head. “Skye…” she repeated. She slid a warm hand over the back of Skye’s and managed to collect it from the inside of her pocket, but it wasn’t to shake it. She trailed a finger at the edge of Skye’s palm and coaxed her to open her hand. She never severed their gaze. She’d become fixated, speechless, intense. When she spoke again, it was a little breathless, a little rushed—“I’m Vale.”

Skye swallowed. “Vale,” she whispered, and her voice wavered again, rushing even more heat to her face. “Vale, you’re uh—” She curled her fingers, profoundly aware of how incredibly sweaty her palm had become beneath Vale’s curious fingers. She attempted to tuck her hand back away. “My hands, they’re all—”

“—Excited?” Vale chuckled. The soft rumble was more than enough to put a shiver down Skye’s spine; the hand that cupped her chin afterward was simply a finishing blow. She quickly slid her hand away and mashed the insides of her pockets back into her fists.

“Hey Vale, we’re supposed to be closing, not drawing more customers in!” the man with the slicked back hair belted out from the opposing room. Skye jumped upright. She’d completely forgotten where she was, that there were other people around, that there were other people anywhere.

“Yeah, I gotcha. C’mon Skye,” Vale laughed. Skye trailed alongside her, mesmerized by the sway of her body, her scent, the occasional brush of her wild mane. She caught her eyes once more, realizing in one heart-pounding instant that she would go wherever Vale led.


INHERENT

Skye came to a slow stop outside the entrance and glanced up in time to catch Vale dragging her eyes along the edge of her jaw. Her pulse quickened and she quickly stared around the emptying parking lot. “Uh…” The sushi guy sat in his car with the overhead light on. He looked up and waved through the window.

“Need a ride tonight?”

Vale shook her head. “Nah. Thanks.”

Skye glanced sidelong at her, hands still stuffed ferociously into her pockets. “Uh…” she mumbled again, and she felt brain-dead for the second time. “So uh, where’s your car?”

“I walk,” Vale answered simply. “Live in the apartments just down the road. Don’t need a car.”

“Oh.” Skye rolled the hoodie’s fabric between her fingers over and over again before reverting to sucking on her bottom lip. She could feel Vale’s eyes on her, feel the heat radiating from her body. She was so close. “Mine is over there.” She gestured toward the alleyway.

“Ah,” Vale chuckled.

Skye dared to meet her gaze. Those dark, unwavering eyes moved over her with purpose, intrigue, intention. She sucked in a slow, deep breath. It came back out as a shaky exhale. She hoped Vale didn’t pick up on it. The smirk that followed answered her question.

“I, uh, okay.” Skye finally managed to shake loose the ball of damp hoodie and edged toward her car. “We can, um, take mine.” Vale’s smirk evolved into a full-blown smile and her hand enclosed Skye’s all over again.

Skye stole a glance at their entwined fingers, at the several multicolored, braided cords that circled Vale’s wrist. She found the nerve to pluck at them, to graze her fingers over the back of her hand. She still couldn’t figure out what she was doing. She was holding hands with some girl she had barely met, barely even shared a few words with. And she was leading her to her car. What were they going to do? Where would they go?

Vale silenced her panicked thoughts. “You have a Marker.” She gestured toward Skye’s back window.

“A what?” Skye asked, thrown off by Vale’s accent. “Oh, yeah. Dead Space.” The sticker was actually rather large on her back window: the iconic ‘Marker’ from her favorite video game. Her eyes lit up with realization. “You play?”

Vale nodded. She stole a sidelong glance through her low lashes and rubbed at the front of her jacket nonchalantly. It was a faded black and tattered at the elbows, wrists and collar. To say it was old would have been an understatement. It looked like Vale had taken it through some apocalyptic event and back. Skye suddenly wanted to wrap herself up in it with her. She cleared her throat and jammed her free hand into her pocket, toyed with the keys there.

“The odds,” she managed.

Vale nodded again. “The…odds.” It came with a twinkle of her eyes, a tease of a smirk. A bolt ran down Skye’s spine and she quickly selected her car key, held it at arm’s length and thumbed the unlock button with a strained, shaking hand. She must have unlocked it thirty-thousand times. Vale offered a low chuckle and gave her fingers a squeeze.

“Er…” Skye managed again, followed by another series of inward curses. “Where do you wanna go?” She lifted her gaze just enough to catch Vale glancing down the street and running her fingers through her mane of hair. Skye wondered if she was as soft as she looked.

“Nothing’s actually open this late,” Vale admitted. “Just really wanted to see you. Didn’t think about it.”

Skye’s heart skipped and when she met Vale’s gaze, she found a tint on her cheeks that might have embarrassed the woman. She smiled. “You’re blushing.”

“And you’re smiling,” Vale countered. She lifted a steady hand and stroked the edge of Skye’s jaw.

Skye froze at the contact. She slowly realized she had somehow pressed herself against her car door. She groped around for the handle, trying and failing at its location several times before hooking it with her finger and prying it open. She stumbled over the center console and landed on the passenger’s side. Vale peeked in after her with a quirked eyebrow, then joined her.

Skye gestured toward the door. “Close it.” Vale arched another curious eyebrow, but obliged. Her scent was overpowering in the enclosure. It was all Skye could focus on until Vale slid her eyes Skye’s way with a twitch of a smile. Skye jammed the keys into the ignition. “Can you drive stick?”

Vale blinked. “Yeah, why?”

Skye gestured toward the key. “You can take us.”

Vale arched another eyebrow, lifted a tentative hand to the swinging keys and gave them a turn. “Where to?” she asked, switching the headlights on.

“Your place,” Skye answered. She sounded far more sure of herself than she felt.

Vale squeezed at the shifter, slid her eyes over Skye’s jaw and hummed. She led the shifter into reverse. “Right,” she said with a grin. “To play Dead Space, of course.”

Skye laughed—a genuine laugh that had Vale gazing on her with another curious twitch of her lip. “Of course.”

She clicked her phone into the radio as they began to drive, glad to have something to busy her shaking hands with. They felt cold and hot all at once, like the blood had completely gone from them. Her face felt the same. Her belly continued to flutter, then jolt whenever she caught Vale glancing at her.

Dead Space, right. She stared at Vale’s jaw, at the wild tangle of hair that slid over her shoulder. A thin braid had been done behind one of her ears, colored with the same threads that adorned her wrist. Skye wondered if she made them herself. She must have. She tilted her head further upon spotting a lone, bronze dragon earring. She felt suddenly inclined to lean in, to collect it with her teeth and give it a tug.

Skye’s hands became even clammier. Fuck, what am I doing? Vale slid her eyes over her again and Skye sucked at the inside of her lip. Any moment now they were going to be inside Vale’s home and—

She swallowed at the suddenly intense look Vale wore, like the same realization had just dawned on her. Skye squeezed at the bottom of her hoodie. Damn, it got quiet. She chewed at her lip. Your place? she berated herself. She was sure Vale had gotten all the right impressions from her decision on where to drive; Skye wasn’t even sure why she’d said it. She was far too shy, far too terrified to even initiate—

A kiss, she decided. That’s all she had in mind, should Vale ask. Right? Her mind kept wandering, though her eyes darted back to one thing: Vale. Her eyes, her gentle, curious smile, her layered tangle of hair—like she’d been on some far-off journey before their meeting, like she’d materialized from another world entirely.

The silence wasn’t bad. It was…warm. Comfortable. Familiar. Skye somehow managed to pry her eyes away long enough to stare ahead, momentarily put off by the blinding street lights. Then she realized they were a pair of headlights. “Fuck—Vale! You’re on the wrong side!”

Vale quickly switched lanes. “Bugger,” she cursed.

Skye sat with her fingers dug into the cushion, back straight in her seat. “Shit.”

Vale eased the car into a soft turn. “Sorry, just a habit.”

They pulled into the parking lot of a small apartment complex. Skye let out a long breath. She wasn’t sure if her heart was going to survive the night between the various blood-pumping looks Vale kept gracing her with and the combined fear of slamming into oncoming traffic.

She offered a small laugh. “Haven’t been in the U.S. long, then?” She leaned into the car door, yanked her phone loose from the radio and stepped out.

Vale snapped her own shut. “I have. Just…not paying attention. Reverted to…default, or something like that.” She made her way around the car, key held out in one hand. Skye became distracted by her approach, by the pair of worn motorcycle boots and tight black pants that traced her legs with a perfection that had Skye’s mouth sitting slightly ajar. Before she could focus, Vale’s hand was in hers again, keys cupped in her palm. “Hope I didn’t scare you off,” she joked, though she did looked worried by Skye’s blank stare.

“Uh—“ Skye shook her head. “I’m already terrified,” she blurted out. Her eyes went wide at the confession and she quickly lowered them to the concrete. What am I doing here? she asked herself again. Knowing what was sure to happen next was both exhilarating and petrifying. She didn’t like feeling afraid. In fact, she went through great lengths to look calm and in control. Though she knew she was shaking—visibly shaking.

“You should be,” Vale answered.

Skye darted her eyes at the response. “What?”

“We’re about to have bloodthirsty aliens chasing us down the halls of a shipwrecked spacecraft. Why wouldn’t that be terrifying?”

Skye managed a nervous chuckle. She wondered for a brief moment if they really were about to enjoy an innocent night of gaming, if she was stressing out over nothing.

Vale toyed with a stray curl of Skye’s hair. The wink that followed had Skye’s heart bottoming out. She was pretty sure the organ was just swimming around somewhere in her stomach at that point. The thing had no idea what it was doing. She inhaled sharply in her best attempt to restore it to her chest, though it only stuttered and flapped around inside of her like some sort of trapped, winged creature.

She found herself walking up a set of concrete stairs and staring down at Vale’s boots. She blinked at the click of a lock, followed the sound to a sleek, wooden door and solitary window. A striped, fluffy cat sat on the windowsill with his paws on the glass. He dragged away with a small chirp as the door jolted open.

He leapt to the floor, flipped on his back and proceeded with a sideways swimming gesture that egged a cute but annoyed huff from Vale. “Aye, Ripley. I got company,” she complained. She knelt to rub his belly regardless.

“He’s…really cute,” Skye admitted. She hadn’t ever seen a cat act that way before.

“He’s something.” Vale stood and switched the light on. It illuminated a small but cozy apartment with several framed pieces of artwork and shelves full of movies, books and games. There was a small partition between the kitchen and the living room that doubled as a countertop. A dark gray couch sat in front of it, and opposite that, a large TV and a Playstation. Skye peeked at it all from the doorway.

Vale turned from where she stood hanging her coat. She wore a black sleeveless undershirt: Brunhilde Tattoos in white lettering. Her arms were covered in tattoos, though they weren’t what Skye expected. They were white, blue and wispy, almost as though someone had airbrushed them on. They were amazing from a distance, but she couldn’t tell what they entailed from so far away. She blinked at them for a long time, feeling out of breath.

“You alright?”

“Yeah, I just…” She stared at her shoes. “My work shoes. They’re covered in filthy restaurant shit. Your carpet—“

Vale burst out laughing and made her way over. “Alright, you can take your shoes off I suppose. It’s a good start,” she teased.

And just like that, Skye’s heart bolted back into her throat and nearly choked her. She cleared it several times and worked her shoes loose on the porch. Vale’s cat weaved between her legs, complicating the process.

“Rip, c’mon. Out,” Vale laughed. She slid behind Skye to push the door further ajar. Ripley chirped, darted onto the porch and turned to stare at them.

Vale was at her back the moment Skye’s second shoe fell loose; she slid a hand to her hip and led her into the apartment with another low chuckle. Skye found herself sucking at the inside of her lip again, hard enough to draw blood. The door clicked shut, followed by a second trailing hand on her waist.

She turned in Vale’s arms and exhaled another shaking breath. Her back met with the wall, and she couldn’t tell if she’d done it herself or if Vale had steered her there. All she could focus on were her dark eyes, flashing back and forth from beneath long lashes.

Vale moved slowly in, led her lips over Skye’s jaw and whispered, “Still terrified?”

Skye tensed at the wave of heat that ran through her. It landed with a jolt between her legs and her face caught fire. Both of Vale’s hands were on her hips and she was wholly enveloped in her warmth, her scent…her. “I, um…” She swallowed. “I don’t really…do this kind of thing and I—“ Vale’s hand found her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. “I’m a little nervous,” Skye finally managed.

“A little,” Vale mused. Her breath tickled her ear and Skye let out a startled, involuntary exhale. “I’ve never done this either,” Vale admitted, voice soft.

Skye braced her hands flat against the wall and lost herself in Vale’s eyes. They’d become warmer, blazing, alive. It wasn’t until they drifted softly shut that Skye was roused from her daze, ignited by the slow brush of their lips.

She gripped at the wall until her hands were shaking at her sides, until they were curling into fists, until Vale gathered one up and pinned it by her head. She jerked at the second spasm that rolled through her. It shot lines of heat up her thighs, cranked her fever up a few more degrees. She couldn’t help but groan as Vale filled her mouth next. Her tongue plunged against Skye’s with a sudden urgency that had Skye’s legs trembling as badly as her hands.

A low hum escaped Vale, reminiscent of her usual chuckle. Her hand snaked its way around Skye’s waist and tugged at the loose curls tumbling down her lower back. Skye squeezed her eyes further shut and tried to restrain the vicious pounding that burst to life between her legs. She couldn’t. She was too far lost in the heat of Vale’s mouth, the rousing crash of their tongues.

Vale came up for air. “You can put it in.” She nudged Skye’s closed fist, drawing her gaze. She stood with a copy of Dead Space in hand and a teasing grin.

Skye grazed a shaking finger over her bottom lip and managed a nervous laugh. She wondered when Vale had even collected the game. “Put it in?” she joked. “Couldn’t phrase that differently?”

Vale bit back a wicked smile. “Yeah…nah.”

Skye took the game and checked the front cover. “Tch. This won’t do.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you have the second one?”

Vale quirked an eyebrow. “Of course I do.”

“That’s the best. It has to be that one.”

Vale snatched the third sequel from Skye’s hands and shot her a playful glare. She rearranged the games on her shelf before returning with the second in hand. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the hot Aussie girl in the second one, would it?” she asked with a wink.

Skye returned a grin of her own. “Tch.” She took the game, turned the console on and peered over her shoulder. She bit her lip as she studied Vale’s features, unable to believe those beautiful lips had been on hers just a moment ago. Vale flicked her eyes over Skye’s backside and raised a curious brow. A small, teasing grin followed, flashing Skye with the brightest teeth she’d ever seen. Her cheeks burst into color at the sudden force with which Vale gazed on her.

Skye kneeled to insert the disk. “Auzzie?” she repeated. “I didn’t know you guys said it with a zee sound like that.” Vale laughed, and immediately afterward there were soft lips on the edge of Skye’s ear. Skye nearly dumped the disk on the table. “Fuck,” she stammered, plunging it into the Playstation. She stumbled beneath Vale’s onslaught and dropped onto the carpet.

Vale crawled over her, eyes ablaze. “You smell really good.” She trailed a finger up her knee.

“I smell like kitchen,” Skye corrected. The feral look that overcame Vale’s eyes silenced her.

“Nah. You smell like…” Vale leaned in to breeze her lips over Skye’s. Skye practically tied her own legs together underneath her. “You smell like…” Vale tried again. She closed her mouth over Skye’s and traced the tip of her tongue in a slow, methodical fashion before sucking Skye’s bottom lip between her teeth. Skye uttered a stifled whimper and squeezed her eyes shut as if she could somehow undo the sound.

Vale gave her lip a firm tug and pulled gently away to gaze on her handiwork. Their eyes met and she smirked, tilted her head and eased in to collide their lips all over again. The heat between Skye’s legs became excruciating. She held them together as if in a vice, painfully aware of how rapidly her heart thrummed in her chest, of how Vale had slid over her—on top of her, of how badly she realized she wanted her.

Vale broke away for a final breath, lips red and swollen, eyes shining. “You smell like…strawberry drink,” Vale finally decided. “Definitely.” Skye sucked in a sharp breath. It shook on the way in, then disappeared somewhere inside of her, never to resurface again. She was both dizzied and petrified all at once.

“…Strawberry drink?” she managed. Her lips were hot and tingling, her heart racing. “Not just…strawberry?”

Vale shook her head and flashed her with another teasing grin. She pushed off from the ground and padded toward the kitchen, leaving a faint waft of enticing scent in her wake. Skye blinked and stared after her. She became aware of the fact that she was practically laying on Vale’s floor, cleared her throat and sat up. The game’s title screen had begun to echo faint, eerie sounds into the room.

“I’ve got some,” Vale called from the open fridge. She stood upright with two pink bottles in hand. Skye went on staring as she came around the partition with them, pausing to kick her boots off. “Here.” She set them down on the coffee table and helped Skye stand. Her hand was soothing in Skye’s own heated palms. For the first time in a while, Skye realized just how hot she still was even though the air in the apartment was quite cool. She blushed as Vale steered her over to the couch. She wanted to take her hoodie off, but she was embarrassed of her work shirt and the stains she knew were there.

“Do you think I could―” she began, but Vale was already handing her a bottle.

“Yeah?”

Skye took a sip, surprised by how light it was. “I…” She blushed and set the bottle down. “I’m all…hot and sweaty and―” She paused at Vale’s arched eyebrow, her spine-tingling smirk. “Do you think I could just, uh, borrow your shower?” she asked, hoping the request wasn’t too bizarre. The last thing she wanted was to go into any further encounters covered in barbecue. And with the way the last five minutes had played out, she was pretty sure there would be further encounters. Much further.

Vale grinned and took a small sip of her own drink. “Already trying to get naked?” She smirked around the bottle.

“Tch.” Skye bit back a smile of her own. Much further. The fire in her cheeks breached solar proportions. “Sure,” she teased back.

“Alright.” Vale flicked her eyes over Skye’s lip where it rested on the bottle. “I’m all for naked.”

Skye got to her feet. “I didn’t say you were invited,” she played. She set her bottle down on the coffee table and swayed lightly beneath Vale’s heated gaze.

“Well,” Vale began. She took her hand and led her toward the back room, which sat in complete darkness beyond a cracked door. A cool breeze made its way through to them, tickling Skye’s arms. “I’ll pretend I’m not offended.” She flicked the light on and gestured Skye inside. It was dim, like Vale might’ve needed to replace a lightbulb or two. “Have all the privacy you like,” she offered with a wink. “Towels are on the rack, and…” She caught Skye’s gaze once more. “If you need fresh clothes, we’re about the same size.”

“Uh―”

“Top drawer.”

“Uh, okay.”

Vale slowly backed her into the room. “Top drawer only,” she added purposefully, eyebrow arched.

Skye cleared her throat. “Okay.”

Vale snapped the door shut, leaving her in complete silence aside from the trundling air conditioning unit and the muffled sounds of the game’s startup screen. She exhaled a long sigh of relief and slid her eyes over Vale’s neat, queen-sized bed, black dresser and nightstand. She ran a shaking hand over her jaw and told herself to breathe. I’m gonna do this, she realized. She wasn’t even sure what this was: a one night stand, a booty call?

She grimaced, made her way into the bathroom and flicked the light on. The bath rug, toilet seat cover and shower curtain all matched. It was strange, because Vale somehow didn’t seem like the kind to care about matching things. But everything was neat and orderly, perfectly pristine. She huddled over the sink and squeezed her eyes shut. Am I a booty call now?

She slowly shook her head. No, she told herself. This is something else.

Muffled game dialogue made its way through the door. She scolded herself inwardly, realizing she was taking too long. She hadn’t even gotten undressed. She unbuckled her belt, kicked off her pants and probed past the shower curtain for a knob. She swiveled it on, adjusting the heat and pressure at once.

She didn’t want to keep Vale waiting long, but the shower gave her body time to relax, a chance for her hands to still and her heart to slow. Somehow, she was suddenly okay with being in some stranger’s house and shower, like it was the most normal, everyday thing for her, like she belonged there. Like she belonged with Vale.

She swore she heard Vale blare a startled shout over the shower’s spray and she grinned from ear to ear, wondering which alien had caught her unawares. This is going to be fun, she mused.


IRREVOCABLE

Skye stood at Vale’s dresser and hugged a warm, white towel to her chest in an attempt to combat the bedroom’s chill. A slew of alien screams found their way through to her, evidence that Vale was still hard at work slaughtering the mass of enemies. Skye slid the top drawer open to find a wide selection of sleeveless shirts and boxer shorts.

She wears boxers? Skye wondered, taking a pair in hand and shaking them loose. It felt strange to be rifling through Vale’s underwear drawer, but to be fair she had been specifically directed toward that drawer and none other. She exhaled a nervous breath and slid them on. She was sure if she sat the wrong way, Vale would have a clear view of everything south of her hipbones in one easy flick of her eyes. Her cheeks burned at the idea, and she quickly eyed the other drawers, wondering if there might be something more concealing in them.

She tossed the towel over her shoulder before tapping along the edge of the dresser.

Second drawer? She checked, finding more t-shirts. These had logos and band names on them, some of which were torn across the front or sleeves. Others were composed entirely of fishnet. Skye paled at the visual of Vale wearing fishnet and she quickly slid the drawer shut. Third?

“Fuckin’ shit.”

A plethora of toys lined the bottom. She caught an eyeful of several different kinds of vibrators and strap-ons. She slammed the drawer shut, a thousand times colder and hotter at the same time. She stared up at the air conditioning unit, though it didn’t keep her from rapidly visualizing Vale using all those things on her. “Fuck.”

She proceeded to take an unusual amount of time hanging her towel where it could dry. She cleared her throat and patted her shorts down before easing back into the main room. To her surprise, Ripley greeted her on the other side. He managed a long, drawn out squeak before driving the top of his head against her leg.

“Ripley!” The cat glanced back at Vale. She pointed toward the kitchen. “Go on and eat. Leave Skye alone.”

He chirped and slinked away. Skye crossed her arms over her chest and shivered at the cool air that whistled past her. “You don’t have any normal underwear.”

Vale burst out laughing and gave Skye’s shorts the up-and-down. “I just wear those to bed. I don’t, ah…don’t usually wear anything under.”

Skye swallowed back her nervousness and made a tentative step forward.

“I got to the first boss.” Vale nodded toward the screen. “Wanna do the honors?”

Skye joined Vale where she sat cross-legged on the couch. “Sure,” she managed. Her strawberry soda still sat untouched on the coffee table. Vale handed her the controller and flashed her eyes across Skye’s front. They landed on her crossed arms, then her tightly clenched legs.

“Now you’re cold,” she laughed.

Skye nodded, still unable to say much after the shocker she received in the bedroom. She couldn’t look at Vale without imagining herself pinned underneath her on the couch, the floor. Panting, sweating. Crying out.

She darted her eyes toward the screen and exhaled a quiet breath.

“Hey,” Vale ran the tips of her fingers over her jaw. Skye found herself pressing into her and slipping her eyes shut. What’s wrong with me? she wondered. She wasn’t supposed to act like this. “You alright? I’ll get you a blanket.” Vale stood before Skye could decline, disappearing into the bedroom and leaving her alone on the couch.

Ripley made his way over as soon as she left and gazed up at her with foggy eyes. He was a fluffy little thing. Skye decided she liked him. She moved to pet him and he jumped.

“Sorry,” she whispered. Within moments he was nudging her palm with his head and purring. “You’re blind, aren’t you?” She waved a finger over his eyes.

He blinked and flicked his ears.

“Aye, Rip. Can’t get him away from you.” Vale had reappeared with a slate gray blanket in hand. It landed in Skye’s lap with a heavy whump. Skye felt inclined to hug it to her face, though she managed to settle with patting at it. “Better?” Vale chuckled. She shifted in beside her, lifted the blanket up and slid her own legs in.

“Yeah.” Skye let her eyes fall on Vale’s lips. “It’s warm.”

“Well, go on then.” Vale gestured toward the screen with an arched eyebrow. “I wanna see what you’ve got.”

Skye smiled and ran her thumbs over the analog sticks. The controller was still warm from Vale’s hands. She un-paused the game. “Oh, I’ll show you what I’ve got,” she murmured.

She could feel Vale’s eyes on her then, searing into her jaw with measurable heat. She couldn’t focus. She only steered Isaac―the main character―through the corridor leading toward the first boss. There was no oxygen there, and there was a timer counting down how much air she had left in her suit. There wasn’t much. She wondered if Vale had put her there on purpose to see if she would die. An alien burst out of nowhere, though Skye had expected it. Its screams were nonexistent in the lack of atmosphere, as were the plasma shots that destroyed it.

“Why are you staring at me?” Skye asked with a small smile, keeping her eyes forward. She caught Vale’s eyelashes flutter at the accusation.

She lowered her head with a soft chuckle. “Your hair’s adorable when it’s all wet like that.”

Skye blushed. In the game, she made it to the next room within the time limit and stepped forward just enough to initiate the cutscene with the boss. It was a massive, terrifying thing composed of several different bodies all mashed together into one. It began chasing her around the room, but she knew what to do.

“You would like me all wet, wouldn’t you.” She couldn’t even believe the words coming out of her mouth. She bit her lip and locked her eyes on the screen. Vale’s eyes were burning into her now, though she managed to keep focused. Skye let go of the controls with one hand to take up her soda. Isaac sprinted forward and dodged the boss’s leap attack with ease. “Is this on hard mode?” she went on nonchalantly.

Vale tilted her head to one side. “Yes,” she answered amusedly. “Yes to…both of those things.”

Skye fought back a grin and bit at her bottom lip beneath the raised bottle. “This is actually pretty good.” She set the drink back down and took the controls in both hands. “I don’t know if I can compete with it.” She darted around the boss and plugged another series of plasma rounds into its leg. It flew apart, causing the creature to break down onto one leg and drag itself along the ground.

“You can,” Vale played back. Skye caught her tracing her own lower lip as she watched her. She was pretty sure Vale hadn’t even looked at the screen. “You play a lot of games then, do you?”

Skye darted her eyes to catch Vale leaning in by just a smidgeon. “Sometimes.” She turned back to the screen in time to dodge another blow. “Mainly on my computer.”

“Yeah?”

Skye nodded and collected another round of stasis from the wall. She turned and spammed a volley of plasma at the boss’s remaining leg.

“So then you’ve got those gamer fingers,” Vale surmised. She leaned in and set her chin in her palm. She was quite clearly not even watching the game now.

“Gamer fingers?” Skye played dumb, though she couldn’t help but smirk. Vale inched closer and blew into her ear with a softness that had Skye shivering bodily.

“How about we turn the difficulty up a bit?” she purred in her ear. Her tongue flicked it a moment later. The controller flew from Skye’s hands, resulting in Isaac nearly getting cleaved in two. She grabbed it up and spent a moment gaining some distance on the enemy.

She craned her neck inward, both hands clasped tightly onto the controller. “Okay,” she laughed. “But you caught me off guard.”

“Did I?” Vale whispered in her ear.

Skye bit her lip and enforced a vice grip on the controller. She ran Isaac around one of the center columns in order to gain some more range on the boss, turned him around once more to finish it―

Vale bit her neck then, drawing a small gasp from her. Skye simply abandoned the controller in her lap. Her hands were suddenly in Vale’s hair and on her hip, both gripping onto her skin and tangling in her wild locks. Vale went on sucking at the base of her neck, drawing all the fight Skye might have had left in her. She couldn’t function, couldn’t think. She could only lay back in her arms and pant against her neck.

Vale smoothed the tip of her tongue over the sharp bite. “I think you died,” she whispered. Then her hands took over. They skated over the feverish skin in small, intricate circles, breathing new life into the ache that flared between Skye’s legs. Skye shivered, grabbed Vale by the wrist and leaned in to press her against the couch. She quickly straddled her and pinned her on each side with her bare legs.

She met Vale’s gaze in time to catch her flicker of surprise. She grinned, thudded Vale’s wrist to the side of her head and leaned in for a gentle, probing kiss of her own. Vale turned her head to one side and slipped her tongue against Skye’s with a low groan. Her other hand found its way to Skye’s hip and she dragged her nails over the skin there, trailing her way toward Skye’s exposed thighs.

Skye broke away from their kiss with heavy eyes. She clenched Vale’s hand in her own in an attempt to hide her shakiness. She couldn’t believe her own blatant moves, and it took her a moment to realize that she’d actually mounted Vale. “Is this a one night stand?” she suddenly blurted out. She sounded genuinely wounded, though she hadn’t meant to.

Vale frowned. “I was kinda hoping it’d be an all night, every night sorta thing.”

Skye nearly lost her mind. She pressed their lips all over again, trailed a shivering hand down Vale’s arm and sighed. Vale’s breathy response had every part of her pounding and on fire, and it took all of her restraint to pull away from their kiss. She thread their fingers, wholly mesmerized by the heated look Vale wore.

“So you’re not just going to…disappear?” she interrogated her further.

“Definitely not,” Vale replied through a muffled kiss.

“And there’s no one else, either?”

“None.” Vale’s eyes were on fire, her trademark smirk missing. It was a look Skye was sure she had somehow seen before, like something she’d witnessed in a dream long ago. It had her trembling, feverish, aching. She asked one more question, though it was more of an attempt to hold off the inevitable, as she wasn’t sure her heart, her shaking body could take it.

“Were you expecting this to happen?”

“I dreamt of it for months,” Vale confessed before catching Skye’s lips once more. The admission caught Skye off guard. She attempted to pull away, to look into her eyes, to study her expression. But Vale had drawn onto her bottom lip, bit and sucked at it with a strength that could have had her fainting. Skye adjusted Vale’s hands and brought them to her thighs. Vale caught her hint and smoothed them over her skin. Her touch alone was breath-taking. In seconds, she stole away all remaining reservations Skye might have had.

“Months?” she finally managed, voice muffled.

The soft palms on her thighs became trailing fingers, gently dragging their way up her leg and exploring further into her shorts.

“Months.”


MAGNETIC

“Shit,” Skye panted. Her chest heaved beneath Vale’s sudden onslaught; she’d clasped onto Skye’s neck again, gone to work biting and sucking at every centimeter of skin she could find. Her arms snaked their way around Skye’s waist and pulled her further into her lap.

“I know,” she muffled.

Skye exhaled a nervous laugh and reclined her head to allow Vale more access. Her eyes fluttered shut beneath the ravenous attention. “So you were stalking me.”

“A little,” Vale admitted. She slid a hand beneath Skye’s thigh, another over her lower back and stood, lifting her entirely. Skye suddenly felt as though she weighed nothing. She clasped her legs around Vale’s waist and glanced over her shoulder at the floor behind them, wondering exactly where Vale planned on taking them.

“When did it…?” she tried, swallowing at the vicious pounding that started up in her chest all over again. “When did it start?”

“On the street.”

“The street?”

“The first time I saw you―” Vale paused to readjust her, to move a slow kiss over her jaw. “―I was walking to work, waiting to cross the street. And you were―” She nudged the bedroom door back open with a low chuckle and Skye’s mind went blank as they passed into the dimly lit room. “You were sitting at the stop light in your little white car, blasting that…Infinity song.”

Skye managed another nervous laugh and lowered her head onto Vale’s shoulder. “I was?”

“You weren’t singing along,” Vale clarified, moving toward the bed and setting Skye down. “You were just sorta staring ahead with this sad look in your eyes, like you were somewhere else. And then the light turned green and you drove away.” She eased Skye further back onto the bed and lowered her heated gaze. A tiny smile claimed her. “Then I got a look at that sticker on the back of your car and nearly had a nerdgasm.”

“Nerdgasm?” Skye laughed, pulling absentmindedly at the bottom of Vale’s shirt. She backpedaled onto the the bed as Vale climbed over her, nearly trembling at the look in her eyes. Vale’s soft scent seemed to waft out of the feathery covers all around them. Skye was drowning in it, drugged by it, consumed by it.

“Just knew I had to meet you somehow,” Vale murmured. “I must’ve listened to that song on repeat for a week. Took me forever to find it.” She closed her lips over Skye’s again and probed her tongue deep into her mouth. Skye let out a slow breath of air through her nose, gripped at the front of Vale’s shirt and inched it up just enough to ghost her fingers over her abdomen. She was impossibly soft, though she could feel powerful muscles tensing and shaking beneath her touch. As shy as Skye was, it somehow comforted her to see that Vale was nervous all her own, something Skye hadn’t expected.

“You followed me?”

Vale let out a quiet groan and rested her forehead against Skye’s temple. “Didn’t think I’d have to admit to that so early.”

Skye managed a small laugh and ran a hand over her arm.

“Am I weird?” Vale asked. “Are you thinking about running yet?”

“No,” Skye laughed again.

“You positive? I swear I’m not usually the stalker kind.”

Skye collected the back of her head and hushed her with another firm kiss. Their eyes fell shut and for a long moment, there was only the warm, wet slip of their tongues, the comforting weight of Vale’s body, the tickle of her feathered mane. Skye ran another hand through it and Vale muffled something indistinguishable into her lips, pressed further into her and groaned.

She was suddenly flinging pillows out of the way and driving Skye further back, never once parting their mouths. Skye’s lips already felt swollen and numb, but she refused to pull away. She was drunk off the honeyed flavor that caressed her tongue, the small hums that made their way from Vale’s throat. A gasp broke her own lips at the warm leg that pressed between her thighs.

She quickly broke for air. The bed, the ceiling, the whole room seemed to spin around her. Her hand slid down Vale’s shoulder, dragged on the bottom of her shirt and gave it a firm tug. Vale chuckled and sat up just enough to peel it away. She unveiled a masterpiece of art as she went, from the faint, white tattoos that bled in from her arms to the wispy tips of something more: a darker ink that snaked its way over her hipbones from below her belt line―gray and swirling, like smoke and ash. Skye wasn’t sure if her tattoos were meant to resemble anything at all. It was as if they were an extension of herself, meant to amplify the curve of her body.

Skye stared at her with her mouth sitting slightly ajar. She drank up the sight of her toned abdomen and, as Vale finished removing her shirt, her breasts. They were full and pierced; the twinkle of metal caught Skye’s attention in the dim lighting. They weren’t all that was pierced, however. Another breathtaking piece graced her navel: a second dragon that matched her earring. Skye caught it with the end of her finger and slid it gently along the base of her belly button.

She shyly raised her eyes. “I like your piercings,” she murmured. Vale’s feral grin returned, broad and shameless beneath dark, twinkling eyes. She closed in on Skye’s neck all over again, panting and shivering in her ear.

“I like your neck,” she almost growled.

Skye’s body came alight about as ravenously as a wildfire. She ran a trembling hand up Vale’s side, slid her palm over one breast and willed her heart to calm, her lungs to breathe. She cleared her throat, licked her lip and whispered, “I can tell.”

Vale let out another low, rumbling chuckle and plucked at Skye’s shirt. It slid over her head and disappeared to the floor in one smooth pull, and for a moment Vale simply gazed on her in breathless awe. Skye’s brain must have kicked in then, because she was suddenly sweating all over again, hyper-aware of the dangerous situation she’d gotten herself into. A flash of nervousness consumed her and all she could think to do was to somehow distract Vale’s unfaltering gaze.

She tweaked her nipple, earning a startled gasp. “―oh!”

“Sorry!” she quickly apologized, a thousand times hotter.

“Don’t be sorry,” Vale managed, eyelids heavy. She caught one of Skye’s hands, entwined their fingers and led them to her waist. “Do whatever you like.”

Skye bit back a small smile, leaned in by a smidgeon and sealed her mouth over her nipple instead. Vale answered her with a breathy hum, a soft pant. Skye wondered what it felt like for her, how sensitive the metal must have made her. She found the feel of it sliding beneath her lips fascinating. Vale went on moving Skye’s hand south. She was practically rocking into her, her cheeks as bright and feverish as Skye’s felt.

Skye pulled away from where she nipped at Vale’s breast and lowered her eyes on their joined hands. Her hand was soon shaking, her heart pounding. She wasn’t about to tell Vale she’d never done this before. She was too afraid it would all come to a screeching halt, and she wanted nothing more than to kiss, to caress every part of the beautiful young woman before her. It felt right, like the entirety of the universe had come together for one instant in order to unite them, like she’d been waiting for this moment her entire life. She couldn’t explain it, and she didn’t want to. She wanted Vale.

“You want me to?” she whispered, voice wavering. Her heart nearly burst at the sigh that escaped Vale’s lips.

“Yeah.” Vale locked onto her with those flashing green eyes. They were a stunning blend of amber and jade in that moment, the lighter of the two bursting around her pupils as shimmering halos of light. They looked golden in the dim room, so powerful and drawing that Skye found it impossible to tear her eyes away. “Yes,” Vale said again, eyes heavy. “Do whatever you want to me.”

Skye’s heart must have grown a pair of horns. It battered at the underside of her ribs, frantic―wild. She sucked in a hard breath at the quiet pop of Vale’s zipper, at the warmth that grazed her fingers. She kneaded into her with a gentleness she wasn’t aware she was capable of, partly because Vale had distracted her neck with another powerful nip and partly because her hand was shaking too hard to do much else.

Her eyes widened at the discovery of yet another metal rod and ball. Vale jolted into her hand and quickly latched onto her wrist. “Don’t stop.”

Skye’s cheeks blazed at the request. The newly discovered piercing was slick, already so wet that even the tiniest shift of her thumb had Vale biting back a hushed groan. She worked her fingers in slow, gentle circles for awhile, until Vale was softly bucking her hips and panting her excitement into Skye’s ear.

Skye had to remind herself to breathe. She managed a few shallow breaths before dragging her middle finger further down and teasing at the slippery folds there. Vale shuddered, shifted onto one elbow and buried her face in Skye’s neck. Skye sank a finger into her at the same time, tensed at the feel of Vale’s insides closing in around her.

She was sweating, profoundly nervous, shaking. She couldn’t even believe she’d already made it so far without hyperventilating, fainting, or worse, bursting into nervous laughter. She gripped at the sheets, ventured further in and trembled at the smooth warmth that collected at the base of her fingers.

“Another,” Vale panted in her ear. She parted with her neck to nip at her earlobe. “Try two.” Skye quickly obliged. She shook at the sound of Vale’s hushed moan, winced at the feel of her teeth on her neck. She was definitely going to have a bruise there in the morning, but she didn’t care.

Vale turned her head to one side and thrust into her hand with an uncontrolled, even chaotic roll of her hips. Skye quickly discovered what it was that Vale liked, and what had her bucking into her with such urgency. With each curl of her fingers, each grip of Vale’s insides, she slid ever so gently along her front wall and it had Vale absolutely writhing below her. Another pang of arousal slammed into her at Vale’s resulting moan. It had Skye’s hips rolling slowly forward, had something unfamiliar and primal unraveling inside of her.

Vale groaned in the back of her throat and collected Skye’s breast in one firm, shaking hand. “Fuck―!” She sealed their mouths, gave her a rough squeeze and met Skye’s movements with a slow roll of her own hips.

Skye became increasingly breathless with each second that passed. Her mind fell entirely numb at the pain in her neck, the fist in her hair. She’d never before felt so fully claimed by another living thing and it had her fighting just to get a breath of air. She didn’t ever want it to stop, and that was most terrifying of all.

Another feverish, heightened moan wrenched her from her daze. Vale suddenly jolted into her and an unexpected warmth flooded Skye’s palm. “Shit!” Vale flung a hand between her legs and stared down at herself in a mixture of shock and embarrassment.

“You okay?” Skye gasped. She stared down at her shaking hand, unsure of how to react.

“No one’s ever made me do that,” Vale admitted with a breathless chuckle.

Skye exhaled a relieved sigh, glad that all her practice in the shower at home had amounted to something. She brushed her lips over Vale’s shoulder and sucked at it, enjoying Vale’s pronounced scent. It did nothing to stem the heat still emanating from in between her own legs. Her insides were pounding so hard it felt as though her heart had relocated there. She wouldn’t have been surprised; the thing had been making its rounds since Vale’s first text.

“I thought you’d be an expert in all of that, seeing as you’ve got that professional sex drawer and all,” she whispered in her ear.

Vale turned and bucked into her playfully. “I knew you’d look, little bastard―” She closed in for another kiss and sucked at Skye’s bottom lip with a ferocity that had Skye’s body temperature rocketing into fever territory.

“You obviously wanted me to,” Skye pointed out. She ran another hand through Vale’s mane, trailed her lower lip over her neck and grinned at the resulting moan.

“Holy fuck,” Vale panted. “Bite me, bite―” Skye sank her teeth in faster than Vale could ask a second time. A body-wide shiver rolled straight through Vale and into her, like for one sweet moment they shared nerve-endings, synapses― “Fuck me sideways,” Vale blurted out, and Skye wasn’t entirely sure whether it was a cry of shock or another request. “―How’re you so―” Skye nipped her a second time, sealed her lips over her pulse and sucked. “―bloody hot?”

Skye’s cheeks burst into color at the firm hand that gripped her backside. She nearly buckled beneath the rewarding jolt, uttered a startled yelp and braced her hands on Vale’s sides. A faint buzzing interrupted them. For a moment, Skye thought one of Vale’s toys may have gone haywire somewhere in her dresser.

“I think that’s your phone,” Vale panted.

“Oh, shit!” Skye leapt upright and hiked her shorts back up. She fumbled around for her phone, though it had already registered as a missed call. She quickly swiped it open to find several messages and a couple missed calls waiting for her.

Vale sat up. “Who was it?”

“My sister,” Skye answered, scrolling through the messages.

Skye, where are you? one of them read. When are you coming home?―Are you okay?

I’m fine, Skye quickly punched back. I’m hanging out with a friend.

Vale slipped out of bed and eased onto the carpet. She looked dizzied, not entirely stable. Skye’s phone buzzed a second time.

You could be a kidnapper. I’m calling you. If Skye doesn’t answer, I’m calling the cops!

Skye knew her sister was joking, but she quickly answered the phone when it rang. “Anya, I’m fine.” Her eyes caught Vale’s again. She’d begun to slowly work her pants down around her hips, unveiling more of her smoke-and-ash tattoos and thoroughly distracting Skye from her conversation: Anya was scolding her.

“Sorry Anya, I’m just hanging out at a friend’s house,” she repeated her text. Vale held onto her pants by one belt loop and gazed on her with embers for eyes. The light from the nightstand ignited her from just the right angle, lighting her hair up in a soft blaze. She reminded Skye of a phoenix.

Anya went on rambling in her ear, “―and I just don’t understand how you’ve suddenly got friends now. I mean, it’s good news and all, but how’ve I never heard about them―” Vale came slowly forward, stirring a shiver from Skye’s spine. Her eyebrow was arched and inviting, begging Skye to throw the phone down, to launch herself at her. “Who is it anyway?” Anya went on. “A coworker or what?”

Vale held out a hand and gestured for Skye to pass the phone to her.

“What?” Skye mouthed. She shook her head nervously. “No, it’s not a coworker. But I sort of met her at work,” she stammered as Vale inched nearer, the silk of her inner thighs more and more visible as she continued to lower her shorts and entice her. Skye knew she was expecting a reaction, and she would get one, as soon as Anya hung up―

Vale’s hand was suddenly on her backside again, grasping her firmly enough to force a small grunt from her lips.

“What are you doing?” Anya demanded at Skye’s soft, muffled sound.

Vale slid her chin onto Skye’s shoulder and peeked around at her. “Bugger me, she’s persistent.”

“Who’s that? Your friend?” Anya practically shouted.

Vale snatched the phone from Skye’s grasp, then slipped quickly away when Skye fought to reclaim it. She used her extra bit of height to her advantage and held it high above her head. Skye struggled to snatch it back several more times before she gave up, crossed her arms and frowned.

Vale lowered the phone to her jaw with a teasing smirk. “Hello, Anya. Skye’s a little indisposed at the moment.”

Skye could hear her sister belting out one question after another, “Who’s this? What do you mean ‘indisposed’? Is she drinking?”

“I’m Vale,” Vale introduced in a low voice. “Indisposed as in indisposed―and she’s not drinking.” Skye crushed her forehead into her fist and shook her head. Vale gave her a wink and went on nonchalantly, “Do you have a sheet of paper with you?”

Skye arched an eyebrow and leaned in to listen, but Anya had calmly lowered her voice and nothing more than short, muffled dialogue made its way back to her. Vale offered a teasing smirk, twirled a finger into her mane and and sauntered away. Skye was met with an eyeful of black, smokey tendrils, all tattooed symmetrically along her back. They faded off into her spine as if painted on with watercolor.

“Good,” Vale continued. “I’m gonna give you my address, so you know where your sister is. Alright by you?”

Another muffled answer.

Skye froze in her tracks. Vale had dropped her pants entirely, rewarding her with a full view of her back end, her toned thighs and calves. There were no tan lines or fading; her skin was simply a perfect bronze all on its own. The realization had Skye quivering further and gazing openly at the part to her thighs. They shimmered beneath the orange light, still clearly damp from Skye’s assistance.

“Yeah. It’s the Asgard apartments, number thirty-four. You know the place? And my number…” Vale continued, reading her number off for Anya. Skye ran a tentative hand over her lower lip. The tip of her tongue followed. “No,” Vale grinned into the phone and glanced over her shoulder. “This definitely isn’t an elaborate plot to murder you both.” She surrendered the phone to Skye’s possession and whispered, “I like her.”

“Tch.” Skye smirked and held it to her ear. Anya was talking to someone, most likely her boyfriend, Shane.

“―think Skye’s getting laid!”

“Anya.”

“Oh, hey Skye,” Anya played. “You know, I called to make sure you were alright, didn’t know someone was already taking care of you.”

Skye rolled her eyes. “Alright, that’s it. I’m hanging up.” She was never going to hear the end of it from them.

“―have fun!”

She clicked her phone off and propped her hand on her hip. Vale stood leaning against her dresser, pants pulled taut between her ankles and her legs just parted in an entirely unabashed, Peter Pan-esque pose. Skye’s phone slid off down her leg and bounced to the carpet in her stunned silence.

Vale chuckled and kicked the rest of her clothes free. She leaned back, crossed her arms and focused her heavy-lidded eyes on Skye’s lips. “Come here,” she challenged, lifting one finger and coaxing Skye toward her.

Skye kicked her own shorts free, edged nearer and lifted a tentative hand to her neck. Vale sighed and tilted her head. Her eyes were multicolored, shimmering and blazing, and they never left Skye’s. The phone call had been an unwanted interruption, but nothing could stem the tide of heat that poured from Skye’s body, and now it was ravenous, unrelenting and clawing at her insides in desperation.

Her hands magnetized onto Vale’s sides, smoothed over her toned abdomen and settled over her hips. Vale suddenly tugged her in, latched onto her neck and drove her back onto the bed. Skye thudded to the sheets with a rushed exhale, and before she could respond, Vale clambered over her, braced her legs on her sides and leaned in to attack her neck all over again. Skye flew a hand to one side and gripped at the sheets.

“Vale―”

“Mm,” Vale purred. She ran a hand through Skye’s curls, gripped at the back of her head and repositioned herself between her legs. Skye burst into sweat at the feel of their pressed bodies, the continued onslaught on her neck, the hard pounding sensation that rippled through her insides with savage want.

“Vale,” she repeated, voice shaking.

Vale had gone entirely feral. She snaked her hands around Skye’s back, grasped onto her shoulders and connected them with a slow thrust. She slid her lips over Skye’s ear and whispered, “Yes?”

“I, uh―” Skye’s cheeks blazed.

“Yes?” Vale chuckled. She ground into Skye fully, spurring her to tremble and pant, to squeeze her eyes shut and nearly beg―

“―want you inside me,” she whispered with a furious blush.

“What’s that, Sunshine?”

Skye huffed. “Don’t make me say it again,” she pleaded. It was impossible to be anymore embarrassed than she already was.

“Mm.” Vale chuckled, slid further down and ran her fingers over Skye’s thighs. “You’ll have to―” She paused for a soft, teasing nip and another breathy laugh. “―be more specific than that.” She trailed slow kisses down her belly until she hovered dangerously between Skye’s legs. Skye tensed at the foreign weight. No one had ever been near her there, and her baser instincts were begging her to fling Vale off of her, to shout at her to back off. But her insides squirmed even harder, demanding solace.

She thread her fingers into Vale’s hair. It was the only thing that kept her rooted and sane in that moment. “I can’t get more specific than that,” she panted.

Vale’s hands slid over her front and kneaded into her breasts. “Well,” she chuckled. She flicked Skye’s warmth with one powerful stroke of her tongue and Skye gasped, gripped Vale’s hair further and trembled. “There’re several ways in which I can be inside you.”

Skye’s legs shook beneath her, never having felt anything like the burning sensation that coursed through her. Vale’s mouth was on her again. Skye jerked and sucked back a whimper. The burn flared into something more, something that coursed into her body as if through a line of gun powder.

“Holy shit―” Vale sank even further into her, proving just how long her tongue truly was. “―shit!” She brought it back up in one firm stroke and sucked Skye’s clit into her mouth with a hard pull. It was like an atom bomb going off. And it didn’t stop there. Skye let out a low, unintelligible cry and flung a hand over her mouth.

Vale never let up. She alternated between long, probing strokes and slow, smooth circles until Skye’s legs were jerking at her sides, until she’d fisted handfuls of Vale’s sheets and ground her hips unintentionally forward. The resulting pleasure was unreal. It siphoned up her thighs as electrifying threads, coursed up and down her legs as one explosion after another until borderline excruciating.

“Ah, Vale!” Skye gave her hair a soft tug. She was suddenly weak, like her entire body had been drained of blood. “Vale, please―”

“Mm?”

“I can’t take anymore.” There were tears in her eyes; she wasn’t even sure if what she was experiencing was pleasure or pain anymore.

Vale let up in an instant and a cool wave of air rushed over Skye, extinguishing some of the fire that scorched at her insides. Vale sat up with a furious blush. Her hair flared around her as a wild mane, further ruffled where Skye’s hand had been lost in it. Skye shivered under her gaze.

She slid out from under her and slinked toward the bathroom. “I think I have to pee,” she rushed. Her legs trembled under the weight of her steps and nearly gave out entirely. She could hear Vale slipping out of bed behind her and padding along the carpet in her wake. She snapped the door quickly shut before she could catch up, leaned against it and caught her breath.

Vale gave it a light tap. “You okay?” Her voice was muffled and soft. Scared, even.

Skye eased herself onto the toilet, dumbstruck by how painful her muscles had become. The bathroom was hot and stifling without the cool breeze of the air conditioner. She stared down at herself, wondering if there was something wrong with her.

“Skye?” Vale called. “Was that the first time someone’s gone down on you?”

Skye frowned and held a shaking hand to her lips. She was still just sitting on the toilet, waiting for the heat to pass. She slowly staggered to her feet. “You could tell?” she asked through the door. She eased it open and peeked through the crack. Vale was standing there with the smallest frown gracing her beautiful lips.

“Definitely.”

Skye lowered her eyes and allowed the door to creak further open on its own. Vale slid a tentative hand around her waist and pulled her softly in. “Skye.”

“Huh?”

Vale dipped her chin into the crook of her neck. “Was that your…first ever?”

Skye slipped her eyes shut and slowly nodded.

“…I see. C’mon,” Vale whispered, steering her back around toward the bed. She sat Skye on its edge, slid her hands to cup at her shoulders and rubbed small circles there with her thumbs. Skye smiled tiredly and sank into the bedspread. Vale lowered to her knees at its side, crossed her arms over Skye’s and set her chin on the back of her wrist. Her eyes were dark and searching, worried.

“I’m sorry,” Skye apologized. Her voice sounded as tired as the rest of her. “It felt like I was burning.”

Vale smiled and lowered her eyes. “You’re just sensitive, is all. I’m sure it didn’t help that I went all out on you,” she chuckled. “Would’ve been nice to know it was your first.”

Skye offered a shy smile and slid her fingers over Vale’s arm. “You were amazing,” she murmured. “I’m the one being ridiculous.”

Vale met her with a sad, longing gaze. She smoothed her fingers down her cheek, over her lips and jaw. Her eyes followed the same slow path, lingered on her lips and slid back up. “You’re not ridiculous,” she whispered.

Skye let out a small puff of air and leaned into her touch. Her heart throbbed, and for the first time that night it felt as if it were in its proper location, thudding powerfully within the confines of her chest. She collected Vale’s hand and held it to her breast. For a long time, their eyes simply lingered on one another’s—a clash of dark and light, warmth and cold, of fire and lightning.




















SUNDAY


VOID

The world flew into ruin around her. The sky shred apart as though a fabric, raining the stars and their radiance upon the earth as a flurry of blurred light and ash. The land spun around her at a nauseating speed, throwing her to her knees atop vast, endless sands. They carried on for a far as her eyes could see, disappeared into the night sky and blurred out of existence.

In the darkness, she could make out the form of a familiar entity, neither human nor corporeal. It was light and dark fused as one, inhaling and exhaling, rising and falling. It erupted into flame, spread forth and took hold of the darkness around it, transformed it. Then it shrank again, frozen. Infantile. It fused her with a wracking pain that her mind, her body could not comprehend. It was beyond anything she had ever experienced, and all she could do was cry out: It’s here. It’s here. It’s here.

But her voice was gone. Her lungs were gone. Her heart and even her soul was―

“Gone,” a low, ravenous voice finished for her, shooting a cold pang of fear through what remained of her being.

It’s here, she went on screaming, though her cries only seemed to ricochet from the underside of her skull. The entity unfolded into something grotesque, something as thick and black as wet tar, something that spasmed and wailed as a screaming infant might. It morphed into a tall, spindly carcass with two endless, void-like eyes―

“It’s here,” Skye breathed. “It’s here. It’s here.”

“Skye.” Vale’s hand caressed her jaw, coaxing her from her sleep.

Skye’s body ached. Her limbs fell numb beside her, heavy and unresponsive. Her eyelids were like dead weights that refused to cooperate. After several attempts, they finally flickered open. The eyes that met hers were dark and focused, concerned.

“You were having a nightmare,” Vale hushed. Her knuckles shifted over Skye’s cheek in a smooth arc. “It’s alright…”

Skye’s breathing was still labored. “I…what?” she began, speech slurred. She felt drunk, not all there. She squinted through the sunlight flickering through the curtains. “What time is it?” She shielded her eyes. “I don’t remember falling asleep.”

“’Bout ten, now. You passed out last night. I let you sleep.”

Skye caught her eyes again, suddenly aware of their proximity. She was buried up to the waist beneath warm feather blankets, legs entwined with Vale’s long smooth ones. Ripley lay stretched out between them with a wide smile and low, trundling purrs. Everything felt dreamlike and surreal. She moved her eyes over Vale and took her in. Her hand followed the same tentative path, tracing her every feature. Vale’s hair was damp and wild, her skin soft. She must have showered while Skye slept.

Vale tilted her head and slid her eyes shut. “Mm, Skye,” she purred. “Keep that up and we’ll never leave this bed.”

The thought was tempting. Skye lowered her eyes to Vale’s neck, spotting several dozens of pink oval marks. She blushed and smiled through her fingers. “I marked you up pretty good.”

“Saw them in the mirror,” Vale chuckled. “Yours look about the same.” Her hand slid over Skye’s exposed breast and gave her nipple a playful tweak. Skye smirked and sat up just enough to squint around the room. Her arm shook beneath her weight, evidence that she hadn’t quite recovered from the strange dream. She couldn’t remember it clearly, but something about it had been terrifying. She’d been cold and on fire all at once, and the thing she’d seen―

“You alright?” Vale asked, brushing their foreheads. Her eyebrows were furrowed, studying. Skye’s gaze fell to her mouth; Vale had the most beautiful lips, even when curved into a frown.

“Yeah, I just…” she sighed. “I don’t know.”

Vale lowered her eyes. “You don’t…regret it, do you?”

“No, it’s not that,” Skye promised. Vale let out a relieved sigh. “I just…had a strange dream.” Skye closed her eyes and sank further into Vale’s hold. They stayed there for a long time, Skye with her ear pressed to Vale’s chest, mesmerized by her steady, pulsing heart and Vale with her jaw resting atop Skye’s head. “Is it strange?” Skye wondered aloud. “I just met you, but I feel like…”

Vale shifted underneath her, slid a leg to her side and closed delicate fingers over the back of her neck. “Feel like what?” she asked after Skye failed to continue.

Skye swallowed nervously; Vale’s heart picked up its pace beneath her ear. “Like I never wanna leave your arms,” she admitted. She realized how it sounded as soon as she’d said it. Her heart beat rapidly, painfully awaiting an answer.

“Are you asking me out, Skye?” Vale asked in a low voice.

Skye chuckled and pulled back just enough to catch Vale’s eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t even know your last name or anything.”

Vale graced her lips with a soft, lingering kiss. “Evans,” she answered. “And yours?”

Skye smiled. “Orr.”

“Orr?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s a start. Wouldn’t you say?” Vale cupped her cheek, smoothed her thumb over her bottom lip and slid out of bed. The blanket fell around her feet and Skye was met with a glorious view of her backside, a generous reminder that she’d had that body pinned to her the previous night―doing things to her.

She managed to shift her way out of bed as well. “I don’t know, there’s still a lot of things I’d like to know.”

“And we have all the time to discuss those things, Miss Orr.” Vale strode toward her dresser and glanced sidelong at her. She smirked, having caught Skye ogling her. “Orr…Skye Orr,” she tested her full name with a quirked eyebrow, slid open a drawer and tapped her lower lip as if deciding what to wear.

Skye leaned against the bed and simply watched her. “Mmhm.”

Vale withdrew a tattered, sleeveless shirt from the drawer’s depths and chuckled. “Hungry?”

Skye hadn’t thought about it. Her body had been preoccupied with other things; she hadn’t even been aware of the ache that gnawed at her stomach, demanding attention. “I could eat,” she answered, eyes still lingering on Vale’s back. She studied her tattoos in great detail, from dark, hazy swirls to white, silken strands. She swore she could see infinitesimal symbols in their depths, so light that they appeared as faint scars.

“Alright. But…” Vale shook the shirt out and arched an eyebrow at it. “I haven’t got much to eat here. Wanna go someplace? Can ask me all the questions you like.”

“Sure.” Skye smiled and uncrossed her arms. “I’d like that.”


DREAMER

“So they got this weird kinda avo’ sauce on them,” Vale explained, gesturing toward their plates of taquitos. They’d decided on a taco shop Vale frequented: a small, inconspicuous place the length of Skye’s garage. Despite its size, a fair amount of people sat inside. Small tables dotted its floor, mashed together in the allotted space.

“It’s baby-shit green,” Skye observed.

“That’s a low blow,” Vale laughed. “Trust me, they’re lovely. You just―” She gestured toward a plastic bottle at the center of the table. “—take a fair bit of salsa and make it rain.”

Another smile snuck onto Skye’s lips. She took a taquito in hand and squeezed out a line of green salsa. “Like this?” She’d eaten taquitos several times before, having grown up on the border, though she liked watching Vale explain them to her.

“Or you could…” Vale took the bottle and sprayed her own plate’s contents. “There we are. Perfect.”

Skye laughed. “Is it hot?”

“Not really.”

They both took their first bite, and after a few moments of chewing, Skye knew exactly why Vale was so excited. They were delicious, almost as good as the ones she could get back home. They cracked open their drinks and ate together for awhile in companionable silence until the man they’d ordered from came around the corner with a small takeout box in hand.

“Jalapeños’re done,” he announced, delivering it to their table.

Vale sat up, visibly delighted. “Hell yes.”

“Are we really about to just eat jalapeños by themselves?” Skye asked when the worker retreated back into the kitchen, laughing and shaking his head. “It sounds like a terrible idea.” Even she had never done that.

“They’re roasted and salted,” Vale explained, cracking the box open. The things were steaming. “You can try a bite. I normally take a bunch home.”

“You eat jalapeños by themselves,” Skye repeated, mind still blown.

Vale held one up by its stem. “Can’t say no to this, Sunshine.” She went on dangling it in front of her face and smirking at Skye’s unamused gaze.

“Can’t say no to you,” Skye corrected. She took the pepper in hand and gave it a light sniff.

“Are you smelling it?”

“Yeah. I’m not gonna put it in my mouth without at least smelling it.”

“Just bite the damned thing,” Vale laughed, collecting another jalapeño for herself.

Skye took a tiny bite and chewed at it with one squinted eye. It was surprisingly sweet, nothing like the kind to show up unwanted on a plate of nachos. “Shit,” she murmured. “You eat spicy stuff like this a lot?”

Vale was already halfway through hers. She grinned, leaned in close and whispered, “Depends how often you’ll let me go down on you.”

Skye balked, dropped the jalapeño and elbowed Vale in the arm with a furious blush. “I’m not spicy,” she argued, pressing her knuckles to her cheek.

“So spicy.”

“No, Vale. I’m not spicy.”

Visuals whirled in her head. She couldn’t keep them out of her mind, of Vale grasping onto her parted legs, hair fluttering against her thighs. Her tongue, ravenous and powerful, driving into her without mercy. Skye trembled and clenched her legs beneath the table. She couldn’t believe she’d been such an amateur. Now that it was over, she wished she could have let Vale finish. She pressed her forehead into the back of her hand, lips parted, realizing just how much she truly wanted her again.

Vale’s caught her eyes again with a curious smirk. She knew. “You alright, Skye? You look a little preoccupied.” Skye fisted the front of her hoodie and took another bite of her taquito. She followed it up with a small swig of her drink. “Are you always this shy?” Vale snickered, digging into her own plate.

“I’m not shy.”

“Not shy?” Vale laughed. “Not shy. That’s like saying you’re not…extremely sexy. Or not…really good with your hands.”

Skye blushed, more evidence that she was impossibly shy. She didn’t even try to hide it this time. It was pointless. “I’m shy,” she conceded. “But only with you.”

“Mm,” Vale purred. “So I get special treatment?” Her eyes fluttered onto Skye’s lips.

“If you consider being shy around you special.”

Vale leaned further in and gave her a sly wink. “It is,” she whispered. “Just makes it all the more exciting when you dominate me.”

Food flew from Skye’s hands all over again. She coughed several times and nearly choked on a jalapeño seed. “D―dominate? You like…?”

Vale laughed. “Not what you’re thinking,” she whispered. “I guess there’s still a lot we don’t know about each other.” She grinned at her plate and picked up a jalapeño. She didn’t look very interested in eating it, however. “Truthfully, I think we’ve answered quite a few questions already. ‘Vale,’” she did her best impression of Skye’s American accent, “’You got any nipple piercings, Vale?’”

Skye snapped her head around, visibly appalled by her feigned accent. “I don’t sound like that.”

“’Vale,’” Vale tried again. “’You like toys, don’t you? Lots of them. I bet you collect them,’” she chuckled, and Skye had to admit the fake accent had gotten significantly better. Her cheeks burned at the mention of Vale’s toys. “How was that? Better?” Vale asked, her own accent back. Skye preferred it that way.

“You still don’t sound like me.”

“Hm,” Vale hummed. “I thought I was pretty good. Ask me anything, then. Whatever you want.”

Skye cleared her throat and retrieved the taquito she threw. “Okay, uh…alright.” What was she supposed to ask? There must have been a million things she wanted to know, yet they managed to evade her as she gazed on the Aussie. She was thoroughly entranced by the curious twitch at her lip, the teasing shimmer in her eyes. Something simple, she told herself. You know, normal questions like… “Music. What kind of music do you like?”

Vale hummed and lowered her eyes. She tapped lightly on the table. “Easy. Eighties rock.”

“Really?” Skye asked. “Like Journey, from your shop?”

Vale nodded. “My favorite. How ‘bout you?”

Skye shrugged and poked her food. “I don’t really have a favorite. I just kinda listen to…whatever.” Vale frowned and took a sip from her bottle. “Uh, what about movies…?” Skye trailed off, wanting to roll her eyes at her own question. She had to make this more interesting somehow. “What about when you were little?” she tried again. “What was your favorite movie then?”

“Ferngully,” Vale answered without missing a beat. Skye blinked back at her with a small smile. “And yours, Sunshine?”

Skye grinned. “The Land Before Time. But I called it Little Foot.”

Vale laughed. “I used to call strawberry milk ‘Pink Rabbit.’”

Skye chuckled and tilted her head a bit. She had a difficult time imagining a child version of Vale. “Hmm…” She took another small bite. “Tell me something…that’s…weird. Something weird about yourself.”

“You mean aside from my toy collection?”

Skye blushed. “Aside from that.”

“Mm,” Vale hummed and glanced sidelong at her. “Sometimes I cup my girly parts as I’m falling asleep.” Skye quirked an eyebrow. “Weird enough for you?”

Skye laughed. “Really? Like, you just…hold yourself?”

“Yeah, dunno why. It’s comfy.” Vale shrugged. “What about you? Tell me more about that, ah…dream you had.”

Skye swallowed. She worked another bite loose from her taquito and chewed at it for awhile to avoid answering right away.

“You kept saying ‘it’s here’. What’s it?” Vale probed. Skye went on picking at her food. Vale reached over the table and slid her thumb over the back of Skye’s hand, drawing her gaze. “Does it bother you…talking about it?”

“No, it’s okay. I…” Skye chewed at her lip. “It’s something I dream about a lot, but it’s always like―” She paused again and gazed skyward. “It’s kind of hard to remember, really hard to describe. Like…”

Vale seemed intent, entirely focused on her every word. “Like?”

Skye sighed. “Like something blowing up from the inside,” she tried to explain. The visual was so hazy, faraway. “Then it would rewind, do it over and over again.”

Vale furrowed her brow.

“Then it turned into this…corpse. But it was walking around, shrieking.” Like a baby would, she realized. She curled her fingers beside her plate and bit at her lip. The two fell silent, and the low conversation of the restaurant’s other occupants hummed around them.

“I’m sorry,” Vale apologized, looking guilty. “I didn’t mean to―”

“Don’t worry,” Skye ensured. “It actually feels kind of good to talk about it.”

Vale tilted her head. “You sure?”

“Yeah,” Skye chuckled and prodded her in the chest. “See? You’re not the only weird one.”

Vale offered her own small smile. Her eyes were soft and teasing. “That’s for certain.”

Skye arched a brow.

Vale tugged at the front of Skye’s hood with a quick wink. “Don’t worry, that’s a good thing.”

Skye’s noisy phone wrenched them from their conversation all over again. She sighed and scrambled to answer it. “Hey Anya.”

“Skye! The fuck are you? Shane and I are already here.”

“Huh?”

“The fair.”

“Oh.” Skye glanced sidelong at Vale. She sat with her elbow on the table and her chin in her palm, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. “I forgot about that. Sorry.”

“Get your ass here. You promised,” Anya complained. Skye could hear the sound of music and festivities in the background. It did sound entertaining, although…

“Can I bring Vale?”

Anya laughed. “I was hoping you would. I wanna meet this girl.”

“Okay,” Skye laughed. “I’ll ask her.” Skye cupped her hand over the phone and glanced back at Vale. Her hair flared around her in a vibrant hue, illuminated by the sun. She seemed suddenly spectral and dreamy, and Skye had to blink a few times to remember what she was supposed to be asking her. “Do you work tonight?”

Vale wasn’t oblivious to Skye’s plight. She arched an eyebrow and flicked her eyes over Skye’s lips with a mischievous smile. “I get Sundays and Mondays all to myself,” she assured. “So if you wanna have another go…?” She inclined her head with the softest, most devilish grin on her lips.

Skye’s heart spasmed. “Uh, my sister. I was supposed to go to the fair with her and her boyfriend today. Do you think…you’d want to come with?”

Vale perked upright. “The fair? With fairy floss and rides, and stuff like that?”

“Fairy floss?”

“Oh,” Vale paused and padded at her lower lip. “Cotton candy,” she translated.

Fairy floss, Skye mused. She slowly nodded.

Vale stroked at her arm. “That’d be a definite yes—take me.”

Goosebumps prickled over Skye’s skin, followed by the familiar, aching heat between her legs. She knew Vale was teasing her, and she knew it would never stop. She resigned herself to the idea of being perpetually aroused, forever blushing and aching for her touch.

Anya. “Uh―” Skye cleared her throat and dropped her hand from the phone. “Yeah, Anya. She’ll come. We’ll head down there soon.”

Vale’s hand was suddenly running over her thigh. Skye batted it away and turned in her chair to dodge her advances. She was already painfully hot down there. She didn’t need encouragement.

“Call when you’re here,” Anya went on, oblivious to Skye’s turmoil. “We can meet at the front.”

“Yeah, okay. That works.” Skye flit her eyes over Vale’s jaw. She hadn’t even realized Anya had said goodbye and hung up. She blinked several times and slid her phone back into her pocket with a dizzied look in her eyes.

Vale’s hand found its way back onto Skye’s thigh, moved slowly up and down the smooth fabric and squeezed. “You want me right now,” Vale whispered, “Don’t you?”

Skye slowly nodded, devoid of breath.

Vale stood and drew Skye with her. “Good,” she said again, voice low. It stirred a slow shudder from Skye’s shoulders. “Then I hope you don’t plan on getting much sleep tonight.” And with that, she turned toward the door, her take-out box in one hand and a very flustered Skye trailing behind her in the other.


BRIDGE

Skye and Vale finally made their way past the fair’s front gate after walking through what felt like a mile’s worth of cobblestone parking lot. Packs of kids were running rampant with bubble guns and plastic swords, screaming and blasting each other in the face with foamy spray. Skye and Vale held hands in order to navigate the ensuing crowd, bumping between bodies and dodging soapy clusters of multicolored bubbles. Skye glimpsed several strange, fluffy hats, and every once in a while, someone carrying a massive stuffed animal. The men towed them around on their shoulders as if the things were small children.

Vale poked at her teasingly. “Want me to get you one of those?”

Skye barely dodged the front end of an attacking stroller and readjusted her phone against her jaw. “Please—no,” she huffed. Vale tugged her into her side and shot the offending stroller-wielder a vicious look. Parents everywhere were using the damned things as battering rams. They were surprisingly effective.

Anya went on directing Skye through the phone, “Yeah. No, to your left. Look left, Skye!” Skye continued to look left with an exasperated huff. The first person she recognized was Shane, contrasting everyone else like some sort of mammoth among deer. He was tall with wild, sandy hair and a face full of stubble. She always thought he had the nose of a rugged Han Solo-type: slightly crooked and totally self-confident about it. He had a massive, bagged stuffed animal slung over one shoulder and he looked more than proud of his prize.

“Tch.” Skye ticked her tongue at the sight, though a small smile pulled at her lips. “This idiot.”

He smiled and waved Skye down.

“That Shane?” Vale asked. He was practically shouting Skye’s name above the crowd as if signaling her wasn’t enough.

“Yeah. He’s a moron, but he grows on you. He grows on you very, very slowly.”

Vale chuckled. “He looks nice to me.”

Anya finally materialized as they closed in on Shane, no longer hidden behind the sea of significantly taller people. She, at the very least, looked related to Skye, though her face was rounder, her features more childish. Their eyes were spaced differently, angled differently, shaped differently. They had very little in common aside from their matching, sharp blue irises. Even her hair was longer, straighter and sleeker where it slid over one shoulder, a stark contrast to Skye’s stray, windswept ringlets and untidy, jagged bangs. It was also very decidedly a single color: a light, unified blonde.

“Shane,” Skye greeted with a flick of her eyes. “Anya…quit smiling like that,” she complained. Anya’s entire face had erupted into an expression of sheer glee: wide, too-bright eyes and rounded, shining cheeks. She and Shane traded knowing looks.

“Damn girl.” She arched a brow. “Gotcherself a hot mama.”

Skye’s hand flew to her forehead.

Vale chuckled and reached out to take Anya’s hand. “That’s quite a compliment,” she laughed. “You’re adorable yourself.” Shane readjusted their stuffed animal and offered his own massive hand. “And you are…very tall,” Vale finished, shaking his. His smile was just as bright and ludicrous as Anya’s. They both looked overwhelming pleased with the whole situation.

“You’re fuckin’ Australian!” Shane belted out, jerking her hand up and down with increased vigor. “So you’re the one who performed Skye’s surgery!”

Skye sneered at him and furrowed her eyebrows. Vale went on slowly shaking his hand. She looked utterly bewildered by his outburst. “Ah…surgery?”

“Yeah, she had that stick up her butt for a long time. It’s about time somebody―” Anya rammed an elbow into his side and winded him. Skye followed it up with a swift punch to his peck. He quickly held his hands up in surrender and belted out apologies. Vale burst out laughing at their instantaneous reaction.

“She’s been nothing but sunshine towards me.” She smiled, reached up and brushed her fingers through Skye’s faintly curling hair. It took Skye every ounce of restraint to not lean into her. She simply smiled back at her, took her hand and held it at her side.

“Anya, your sis just smiled,” Shane pointed out. “She actually smiled.”

Skye glared at him. “Alright,” she ground out. “That’s enough of that. Where are we going?”

Vale chuckled and pulled at the ends of her fingers. Anya gazed across the crowd of people and numerous erected tents. Several rides stood out among them. There were at least two roller coasters, a Ferris wheel, several spinning rides and lots of kids’ rides. They even had one that launched hundreds of feet into the sky. People were currently screaming very loudly aboard it.

Vale exhaled a small breath. “Fairy floss…”

Skye glanced up to find her slightly open-mouthed and staring, eyes glossed over. She’d locked onto a cotton candy stand and didn’t seem capable of breaking eye contact with it.

Anya raised an eyebrow. “Fairy floss?”

“Aussie for cotton candy,” Skye translated with a shrug.

Anya’s face lit up. “Yeah!” she agreed. “Shane and I already had some, but you can never have too much.”

“My stomach can,” Shane grumbled, but they moved to join the line waiting for the delicious snack regardless. “Why do you call it fairy floss?”

Vale chuckled. “Dunno. The fairies floss with it?”

“Gross,” Anya laughed. “Weird thing to call it.”

“Australians have weird expressions for all kinds of stuff,” Shane laughed. “Don’t you?” He tilted his head Vale’s way.

Vale nodded. “Took a while to acclimate to the shit you Yanks say. Bloody gas station? And it’s a car park, thank you very much.”

Skye laughed, “What?”

“Let’s just say everyone looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language when I moved here. Had to adapt. Should’ve seen the first time I asked where I could find the dunny—” She blinked back at their confused expressions. “—toilet.”

Anya flicked a length of hair over her shoulder. “Do you really say mate or is that one of those Steve Irwin stereotypes?”

“Yep. We say mate all the time,” Vale chuckled.

“Can I call you mate?” Shane elbowed her in the side. “Ey, mate?”

Skye glowered up at him. “No.”

“Not like that,” Vale laughed. She twisted out from under his hand. “Pronounce it right.”

Both Shane and Anya went to work trying to pronounce mate correctly, a time in which Skye and Vale glanced sidelong at each other with teasing smirks. Skye leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “Mate.”

Vale’s mouth fell open. “Alright, that was fairly decent.”

“I got a couple of Aussie gaming buddies I Teamspeak with,” Skye laughed. “Uh, voice chat program,” she added at Vale’s quirked brow. “Easier to, you know, gang up on other players…slap the shit out of them…not having to stop and type out our plans and all.”

Vale’s smile grew. “How did you end up playing with these, ah, Aussie gaming buddies?”

“Weird sleeping schedule. When I can’t sleep…I play. And I always end up online when they are.”

Vale flicked her eyes over Skye’s lips with a small smirk and glanced back at Shane and Anya as they went on practicing their terrible-sounding mates. “Maybe I can join in your adventures.”

“Maybe,” Skye laughed.

Vale leaned in and kissed Skye’s temple. “Your family is really nice, Skye.”

“They’re alright,” she admitted. “They’re not as nice when you have to live with them.”

Shane glanced back at her and feigned a hurt look. “Sis, I thought you loved me.”

Skye clenched her fist. “Don’t push it, Shane.”

Vale laughed. “I gather you two are still warming up to each other?”

“Fine observation,” Shane complimented with a bow. “I was a total douche to her in high school.” Skye went on glowering. “I deserve every bit of it, don’t feel bad for me.”

“Wow,” Vale chuckled. “Bullied in high school, Skye? But you’re so fucking hot.”

Skye burst into color and turned away.

“She’s also a major weirdo,” Shane teased. “Besides, I wanted to date her sister and she wouldn’t let me.”

Vale raised an eyebrow. “Big sis syndrome?”

Anya burst out laughing. “Nine months isn’t enough to justify ‘big’ sis. We were in the same grade and everything.”

Vale laughed. “Anyone ever confuse you two?”

“No.” Anya grinned and poked Skye in the side as the line moved forward. “She was a total goth.”

“Dammit Anya,” Skye complained and hid her face further. “I was fucking not.”

“Were too!” Anya prodded her several more times, and with each frustrated groan Vale’s brow rose further and further. “She used to hang out with all the other goths. There was this one chick―”

“―Kate―” Skye filled in, rubbing at her temple.

“―that carried around this knife in her boot, and a snake―”

“―Ball python―”

“―around her neck!” Anya finished, jabbing Skye in the chest. Vale’s eyebrow disappeared into her bangs entirely.

“His name was Alex.”

“Alex the ball-fucking-python. God, the days she loaned that thing to Skye were terrifying,” Anya went on. “Scared the crap outta me every chance she got.”

“I liked snakes,” Skye quipped. “Mom never let me have one.”

“‘Cause they eat dogs,” Anya hissed, glancing back at the diminished line. “Here we go!” she exclaimed. “I’ll get two bags. Vale and Skye can share,” she said with a wink.

Skye bit her lip. She wasn’t sure how much more teasing she could suffer. They’d only just gotten there and already she wanted to run off with Vale in hand, find someplace secluded and enjoy some time alone.

“Pink or blue?” Anya asked, repeating the cashier’s question.

“Pink,” Vale immediately answered, flashing an impish grin in Skye’s direction. She made the tiniest motion with her tongue, flicking it along the center of her upper lip just quickly enough that only Skye would catch it.

The blood drained from Skye’s face and relocated between her legs. Just the sight of Vale’s flicking tongue was enough to wind her. She blinked down at the paper cone Anya pressed into her hands: a pink and feathery mess of sticky candy. Vale plucked a piece free; “Thanks mate.”

Shane looked like he was about to squeal like a little girl.

They parted from the line to cluster in the tent’s shade and pulled tufts of cotton loose for small bites. Shane had to fend Anya off. She kept attempting to dunk some in his mouth but only managed to get it stuck in his whiskers.

Vale held a tuft near Skye’s hair, squinted one eye and compared the two colors. “Mm, damn. Not even close.”

Skye blushed and grabbed it out of her hand. “You can’t do that.”

“What?” Vale laughed.

“Compare my hair to stuff. It won’t work. I’ve tried.”

“Mm.” Vale leaned into her. “Do you dye it?”

“No.”

“It’s like eight different colors.”

“Yeah, it’s weird. Can’t make up its mind.”

Vale flicked her eyes, catching Skye’s with a mischievous glint. “Your eyes do it, too.”

“Uh?”

“Dark blue, light blue, then gray…sorta silver, even.” Vale’s eyes fell on her lips and glossed over. She seemed distracted by the cotton candy that made its way to Skye’s mouth.

Skye paused with it in hand. “Why aren’t you eating any? You seemed excited to get it.”

Vale chuckled lowly. “I was just imagining eating it off you.”

Skye turned away and coughed into her hand. Shane and Anya stared at her from the shade, both of them wearing the cheesiest grins she’d ever seen. She glared at them before facing Vale.

“You’re gonna do this all day, aren’t you?” Skye asked, nearly breathless.

“What’s that, Sunshine?” Vale asked, feigning innocence. She moved the candy to her mouth and returned the tip of her tongue to her upper lip with smoldering eyes.

“Hmm, okay. I can play that game too.” Skye smiled and slowly licked her fingers clean of the sugar. It worked: Vale’s eyes darted to her lips and her mouth fell slightly open. “What’s the matter, Vale?” Skye went on in a low voice, making sure only Vale could hear. “Did you want my tongue somewhere else?”

Vale’s eyes went wide.

“Hey guys,” Shane interrupted them. “What do you think?”

Skye glanced back at where he pointed: a massive, looping roller coaster with screaming people aboard.

“Oh no.” Anya shook her head. “Temporary roller coasters? No thanks. They need to be bolted to the ground, like at least to the earth’s core.”

“I’ll go.” Vale shrugged and rolled up the bag of cotton candy. “Skye?”

Skye’s belly turned. She focused on the ride’s loop and wondered if she really wanted to risk puking on her first real date with Vale. “Uh…”

Vale bumped her on the arm with the cotton candy. “You’re not afraid of rides, are you?” she teased.

Skye playfully shoved the bag away. “No,” she lied.

“Alright, alright,” Shane sighed. He pointed out another nearby spinning ride. “What about that one?”

“No, no, no!” Anya belted out. “Definitely not. I’m not doing it, no.”

“Aww,” Shane whined.

It was shaped like some kind of U.F.O.; the four of them stared at the thing as it whirled and flashed an array of colors. Skye could already hear a few people shrieking from inside, yet there was no one in line.

Vale shot Skye another grin. “Let’s do it.” She wagged an eyebrow and Skye’s cheeks burned a second time.

“Not touching it,” Anya said again, shaking her head. “You three can go. I’ll get sick.”

Shane huffed. “I won’t go without you,” he said, petting at the top of her head. “But I wanna see Skye’s face when she gets out.”

Skye crossed her arms. “Whatever.”

Vale tugged at her hand. “It’ll be fun, I promise.”

Shane chuckled from behind them and Skye paled, wondering if her stomach would be able to handle it.

“You love this shit, don’t you?” she asked Vale as they slid to a stop at the entrance. The attendant nodded their way in greeting. “You’re like…what do they call it? An adrenaline junkie or something?”

Vale laughed. “Certainly.”

“Really?” Skye glanced up at her and squeezed her hand. “How much of one?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not gonna ask you to rob a bank with me or anything.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

“Guess you’ll have to wait and see,” Vale whispered, and the way she said it, the gentle husk of her voice had Skye quivering all over again. Vale shifted against her backside, slid a hand to her hip and exhaled a curious breath. Skye cleared her throat and hid her face. She was sure the attendant was just staring at them now, sure that her sister could see the suggestive way Vale was holding her. She didn’t have to endure it for long, however. The ride’s passengers were already piling out of its exit on wobbly legs, looking beyond ill. Skye swallowed.

“You sure we should go in this one? It looks vomit-inducing.”

Vale chuckled. “You’ll be a little dizzy. But it’ll be fun, trust me.”

“You’ve been on one of these?” Skye asked again as the attendant opened up the gate and pointed them inside. They were still the only two in line. Skye glanced over her shoulder at where Shane and Anya stood, finding a small group of people that looked curious about the ride, but not quite so brave.

Vale stamped up the stairs. “A couple times.”

Skye trailed through the doorway behind her. She felt as though she were boarding a spacecraft. It was dark inside, though there were several lines of flashing lights lining its walls, flickering blue, teal and yellow across the floor. There weren’t any seat belts or chairs, only a single bar that circled the ride’s center where a man sat at the controls. Skye stared around at it all and swallowed a second time.

“Skye, you’re nervous.”

“No I’m not,” Skye lied.

“I’ve seen you nervous enough times to recognize it,” Vale said again, catching her eyes with a faint, mischievous glint.

The attendant followed them up and peered around the inside to check if anyone from the previous ride had lingered. “Just you two,” he said before sliding the door shut. Skye’s heart slammed into her ribs at the same time. It was nearly pitch black, but she could still make out Vale’s unmistakeable smirk, the thin arch of her brow.

“Just us,” she repeated, and she drove Skye against the wall, thudding her back to the padding.

“Vale,” Skye gasped. “There’s a guy―” She peeked around Vale’s shoulder at him, not at all surprised to find him staring at them in shock with his mouth ajar.

“So?” Vale slid an arm up Skye’s side. “He’ll never see us again.”

Skye trembled and hid her face. “Fuck, there’s nothing to hold onto―”

Vale braced herself on top of Skye as the ride began to rotate. “You can hold me,” she whispered in her low, husky voice. Skye expected the attendant to say something, to stop them, to tell them they couldn’t do that but he was silent. He went on cranking the ride’s music: Highway to Hell by AC/DC. Vale flattened into her a moment later, pressing their bellies, their breasts, and then their cheeks.

Skye shivered and clenched her legs together. She tucked a hand into Vale’s jacket and curled her fingers over her lower back. “There,” she huffed. “You like that?”

Vale grinned into the side of her neck. “Definitely.”

“If you like me holding you, all you have to do is ask.”

“Mm, Skye. Hold me real tender-like,” Vale teased.

Skye managed a small smile and squeezed an arm around her waist. Her elbow brushed with something hard and heavy. “Vale?” She shifted underneath her as the ride picked up speed. She could feel her back pressing against the padding, could feel Vale weighing down on her more and more. “Do you―” She squeezed her eyes shut. “—carry a gun in there?” She nudged the weight again.

“It’s just my wallet,” Vale whispered. “And…my phone.”

Skye tensed and tightened her hold. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the heavy stir in her gut, the dizzying, pressurized sway of their bodies. She felt as though she’d experienced it before, been sick through it before.

“You okay?” Vale breathed in her ear. Skye could barely hear her, though it wasn’t because of the music. Something else had taken hold of her, something loud and clanging like metal shearing metal. Breathe. She gripped onto Vale’s shirt harder and slid her fingers to her hip. Her eyes went on blurring, contaminating her view of the world around her and replacing it with a pearly, metallic enclosure.

She was suddenly somewhere else at the same time, exhaling a warm fog onto a thick curve of glass. Breathe. It was tight and constricting, pressing in on her elbows and knees. She felt bruised, exhausted, starved, and then―

Vale gave her neck a gentle nip, wrenching her from her episode. Skye grunted and squeezed at her hip. She sucked in a solid breath of air before answering, “Yeah―I’m okay.”

“Would it be better if I distracted you?” Vale offered with a chuckle.

Skye found herself nodding numbly; the motion was dizzying and difficult to control beneath the ride’s pressure. “Distractions…distractions are good.”

Vale slid a hand into her hair and gently led her head to an angle. Her lips pressed and sucked at her neck and Skye groaned, squeezed her eyes further shut and dug her fingers into Vale’s hip.

“Nnh―” Vale panted into her ear. “I like that.”

Heat rushed between Skye’s legs, followed by Vale’s hand. “Holy fuck,” Skye nearly yelped. Vale chuckled dangerously before grinding the heel of her palm there, before her thigh joined it with a thud and she gave her one slow, rolling thrust. Skye grasped for her hand. “Fuck, Vale!”

The music faded. The ride slowed and eventually came to a stop. Vale drew away with a soft pant and shifted her tongue over her bottom lip. She looked beyond flustered: eyes heavy, breaths labored. Skye glanced up at the operator and really wished she hadn’t. He shot her a wink and a thumbs up.

“Fuck, Vale,” she panted. “You really are an adrenaline junkie.” She stumbled after Vale on shaking legs and nearly missed a stair.

“See?” Vale teased. “Wasn’t so bad, was it?” She leaned in close, drew a curl of hair from Skye’s shoulder and whispered, “Nothin’ compared to the ride you’ll get tonight.” Skye tripped over the metal ramp and caught herself in Vale’s arms.

Anya stood on her tiptoes and stared at her from the exit. “Are you okay?”

Skye’s cheeks blazed. “I’m fine.”

Shane grinned at Skye’s apparent incapacitation, gathered up his stuffed animal from the end of the ramp and peeked over the railing. “Hey, look!” He slung his prize over one shoulder and pointed out what looked like a petting zoo. “Fucking camels!”

Skye elbowed Vale the moment they turned away. “You’re going to fucking kill me with your animalistic urges.”

Vale chuckled and gave her hip a small squeeze. “You haven’t seen animalistic, Sunshine.”


ARTIST

A waft of sizzling meat and fried desserts pervaded the air. Every so often the breeze would pick up, stir the fumes and clear a path for the summer’s own sweet scent. “Alright, lovebirds,” Shane began as the four of them clustered at the center of the food court. “You two go see if you can grab a table. They have a bratwurst stand over there. You guys okay with that?” He had to wave his hand in front of Skye’s eyes a few times to get an answer.

She blinked and came out of her stupor. “Yeah. Alright.”

Vale grinned at her with a singularly arched brow. Anya giggled, tweaked Skye’s cheek and trailed after Shane. Skye fluttered her bangs with a long puff of air and took Vale’s hand. “Look what you’re doing to me,” she whispered. Vale squeezed at her fingers and hummed. “I can’t even function around my family.”

“Don’t think they mind much.” Vale tossed her head Shane and Anya’s way. The two had taken up the back of a relatively long line and were busy poking playfully at each other. Anya giggled and fought to collect his hands, but he was too quick for her.

Skye stared around the crowd. Most people were clearing out, packing bags, strollers and collecting rampant kids. It was getting late, and for most families that meant it was time to go home. Several babies and toddlers were already voicing their displeasure, stamping their feet and screaming to stay. Skye couldn’t wait until they were gone.

She and Vale moved through the crowd until they found a small table in the corner, littered with leftover paper cups but otherwise abandoned. Skye gathered them up and flung them into a nearby bin. Vale settled onto the bench and sighed. She seemed different, somehow: quiet, focused.

Skye slid in beside her and tugged at her jacket. “Aren’t you hot in this?” Even Skye was warm, and she’d already tied her hoodie around her waist shortly after their blood-pumping encounter in the spaceship ride.

Vale gazed on her with a soft smile, propped her elbow on the table and tucked her chin into her palm. “Nah. I’m used to much hotter weather. Besides, if I tan it’ll mess up my tattoos.”

Skye chuckled and pulled at Vale’s sleeve. She peeked at a thin sliver of her white ink. Up close and under sunlight, she realized most of its perceived brightness was a result of the faded shadow surrounding it. “You’re already pretty tan.”

“Am not.”

“Really?” Skye tilted her head and gazed on her further. She’d assumed her golden hue had been the sun’s doing, but now that she really considered it… “Are you―?” she paused, not wanting to be presumptuous.

“―Black?” Vale finished.

Skye tilted her head further. “Yeah.”

Vale shot her a teasing smirk. “I’m a quarter Aborigine.”

“Abori―?”

Vale laughed further. “Native Aussie.”

A small smile quirked Skye’s lips. She slid her eyes over Vale’s defined jaw and angled, multicolored eyes. Her hand trailed over her next, curled into a half-closed fist at her jaw and lifted her chin. “I feel kinda stupid,” she admitted. “I couldn’t tell.”

Vale slowly shook her head, ran her fingers over Skye’s arm and smiled. “Most people can’t. They just assume I’m white.”

“I definitely knew you weren’t white,” Skye said with a grin. “Too many curves.”

A deep blush colored the smooth bit of skin over the bridge of Vale’s nose. She wrinkled it and gave Skye’s cheek a playful tweak. “The hell’re you talking about? You saying white people can’t be curvy? Have you looked in a mirror?”

“Bullshit,” Skye laughed. “I’ve got the boobs of a fourteen-year-old.”

Vale leaned in, swept her eyes over Skye’s body and met her gaze with another mischievous smirk. “I’m more of an arse woman,” she said with another playful, husky growl. Skye jolted in her seat and stuffed a hand over her crotch in time to bar Vale’s path to it. She bit her lip at Vale’s low chuckle, at the teasing drift of her lips on her jaw. “Turns me on when you do that,” Vale hushed.

Skye’s cheeks burst into further color. She turned in her seat, led her hand over her chin and wondered aloud, “Do what?”

“Bite your lip like that. Absolutely adorable.” Skye wriggled in her seat and clenched her thighs further together. “You’re thinking about straddling me on this bench, aren’t you?”

“More than that,” Skye breathed.

“Naughty,” Vale teased.

“You started it.”

“Did I?”

“Yeah, something about…” Skye ran her thumb over her bottom lip and slanted her eyes back at her with a grin. “Something about…giving me a ride tonight.”

“Shit, Skye.” Vale purred in her ear. “Sounds so much better when you say it. Gettin’ me all excited.”

Anya came up beside them and set a cardboard cup holder in the middle of the table. Shane followed suit and slapped down two trays of bratwurst. “You two done flirting?” he joked, sliding onto the bench across from them with Anya. Skye dropped her hand; it had still been drifting near Vale’s collarbone.

“Are you two ever done flirting?” she countered.

“Fair enough,” he replied, taking his bratwurst in hand. It was steaming and overflowing with sauerkraut. Anya was already nibbling at hers, though her eyes were on Skye and Vale.

“So Vale,” she began, lowering her brat enough to pat at her lip with a napkin. Here it comes, Skye thought, preparing herself. More questions. The two had already wrung some more information from the Aussie while they walked around, but Skye knew they were far from finished. “A tattoo artist, huh?”

Vale paused mid-bite and glanced up. “Mmhm.”

“How long have you been doing that?”

Vale fought to swallow in time to answer. Skye was just as curious. Why hadn’t she thought to ask that question? Was it because her brain seemed to fall apart whenever she looked on her?

“About two years.”

“Two years...” Anya nodded, still chewing absentmindedly. Skye couldn’t help but wonder if Anya and Shane were about to plug Vale with their own twenty questions. “How did you get into it?”

Vale scratched at the back of her mane and held her brat in one hand. She glanced sidelong at Skye and pursed her lips at her amused smirk. “Well, I went to Brunhilde’s to get some work done. Showed them my sketches, already had it all planned out. Boss liked it, and I ended up showing him more of my work. And then he wanted me as an artist, just like that.”

“Wow, so you must be pretty good,” Shane said with a nod. “What kind of stuff you draw?”

“Ah―” Vale paused again, taking notice of how intensely Skye had been watching her. She caught her eyes and bit back a small smile. “Kinda hard to describe.”

Anya laughed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Yeah, Vale. What kind of answer is that?” Skye teased, tracing her fingers along her forearm.

“Well, it’s a lot of black and gray,” she explained. “I don’t do much color. Kinda has an airbrush look to it. Hmm…you know H.R. Giger?” Skye flicked her eyes at the name. It was familiar, though she couldn’t put her finger on why. Anya stared at her blankly and slowly chewed. “Right,” Vale chuckled, taking another bite. “He’s an artist. Designed the Xenomorph from the Alien movies.”

Shane snapped his fingers and nodded. “That thing is fucking fantastic,” he announced before shoving another bite into his face. Skye glanced down at her own plate. She’d barely touched hers.

“Uh-uh.” Anya concealed her mouth before swallowing. “Those things gimme strange nightmares, not touching that.”

Vale laughed. “Well, all his work is…overly sexualized. Lots of dicks and stuff. Offensive as hell, love it.” Skye coughed on her bratwurst, realizing exactly why she shouldn’t have taken a bite of it in the first place. Anya and Shane froze mid-bite as well, stunned. “Here.” Vale dug around in her pocket for her phone. “Have a go at this one.” Skye, Shane and Anya all leaned in to peek at it.

“Oh my god,” Anya laughed. “Is he…fucking her with a gun-penis, his tail, and something else?”

“There’s no he, look. She’s fucking herself,” Skye pointed out with an arched brow. “Not sure how, but she’s definitely got a dick and is fucking herself.”

“Maybe they’re two people morphed into one.”

Shane leaned in to get a good look at the detail. “That is some fucked up, and somehow glorious shit.”

Vale looked utterly pleased with their reactions. “That’s Giger.”

“So this is the kind of stuff you tattoo?” Shane asked.

“I wish.” Vale collected her phone and flicked the screen a few times in search of something else. “Normally I gotta tattoo stupid shit, like mudflap chicks and…smiley faces.”

Anya sneered and set down what was left of her brat. “What’s a mudflap chick?”

Vale laughed. “I didn’t know, either. It’s that silhouette of a naked chick that truckers have on the back of their mud flaps.”

“People actually get that kind of shit tattooed on themselves?” Skye asked, offended by the thought.

“You’d be surprised. Here.” She slid her phone forward. Again, all three leaned in.

“Wow.”

It was of a highly-contrasted young woman stretched out on her back, one arm contorted into a mess of spraying liquid. She wasn’t wearing much of anything. Only a thin slip of fabric danced between her legs, heavy with folds and shadow. She had a thin, vertical eye in between her breasts―if Skye could even call them that―and one hand was tugging it further open, emitting light. It drew on Skye strangely, as though she’d seen it somewhere before. The lighting’s style was incredibly similar to the smooth, white and blue highlights that adorned Vale’s body.

She glanced back up at Vale and slid her eyes over her still-concealed arms. Vale caught her gaze and winked. “You drew that one, didn’t you?” Skye asked. Vale nodded, cheeks rosy.

“Really?” Anya sat up and leaned so far into the screen that she nearly lost her balance. “Hey, she does kinda look like you.”

Vale cleared her throat and fidgeted in her seat.

“I like it.” Shane pointed. “Though it’s missing a dick.”

Vale burst out laughing, slid her phone back into her pocket and shook her head. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“Well if you ever need a model for one, you know where I’m at,” he boasted, waggling his eyebrows.

Anya slugged him so hard that he yelped and quickly apologized. Skye dropped her bratwurst back onto its plate, no longer even remotely interested. She was glad Anya had taken up her hobby of beating on Shane; he was too far across the table to reach easily.

“Even so,” Shane interrupted, still holding his hands up in surrender. “I think I know who’s gonna be doing my tattoo.”

“Of what?” Anya demanded.

Shane leaned in and clasped his beefy arm around her shoulders. “What else? Gotta get your name somewhere on me, right?”

Vale cleared her throat and shook her head.

Shane’s smile vanished. “What?”

“Shouldn’t get name tattoos. It’s bad luck.”

Anya flicked her eyes between them. “Bad luck? What do you mean?”

“For every name I’ve tattooed, I’ve covered up two more.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Bad luck,” she repeated, dabbing at her fingers with her napkin.

Skye leaned in to take a cup of soda. “You could tattoo whatever you wanted on me,” she said before taking a sip. Shane, Vale and Anya’s eyes were all on her at once. She set her drink back down and focused on Vale. Her eyes were bright and shocked, her lips parted.

“You mean it?”

“Yeah,” Skye chuckled. “Girls fucking themselves. Monster sex. I don’t care.”

Vale burst out laughing and closed her fingers over Skye’s thigh.

Shane grinned. “I’d love to see that.” He smashed his plate up into an unrecognizable mass, tossed it into the bin across from them and stretched.

Anya smiled across the table at them with a knowing glint in her eyes. Skye recognized the look. It was the same one Skye wore the day she realized just how much Shane truly cared for Anya.


VOLTAIC

Skye gazed across the bay as she climbed into the Ferris wheel behind Vale, entranced by the clear, black sky. The stars shimmered in its depths and formed intricate, mesmerizing patterns. Something about them didn’t seem real. The water doubled the spectacle; it was as if there were no ground at all, only the stars and the city lights around them, all blurring together to form a galaxy all their own.

Anya and Shane sat in the car ahead of them. The wheel turned to slowly load and unload more people. Their seat swayed uncomfortably with each halt, causing Skye to reach out and clutch onto Vale’s fingers.

Vale chuckled softly and drew an arm around her shoulders. Skye leaned into her, rested her arm across her lap and gently trickled her fingers over her waist.

“I’ve been waiting for this all day,” she admitted. The first shot of fireworks caught her attention, and as she gazed on it she couldn’t think of a better way to end their time there.

Vale smiled. “You into this romantic stuff?”

Skye answered her with a teasing poke to her midsection. She leaned further into her, rested her chin on her shoulder and breathed deep. “I guess so. I never thought of it that way.”

“Funny,” Vale murmured. Skye tilted her head back and caught her eyes. They were like supernovas, reflecting all the light and color around them. Skye lost herself in them easily. Vale twirled a finger around a stray lock of her curls. “Didn’t ever think I was the romantic type either.”

Skye sat up a little and arched her eyebrow. A small smile found its way onto her lips. “And now?”

“Very,” Vale admitted, her voice unbelievably low and soft. Skye’s cheeks were suddenly burning. “It’s gettin’ a little outta control, really. I feel like doing weird things.”

Skye elbowed her playfully. “Weird things? Like?”

“I dunno,” Vale admitted. “Singing, dancing. Every time I look at you I get this―” Vale was suddenly hovering over her, one arm pinned onto the seat beside her. “―mini heart attack,” she whispered. She tucked her lips into Skye’s neck, causing a shiver to run up her spine. “Like I’m about to jump out a plane.” Skye uttered a startled breath at the soft press of her kiss. Her lips lingered, smooth and soft, over her jaw. “Like everything I’ve ever wanted is―” Vale drew back enough to flit her eyes between Skye’s, cupped her hand over her cheek and rushed on, “―is right…right here. Right here in you. I’ve never felt so…alive.”

Skye flicked her eyes up and squinted at the flash of fireworks. “I make you feel alive?” she whispered, caught in the warmth of Vale’s eyes, her soft smile.

Vale slowly nodded before leaning in and pressing her lips to Skye’s temple. She moved them in a smooth line to the corner of her eye, trailed a finger up Skye’s arm and hummed. “More alive than I’ve ever felt.”

Skye managed another quiet, nervous laugh and pulled back to gaze on her. The look Vale wore had her heart slowly thudding, her skin feverish. She felt equally cold, like all the blood had gone from her arms. They were limp and weak, her breathing shallow. She became thoroughly lost in Vale, in the small, shivering breaths that escaped her, in the odd tremor that ran through the muscle in her arm. She trailed her fingers over it, down her wrist and paused at her corded bracelet. She found herself tugging on it in her nervousness.

She finally managed words, “Me too.” She slid a finger over her knuckles. “I’ve never felt―” She paused, tucked her lip between her teeth and exhaled a shaky sigh. “―like this,” she finally finished. It was weak. It wasn’t what she wanted to say. She was afraid of what she wanted to say.

Vale uttered a whisper of a laugh and inclined her head.

Skye slid a hand through her hair, gave it a small tug and eventually inched her way toward Vale’s ear. “Hey,” she whispered. Fireworks continued to ignite the sky all around them, showering them with their glow. “Vale.” A combination of excitement and fear wrung at her. She knew what she wanted to say, but she was terrified. She’d somehow experienced the feeling before, long ago as though in a dream. She knew what it was. She knew.

“Hmm?” Vale finally murmured after a considerable amount of time had gone by in which Skye only sat clutching at the front of her shirt.

“Vale…” she tried again. She slid a finger over her wrist in a slow, wavering line. It coaxed a light crackle to form between them, to spark brightly at the air. It wasn’t static, however. It was warm and glowing, a mixture of fire and lightning, of dark and light. She exhaled a small, shivering breath and darted to meet Vale’s gaze.

Her heart thundered at the suddenly intent look Vale wore, the way she moved her fingers in a smooth arc over Skye’s jaw. “Yes?” Skye felt herself magnetizing into her, drawn in by some formless, spectral thread. Vale’s hand was suddenly shaking and hovering just inches above Skye’s thigh.

“I…um,” Skye tried again, flicking her eyes. The glow had gone, but the tug between them remained. She couldn’t explain it. She’d felt this before: something bizarre unfurling in the gap between them, something wild and voltaic, something that went on dragging her in and sealing their bodies. “I can feel this…thing,” she tried. She blinked a few times and averted her gaze. “Something between us that I can’t…uh. I can’t really explain it, it’s just―”

“I know,” Vale whispered. “I can feel it too.” All at once Skye crumbled. Her heart spasmed, somehow both powerful and weak all at once. She couldn’t fathom what it was, only that she never wanted it to stop. “Skye?”

Skye couldn’t keep from trembling. “Uh?”

Vale brushed a shaking hand over her chin. “Can we do this forever?”

Skye swallowed. “Do…what?”

“This. Just this.” She ran her fingers through Skye’s hair, turned into her and pressed their lips. The Ferris wheel moved forward at a gentle pace, stirring up the cold. Skye was immune to it where she sat pinned underneath Vale, utterly overwhelmed by her gentle, intricate attention.

“Vale, are you asking me out?”

Vale exhaled a soft chuckle and cupped at her cheek. “Guess I am.”

Skye smiled and flicked her eyes open. She slowly nodded, entranced by the red aura of Vale’s shifting hair, the perfect, bronze glow of her skin and the intensity of her gaze. “Yeah,” she whispered. “We can do this forever.”


JENGA

Skye had never had so much difficulty paying attention to a road before. She squinted into the streetlights, gripped harder onto the steering wheel and focused all her cognitive abilities on staying between the lines. Vale’s hand went on smoothing over her upper thigh, slowly, tantalizingly. Her fingers dipped between her legs and gently stroked her. Skye uttered a quiet, “Vale,” and clenched her thighs further together. A low, teasing chuckle followed.

“Mm?”

“This is legitimate torture. You’re torturing me.”

Vale eased in and trailed a finger over her jaw. Skye craned her neck in and swallowed. Don’t crash, she breathed. Don’t crash. Her skin prickled at the smooth pad of lips that met with her jaw. “This’s torture?” Vale whispered.

“Yes, very much so―” She sucked in a startled breath at the sharp nip that followed. “―and I’m going to fucking―”

“What?” Vale challenged in a low, carnal voice.

Skye squeezed her steering wheel harder, clenched her legs further at the scrape of Vale’s nails over her thigh. She shivered and exhaled an audible sigh. “I’m gonna―” She collected a stabilizing breath and forced her gaze on the road that led to her neighborhood. “You’ll see.”

“I’ll see?” Vale purred. “Tell me.”

Skye’s house was a little ways up the road on a hill overlooking the bay. The front yard was a mixture of trimmed grass and sculpted rock, like somebody had put effort into making it look nice. Cherry blossom trees lined the entire length of the neighborhood; their petals flew in currents down the street and into the grass, flung in every direction by the summer night’s breeze.

“Want me to tell you?” Skye blurted out before pulling into the driveway alongside Shane’s truck and yanking her parking brake into place. She turned into Vale, collected the front of her jacket and tugged her in close. She sealed their lips, slicked her tongue over Vale’s and groaned, “I’m gonna fuck you so hard you won’t walk straight―”

Vale’s breath caught in her throat. She closed her hand over Skye’s wrist and panted into her mouth, “Sunshine―” Skye grinned into their kiss and dragged her fingers through Vale’s hair. “Bloody fuckin’ hell―”

A light tapping caught Skye’s attention. She whipped her head around with a furious blush to find Anya standing at her window with an amused expression. She tapped the glass one more time, encouraging Skye to ease her door open.

“You two coming in or what?”

Vale slipped out of the passenger’s side and clicked the door softly shut.

“For what?” Skye asked, confused.

“Shane’s looking through our old boardgames right now. You’ll play with us, right? We never have enough people.”

Skye let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Do we have to?” The raging, chaotic spasms going on between her legs had other plans, like taking Vale into her backseat, losing herself in a tangle of limbs and steaming the fuck out of her windows.

Vale slid into view and peeked around the door at her. “Aw, come on Skye. It’ll be fun.”

“Yeah Skye, it’ll be fun,” Anya teased.

Skye tossed her seatbelt from her lap, stumbled out of the car and slammed the door shut. “Fine.”

Anya whooped and bolted back into the house with a drawn out Shaaaaaane! Skye shot a conniving look over her shoulder as she and Vale approached the front door. “Legitimate fucking torture,” she repeated.

Vale chuckled. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” She ran a finger over the polished, wooden porch swing and hummed. “Hm, weird.”

“What is?”

Vale gestured toward the street. “Mum’s house is a few blocks from here. Weird that we coulda been neighbors.”

A small smile found its way onto Skye’s lips. It could have been that easy. They could have seen each other in passing, who knows how many years earlier? “Your mum lives here?” She grinned. “Maybe we can go visit.”

Vale shrugged. “Nah.” She ran her fingers over the bench a second time and glanced sidelong at the small garden lining the path to the front door. “You got a nice place.”

Skye pulled the door open and gestured Vale inside. “It’s my parents’ house. They, uh, left it to us when they passed.”

Vale turned, leaned into the wall and frowned. Skye slid the door shut behind them and kicked her shoes free. “What happened to them?” Vale asked softly. There came a loud thud from the kitchen, the clatter of game pieces flying loose onto tile and a startled shout. Skye slanted her eyes at Shane’s booming voice and led Vale to her bedroom.

It was a tidy place with a small twin bed buried beneath thin, white and gray sheets. Opposite of it, a wooden corner desk sat below rows of books and a small desk lamp. Her laptop took precedence at its center with all manner of cords and tools plugged into it. The walls were a warm cream color, the carpet a medium gray.

“They…” She paused to slide her closet door open. “On my Prom night, I asked them to…come pick me up early and they…” She fought with her hoodie for a moment, chewed at the bottom of her lip and finally chucked it into the hamper at the closet’s floor. “They crashed…there. On the way.”

Vale chewed at her lip and inclined her head. She moved into Skye’s back, gave her arm a gentle stroke and pressed her lips to her shoulder. “Just recently?”

“Three years ago,” Skye murmured.

Vale sighed, settled her chin on Skye’s shoulder and trailed her fingers over her arm. “I lost my dad too.” Skye caught her eyes in the mirror. She was beautiful and sweet, her eyes soft and gentle. Skye turned in her arms, linked her fingers around her waist and tucked her face into her untamed hair.

“What happened to him?”

Vale gave her waist a soft squeeze. “Lung cancer. Didn’t want the treatment…”

Skye trailed her fingers over her back and sighed.

“So I ended up moving here to live with Mum. We were never close, though. I moved out soon as I could. Been on my own since.”

Skye continued to trace her fingers along her waist and through her hair. Vale breathed into her ear softly, contentedly. They stood there for a long moment, simply holding each other.

“That’s why you don’t want to visit her?”

Vale slowly nodded. “She wouldn’t wanna see me either.”

Anya popped around the corner with a bright grin. “Guys!” Her grin quickly morphed into a surprised oh! and she cupped a hand over her mouth. Skye dropped her arms from Vale’s waist and arched an eyebrow. “Sorry,” Anya giggled. “You…said you would―”

“Yep.” Vale smiled. She linked Skye’s arm and gave it a small tug. “C’mon, Sunshine. It’ll be fun,” she said again.

Skye smiled. “Yeah…sure.”

Shane stood with a massive storage container held over his head as the three girls came around the corner. He looked as if he’d killed the thing in glorious battle. “Clue,” he breathed in a suddenly determined voice.

“Clue?” Skye groaned and rolled her eyes. “Put that down.”

Shane looked hurt. “What about Monopoly?”

Anya frowned at him from where she stood in front of the cracked fridge.

“Shane, please. Sit down.” Skye took the container from him and set it down on the table. Vale scooted forward, rubbed at her bicep and gazed on the box’s contents.

“Anybody want a soda?” Anya asked from the fridge.

“Sure.” Skye caught Vale’s eyes on her, both heavy and focused.

Vale swallowed. “Ah, nope. I’m good.”

Shane eased himself into one of the four chairs. It creaked beneath his bulk. “Me neither,” he groaned. “If I have anymore sugar, I’m gonna be sick.”

“What about water?” Anya asked, dragging some bottles out with her on the way back up.

“Sure, babe.” He leaned across the table as she handed one over; the entire table lifted up onto two legs and the box slid a few inches. Skye caught it in one hand. She continued to peruse its contents, not at all pleased with what she found.

Vale attempted another peek of her own. “What else is in there?”

“Mostly kids’ games. Hey, look.” Skye withdrew a box of Jenga pieces.

“Come on, no fair,” Shane complained, lowering his water bottle. “You girls with all your little thin, girly fingers. I can’t compete with that. I just knock them everywhere.”

“We’re not gonna play Yahtzee, Shane.” Skye propped the box down on the counter before placing the game at the center of the table and taking a seat next to Vale. Anya set two bottles of soda between them, a water next to Vale and took up her own chair.

“Yeah, but there’s other games in there.”

“We’re not playing Hungry Hippos, either.”

“Yeah, but―”

Anya laughed, opened the box and emptied the pieces onto the table. She grabbed up the plastic shaper and the four of them began fixing sets of threes and piling them together.

Vale slid the first set into place. “Love this game.”

Skye grinned up at her. “Yeah? Me too.”

“Are you any good?”

“Tch,” Skye clicked her tongue. “Bet I could beat you.”

“Ooh.” Vale chuckled and slanted her eyes back at Anya. “So what happens to the loser?”

Anya took a sip from her bottle. “What do you mean?”

“Y’know. How do you guys do it?”

Skye arched an eyebrow. “You just lose. That’s it.”

Vale looked offended. “But that’s so…boring.”

Skye snapped another three pieces on top before crossing her arms and staring at her. “How do you play it?”

Vale took another sip from her water. “We used to write on each block. It’d read off how many shots you had to take, or what you had to do―y’know, like take a drink for every piece of jewelry you were wearing. That one fucked me every time,” she said with a wink. Shane leaned in his seat and eyed her up and down with a raised brow. “But―” Vale held a piece in hand and turned it over. “Seeing as these are all black, we can’t really write on ‘em.”

Shane chuckled and took another sip from his water. “Skye doesn’t drink.”

Vale looked genuinely shocked. Anya grinned and propped the stack of blocks upright on the table. She worked the plastic insert away and brushed the pieces together until she was pleased with what she saw.

“You don’t drink at all?”

“No.” Skye traced her fingers over the edge of her glass. A drop of condensation formed and she distracted herself by playing with it on the ends of her fingers.

“Why not?”

“I just don’t.”

“She got drunk as hell on her twenty-first birthday,” Shane blurted out with a laugh. “After four shots!” Skye glowered at him, prepared to fling the table in his face should he continue.

“So Skye’s a lightweight,” Vale teased. Skye went on glowering across the table at Shane. “Hey, it’s no problem if you win, yeah?”

Skye’s cheeks burned. “I didn’t say―” Anya had already launched upright, made the short trek across the room to the hutch and yanked it open. “Anya, what the fuck―”

“We still gotta whole collection of Mom and Dad’s stuff here, look―”

“Anya!”

Vale slid a hand over her bottom lip and snickered.

“Come on, Skye! Who better to drink with than an Australian?”

“Aye!” Vale joked. “What’re you saying about my people?”

Anya came back over with an armful of bottles and four shot glasses. She set them all down with a sharp tap and duplicated Shane’s cheesy grin. “I’m saying Skye’s in good hands.”

Vale took a bottle and turned it around. “That makes me nervous.” She peeked over the bottle at Skye with a smirk. “Trust me to take good care of you?”

Skye swallowed. She’d almost belted out a hurried, unintentional yes. Instead, she slanted her eyes back at her and crossed her arms. “I don’t trust the alcohol.”

Vale laughed and slid a bottle her way. “How ‘bout this sexy mama?”

Skye ran her thumb over the label. Jamaican cream rum, she mused. Sounds kinda good. “It has cream in it?”

“Yep.”

Skye cocked an eyebrow. “Is that even edible after sitting there for so long?”

Shane burst out laughing. “Told you she doesn’t drink.” He took a bottle in hand and looked it over. “Damn, I might wanna lose. Can we just drink?”

Skye slammed her fist over the table. “Fucker, if you lose on purpose I will castrate you.” Anya reached over to steady the Jenga tower, utterly unfazed by the outburst. Vale lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t want to spend the whole night watching you do dumb shit.” Skye went on. “We play, finish our drinks, and then we’re done.”

“Alright, alright.” Shane leaned back in his seat while Anya went around putting the bottle opener to work. “I promise I’ll do my best.”

Skye uncurled her fist. “You better.” She didn’t want to be playing in the first place, not when she so desperately wanted to…

Vale caught her gaze and shot her a teasing, sultry smirk. She knew exactly what was on Skye’s mind.

“So,” Anya went on as though nothing odd had taken place. “Why don’t we just have the loser take a shot?”

Shane scoffed. “You wanna get drunk or not? Make it two.”

Skye’s mouth fell open. “Wait, what―?”

Vale grinned and slid her water Skye’s way with a wink. “Better stay hydrated.”

Anya beamed. “Youngest first?”

Vale leaned in close to Skye and twirled her shot glass in hand. Shane let out a low chuckle. “Nice try, babe―” Skye shot upright at the warm hand that fell into place on her thigh. “―You can’t always go first.”

“Why don’t we let Skye go first?” Vale suggested. She twirled a lock of her feathery hair around one finger slowly and deliberately, flicked her eyes over Skye’s lips and flashed her with a teasing grin. Skye bit her lip.

“Fine,” she agreed, making quick work of her first piece. She placed it on the tower’s top before glancing back at Vale. A furious staring contest unraveled between them. They hardly glanced at the tower as Anya and Shane made their moves.

“Vale, your turn.”

“Right.” She lowered her eyes to the structure and frowned at the sloppy job Shane left. “Really?” she complained, gesturing toward it in exasperation.

“Hey, I told you I suck.”

Skye gazed on Vale’s fingers as they slid across the wooden pieces. It didn’t take her long to imagine them on her instead, tickling. Teasing. Vale chose a side piece that, once removed, put the entire tower at a permanent lean. Skye shot her a scandalized look. Vale shrugged, wagged an innocent eyebrow and set her piece carefully down without the tower even trembling. Her technique was perfect.

“Setting me up?” Skye guessed. “I see how it is.”

Vale went on feigning innocence. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” The smirk that followed could have driven Skye insane.

She took a long, steady breath, rolled her wrists a few times and braced one elbow on the table. She tested a few more blocks, retrieved a new one and set it beside Vale’s. Vale looked a little disappointed.

Anya went again, but Skye wasn’t even aware of her move. She was trapped in Vale’s heated gaze, mesmerized by the subtle flick of her tongue over her lip. She clenched her thighs together and bit her lip.

“Vale,” Shane interrupted. Vale had been completely oblivious to the fact that it was her turn again. She cleared her throat, sat upright and gave the tower another scrutinizing look. She managed to locate a piece and slowly began to work the thing loose. It slid, and the tower swayed. But it still would not fall.

“Oh, come the fuck on,” Skye complained as Vale set her piece down. Vale beamed back at her, absolutely pleased with herself.

“You’re not giving up, are you?” she asked in a mock-pleading voice, looking absolutely innocent. And adorable.

Skye huffed and flicked a single piece out from underneath the tower. It flew across the table and into Vale’s lap, but the tower didn’t even budge. Shane nearly shouted at the top of his lungs, “Can she do that? She can’t do that, can she?”

Skye, Anya and Vale simply stared at the tower, utterly dumbfounded. Then the air conditioner clicked on from somewhere in the next room. All four of them stared with bated breath. It went on wavering for several more seconds before smashing across the table. Shane and Anya leapt up from their chairs and screamed in victory. Vale grinned across the table at Skye with a devilish look in her eyes.

Skye threw her hands up. “Figures.” She collected her rum and poured out a glass. “Do I have to drink it all at once?”

Vale laughed and nodded. “That’d be a shot.”

Skye gave it a sniff and frowned. “Smells super sweet.”

“It is.”

“Drink it, Skye!” Shane belted out. “Just toss it down―”

Skye chucked it back and made a face. “Ugh―” she murmured. “It’s all thick and―”

Vale raised an eyebrow. “And what?”

“―thick. Can I not―?” Skye made another face and rubbed the back of her hand over her cheek. A foreign, tingling warmth had already taken root there. Anya burst out laughing and slid over the table to get a better look. She gave Skye’s cheek a light pinch.

“One more,” she teased, pouring it out for her. “Bottoms up, noob.”

Vale tossed her head back and laughed. Skye shot them all a disgruntled look before dragging the second shot in and quickly downing it. She crunched her nose, smacked her lips and groaned. “It would be good if I wasn’t chugging it,” she complained.

Vale slid a hand over her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You did good, Sunshine. I’m proud of you.”

Skye made another face. “I feel like I just ate a bunch of melted ice cream.”

Vale chuckled and rotated another bottle around. “You can try this one next time. It tastes like honey.”

“There won’t be a next time,” Skye fought, throwing her arms around a pile of blocks and dragging them in. She gathered up three at a time and began stacking them. “Gonna beat your ass,” she declared.

Vale leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms and lifted a challenging brow. “That so?”

“I fucking love this,” Shane belted out. “Skye’s getting drunk with us for once!” He poured out a shot of his own and downed it before anyone could stop him.

“Shane.” Skye felt hot, a little unsteady. She ran another hand over her cheek and pointed a finger at him. “You didn’t lose.” Shane pulled his lips back into a goofy, amused grin. Skye was vaguely reminded of a chipmunk.

“Change of rules,” he announced, prodding at the table. He screwed his eyes up into a look of deep concentration. “We need to―” He blinked a few times. “―get drunk. And if Skye’s gonna keep losing then none of us will―”

“Oh my god, Shane,” Anya laughed. “Just get out a beer.”

“Wait,” Vale chuckled. “He’s gotta point. Bad rules. Let’s try something else.” She pointed out one of the middle pieces Skye nearly flung loose from the stack’s top. “Middles are easier to pull, right? So we can make the game more challenging if we give those pieces a penalty. If you pick a middle, you take a shot.”

“I’ll just pick side pieces,” Skye said matter-of-factly. She was already beginning to feel sillier than she would have wanted.

“Exactly, making the game go by faster―” Vale snapped her own set of three on top. “―hence faster losses. And shots.”

“Hm,” Skye hummed. She had to beat Vale on the next one. Or at the very least, not lose. With the stack complete, they began again.

“Alright, clockwise. Anya can go first now,” Shane said with a bow of his head. “After you, princess.”

“Pfft,” she laughed and reached in to grab a piece. She didn’t even feel around for a loose one; she simply grabbed one from the middle and wrenched it free before plunking it on top. Skye glowered back at her.

“Smooth, Anya.”

“What? I haven’t had one yet,” she complained, pouring out a shot.

It didn’t take long for their game to devolve into one in which Shane and Anya simply took turns drinking. They managed several more rounds before the tower was wavering unsteadily all over again. Everyone had become significantly more focused, quiet, breathless. Drunk, Skye realized.

It was Shane’s turn again. He focused on the tower with all of his cognitive abilities, mouth agape and breathing heavily. He couldn’t even fit his finger into one of the holes. He attempted to poke one loose from the center and skewed the entire tower. The piece fell to the table with a thud. Skye closed her hand around her forehead and shook her head. Shane finally managed to balance the piece atop the tower, but it hung messily off the edge.

“For fuck’s sake, mate.”

Vale straightened the piece out before starting her own turn. Skye didn’t watch her hands this time. She focused on her eyes, could almost see her brain working as they flit over the wooden pieces. Vale caught her gaze mid-poke, tilted her head and puckered her lips in an air kiss. Then she winked.

“Don’t you wink at me,” Skye berated her, still sore from losing the first round. Vale had yet to lose. She had also avoided pulling as many middle pieces as possible. Skye smirked at her expression, getting a wonderful idea. When Vale picked at the wood a second time, Skye leaned in on one elbow and caught her eyes.

Vale glanced up at her again. Skye could read her expression in an instant: Don’t you fucking dare. Skye simply grinned and gestured for her to go on with her turn. When she did, Skye slid her leg over Vale’s with a small chuckle.

Vale’s eyes shot up. She bumped the tower a little harder than intended, sending it teetering back and forth. The four of them sucked in a collective lungful of air. The tower finally settled, and when it did, Vale shot Skye a ferocious glance that had Skye’s blood rushing to her lower regions for what felt like the thousandth time that night. She definitely liked something about that wolfish look in her eyes.

Vale raised a finger to her lips and slowly wagged it left and right. “Now, no cheating.”

Shane and Anya both stared. She’d been tattled on.

“Yeah, Skye. No playing footsie.”

Vale had already successfully pulled her block loose from the fiasco that was the tower and relocated it to its top. Skye couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “This is fucked,” she complained, crossing her arms. “This game is rigged.”

Anya beamed and reached out to fiddle with Skye’s hair. “You can’t always win!” She and Shane looked absolutely delighted with her misfortune.

“Hmm,” Vale hummed. “It’s interesting.”

Skye gave the tower a hard squint, leaned in on an unstable elbow and fumbled desperately for a side piece. Anya went on toying with her hair. “What is?”

“Interesting seeing what kinda drunk you are.”

“I’m not―” Skye gave Anya’s drunken hand another slap. “―drunk.” She shot Vale a sidelong glance. “What kind am I?” she added with a quirked brow.

Vale flicked her eyes over her with a teasing smirk. “Still figuring that out.” Skye gave her chosen block another prod. A second piece started to come out with it, distorting the entire tower.

Then there was a hand on her thigh.

Skye shot upright and flung the entire tower across the table in one fatal blow.

“Whoa!” Shane launched up in his seat, catching a bulk of the bricks in his lap.

“Who’s cheating now?” Skye groaned. She swatted Vale’s hand from her lap and got to her feet.

“You cheated, I cheated. Now we’re even.”

“No cheating!” Anya threw up her hands and got to her feet. She collected some pieces from the floor. “You both cheated, you both lose. Bottoms up.”

Skye fought back a groan. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to handle another two shots. “I’m going to throw it up,” she stated.

Vale made an apologetic face. “Let’s just do one.”

“Half of one.”

“C’mon Nat, just drink it!” Anya belted out. Skye shot her a disbelieving look. “―Skye,” Anya quickly corrected, realizing her mistake in an instant. Shane made an oh with his mouth and his eyes widened. A light snicker escaped him shortly afterward.

“Dammit Anya,” Skye hissed.

Vale quirked another eyebrow and looked Skye up and down. “Nat?”

Skye sighed. “…Real name,” she murmured.

Another drunken giggle escaped Shane. “Ooh, Anya. You’re in trouble.”

“…Nat,” Vale tested her name out with a small smile.

“Yes.” Skye bit her lip and pressed a hand to her cheek. “It’s fucking Natasha, okay? I hate it.” She suddenly felt hot and under fire.

“I like it.”

Anya echoed Shane’s drunken giggle.

Skye shot them a furious look and went about rebuilding the tower. “Just…please don’t call me that.” She met Vale’s eyes with a small, disheartened exhale. They were soft, understanding.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Skye suits you much better.”

Skye drew in a soft breath. “…Thanks.” She cleared her throat and knelt to pick a few pieces off the floor, still flustered with herself. Vale crouched next to her and gathered a few escaped blocks with her. Skye found one peeking out from under the fridge.

“I mean it,” Vale whispered. “I like Skye. What made you pick it?”

Skye blew at her bangs. “It just…felt like my name.”

Vale chuckled. “Fair enough.”

Skye huffed and climbed to her feet. Shane dumped his pieces out on the table with the rest of them, and together they began stacking it all over again.

“Do I really have to do another shot?” Skye pleaded.

“Nah.” Vale shook her head. She ran a hand over the back of Skye’s head and gave one of her loose curls a gentle tug. “I’ll take your shot for you.”

Shane waggled an eyebrow. “You’re too nice to her. Gotta make her suffer.”

“Fuck off, Shane.”


COLLISION

Shane let out a deep sigh, took a final swig of his water bottle and successfully drained it of its contents. “Well, babe…” He ran a tired, drunken hand over Anya’s shoulder and offered a goofy grin. “I don’t know about you, but I’m beat.” He stretched and mouthed a long, drawn out yawn.

Skye perked upright and caught Vale’s gaze. Vale smirked back at her and chewed at the inside of her cheek. Skye couldn’t figure out of it was out of nervousness, excitement or both.

Anya moved around the table to rub small circles into his shoulders. “Aw,” she cooed. “Poor drunk, sleepy baby.”

“Gross,” Skye joked. “Sappy mofos.”

Anya jabbed a finger in her direction. “I will remember those exact words, and—” She emitted a faint yawn of her own and hid it behind her hand. “—and turn it against you.”

Skye shot Vale another sidelong glance. She was still watching her with a mischievous glint to her eyes and a small, inquisitive smirk. Her eyelashes were low and seductive, her legs and arms comfortably crossed.

“…Yeah,” Skye managed. “Okay.”

Anya was clearly amused. “You two, uh, don’t mind that Shane and I…go to bed then?”

Skye barely registered the question. Don’t mind? She felt the urge to scream at them to get the fuck out of the room. “Uh, no. Don’t mind.”

Anya arched an eyebrow and smirked. “Yeah, I bet. Come on, Shane.” She gave his arm a tug and pulled him upright. Skye had no idea how she braced the man’s bulk, but she did. He leaned into her tiredly and pulled her into a scruffy kiss. She swatted him away, poked him in the side and maneuvered him through the kitchen. “I’m going to be listening to music…pretty much all night. With Shane, here. Pretty loud music.”

Skye’s cheeks burned. “Yeah. Okay, I get it.”

“Just sayin’. Music is good. Mmhm. Goodnight, you two.”

Skye watched as she moved down the hallway with her soon-to-be brother-in-law draped over her shoulder. The two of them snickered into their hands before disappearing around the corner and snapping their bedroom door shut behind them.

Skye could feel Vale’s eyes burning into her all over again. She glanced at her out of the corner over her eye and bit at her lip. Vale looked the very definition of calm and in control. She leaned back in her chair, kicked out one leg and hummed. “You sure got quiet, didn’t you?” she rumbled, challenging her with those wicked, shimmering eyes.

Skye took her bait. She pushed from her chair, edged nearer and planted a knee between Vale’s thighs. She brushed her lips over her ear and whispered, “You didn’t think you’d get away with all that torture you put me through today, did you?”

“Torture?” Vale hummed. “You mean this?” She traced Skye’s inner thigh with a slow drag of her nails. Her other hand clapped over Skye’s backside with a hard squeeze. Skye shivered through the pang of arousal that twisted her insides, leaned further in and gave her earlobe a breathy nip.

Vale lost all concept of restraint. She shot forward, scooped Skye up by her thighs and crashed her onto the table. She crawled over her before Skye could react, pinned her hands on each side and bit into her neck with a ferocity Skye had yet to be on the receiving end of. There could have been an inferno in the room with them for as hot as Skye suddenly became. It seared at her skin and her face, burned at her eyes.

“Vale―” she gasped, gripping at the front of her jacket. “Not here.”

Vale closed her lips around Skye’s earlobe and sucked, coercing another wave of heat to roll through Skye’s body. It landed with a shock between her legs, followed by Vale’s palm, then Skye’s, then Vale’s leg. Skye sucked in another breath at the firm press. Vale massaged into her with a slow, direct strength that had Skye collapsing onto her shoulder.

“Vale,” she repeated. Her voice came a little louder this time, a little more controlled. Vale’s eyes flickered as if coming out of a trance. She huffed in Skye’s ear, out of breath. “I have a bedroom, you know.”

Vale gave another slow blink. “Right.” She wrapped her arms around Skye’s waist, hoisted her up and stumbled down the hall. Her back met with Skye’s bedroom door, and their combined weight sent it crashing open and slamming against the wall. Skye winced at the sound.

Vale swung her toward the opposite wall, planted her back into it and drove her tongue deep into her mouth. Skye imagined it inside of her again, curling and lapping, excruciatingly hot. A soft pant burst free of her and she clenched her legs, grasped at the back of Vale’s head and groaned openly into her mouth.

She managed to kick one leg and send the door flying shut behind them. Vale took it as a sign to carry on, stumbled toward the bed and set Skye down with a rushed breath. She quickly tore her jacket off and slung it onto the bed beside them; it fell with a heavier thud than Skye would have imagined. Skye gripped onto her hip as soon as Vale’s shirt hit the carpet, seized her by the back of her neck and pulled her in for another kiss. They fell into a writhing mess of arms and legs, of disobedient zippers and boots that would not, for the fucking life of them, kick loose.

“Hold still,” Vale nearly growled, fumbling with the zipper to Skye’s hoodie. It had gotten caught on the shirt underneath. Skye couldn’t. Her body wouldn’t allow it. She was so painfully hot that all she could focus on was its release. “It’s fixed,” Vale panted. “There, it’s fixed. Take it off.” Skye sat up, shook it free and threw it across the room. Her undershirt and bra sailed in the same direction, thudding with the closet door.

Vale drove her back into the bed and fumbled with her pants for several seconds before Skye slapped her hands away and yanked them down to her knees. Vale bit onto her lip and groaned something unintelligible, slid a hand over the bare curve of her backside and panted, “Fuck, your arse is amazing.”

Skye’s cheeks burst into flame. “Really―?” Vale’s responsive groan had her insides twisting and ravenous. “I always thought it was a little too―” She panted beneath Vale’s squeezing, wandering hands. “―too big.”

“Fuckin’ shit,” Vale half-laughed. “You shittin’ me? It’s perfect.” Her voice was deep and carnal, her hands shaking. She led them over Skye’s hips and waist with profound restraint, gave her another soft squeeze and let out a small, indistinguishable groan. Skye gripped onto her waist, seized her upright and flipped her over in one solid motion―a powerful, commandeering gesture that she hadn’t even expected of herself.

Vale looked as though she could barely breathe underneath her. She lost her hands in Skye’s hair and they locked their lips in a vice that had Skye breathless and winded.

Vale went on kicking her pants free before grasping at Skye’s again. “These fuckin’ things—” She gave them another tug. “I’m gonna tear them off if you don’t get rid of them right fuckin’ now.”

Skye sat up just enough to work them down her legs and kicked them to the floor. Vale’s thigh slid between hers with a hot gasp. She gripped up Skye’s hips and pressed into her, ground into her, moaned into her. Skye braced her arms on either side of Vale’s head and gripped at the sheets for dear life. She met Vale with her own shaky thrusts, cried out at the sharp bite of her nails on her hips.

Her body convulsed beneath Vale’s press; she slicked over Skye at just the right pace, steady and forceful, panting and winded. The pressure had Skye shuddering and jerking, gasping. It kept on mounting until it was searing at her insides, breathing life into the formless entity that seemed to unfurl inside her―like an angry serpent lashing out at an intrusion. Skye crushed her hips into Vale’s in an effort to silence it, though she only seemed to enrage it further.

She fell onto her elbows and braced herself on shaky arms. Her eyes blurred. White, popping spots inhabited her vision and the room spun. She wasn’t aware of what was up or down, only of Vale’s slick body scorching against her at a thousand degrees.

Vale turned into her neck, muffled her own cry into her sweat-slicked skin. It was still feral and resounding, so much so that Skye found herself reaching out and grasping for the radio on her nightstand. Vale closed her arm around the back of her neck and bit her own knuckles with an audible moan.

Skye finally located the power button. Music blasted from its speakers, drowning out their rushed pants with the low, throaty moans of its singer. Skye burned impossibly hotter. It was the worst possible song to mask what she and Vale were doing: deep and thudding, dripping with sex all on its own.

Vale uttered an aching breath. She jolted, paused, bucked again. Skye could feel her heart thrumming where their bellies met. Her piercings were so hot Skye felt like they could have branded her.

“Skye―” Vale’s breath came out shallow, desperate. “My jacket.”

Skye nipped at her between pants. “Huh―”

Vale shuddered and angled her head to allow more access. “Hand me my jacket.”

Skye’s mind went entirely blank at the request. What could Vale possibly want more clothes for? She sat up and felt around in the dark for it regardless, dragged it over and latched back onto Vale’s throat.

“Hunh―” Vale shuddered and rolled her head back. Skye panted and rocked into her harder. The slick jolt between her legs was euphoric and unending, and she intended to ride it out for as long as her legs would allow. Vale groped around at her jacket through her shaky breaths. “Can’t get it. There’s something in there for you.”

“What―?”

“You’ll see.”

Skye paled at the sound of her voice; it came out carnal, almost menacing. She shivered and groped around for Vale’s jacket. She couldn’t focus on much outside the heat of their bodies. Her insides were still coiling, burning, ravenous. “What am I―”

Vale fisted her jacket and yanked it upright. “Inside pocket. Get it.”

“Get what?”

Vale growled and clasped onto Skye’s thigh with a hot palm, profoundly desperate. Skye worked her way into Vale’s coat. It was difficult to hold herself up with only one arm; she was already shaking so hard she thought she might collapse. Her fingers brushed something both hard and smooth.

Her eyes went wide.

“What is this?” She sat up just enough to catch Vale’s hazy eyes.

“You’ll see,” Vale repeated. She wore a devilish smirk, one that had Skye’s heartbeat thundering in her abdomen. She vaguely remembered brushing with something…unusually heavy in Vale’s jacket during their spaceship ride. She swallowed nervously, closed her hands around it and withdrew a silk, drawstring bag. She knew what was in it without even having to look.

She slid forward and buried her face in the sheets.

Vale chuckled and sat up at her side. “Like it?” Skye could feel her shaking the object loose from its holdings and the thought of what was about to happen next had her mind white out entirely, had her body trembling and anxious. Her balance was completely off, like up was left and right was backwards―she was spinning, lightweight and struggling for air.

“I want you to use it on me, Skye.” Skye didn’t think she could have lost anymore control over her body, but she did. She jerked and quivered, released a strained exhale. “Can you do that?”

“Yeah,” she whispered, voice muffled. “Yes,” she tried again, sitting further up. Vale was gazing on her with dark, twinkling eyes. Her lips were just parted, her cheeks blazing. She was suddenly sliding the object between them, passing it into Skye’s trembling hands. “What do I―how do I?” Skye stammered. There were no straps, and it was a strange, lopsided kind of v shape. Vale slicked the shorter end between Skye’s legs.

“It goes inside you.”

“What?” Skye stammered for what felt like the tenth time.

“It might hurt. You okay with that?”

Skye bit her lip and braced herself on one elbow. She’d never actually put anything inside of herself, excluding her own fingers. She nodded, clasped onto Vale’s hand and grimaced as she began easing it into her. She was infinitely gentle, but the farther it went in, the more excruciating it became. Skye jerked at the searing stretch, collapsed her forehead onto Vale’s shoulder and willed herself to breathe.

“It’s gonna hurt, just for a moment―” Vale whispered. “The, ah, larger part has to―” Skye squeezed her eyes shut and stifled a sharp cry. She gripped her sheets so hard she could have sworn she’d heard them tear. “―get past.” It wracked at Skye’s insides with a slow burn―hard, unrelenting and invasive. She sucked in a deep breath of Vale’s scent in an attempt to steady herself, to focus on something else.

Vale pushed upright. “Are you okay?” she rushed.

Skye blushed. “Yeah, it’s okay now. Kind of.” Her insides clenched around it instinctively, fighting to adjust to its size. With each flex, the shaft of it bobbed ever so slightly between them. It was then that she understood the toy’s design: she could feel it, would feel it when she was inside of Vale.

The realization had her clutching harder at her sheets. She sat further up, unveiling her own furiously red face in order to catch a glimpse of Vale’s fluttering eyes. She tangled her fingers in her hair, slid over her body and dragged the length of it along her inner thigh.

“What’d you say about…” Vale paused and ran her thumbs over the tops of Skye’s thighs. “…fuckin’ me so hard I can’t walk?”

Skye paled. “I was…” She was shaking, visibly shaking. “I was just―”

“Teasing?”

Skye managed a shaky nod. She gazed on the point at which her and Vale met, at the thing she now had complete control of. Her mind floated off somewhere else again, in utter disbelief of what was about to happen.

“Shouldn’t tease about things like that,” Vale rumbled, voice low. “I’ve always wanted it rough.”

Skye’s heart imploded. She bucked simultaneously, sliding the toy’s length over the slick part to Vale’s thighs. Vale sucked in a breath and dug her fingers into Skye’s hips. “You…like that?” Skye questioned.

Vale slanted her eyes up at her with a small bite to her lip. “Love it.”

Another pang of arousal surged through Skye’s body, sapping her extremities of blood. “Oh…’kay.”

She gripped the thing in one shaking hand, led it into Vale and shuddered at the resistance that pressed on her own walls. She squinted her eyes shut and panted as she pushed into her. Her heart nearly burst from her chest at Vale’s shuddering cry; it sparked something wild inside of her and she bucked, winced at the way it hit her insides, the way Vale clenched around her and gasped.

She fisted the sheets in one hand, tangled the other in Vale’s wild locks. She grazed her lips over Vale’s jaw and whispered, “You had this planned all day.” She eased further into her and delighted in Vale’s soft, urgent moan.

Vale clenched her thighs further. “Yeah,” she panted. Skye grinned at Vale’s sudden intake of breath―she could do this. She would do this. And she had a good feeling she was really going to enjoy it.

She gave her neck a slow, trailing kiss. “You’ve been imagining this?”

“Yeah―”

“Imagining me…being rough?”

“Bloody hell, Sunshine―” Vale panted and ground her hips in. “Yes―” Skye panted at the firm press, and the smooth slick of their skin. She groaned into her, braced her knees at her sides and lulled her hips forward in an experimental thrust. Vale’s response was immediate and desperate, low and feral.

“Want me to fuck you hard?” Skye asked again, grinning at the shiver that raked its way through Vale’s body. She was going to give Vale everything she ever wanted, ever desperately dreamed of.

“Fuck, yes―” Vale nearly begged. Skye braced her hands at each side of her head and gripped the bed’s wooden ledge with white-knuckled force. “Yes, fuck―fuck me―”

Skye landed a crushing thrust between Vale’s thighs. The pressure was unfathomable, drawing a sharp cry from them both. Another hard thrust followed, then another―and another. She found herself pounding into Vale with a vigor she wasn’t even aware she was capable of. She fell victim to the coiling wrath in her loins, lost herself in Vale’s shaking body, her breathless cries, the painful ache that went on thudding deep inside of her. She couldn’t even differentiate what was hers and what was Vale’s; their bodies melded together in a hot, tangled mess of slick skin and hot breath.

Her eyes drifted open long enough to gaze on where their bodies met, at Vale’s thighs where they fell open around Skye’s waist, at the haze of black ink that marked her hipbones. She bit her lip at the sight, dizzied by Vale’s rapid breaths―she was calling her name. Skye.

“Huh―”

“Turn me over.”

Skye inhaled a shaking breath and led her hands down her waist at a crawl. She tilted her head, all the more lost in Vale’s pumping chest, her heavy, glistening eyes. She slid a palm up her thigh, guided her leg upright and turned her on her side. Vale glanced over her shoulder, eyes dark, breathing labored. Skye’s hand latched onto her waist and she rolled her hips forward, scissoring their thighs together in a damp seal. Vale jolted, gasped and squeezed her eyes shut. Skye shivered and ground her hips in a slow circle, eyes drawn to Vale’s parted lips, her furrowed brow.

“Skye.” Her voice cracked and it came out as a gasp, a breathy sigh. “Turn me over,” she said again, delirious. “All the way.”

Skye’s heart thundered at the desperate plea. “’Kay.” She quickly flipped her onto her knees and drove into her backside. Vale bit back a strangled cry and jerked underneath her. Skye’s hand trembled where it settled over her bottom. She grazed her eyes over the golden curve of flesh, the nonexistent gap between their bodies.

She exhaled a slow breath of air. “Fuck…” She ground into Vale again and nearly fainted at the resulting moan.

Vale slid back to meet her with a quiet gasp. “You like this?”

“Yes.” Skye sucked in a heavy gasp and clenched around the thing caving into her walls. “Fuck yes,” she groaned. Her heart burst at the startled breath that worked its way from Vale’s lips. Her sounds alone did far more to Skye than anything else; with each low pant and groan she found herself throbbing harder and profoundly feverish. Vale shifted forward, slid onto her belly and thrusted her hands into her hair.

Skye went on pumping into her again and again, each thrust accompanied by a rush of heat and the wet, audible slap of skin on skin. She couldn’t slow, almost couldn’t breathe, driven by some baser urge that rendered her feral and winded. She was suddenly pounding into Vale just to hear her moan, just to watch her twist, writhe and cry out her ecstasy. She watched, lips parted, as Vale flung her hand to one side and gripped hard enough onto the nightstand for it to slam and clatter beneath each thrust.

Skye quickly collected her hand and thudded it against the mattress with another chuckled shh. Vale uttered a small, exasperated sigh and drove back into her.

Skye could feel herself swelling painfully hard beneath the pressure. She knew it was only a matter of time before it would wreck her entirely. She jolted into her with another sharp thrust, nearly lost her mind at the exhale that burst from Vale’s lips. It caught in her throat, both ravenous and exhausted. Vale jolted, squeezed at Skye’s hand and felt apart entirely. Skye collapsed into her shuddering form and gazed on Vale’s outstretched, trembling arm. She became aware of the fact that her song had been on repeat, and she knew she’d never be able to listen to it the same way again.

She struggled to reach out and silence the damned thing, but Vale caught her hand and laced their fingers. “Are you okay?” Skye asked. Her voice came out quiet and strained, nothing like how she’d felt just moments before.

Vale glanced sidelong at her with soft eyes. She slowly nodded.

They continued to lay there for several minutes, until Skye’s skin had become sticky on Vale’s, until her insides began to ache around the foreign object that still sat rooted inside of them both. Skye didn’t mind it. She could feel Vale slowly clenching around it and moving her, connecting them.

“My heart won’t slow down.” Skye’s voice was still soft, pained. Exhausted.

“Same here.”

“What if I have a heart attack?”

Vale shifted underneath her and turned onto her side. Her toy eased out from between her legs; she panted softly as it exited her and fluttered her eyes shut. “Don’t say that.”

Skye smiled and leaned in to grace her with a soft kiss. She dragged her lips slowly over Vale’s, slid her eyes shut and focused on steadying her labored breathing. “This thing is starting to hurt,” she admitted, tugging at it with one hand.

“Mm,” Vale murmured. “That’s the best part.”

Skye muffled a shy laugh into her neck. “Seriously though, can you help me get it out?”

Vale chuckled and sat upright. “Look at you. Fuckin’ animal one minute, timid lil’ thing the next.”

Skye groaned and flung a hand to her cheek. Vale bit back another chuckle and gazed on her toy. She gripped it up in one hand, forcing another rushed exhale from Skye’s lips. “Hey―” Skye blushed and leaned back on her knees. “I said help me get it out, not get it off.”

“What, you like that?” Vale teased, giving it another tug.

“Maybe I would―” Skye gasped. “―if I wasn’t already utterly fucking spent from railing you.”

Vale nearly burst out laughing before tilting her head and gazing on her with magnetic, heavy-lidded eyes. They stole Skye’s breath with ease. “Want me to show you what it feels like?”

Skye’s insides pounded, impossibly pounded at the quiet growl that followed. “Vale―” She shivered and pressed on Vale’s still-trembling thigh. “I don’t think you’re in any shape to show me anything right now.”

Vale gave the toy another tug. “Don’t tempt me.” It still refused to pull free, rivaling Skye’s own stubbornness. “Sunshine, relax.” Skye breathed, leaned further back and propped herself on her elbows. “Relax, Vale repeated before giving it a final tug. Skye sucked at the inside of her lip in an attempt to stifle her cry. Vale slid forward and grazed her lips over Skye’s jaw. “That better?”

Skye nodded. Her insides were still pounding, a strange mixture of pain and pleasure. Vale crawled over her, laced her fingers with her hair and cradled her head over the mattress. She sucked Skye’s bottom lip into her mouth and gave it a bite.

Skye grunted, unable to combat the ache that still pulsed deep inside of her, father in than the toy had even been able to reach. She clenched her thighs all over again and jutted her hips softly forward. Vale smiled and glanced down at where their hips met. When she met Skye’s eyes again, she wore a feral grin, one that had Skye’s heart pounding as laboriously as her insides.

“Sure looks like you aren’t done either,” Vale teased. Skye’s legs collapsed at the mere thought. Vale chuckled and slid between them. “Don’t worry,” she whispered in her ear, giving it a gentle kiss. “You rest your precious legs. I’ll do the work.”

Skye took several deep breaths in an attempt to sustain her sanity, though she quickly lost her grip on it at the sound of Vale’s shivering breaths. She glanced down in time to catch her pressing Skye’s end of the toy into herself instead. Skye nearly fainted at the sight. She tossed her head back, drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. Vale leaned over her and dragged the still-wet toy along the inside of her thigh.

Her lips were on Skye’s neck in that instant, her wild mane of hair tickling at her breasts and shoulders. A quiet groan escaped Skye. She found her hands magnetizing onto Vale’s waist and hips, flitting tiredly over her silk skin.

“Vale?” she managed, voice soft.

“Mm?”

“Can you…go easy on me?” She felt herself blushing painfully at the request, especially after how hard she’d slammed into Vale.

“Skye…” Vale whispered. “I won’t hurt you.”

Skye thought she might die at the softness with which Vale said it, just barely audible in her ear. “Okay.”

Vale pressed into her, infinitely careful. “It might still hurt at first,” she warned again. “Just a little.” Skye gripped at her bicep, enamored with the hard muscles that tensed there.

“I know.” She found herself sucking in a sharp breath as it filled her up, gradually becoming more and more invasive.

“Relax,” Vale urged. “It’s better if you relax.”

It was hard to relax. It was hard not to cry out at the ache that took hold of her, that pounded at her insides in the form of hot, pulsing tremors. It went on farther than what Skye thought possible, probed depths she hadn’t even explored herself.

Vale shivered, collapsed onto her elbows and tucked her lips into Skye’s neck. Her breaths came soft and heavy as she gently ground her hips between Skye’s legs, pressing fully in and nudging something deep inside of her. Skye knew in an instant that it was the source of that incessant pounding, that insatiable heat that’d been aching inside of her all day.

It was both painful and euphoric, and for a moment she didn’t know whether to scream or moan. All she knew was that she liked it, that she was closing a hand over Vale’s backside and sealing the remaining gap between them with a long, drawn out cry.

Vale never pulled out or away. She only rested deep inside of her, each roll of her hips delivering a sharp, disabling jolt that had Skye’s eyes rolling back, her legs tightening, her heart spasming. Vale went on grinding ever so softly and purposefully against that one, aching spot―over and over and over again until Skye’s voice had been reduced to nothing more than a series of soft, shuddering whimpers and muffled cries. Every so often Vale would hit it a little harder, a little further in and Skye would cry out, would fling a hand to grip at the sheets, white-knuckled and sweating.

The heat inside of her breached solar proportions, rocketed from her abdomen and caught in her throat. The ache erupted deep inside of her, became sharp, almost excruciating. She braced herself around Vale’s neck and bit her own lip in a pointless attempt to quiet herself―and then something else happened.

Tears were suddenly cascading down the edge of her jaw. There had been no reason or warning for them; they were simply there, hot and sticky and entirely uninvited. Skye tried to blink them away, though she could hardly focus on anything anymore. Vale was trembling and jolting on top of her, pressing her hips so powerfully into Skye’s that she thought she might actually pass out beneath her.

Slowly, the heat finally subdued. She inhaled a drawn out breath at her release, let go of it as a quiet, shaky exhale. Vale collapsed entirely, thoroughly winded and trembling. Skye’s muscles gave out all at once; her arm fell away from Vale’s neck, flopped onto the sheets and jerked. It took them both a long time to catch their breath enough to even speak, for Vale to lift her head from Skye’s shoulder. She pressed her lips to Skye’s neck, raised a shaking hand to her cheek.

“Are you crying?” she whispered.

Skye closed her eyes and slowly nodded. “They just happened.”

“It hurt?”

“Just a little. These…” Skye opened her eyes and swiped at her cheek. “They weren’t from pain.” Vale drew in another shaky breath and shifted closer into her.

“I think I understand.”

Skye slid her eyes shut and lost herself in Vale’s tired breaths. She could feel her slowly inhaling and exhaling, forever shivering. She wasn’t sure if the shakes were due to her exertion anymore. Something had magnetized inside of them, beyond their bodies. Something Skye could swear she’d felt before, something that stretched out to reach her as if through the void of space and time. It flit between them, drew them together, begged for Skye to see, to remember. But she just couldn’t.




















MONDAY


DRIFTING

A black, thrashing sea stretched out around Skye in every direction. It wasn’t water. It was thick and shining, sticky and opaque. It rippled away from her in violent waves and emitted a deafening, paranormal scream she could only compare to the howling drone of thousands of maddened insects. She curled in on herself and squinted into the expanse of stars above the turmoil. They flickered and snuffed out of existence one by one until she was left in still and unending darkness. It tore the breath from her lungs, blackened her eyes and stilled her heart.

The entity materialized before her and filled up the empty space with a rushing, firing light. It recoiled as if drawn into an immense vacuum, belted out a shrieking cry and ate away at what remained of her being. She spilled backward as if she were nothing more than a trickle of light, flashing through the cosmos in a timeless stream. It rooted her with a deep, sinking fear, with hopelessness, with loss. 

Her soul remained, however, and it craved. It reached through the chasm of space and time, open-armed and waiting. She could feel her—just out of reach—fighting to catch hold of her too.

“Skye…”

Vale’s knuckles brushed with the side of her neck and stirred her from her sleep. Skye gazed on her through tired, heavy-lidded eyes, through a mess of long, jagged bangs and fluffed sheets. She brushed them out of her face and squinted.

“Alright, Sunshine?” Vale whispered.

Skye released a soft puff of air and grazed the back of her hand over her forehead. “I fell asleep again,” she huffed. She blinked and stared up at the ceiling, trying to remember her dream and the stars that had flickered out around her.

“Yeah…” Vale hushed. Skye set her head on her shoulder and curled her fingers where they lay in Vale’s hair. Vale caught her gaze again. Her brow was furrowed, her eyes sad and questioning. “You get nightmares often?”

Skye nodded. She went on rubbing at her forehead as if it would somehow breathe life into her memories. “I’ve had them on and off since I was little.”

Vale’s hand stilled over her cheek.

Skye closed her fingers over her waist, curled into her and nestled her forehead in her hair. She gazed on where their arms rested and the hard contrast of their skin. Skye felt so pale next to her. Vale was colorful and fiery―vibrant—every bit of her emitting life.

“You scared me,” Vale admitted.

Skye frowned and drifted her eyes shut. “I’m sorry.” She held a thread of Vale’s hair, slowly shifted it around between her thumb and forefinger. “Damn, you’re so soft.” Vale chuckled quietly and flashed Skye with one of her beautiful smiles. Skye had been waiting for it. She returned a small smile of her own, curled further into her and gave the bottom of her chin a kiss.

Vale nuzzled into her, kissed at her ear and whispered, “Yeah, I could definitely do this forever.” Skye’s heart hammered at the tenderness in her voice. She was so familiar, drew on something so deeply rooted in Skye’s subconscious that it almost hurt. Her mind went on reeling and searching, trying to remember. She gazed pointedly into Vale’s vibrant eyes and stroked a thumb over her forehead.

“I feel like we already have,” she admitted.

Vale’s pupils dilated. Her eyelids fluttered as though she’d suddenly been deprived of air, as though Skye’s words had done something to her, had ignited something between them. Skye’s heart gave an unusual jolt and her body went cold, blanketing her in an unexpected, rushing sweat. It felt as though she were falling, and soon, she was.

In an instant, her eyes fell shut and she spilled through the bed, past the floor, into the earth, beyond its core. She fell out into open space and drifted, weightless, nonexistent.

“Vale!” she cried out, but her voice was gone. Vale was gone. There existed only infinite darkness, stretching on and on forever. “Vale!” she called again, and though her voice had vanished, she could hear the memory of it still floating around inside her skull, terrified and lost. It was lighter, younger, spectral.

A shimmer of light caught her eyes. She was suddenly rushing toward it as if without legs, breathless and bodiless. It flashed into the void as an explosion of broken glass and bright, pearl-white rock. Cords of the matter stretched all around her as translucent strands, threaded together to form hard, ridged stone and towering columns. Skye tried to navigate her way through, but she quickly became lost amidst their bright, reflective walls. A colorless girl stared back at her from their glinting surfaces. She was and wasn’t Skye, was and wasn’t real.

Then she saw her: Vale, running ahead of her with a whip of long, vibrant hair. It was strangely luminescent, flaring at her back with a blazing glow. Skye raced to catch her, though she couldn’t keep up, couldn’t gain distance on her. Vale glanced over her shoulder with a small, mischievous smirk. She was somehow different, somehow faraway and ethereal. Whenever Skye thought she might get a closer look, she was gone again, vanishing between columns of rock with a whip of dark, swirling fabric.

Just as quickly, a flash of silver erupted at Skye’s sides. It was like liquid metal, twisting and colliding into something massive, something shimmering and terrifying. It belted out a horrifying scream, suctioned forward and grappled her into submission. It piled in over her body, pulled taut at her limbs and siphoned directly into her veins.

She transformed at its touch, sprouting several dozens of whipping, tapered arms. They burst free of her spine, lengthened and intertwined. They formed something massive, silver and serpentine, something that ran the length of her body and sent her into a fit of convulsions. It sucked onto her and sapped all life and color from her with one swift, jarring crack.

She was suddenly hyperventilating atop cool, silken sheets, sucking in air but unable to quench her scorching lungs. She could still feel the silver entity filling in around her, pressing on her from all sides.

A hot tear splashed her cheek. “Skye!” Vale’s voice shook from somewhere above her. “Skye, fuck―” Skye jerked awake and sucked in a startled breath. A wave of relief crashed over her. She dragged Vale into her, buried her face in her neck and held onto her waist, her shoulders, the back of her neck in an effort to stay rooted there. She felt like she might be dragged away again at any moment, torn back into the unending void.

Vale gathered her up, pulled her tightly in and cradled her head. “Fuck, you just fainted. You just fainted out of nowhere―”

“Don’t go,” Skye begged.

“I won’t, Skye. I won’t―” Vale nearly squeezed the breath from her lungs. “You looked so scared, never seen anyone like that.”

“Thought I lost you,” Skye whispered.

Vale sighed and squeezed her into a tighter hug. “You scared the fuck outta me.” Skye managed another steady inhale, soothed by Vale’s scent and warmth, the feel of her muscles tightening beneath her fingers. She was real. She was solid and alive and real, and Skye wasn’t dreaming. “What the fuck happened?”

Skye drew herself up enough to catch her eyes. They were wet and shining, terrified. Skye’s heart sank at the sight. She reached up, grazed her knuckles over her cheek and shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s like my body was just…torn away.” Vale cradled her further, leaned in and pressed her cheek to her jaw. “I saw you…running ahead of me. I couldn’t get to you. I thought I was gonna die. I couldn’t do anything. I was so afraid it was gonna take you from me―”

Vale pressed her lips to her forehead and shook her head. Another hot tear streaked her cheek. “Nothing’s gonna take me away from you,” she promised. “Nothing, you hear? Don’t ever think that.” Skye’s heart wracked her body with further unrelenting pain. She felt physically, emotionally exhausted, unable to do anything but fold into Vale and cry. “Promise me, Skye.”

Skye caught her gaze. Her heart twisted at the lines of tears that wet Vale’s eyes and cheeks. She hadn’t ever meant to make her cry. The sight of it was distressing. It drove her forward and compelled her to kiss them away.

“I promise.”

She would promise anything if it meant she would never have to see Vale cry again.


SENTINEL

“You sure you can―?”

Skye stumbled forward and caught herself in Vale’s arms. “Yeah, I’m okay,” she promised. She didn’t want Vale to worry anymore. She wanted to see that beautiful smile grace her lips again and never disappear.

Vale struggled with the showerhead a moment longer and slid upright with a frown. It filled their surroundings with a billowing steam, beckoning them inside. “Sure you don’t wanna go back to sleep?” she asked again.

Skye shook her head. “No, I don’t want to sleep.”

“Okay, easy. Just hold onto my arm.”

Vale led her to the tub’s edge, gently shifted her into the shower’s warm spray and eased in after her. Skye blushed and offered her a timid, sidelong glance. Regardless of how deeply she’d lost herself in Vale the night before, she still found herself shaking at the sight of her, nervous about the slow brush of their bodies and the bright overhead light that hid nothing from Vale’s unwavering eyes.

Vale slid the shower door shut, successfully launching Skye’s heart back into her throat. She couldn’t tear her eyes from Vale, the way the water cascaded over her in shimmering rivulets. It brought life to her golden body, sparkled across her piercings. Skye’s legs gave another unwarranted tremor.

“What’s this? No strawberry-scented anything in here,” Vale noticed after taking a quick look around. She took a bottle in hand and turned it with a quirked eyebrow. “No scent at all.” She managed a soft smile and emptied some into her hands.

“I keep it simple,” Skye answered. She flicked her eyes over Vale’s encroaching hand. “What’re you doing?”

Vale held a finger to her lips and gently massaged the shampoo into Skye’s hair. Skye eased her eyes shut and quickly lost herself in the feel of Vale’s talented fingers working their way over her head. She edged slowly nearer and landed her hands on her waist.

“If I have gamer fingers, does that mean you have artist fingers?”

Vale went on massaging the back of her head and relieving the headache that throbbed there. She chuckled softly. “Sure.” Skye let out a puff of air and leaned further into her. “Alright Sunshine, time to rinse.”

Skye smiled, absolutely enamored by how sweet Vale could be. She let her guide her back under the stream and flicked her eyes shut at the warmth that spilled over her. When she opened them again, Vale was wearing her trademark smirk.

“Your hair’s got so many curls when it’s all wet.” She slicked her fingers through Skye’s lengths. “Perfect little coils. Just here though,” she went on, tickling at her shoulders. “Bloody adorable.”

Skye leaned into her hand and planted a kiss on her palm. “Don’t make fun of my curls.” She turned in Vale’s grasp and switched places with her. “Your turn, you brat.”

“Brat?” Vale gasped in mock indignation. “I see how you are.”

Skye chuckled, emptied a handful of shampoo into her own palm and lathered it between her fingers. Vale crossed her arms and faked a pout as the water cascaded over her shoulders and dampened her hair. She jerked into a playful dodge when Skye leaned in to apply the shampoo.

“Mm, nope. I’m a brat, now. Can’t have none of that.”

Skye laughed and dragged her in. “You are a brat,” she instigated further. “Come here.” Vale grinned through her pout and gave up. Skye slid her fingers into her hair and bit back a small smile at the look of bliss that overcame Vale’s features. Vale shook her head halfway through, slinging lightweight balls of foam in every direction. Her hair practically exploded from the motion, flashing out around her in a spiky mane.

“How’s mine look? Stunning, aye?”

Skye burst out laughing and buckled into her. Vale caught her, trapped her in a firm hug and shifted into the warm spray a second time. Skye shivered at the hard press of her pierced nipples, swallowed nervously and gazed down on them. Vale caught her looking, grinned and landed a cupped hand onto Skye’s backside. She worked a startled yelp from her with a slow, pressurized squeeze.

“Hey,” Skye fought. “Don’t start all that again.” She leaned back just enough to grab the bottle of soap.

Vale chuckled and kissed at the edge of her ear. “All what?” She pulled back with her familiar, devilish smirk. She couldn’t fool Skye. 

“My body is wrecked, Vale.” Skye poured the soap out and shook her head with a small smile. “I swear I bruised my crotch. I can’t handle another round of mind-numbing sex, I just can’t.”

Vale melted into her with a fit of laughter. She dipped her head onto Skye’s shoulder and brushed their abdomens, flushing Skye’s cheeks with warmth all over again. “I can’t kiss your ears? They sensitive, are they?”

Skye worked up a lather over Vale’s collarbone and neck. “Very.”

“Oh? And how about?” Vale gave her neck a soft, teasing kiss.

Skye tilted her head and gave her a playful nip back. “Not there, either.” She cupped her hands over Vale’s breasts and slicked the thick foam across her piercings.

Vale shivered and sighed into her jaw. “You say this as you play with my tits.” She closed an arm around Skye’s waist and graced her with a bright grin.

“I’m not playing. I’m washing. You’re covered in sex.”

“You’re gonna be covered in sex in a bit if you keep that up,” Vale warned, voice dropping to a sultry growl. Skye’s skin prickled. She suddenly felt like prey beneath her. Vale took the bottle of soap and emptied some of it into her own hands. “And we wouldn’t want that, would we? Not after we’re all sparkly clean.”

Skye chuckled. “Not at all.” Vale smoothed over her back and massaged into her with practiced hands. Skye couldn’t bite back the soft groan that escaped her. She blushed and flashed Vale with another daring glance. “That wasn’t an invitation, either. Wipe that look off your face.”

Vale arched an eyebrow. “So your ears, your neck and your back are sensitive. So then I can―?” Her hands caught Skye’s backside a second time, gripped onto her fully and dragged her in until their bellies met with a slap.

Skye gasped and gripped onto Vale’s waist with a soapy hand. “That’s number one on the Sensitive List.”

“Is that right? Wish I’d known that sooner.”

“Whatever you’re thinking, you’d better not,” Skye warned.

Vale quirked a curious brow, dragged her nails gently over one cheek and attempted a peek over Skye’s shoulder. Skye sucked in a breath and dropped her head onto Vale’s shoulder. A familiar jolt ran up and down her spine and her skin prickled.

“Vale, you’re going to fucking kill me.”

Vale uttered a dangerous chuckle and ghosted her fingers between her legs. “Shit, Skye. You’re hotter than the damned water.” Skye drew in another breath and squeezed her eyes shut at the continuous aching warmth that rolled through her. “And wetter, too.”

“God dammit, Vale.”

Vale grinned into her neck. “What? Your ears, neck, back and bum are all too sensitive. You saying this is off limits too?” She drove her palm against her with another low chuckle and Skye panted, gripped Vale’s hip up in one hand and squeezed.

“Mmph―” Her breath caught a second time. Vale had rotated places with her, driven her gently against the wall and pinned her with a breathy kiss. She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, gave it a slow, teasing bite and drew back.

“Do you want me to stop?” she whispered, dangerously quiet.

Skye gave her palm a buck. “Of course not,” she growled. Vale didn’t even hesitate. Her fingers sank into her with a jolt and Skye let out a small breath, grasped onto her waist with a scrape of her nails and panted.

“Mm, let’s see if I can find you…” Vale trailed her lips over Skye’s jaw, pushed in up to her knuckles and led her fingers along her front wall in a smooth curve. Skye flicked her eyes open and panted through the resulting tremors, caught Vale’s gleaming eyes and willed herself to breathe. Vale was slow, careful, probing. Her hands were just as powerful, just as skilled inside of her as they were elsewhere. “Wouldn’t wanna embarrass myself, not after you found mine in what…two seconds?”

Skye managed a quiet laugh and slid further down the wall. She let out a puff of air and slipped her eyes shut as Vale went on pressing into her, swirling and firm. “I think it’s, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Just a little higher,” she nearly whispered.

Vale chuckled and smoothed her fingers in a wider, pressured circle. “I…see.” She slicked the end of her finger over the rapidly-swelling node. “Little bugger, hiding off to the left―”

Skye gasped into the side of her neck and clutched further at her hip.

Vale groaned her approval, thudded her back into the wall and thrummed her fingers. She was like a machine, pressing in on her with a force that had Skye gasping, panting into her neck and fighting for a breath of air. Her body seized up and she moaned, tilted her head back and slid a thigh up Vale’s hip.

After what felt like an eternity, Vale slowed down and eased her fingers into a soft curl―purposeful and coaxing. Skye’s reaction was instantaneous. She uttered an unexpected moan, grasped onto Vale’s shoulder with one hand and dug further into her hip with the other. She clamped around Vale’s fingers, jerked and groaned at the flash of heat that thread its way down her leg in a hot line.

Vale went on massaging at her insides, dragging it out for as long as she possibly could until Skye was spasming on her shoulder and utterly wasted. She let out a heavy breath of air and slid her leg down Vale’s side. Vale slanted her eyes at her with a victorious smirk and pulled out of her. “Damn, Sunshine. That was fast.”

Skye thudded her head against the wall. “Shut up,” she panted. Vale chuckled. Her voice was low and primal, providing Skye with further evidence: Vale was a fucking animal. “You’re gonna put me in a wheelchair.”

“Wheelchair? Pff.” Vale flicked the hair out of her eyes. “You’ve got a dedicated Aussie girl to tote you around now. That’s real service.” She tugged her in, kissed her forehead and scooped her back up with ease.

Skye closed her legs around her waist. “You better not slip and fall.”

“I’ll be careful,” Vale teased. She leaned Skye back and nipped at her neck as the water rinsed away their foam.

“The water’s getting cold.”

Vale twirled them around to rinse herself as well. “Sorry.” She bent at the knees, worked her hand around the knob and shut it off. She gathered Skye up in another steady hold and gave her head a firm shake. Her hair flew around her in a wild mess. “Shall I carry you out, miss?”

Skye laughed at her faked British accent. “Okay.”

Vale slid the door away, eased past the tub’s edge and snatched one of Skye’s towels from its spot on the wall. She fluffed Skye’s hair before placing it on the edge of the sink and setting Skye down on top of it. A small smile pulled at her lips.

“Comfy?”

“Yeah,” Skye returned, still hugging at Vale’s waist with her knees. She leaned back on the counter and swept her eyes over her dripping form.

Vale leaned in and slid her fingers through Skye’s damp hair. “So cute.”

Skye blushed and focused on Vale’s still-wet collarbone, entranced by the threads of water that trailed the edge of her jaw. She worked her lips for a response, though she found herself dumbstruck, still in awe of the young woman that stood before her―still disbelieving, like she might wake up from some dream at any moment.

“Skye?” Vale murmured, drawing her from her stupor. Skye caught another spark of something familiar in her eyes. A warm flicker of light unfurled around her pupils, so quickly that Skye could have imagined it.

“Uh?”

“Wanna lay down with me?”

Skye ran a hand over Vale’s lower back. “I do. I just don’t wanna fall asleep again.”

Vale exhaled a quiet sigh and drew her further in. She cradled her head in one hand while gently massaging the back of her neck with the other. Skye felt weightless, like she was floating off in some bottomless void. She sucked in a breath, instantly reminded of her dream’s suctioning darkness and the cold, silver entity that had filled in around her in long, tapered bands. She could feel it pushing in on her veins, slicing into her with a feverish cry. She could feel herself twisting underneath it, digging her fingers in and wrenching it away. She suddenly felt as though she’d lose herself to it again, lose Vale, maybe never come back―

“Hey,” Vale whispered. She went on smoothing her fingers along her jaw, through her hair, over her lips. Skye gazed up at her, breath catching at the intensity with which Vale focused on her. The familiar thing stirred in the depths of her eyes. It danced somewhere far beyond them, like some tantalizing light at the other end of a portal. “What were you thinking about?”

Skye flit her eyes shut beneath Vale’s feather-soft lips; she hadn’t quite kissed her yet, only moved them gently across the surface of her skin. “You,” Skye whispered.

Vale tingled over Skye’s jaw in a smooth line, found her bottom lip and gave it a slow kiss. “You looked sad.”

Skye clutched onto her and pressed her lips over her collarbone. “I keep feeling like I’m gonna lose you. Like I’ve―” Skye squeezed her eyes shut and contemplated her sanity before barreling on with a rushed gasp, “―like I’ve lost you before and I―” Skye chewed at her lip and met Vale’s gaze. “―I’m sorry.” Her heart pounded at the confusion in Vale’s eyes. “I don’t know. I just… It’s like we were together…before this―”

“―Life?” Vale finished for her, effectively grinding Skye’s heart into the wall of her ribs. Before this life. Skye gripped at her back and attempted a stabilizing inhale but it shook and stuttered in her chest, fed her pounding heart.

“Yeah,” she whispered.

Vale’s eyes slid over her like she was gazing on her for the first time, warm and mesmerizing―raw. She let out a labored breath, flit her eyes shut and pressed their foreheads. “This can’t be real.”

“What do you mean?” Skye begged. She caught Vale’s fingers in her own, gave her hand a tug and reclaimed her fierce, unwavering gaze.

“I felt the same,” Vale whispered. “The first time I saw you. Like I knew you, somehow. Even though it was impossible. And yet here you are, saying the same,” Vale rambled into her neck, slightly winded, “I just can’t believe you…feel the same. It’s just―” Skye caught the back of her head in one hand and dragged her fingers through her hair. “―not in my head anymore is it?”

Skye drew back and shook her head. “It’s not in your head. It’s not.”

“Then what is this?” Vale panted. Her eyes shimmered with a mixture of grief and passion. Skye held onto her waist with one firm hand and fought to process what, exactly, had just happened. She felt equal parts terrified and exhilarated.

“I don’t know,” she choked out.

And she didn’t. Perhaps they had both been simply drifting in the expanse of Skye’s void. Perhaps they had bumped into the surrounding fire and debris and, by chance, collided. Or perhaps they’d been searching, frantic and reaching and finally―finally, their hands had touched.


VEIL

Skye squinted up at the light that gleamed in through her curtains; the sun was further in the sky, glinting through the shifting trees as little wavering orbs of light. She glanced back down at the sheets and followed the patterns of light as they scooted lazily along her and Vale’s arms. Vale had dozed off long ago. She lay curled on her side with her fingers twisted in Skye’s curling locks, lips slightly parted and breathing deep. Skye slid forward on her arm. She studied Vale’s tattoos in great detail, mesmerized by their intricacies.

Skye’s phone shattered the peaceful atmosphere and wrenched Vale awake in her arms; she shot up and glanced around at the bed between them for the source of the noise, bleary-eyed and beyond confused. Skye fumbled around, eventually dragged it out from under a flap of sheet and swiped it open. “Yeah?” she answered, sounding more irritated than she meant to.

“Skye?” It was a guy’s voice, and it wasn’t Shane’s.

Skye arched an eyebrow. “…Yeah?”

“Can you come in today? Just for a couple hours.”

“Who is this?”

“Jeff.”

“Oh,” Skye hummed. Vale stretched her arms over her head and gazed on her with a tilt of her head. “Um…I guess. Why?”

“It’s busier than shit.”

“On a Monday? That’s dumb.”

“No kidding. So I can expect you here soon?”

Skye’s heart surged into the pit of her stomach as she gazed on Vale. Leaving her, even for a couple hours, was the last thing she wanted to do. Their time together had felt unreal, like she’d been wrenched from her daily life and delivered to a world of just her and Vale, of warmth and comfort and home.

Vale raised an eyebrow.

Skye frowned and gave her head a small shake. “I guess I can.”

“Good, see you soon.”

Skye huffed and shoved her phone away. “Apparently they’re getting their asses beat at work and need me to come in.” She traced her finger over the ink on Vale’s forearm. Vale answered her with a soft pout. “Just for a couple hours.”

“Hrm,” Vale murmured.

Skye’s heart pounded at the wistful sigh that escaped her. She edged forward and tucked her lips into her neck. “I don’t want to go.”

“Neither do I,” Vale whispered. Her breath tickled Skye’s neck, causing a shiver to roll up her spine. “You sure you’re okay to work? You still didn’t sleep, did you?”

Skye shook her head, and the thought of sleep had her eyelids bob, followed by a flicker of fear. “I don’t get much rest anyway.”

Vale sighed and pressed another warm kiss into her neck. “Sorry I passed out. Didn’t mean to.”

“It’s okay. I liked watching you sleep.”

“Mm.” Vale leaned back to catch Skye’s eyes. “I dreamt of you.”

Skye smiled and slid her legs over the edge of the bed. “A good dream, I hope.”

Vale caught her eyes with a soft, knowing smile. “You were totally badass,” she chuckled. “You had this long, hooded coat with torn-up sleeves and these wicked knee-high boots.” She slid upright and narrowed her eyes at a portion of the wall as if trying to visualize her dream in further detail. “And for some reason, some hockey-looking kneepads.”

Skye laughed. “That’s elaborate.” She pushed to her feet and collected her work pants from the back of her chair. Her legs were unbelievably sore. Between all the walking they’d done at the fair and the strenuous activities of the previous night, they’d definitely had their fill of exercise. “You didn’t mention pants. What was I doing? Pounding you into the bed?”

Vale raised a surprised brow and shot her a sultry smirk. “Unfortunately, no.” She slid to the floor, gathered up her undershirt and pulled it on. “We were just…laying together. Holding hands.”

Skye shot her a teasing smile. “That’s incredibly tame for you,” she quipped. Vale chuckled and gave her bottom a firm squeeze. Skye slapped her hand away. “Quit that,” she laughed. “You’re gonna get me all excited and I’m supposed to be going to work.”

Vale let out a long, exasperated huff and ran a hand through her hair. “Fuckin’ life and work and stuff…getting in the way. Wish we could live in the jungle somewhere and…catch our own food, sleep on the ground…”

Skye imagined Vale wielding a wooden spear and shouting out death threats as she chased some poor boar around. She laughed, “I’d like that.”

Vale stared around the room. “Where’re my pants?”

Skye followed her gaze. Did we really throw them like this? she wondered as she bent to collect the pants she’d borrowed from Vale the previous morning. “Found these ones.”

Vale shrugged and stuffed a leg in. “You really gotta work?”

Skye sighed. “Yes.”

Vale leaned into the bed, crossed her arms and watched with a pout as Skye wandered around looking for her belt and name tag. “Hate that place,” Vale admitted. “People treat you like shit.”

Skye slid her eyes shut and sighed. “People are bitches,” she said with a shrug. “I just imagine socking them in the face.”

Vale grinned back at her, pushed off from the bed and sauntered over. “I’d love to see you do that. In fact―” She ran her hand over her arm. “―I’d love to draw you doing just that: caving some cod’s nose in.” She emphasized the visual with an air punch.

Skye fought back a grin. “You’d draw me kicking ass?”

“So much arse-kickin’. Maulin’, rather.” She walked a slow circle around her, trailed a finger over the edge of her jaw and smiled. “You’re a little animal. Gotta portray you accurately.”

“Funny,” Skye mused. “I thought the same of you back in the shower.”

Vale quirked an amused brow and snatched her jacket off the bed. “I―” she began, struggling with one of the sleeves and giving Skye a pointed look, “―am a fairy fuckin’ princess, thank you very much.” She paused, glanced around at the nightstand and furrowed her brow. “Where’d I put my dick?”

Skye laughed, “We left it by the sink.”

“Anya use that one?”

“Sometimes.”

Vale hurried down the hall to retrieve it, pausing only to snatch her boots from the floor. She called down the hall with an echo, “The things that don’t make you shy confuse the hell outta me, Sunshine.”


MIRROR

“I could come with you,” Vale said again. She leaned in through the driver’s side window and gave Skye another long, wistful kiss. “I could sit in the corner and be nice and inconspicuous.”

Skye blushed and tilted her head beneath her. She peered over her shoulder at Vale’s mostly-abandoned shop. “I don’t want you to see me doing my job. Especially if it’s busy.”

“I’ve already seen you doing your job,” Vale gently reminded.

“I didn’t realize you were watching me then.”

“Does it make you nervous?”

Skye shrugged. “I’d get sidetracked staring at you.”

Vale chuckled. “Alright.” She gave Skye’s cheek a playful tweak and her lips another slow kiss. “I suppose I could make use of myself and finish a sketch or two. See you after?”

Skye sighed, slowly nodded and put her shifter back into gear.

“Skye?” She glanced back in time to catch Vale stuffing her hands into her pockets. “Drive careful.”

Skye smiled and gave another small nod. “I promise not to drive on the wrong side.” She chuckled at Vale’s feigned, open-mouthed offense and pulled into the street. Vale waved after her and dunked her hand back in her pocket.

Skye had a hard time focusing on the small expanse of road between Brunhilde’s and the restaurant. She had to continuously flick her eyes back and forth between the cars ahead of her in order for her eyes not to blur, to remember where she needed to turn. It felt strange to be driving away from Vale with her wild, fluttering hair slowly disappearing into the background in her rearview mirror.

“Just a couple hours,” Skye convinced herself as she pulled into the parking lot. She clambered out of her car, kicked the door shut behind her and locked it. She dragged on her zipper as she approached the back door, inwardly bracing herself for the hell she was about to face.

“Skye, ‘bout time,” Jeff barked the moment she swung the door open. “I need you to help Kyle.”

Skye hung her hoodie up. “The fuck is going on?” she asked, gazing up at the madness that’d been unleashed in the kitchen. A server was busy shouting at the cooks over plates of hot food.

“Two servers called in sick, Kyle’s running around trying to bus, bitches are seatin’ themselves―” Jeff rushed, diving back into the dish pit. Apparently there wasn’t a dishwasher, either.

“It’s fucking Monday,” Skye ground out again, snatching an apron off the back wall and jabbing her passcode into the clock-in screen. Fran came around the corner at the same time with about seven dirty cups in one hand, another stack clutched to her chest and an unbalanced pile of dishes that looked ready to topple at any moment. Skye quickly collected them and flung them sidelong into the dish pit.

“Skye!” Fran bowled over another pile of dishes where she threw her cups. Jeff shot her an offended glance. “Tell that fuckin’ host to quit seating me. I swear I’ve got like eight fuckin’ tables and I just caught her laying another one down!”

“Alright, calm your shit,” Skye complained, collecting a warm towel on the way out. She nearly skidded to a halt at the sight that awaited her: several tables had been thrust together at the center of the restaurant and what looked like forty people sat gathered around it, shouting at one another from across the room.

“Skye, thank fucking god,” the host belted out as soon as she made her way toward the front. Her name was Kyle, one of the few coworkers Skye actually enjoyed being around. She reminded Skye of Anya, though she was taller, her looks reminiscent of an actress that Skye couldn’t put her finger on. “Been trying to bus all this shit myself and like a million people keep coming in and seating themselves.”

“Fran says quit seating her.”

“Fuck,” Kyle burst. “Tell her to get off her period. I can’t seat John,” she complained, jabbing a finger in the large table’s direction. “Dudley Dursley over there’s been unwrapping his thirty-some presents for over an hour and,” she went on with a whisper, “I’ve had to crap all day. I swear if you just watch the front and let me go I’ll give you money.”

“Whatever.”

Kyle hurriedly untied her apron. “Thanks Skye.” A small herd of children trampled past, led by their parents.

“Come on, ogre babies,” the mom called.

Skye wrinkled her nose. “Damn, they call their kids ogre babies,” she murmured as the door shut behind them.

Kyle threw her apron down. “Their parents are ogres.” She pushed off from the host stand on her way toward the bathroom. “They look like ogres, eat like ogres―”

“I get it,” Skye sighed. She grabbed up a spray bottle and coated the front doors with its contents. Another small herd of people came at her. She held the door open for them and managed a small hello.

They pushed past to stand in front of the empty host stand. Skye squeezed by them and fought the urge to point out that she was the person that would be showing them to their seat. She made her way around the podium and glanced at the floor plan. There were several small, hastily drawn x’s strewn all over it.

A generous amount of throat-clearing drew her gaze. The sound belonged to one of the guests: a large man with two kids and a fuming wife in tow. The parents scowled at her as she tried to make sense of the gibberish on the floor plan. According to it, there were only two servers working: Fran, who was pissed, and John, who was busy with the large table.

She gathered up four menus. “So, uh…there’s four of you?”

“No, there’s eight.”

“Eight?” Skye gazed on the door. Maybe more intended to meet them.

The man snorted. “I was being sarcastic.”

Skye bit her lip and curled her fist where it sat on top of the floor plan. She chewed back the retort she so badly wanted to spit at him before gathering four menus and walking him back to a table. After slinging the menus down, she turned on her heel to find another group of angry customers waiting to be sat.

“Skye!” Fran shouted. Skye whipped her head around to find Fran scurrying past with an armful of dishes and a red, flustered face. “What’d I say about tables, chick? I’m in the weeds!”

“Uh…” Skye turned back to the customers and fought the urge to sneer at their expectant faces. They stared at her as if to ask what the hold up was. “Sorry, it’s gonna be a five minute wait.”

“What about all those open tables?” The woman jabbed a finger in their general direction and stared at Skye as if she were retarded. Skye clenched her jaw. She was pretty sure five minutes hadn’t even gone by, and she already wanted to…cave some cod’s nose in.

She smiled softly to herself and tried to explain, “There’s not many servers today and I have to give them time between tables. Sorry about the wait.”

The woman sneered and turned to look at her family as if she’d been rudely insulted. Her husband shrugged and asked if she wanted to eat somewhere else. “No, I want to eat here, and you’re stupid for not scheduling more servers,” she spat, jabbing her finger around at the restaurant. Skye’s eye twitched.

Breathe. She clasped onto the edge of the host stand with a shaking, sweating hand and fought to stabilize her rising anger. Open, close. Open, close. She never was one to control her emotions, especially not this specific emotion. Her boss knew this, and yet he had her standing up here, dealing with these―

“Fuckers,” she ground out in a low voice, glaring down at the floor plan in an attempt to focus on something else. Though she couldn’t. Her vision was blurring again, but for another reason. There came a bright flash to the backs of her eyes, a disabling lance between them. She squinted and gave her head a shake.

“What’d she just say?” the woman spat at her husband, phenomenally insulted. “Did she just say what I think she said?”

Skye clenched onto the wooden stand harder and blazed a fierce, heated gaze into the messy handwriting. She flicked her eyes at the white fog that enveloped her. Open, close. Open, close. She could barely hear the restaurant’s drawling music or the guests’ noisy banter. Even the increasingly irate woman in front of her went strangely mute. In the ringing silence that followed, Skye was sure she’d heard the faraway, echoing cry of a young girl, the slap of water hitting parched earth, the ravenous laugh of something…inhuman.

The blood washed from her face and she swallowed back her sudden bout of nausea with a cold, blank stare. The woman was mouthing words she couldn’t hear, and it took Skye a few rounds to realize what she was saying: I need to speak to your manager.

Skye only went on staring at her, entirely frozen and devoid of breath. The pained cries dulled to a faraway thud, a sickening pound that fell in tune with her terror-stricken heart. Her hearing returned in time to catch the woman rushing off toward the bar on a clattering set of high heels, apparently in search of the manager on her own.

Skye gripped her hands into two shaking fists before vaulting toward the kitchen. A man swatted her on the shoulder with a menu as she passed, brandishing a bottle of ketchup. “I’m out of ketchup,” he ground out.

Skye snatched it out of his hand and slung it to the ground. “Do I look like your fuckin’ server?” Whatever was left in it exploded at his feet and shot globs of red sauce all over the inside of the booth and floor.

Skye wasn’t sure what happened next; she’d sunk to her knees and her vision scrambled into a messy veil of fog before blotting out her surroundings entirely. She could hear the man shouting in rage, followed by others yelling out in shock at her collapse. Their voices faded away into the recesses of her mind, like a dream might upon waking.

The world disappeared from around her and she smashed headlong into a familiar white, fluttering landscape of shifting, powder sands. Her body convulsed for a long, terrorizing moment. Her muscles jerked, seized and rendered her helpless even inside of her own body. She fell to one side and squinted through tear-stricken eyes at an expanse of oil-black sky. Not a single cloud flit across its surface. Instead, a swirl of fire clashed in its depths: a maelstrom of colliding planets and spitting suns, all swirling into one enormous, flaring mass.

She clenched her teeth and fought to stabilize her seizing arm enough to shield her eyes. The spectacle was terrifying; the planets scorched ever closer as if intent on consuming her own world. She tore her eyes away from it long enough to take in the shimmering horizon.

A figure lay far across the landscape, bent forward on her knees and seizing in time with Skye. She wore what looked like some kind of hooded long coat, as white as the sands that stretched out around them. She twisted around in the dunes and launched upright onto one shaking leg as if she were fighting some powerful, magnetizing force.

The same force kept Skye rooted, though she couldn’t tear her eyes from the girl where she stood bent at the waist and screaming. It was a terrifying, paranormal cry, like the sound of some phantom bird eating its way into her ears and rooting itself in her mind. Sand flew up around the figure in vibrating particles, reformed and solidified into something enormous and hair-raising, something that towered over her in a single translucent mass. It shined like liquid quartz, liquid metal―silver.

“Stop it!” Skye finally shouted. The girl darted upright, and in one breathtaking moment it all came to a rapid close. The sand fell in a massive heap and Skye was dumped forward, released from the confines of her wracking seizure.

She worked her jaw and slowly moved her tongue back and forth across the roof of her mouth in an attempt to dull her pain. The figure shouted something incoherent and flashed toward her in leaping, sand-spraying strides. Skye scrambled onto her hands and knees and staggered upright before the girl closed in on her.

She was met with the cold, savage gaze of her all too familiar pursuer. She blinked rapidly back at her curls of windswept silver hair, her gleaming, pearl-white skin. The whites of her eyes were anything but white; they were as oil-black as the sky and her irises were as bright, swirling and active as the worlds that clashed far above them. Her lips curled back into a surprisingly low growl, too low for the airy, spectral voice that followed, “Tek ki’necel.”

Skye staggered back onto one knee and went on gazing on her in a mixture of terror and shock. She was too far consumed by the girl’s likeness, by her white, flapping coat and padded boots.

“Tek yn’min.” The girl’s voice died in the back of her throat as a strange, echoing sound. She furrowed her eyebrows and rubbed what looked like the streak of a tear from her cheek. “Tek yn’min,” she repeated. Her body flew into a vapor, swirled into the powder sand and vanished. Skye was lost amidst another veil of fog. You’re like me. You’re like me, the voice rang on and on in her mind, and she wasn’t sure how she’d understood her, how the alien words had made any sense at all.

In a single, gut-wrenching motion she was veered back into her own world, surrounded by frantic voices and hokey Blues music. The ground was hard beneath her, her jaw pounding. People were yelling her name, slapping her in the face and pulling her into a sitting position. The floor lay indented and sizzling beneath the pads of her fingers, though no one else had noticed.

She came face-to-face with Fran and Kyle, both of them wild-eyed and sweating.

“Skye, you okay? Are you okay? Holy shit―”

“Are you alright?”

Skye blinked a few times as they came into focus, realizing that everyone in the restaurant was staring at her with terrified expressions. “I’m…fine,” she replied very calmly, though her hands were still shaking at her sides, and she had a difficult time maneuvering herself forward. Fran braced her on one arm and led her out through the bar and toward the back door.


ANOMALY

Skye held one shaking hand in front of her and staggered in Fran’s grasp. Some silvery dust had accumulated in the lines of her palm. It shimmered brightly, stood out like shaved particles of metal on her fingertips. She ground her pointer finger and thumb together, entranced by its texture.

“Did you see it?” she asked.

Fran snatched Skye’s hoodie off the wall, draped it over her shoulder and pushed the back door open to let in a cool gust of air. “I saw you collapse on the floor and start shaking like you were being fuckin’ electrocuted.”

Skye grunted and checked her palm a second time. The silver dust had melted alongside her sweat and pooled at the center of her palm as little beads. Half of her wanted to shake it loose, the other half could only stare down at it in wonder.

Fran led her further into the parking lot. It had begun to rain in the small amount of time Skye spent inside; it drew her eyes skyward and fell as a mist in her hair. She was relieved to find a perfectly normal, gray-white sky and dark, flickering clouds. They flashed in the distance, warning them of the impending storm.

“I think I lost my job,” she murmured.

“Bitch, that wasn’t your fault. Can’t blame yourself for stuff out of your control.”

“Well, I also kind of lost my shit on the customers beforehand, too. I’m sure everyone in there is hearing all about it.”

“Don’t worry about those assholes. Here, sit down.”

Skye slid to a crouch at the curb. Her legs and arms were still shaking, however lightly.

“I think it was a seizure,” Fran went on. “My cousin used to have them all the time when she was a kid. Scary shit, the kinda stuff they’d burn you at the stake for in the old days.”

“Uh, thanks,” Skye mumbled.

“You need to call somebody. You can’t drive after something like that.”

Skye glanced up at her. Fran stood with her hands on her hips, apron absolutely blasted with all manner of sauce and grease. “I’m fine.”

“You sure as fuck aren’t fine. I’m not going back inside until you call somebody.”

Skye slouched forward, grazed her fingertips over the concrete and bit at her lip. She checked her palm a third time. The dust had evaporated entirely, leaving no evidence of the world she may or may not have actually visited. The place had been so familiar, like maybe she’d seen it in her dreams. She wondered, briefly, if it had anything to do with her trips to the hospital when she was younger. She barely remembered them, only the strange, cylindrical machine she’d been passed through while half-conscious.

“I don’t see you reaching for your phone. You’ve got until the count of three.”

“Tch.” Skye dug around in her pocket and collected her phone. It shook in her hand as though it weighed twenty pounds. There was a message waiting for her from Vale: Miss you already, Sunshine.

Her heart throbbed. She wanted nothing more than to be in Vale’s arms, curled on her side and sinking into her cloud of feather blankets. Her eyelids bobbed, gently reminding her of how profoundly exhausted she was.

Fran snatched the phone before Skye could even swipe it open to form a reply. “I’m calling someone for you. Just tell me a name.”

“…Vale.”

“Vale, alright.”

Skye could hear the phone ringing in the wind’s absence. The mist rose to a soft trickle. She opened her hands and stared at the droplets where they glistened on her palms. Everything felt surreal, like she might be yanked back into her strange realm all over again.

“I’m not Skye. But she needs to see you,” Fran rushed into the phone. “No, I think she had a seizure. She looks okay. No.” A pause. “Yeah.”

Skye ran a hand over her forehead. This wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t want Vale to be afraid, to worry. What’s wrong with me?

Fran passed her phone back. “She’s on her way.”

Skye curled her fingers back over the concrete and scraped her thumb over the rough texture several times. It’s real, she thought of it. This is real. She inhaled a deep breath, lowered her eyes and sighed. “You don’t have to wait with me,” she said when Fran still hadn’t returned to work. Skye could only imagine how irate her customers had become in her absence. And it was all Skye’s fault.

Fran leaned against the wall and shrugged. “Needed a smoke break,” she admitted, sliding one from its box. She followed it up with a flick of her lighter. “You ever, uh, go see that woman?”

Skye smiled. “You didn’t recognize the accent?”

Fran exhaled a puff of smoke and shot her a sly grin. “No. You didn’t.” Skye only smiled further. “You did!”

Screeching tires tore Skye from their conversation. Fran jolted next to her, and together they gazed across the parking lot to find Vale throwing open the passenger’s door of a small black car. She dashed forward, skidded to a halt beside Skye and dragged her in for a rib-crushing hug.

Skye sucked in a startled breath, winded by the sheer force of her grip. After a long moment, Vale finally pulled back and flashed Skye with one of the most startled, terrified looks Skye had ever seen grace her features. Skye chewed back a frown and cradled her jaw. Vale furrowed her brow and moved her lips as though searching for something to say, but Skye knew: there wasn’t much to be said, at least not in Fran’s company.

“I take it Saturday night was a success,” Fran chuckled.

Vale was not amused. “The fuck happened in there?”

“She just crumpled, started shaking. Scared the shit out of everyone.”

Vale ran a hand over the back of Skye’s head. “She scared the shit outta them,” she repeated, her voice wavering on the brink of fury. Fran drew her lips into an apologetic, tight-lipped grimace. Skye pressed her forehead into her palm and blinked at the strange smell of mineral that wafted from it.

“I’m fine.” She unfurled her fingers several times in an effort to pinpoint the scent. She didn’t like sitting there feeling like a victim. Nothing was wrong. She was fine. She just…fainted. “I just wanna get out of here.” Vale understood that as her cue to help Skye stand. “Thanks Fran,” Skye managed as she slid an arm around Vale’s waist.

Vale glanced back at Fran. “Yeah…” She gave her a slow nod, lowered her eyes and frowned. “Ah, sorry. Thanks for…helping.”

“No prob. Get better, Skye.”

Skye cupped her hand over Vale’s cheek. “Thanks for coming for me,” she whispered.

Vale combed a thread of Skye’s hair behind her ear. “Knew something was wrong before you even called.” She ran a shaking hand over her shoulder and gave the top of her head a soft kiss.

“You did?”

“Just had a feeling. Come on, climb in.”

Skye slid into the black car’s backseat and glanced up at the driver as Vale closed the door behind her. The heavy scent of pot washed over her and she twitched her nose.

“Ey,” the bald, heavily tattooed driver greeted. “You alright?” he asked, blunt jerking up and down between his lips. He wore a plain white T-shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled up to brandish a black and gray pair of praying hands and a rosary.

“Uh…” Skye glanced sidelong at Vale as she climbed into the other seat beside her and slammed the door shut. Vale met her gaze with a furrowed brow, reached out and drew her knuckles over her jaw.

“She alright?” the driver asked a second time.

“She will be. This’s David, Skye. He works with me at Brunhilde’s.”

“Hey,” Skye greeted, feeling small in the back seat.

Vale took her hand and grazed her thumb over her palm. Skye’s skin itched where the foreign substance had melted away. “You okay to go back to the shop with me? There’s a couch in the back you can lay down on.”

Skye nodded numbly as the car lurched forward. She desperately wanted to open one of the windows to get a breath of fresh air, though leaning into Vale’s arm and losing herself in her scent seemed the better option. She inhaled softly and flicked her eyes shut. The sharp crinkle of a wrapper coaxed them back open. She was met with the too-close end of a chocolate bar. She blinked at it for a moment before she realized Vale wanted her to take a bite.

Skye tried to push it away. “I had a seizure, not a dementor attack.”

“Eat,” Vale demanded.

Skye puckered her lips into a frown and took a small bite. She chewed at it slowly until they were pulling into the alleyway at Brunhilde’s. David climbed out of the driver’s side, grabbed at the back of his baggy jeans and wrenched them into place.

“Have another bite,” Vale gently pleaded. She slid out of the back seat and came around to open Skye’s door. “I’ll get you something better to eat, but right now that’s all I’ve got. You haven’t eaten since…when? The fair?”

Skye grunted, stumbled out of the car and held onto Vale’s arm. She felt so weak and incapable that it hurt. “You haven’t eaten since then either,” she pointed out. Vale pulled her in for another hug, bumped the door shut with her hip and glanced back at David where he’d situated himself against the back wall, blunt in hand.

“Thanks mate.”

He gave a curt nod and took another firm drag from his blunt. Skye couldn’t help but imagine that David was like Vale’s version of Fran.

Vale led her back toward the shop. “I seem to remember eating a lot more of my bratwurst than you,” she went on as they climbed the small set of concrete steps to the front of the shop.

Skye wanted nothing more than to walk on her own and show that she was okay, but her body refused to cooperate. She was too far entranced by the warmth of Vale’s arms, the breath on her cheek. Vale pushed the front door open and led her inside. Skye tugged at the edge of her shirt and pulled her to a stop.

“I can walk,” she managed, voice soft. “I don’t want people to see me like this.”

Vale offered a sad smile, dropped her arm from Skye’s shoulders and took her hand instead. She swung it once between them and asked, “This better?”

Skye uttered a quiet laugh. “Yeah.” She inhaled another deep breath, breached the doorway and assured herself that the darkness had gone. She was with Vale again, and that was all that mattered.


DREAMSCAPE

“It’s so quiet in here.”

“Yeah.” Vale led her down a narrow hallway lined with several bookshelves and a long, flat table covered in large sheets of paper. Brunhilde’s was a lot less populated than on Saturday night. Only one guy had been in the drawing room―Seth, he’d introduced himself. Skye recognized him as the guy with the black, spiky hair and piercings from the night she’d met Vale.

She shivered. “It’s cold, too.”

“Sorry. They keep the air-con blasting here.” Vale dragged Skye’s hoodie from her shoulder and held a sleeve for her to slide into. Skye found herself humming softly at the gesture. “That better?”

“Yeah…”

Vale smiled down at her, held onto the bottom of her hoodie and worked her zipper up until it reached its destination with a soft click. Skye returned the same soft smile. She peered through the darkness and studied the several rows of books. Most of them were art books, a collection of different artists and styles throughout different time periods. Every once in a while Skye would spot one that seemed out of place, like something about self help or natural diets.

“This is a shit-ton of books.”

“Yeah, they’re Damian’s.”

“Who’s that?”

“Boss man. He reads a lot. You should see the other room, way more books there. Here you are.” Vale paused in the middle of the narrow hallway and gestured toward the worn, out of place couch that sat against the wall. Skye couldn’t think of a more awkward place for a couch.

“I don’t wanna sleep.”

Vale sighed, shifted her hand up Skye’s jaw and nudged at the bottom of her chin with a warm, slender finger. “Somehow I feel like not sleeping isn’t helping you much,” she suggested with a pointed look. She cocked an expectant eyebrow. “You need your rest. And you need to eat. I want you to lie down while I go make you something.”

“Make me something?” Skye blinked and glanced around. She glimpsed a bit of sunlight shifting in through a black curtain at the opposite end of the hall.

“Don’t think I left much in the fridge, but I’m sure there’s something in there I can get for you. So,” Vale went on, steering Skye toward the couch until she eased into it with a soft flop. “Take a deep breath. Clear your head and close your eyes. No one’s gonna bother you back here, and I’m just gonna be right on the other side of this doorway, okay?”

Skye moved her lips to speak, though she quickly forgot what she meant to say as Vale leaned in to kiss her. Her eyes eased shut in an instant and her body suddenly felt a thousand times heavier. She smiled at the feel of Vale’s eyelashes tickling her cheek, and when Vale drew away again she exhaled an audible, wistful sigh.

“Just through this doorway,” Vale repeated, backing slowly toward it. “Lie down now, Sunshine. Think about…cute things. Like…Ripleys. Lots of little Ripleys. Kitten ones.”

Skye let out a small puff of a laugh.

Vale winked. “Exactly.” She drew the curtain open just enough to slip through, paused and held up a finger. “I’ll be watchin’ you. So you’d better be trying to sleep the next time I pop through here.”

“…Okay,” Skye conceded.

The curtain shifted back into place and blanketed her in darkness. She drew in a deep breath and tilted her head at the sound of a stove flicking on. A stove? They’ve got a stove in their shop?

She found comfort in the sounds that made their way through to her from the other side of the curtain: a fridge opening and closing, then a freezer, then some cabinets. It sounds like they have a whole kitchen back there, she mused. It felt strange resting on something she knew a bunch of other guys probably drooled on throughout different times of the day. She gazed up at the ceiling for a while and simply listened to Vale go to work in the kitchen. Skye could tell she was trying not to make too much noise. There came no clatter of pots, no slam of a cabinet.

She worked her hands over the bottom of her hoodie and listened for awhile longer. Eventually her eyes grew heavy at the sense of calm that overcame her. She inhaled another deep breath, slipped her eyes shut and quickly eased off into a gentle slumber.

White sand shifted at the edges of her vision and sank in around her bare feet. It was warm, dry and powder soft. She fell softly forward, slid her fingers through the floury landscape and squinted as it flew up around her in a cloud. She turned on her back atop the dunes and drifted her eyes across the oil-black sky. It was as silent, as still as the surface of some vast, undisturbed ocean and windowed the breathtaking view of an enormous, steel blue comet. The rock made its way slowly across the sea of stars, flicking in and out of a white, wispy vapor.

Skye grazed the back of her hand over her forehead and let her eyes fall shut a second time. She exhaled a steady breath, curled her fingers into the powder sands and twitched her nose at the familiar scent of mineral that wafted out from around her. Her eyes drifted back open at the soft, mournful cry that wavered across the vast landscape. It vanished in a single breath, fading off into the recesses of her mind along with the white, shimmering sands and silent sky.

The ceiling was even darker than she’d left it. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened and closed her mouth several times in an effort to restore some moisture to it. Her jaw still ached from where she’d busted it on the ground, and she couldn’t help but clutch at it, work it slowly, move it in circles.

A strange smell permeated the hall. Skye sniffed at the air in an attempt to recognize it. She managed a sitting position and squinted at the sliver of light flickering at the edges of the black curtain. Muffled voices made their way through to her. She recognized one of them easily; she could never mistake the low, gentle husk of Vale’s voice.

She made her way over on unstable legs, rubbed away the sleep in her eyes and cracked the curtain open to find a full kitchen on the other side. It was small, narrow, and opened up into what looked like a backyard. A backyard?

Vale stood in the doorway with her back pressed to its wooden frame.

“But she’s being…ugh. She’s being such a bitch,” a light voice complained. Its owner eased forward on one leg. Her hips came into view, flashing Skye with a pair of pale, slender legs and a short black skirt. A bright orange hoodie sat tied across her hipbones.

Vale frowned. “Is she still sleeping around with that guy?”

“Ugh, don’t remind me. Just like every other guy. She keeps bringing them home expecting me to like them.”

Vale shrugged. “Fuck ‘em,” she murmured, voice low. “You got, what, another few weeks before you’re out from under her roof?”

“Yeah, a few weeks of listening to them fuck like rabbits in the next room. Why can’t I just move in with you now?”

“Because Mum would have me bloody arrested, that’s why.”

Another whine.

Skye blinked at the strange conversation. She clutched at the front of her hoodie, mashed it up in one sweaty fist and strained her ears. She peeked around the curtain again in time to catch a shimmer of bright orange hair.

“It’ll be fine, Riv’. Just get some fuckin’ headphones. And hey, listen…” Skye’s heart thundered impossibly harder. She leaned into the curtain and held her breath in order to hear Vale’s whisper. “I met someone.” The girl practically squealed at the information; Skye’s heart shot into the back of her throat at the same time. “Shh!” Vale hissed. Skye darted back into the shadows and hoped Vale hadn’t glanced up for even a second. “She’s actually, ah…” Vale lowered her voice further. “She’s just over there. Asleep. Had a rough day.”

“Aww, how so? What’s her name? What’s she like? Is she pretty?”

“Name’s Skye, and she’s wicked beautiful.”

Skye blushed profusely at the compliment. She suddenly felt extremely rude for listening in on their conversation, though there wouldn’t have been any easy way to show herself now. She couldn’t just unveil herself on cue as they were speaking of her.

“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh―” The girl’s voice grew increasingly high-pitched. “―Vale. I’m so excited!” Skye turned her head to the side in order to understand Vale above the noise.

“Shh…” she repeated. “She’s…not feeling her best right now. Been goin’ through a lot. So just keep it down, alright? You’ll meet her eventually.”

Another long, drawn out whine. “Can’t I see her now? I’ll be quiet.”

Skye paled at the idea of them peeking in to stare at her. She quickly backtracked toward the couch and crouched low enough to brace herself on its edge.

“No.” Vale was firm and absolute, as if she were denying a kid a second cookie.

“Well what does she look like? You can at least tell me that.”

Skye leaned so far forward that she nearly fell to the ground. She thunked onto one knee, hissed at her own clumsiness and squeezed her eyes shut.

“―and these…stunning blue eyes, like you wouldn’t believe, Riv’. And her lips! You’d be so jealous. And wait until you get a look at her hair.” Skye buried her face behind her hands. “Fuck, I can’t even describe her hair―it’s like a…a kinda rosy…kinda…” Skye couldn’t help but chuckle. The sound echoed into her cupped hands, silencing the two outside.

Skye paled and held her breath at the sound of Vale’s approaching boots. Shit. She glanced up in time to catch her drawing the curtain softly back with a curious smirk. Skye looked the very definition of guilty.

“Little bastard,” Vale chuckled, tugging the curtain further open. Skye raised one hand to block out some of the sun’s offending rays. “When did you wake up?”

“Just now,” Skye lied, not wanting to seem like an asshole for listening in on a large portion of their conversation. Vale grinned and came nearer. Skye darted her eyes at the soft sway of her hips, at the thin sliver of golden skin that peeked out from between her shirt and belt line.

“Did you have a nice nap? You knocked right out. It was the Ripley kittens, wasn’t it?”

She closed the distance between them, snaked her arms around Skye’s waist and pulled her in for a soft kiss. Skye gave her a shy peck and gazed over her shoulder toward the open doorway. The ginger peeked around the curtain at her with one hand held amusedly over her lower lip. There was something…familiar about her, though Skye couldn’t quite put her finger on what.

“Ah…” Vale turned and slanted her eyes at the intruder. “Suppose you could meet her now, since you fuckin’ woke her up.”

“I didn’t wake her up!” the girl fought. She came jogging past the curtain and nearly tripped on a power cord that lay crumpled on the floor. She jolted upright, extending a long, thin arm and a pale hand. Skye’s eyes lingered on her for a moment longer before taking it.

“Sorry,” Vale hushed, clearly irritated despite the small, amused smirk that had taken its rightful place on her lips. “This’s my annoying sister.”

“River!” the girl piped, shaking Skye’s hand up and down with an energy that, for the moment, Skye could not match. She could spot some similarities between the two now that she was looking for them: the thin arch of her brow and her smooth, gently upturned nose definitely reminded her of Vale. Though her skin was pale, nothing like the brilliant, caramel glow of Vale’s, and her eyes were just as pale: a light, sea foam green.

“Hey,” Skye chuckled as River went on clasping at her hand. “I didn’t know Vale had a sister.”

River finally relieved Skye of her tireless grasp. “Half sister, actually.” She bent at the waist, tossed her long ponytail over one shoulder and squinted. “It’s quite dark in here. Mind if I?”

“Uh…”

“Riv’, would you bugger off? She’s just woken up.” Vale tugged Skye further into her and braced an arm around her shoulder. It was too late. River had flung the curtain open all the way, showering them with a beam of orange light. Vale hissed at the same time and Skye recoiled, shielding her eyes.

“Aww!” River belted out another high-pitched squeal and closed in on Skye a second time. Skye quickly felt like her space was being invaded. “You really are gorgeous, aren’t you?”

Vale chuckled. “Don’t get any ideas, missy.” She pushed her back, giving Skye some space. “Mum’ll flay your arse if she finds out you’re having wicked thoughts about girls. Now get outta the way, Skye’s prolly starved.”

 River huffed as Vale backpedaled her into the kitchen. Skye shrugged and trailed behind them. There were a couple of pots sitting atop a small gas stove, all of which were simmering and emitting a mixture of strange smells. A bunch of dishes lay on a drying rack beside it, and the wall behind that was covered with a slew of different kinds of pans and utensils.

“I didn’t have much to choose from,” Vale apologized. “And I’m a terrible cook. Hope you aren’t with me for my house wife skills.”

Skye rolled her eyes and glanced over her shoulder with a small smirk. “Definitely not.” She couldn’t imagine reducing Vale to anything less than what she was: an untamed, inexplicable force of nature. Skye wanted to run through the wilderness with her, chase boars and build grass huts, not bar her into a kitchen.

River giggled and peered over Skye’s shoulder at the stovetop. “She burned ramen once. Just saying.”

“River!” Vale complained, elbowing her out of the way. “Bugger off! Don’t you have to go back to school?”

River giggled and pressed her cheek against Vale’s shoulder. “Aww, the big bad Vale is all embarrassed and shy. Don’t worry Skye, I’ve got so many more stories to share with you. Better ones.”

Skye studied River’s impish grin. “Do you?”

Vale’s mouth fell open.

“Oh yeah, loads. You’ll love them.”

“River!” Vale ground out. She let go of Skye long enough to steer River out of the kitchen. “Get to school, missy, or I’ma tell Mum you’re visiting your devil sister again. Go on!”

River let out another long, drawn out whine, pouted back at her and stomped her foot. “Fine, but I’m coming back later. So this?” She gestured to herself with a jab of her thumb. Skye’s gaze lingered on her inwardly turned, untied boots before darting back up to the small pink top she wore. “You’d better expect this rampaging back through here in like three hours.”

“Hope you got an alibi,” Vale chuckled. “Now get gone.”

River slung her arms around Vale’s neck and graced her cheek with a chaste kiss. “You know, she doesn’t actually call you devil sister,” she added. “I was just teasing.”

“Whatever.”

River clicked her tongue and bolted through the door with a squelch of wet grass.

Skye slid back on the stove. “Devil sister?”

Vale caught her eyes, offered a suggestive smirk and leaned into her ear. “Mm, yeah. That’s me, alright.” She grazed her tongue along Skye’s earlobe with a quiet growl.

“Fuck,” Skye hissed, not expecting the surge of heat between her thighs. She buckled further into the counter and nearly toppled a pot. Vale snatched it up by its handle and removed the glass topper to unveil what looked like several large green peas. Skye sucked in a breath in an effort to restore some sense to her loins.

“Mum can be a real dick’ead. She came home from work early one day to find me rootin’ this girl and her head popped clean off. Granted―” Vale offered, holding her hands up in a guilty gesture, “―we shouldn’t’ve been going at it right there on the kitchen floor, but she’s hated me since. Hated.”

Skye chewed her lip as she imagined Vale rooting somebody else, though the visual was comical.

Vale collected a bowl from the drying rack, turned the pot over and emptied the peas into it. “Wouldn’t ever let me do anything with River after that. We used to share a room, so she made me sleep on the couch. I was like―” Vale beat her palm over the salt shaker several times before it finally unclogged and showered the peas with a spray of white grain. “―I was like, ‘fuck, Mum, I’m a lesbian, not incestuous’, and―” She grabbed the bowl up in both hands and tossed the salt around. “―I wasn’t technically kicked out, but…might as well have been.”

Skye frowned. “So wait a minute…you were in Australia with your dad. Mom lives here with River?”

“Yeah…Mum cheated on my dad, got pregnant with River. They moved away and ditched me and Dad. Dad couldn’t keep us both, even though Mum’s absolutely off her rocker.”

Vale turned another pot on its side to empty what looked like vegetable soup into a large mug.

“Then when Dad died, I didn’t have anywhere else to go. So I came here to live with Mum. It was weird at first, especially with River being all grown up. But I didn’t hate her like I thought I might. We got along nicely, much to Mum’s displeasure.”

Skye chewed back another frown and braced herself for the hot mug Vale passed her way. Vale turned it carefully around and offered the handled end first. Skye squinted into the steam and smiled. Alphabet soup.

“Sounds…frustrating,” Skye failed miserably, wishing she’d had something better to say.

“More like amusing.” Vale grinned. “River always comes around to visit me anyway. No loss there. Mum has no idea.” She plunked a spoon into Skye’s mug, turned back around and ran one of the pots under a stream of water. She glanced over her shoulder and raised an expectant eyebrow. “You better start shoveling that in quick, or you’ll find I’m not opposed to spoon feeding.”

“It’s still hot. You want me to burn my mouth?”

“I’ll burn your mouth in a second if you don’t eat.” Vale dumped the pot into the sink and turned with a squeak of her boots.

Skye grinned over her spoon. “Vale,” she chuckled, giving it a sip. “You’re just making me want to eat something else.”

Vale’s smirk vanished. A heavy blush rushed to her cheeks and she chewed at her lip, leaned back into the sink and gazed on Skye’s lips. “Getting me all hot and bothered so early in the day?” she asked, voice low.

“Says the chick that tried tongue-fucking my ear not five minutes ago,” Skye pointed out with a grin.

Vale feigned a shocked gasp. “Tongue-fucking? If you think that was a tongue-fuck, I’m gonna have to give you a refresher.” Skye was suddenly blazing, and it wasn’t because of the warm soup in her hands.

“The fuck is that smell?” someone barked from outside. David came into the doorway with his hand grasping at the back of his head. “You cookin’ that rabbit food again, Vale? Smells like grass in here.”

“Hey!” Vale snatched up her bowl of peas and hugged it to her chest. She took one of them and jabbed it into her mouth with a defiant slant of her eyes.

“And you’re feeding it to your girlfriend? C’mon man, that ain’t coo’. Look, I got some real food. C’mere.”

Skye glanced sidelong at Vale as David crossed the narrow kitchen and probed around in one of the cabinets to withdraw a small bag of chips.

“Chips?”

“Nah, man. I showed you this shit before. You should know.” He popped the bag open, set it down on the counter and worked its contents into a grain with one fist. “You put some ramen noodles in here, all crushed up, add some hot water, let that shit sit. Add some hot sauce. Fuck yeah, foo’, you got straight up heaven.”

“And if by heaven you mean vomit, then yeah, you’re correct.” Vale plucked her pea’s shell out of her mouth and tossed it into the trashcan.

Skye leaned in to take a pea for herself and followed the process. “What are these?” she asked. The shell was hard, somewhat fuzzy. She held its remains in one hand and gave it a hard squint.

“Soybeans, edamame. You just pop the peas out. You don’t actually eat the outside.”

“I see.” It was definitely odd…and she found herself chuckling at rabbit food, but she liked it. She tossed her shell and leaned in to give her soup another sip.

Vale laughed. “Not your thing?”

“No, they’re good. They’re interesting.”

“Man.” David clicked the stove on and shook his head. “Girls.”

Vale shrugged.

Skye smirked back at her with a single, curiously arched brow. “Yeah, girls.”


RIPPLE

“Think it’ll come back around this way?” Vale asked, gesturing toward the storm. Skye squinted up at the dark flicker of clouds and the bright flashes that illuminated them in the distance.

“I hope not. I like this weather.”

“What, cold and dreary?” Vale joked, nudging her in the side. She stepped up onto a small brick wall and drew Skye up beside her. It overlooked a large fire pit and several seats, some of which were still sprinkled with rain water.

“Just…dark, overcast. It’s comforting.”

Vale hummed, pulled Skye into her and tugged idly at her hands. “As long as you’re comfy,” she mused, guiding Skye’s hands to her own hips. She slid the tips of her fingers over Skye’s knuckles, trailed them gently up the insides of her arms and paused just below her elbows. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yeah,” Skye answered. Her heart clenched at the prospect of telling Vale exactly what happened at the restaurant. She didn’t want to think about it, so she instead gazed on Vale’s smooth caresses. She became entranced by her fluid movements, the turn of her wrists, the slow drag of her nails. “I like when you do that.”

Vale smiled. “Yeah?”

Skye’s arms prickled, but she wasn’t embarrassed by it. It was as if she were slowly becoming more and more okay with the unusual things her body did around Vale. She nodded and brushed her thumbs over Vale’s waist. “I’m not keeping you from finishing those sketches, am I?”

“Mm…nah.”

Skye smirked and slanted her eyes up at her. “Are you lying?”

Vale chuckled. “No. Maybe. A little.” Skye shot her a skeptical look. “I guess I could finish it. Can you sit with me, though?”

Skye brightened up. “While you draw?”

“Yeah. I mean…it’s boring. And it’s nothing interesting you’d wanna see. But, y’know.”

Skye gave her waist a gentle squeeze. “Of course. Where?”

Vale bit her lip and flicked her eyes over another back entrance: a metal screen outside of a black wooden door. “My spot’s right on the other side, there.” She shrugged. “It’s kind of a mess,” she apologized before they’d even gotten there. She tugged the screen open and gave the door a sharp kick. It rushed open and released a heavy draft.

Skye was met with the opposite end of the tattooing room, the place she’d first seen Vale while peeking in at her from the shop’s front window. There were several different tattooing stations set up along the edge of the room, each one with its own set amount of space and identical equipment. Large mirrors sat drilled into the walls above them, most of which had various sketches or paintings mounted on or near them.

Different massage chairs, tables and office chairs scattered the area. Vale wheeled a seat over, rotated it around and gestured for Skye to sit. “After you,” she said with a wink. Skye let herself sink into the teal cushion.

“Is this where you have your clients sit?”

“Depends what they’re gettin’.” Vale took up her own seat and flipped open what looked like a combination light box and storage unit. “But yeah, that’s the one I use for arms.”

Vale fumbled around inside of her desk for a moment. She hadn’t been lying; it was kind of a mess. There didn’t seem to be any order to her papers, and there were colored pencils and pens laying all over the inside. Skye thought it strange that Vale seemed so organized at home but not at work. Vale glanced over her shoulder with one arched, slender brow.

“You lookin’ at my mess?”

“Maybe.”

“I keep meaning to sort through it, but it’s a pain in my left arse cheek.”

“Want me to do it?”

“No,” Vale refused, looking embarrassed by the mere thought. She flicked on her side lamp, looked around and scratched at the back of her head.

“You can’t find what you’re looking for, can you?”

Vale shot her a mixed expression of shock and offense. She grinned through it and poked at Skye’s collarbone. “It’s right―” She got to her feet and snatched a sketch down from her mirror. “―here,” she finished, easing back into her chair. “Tribal shit.”

“Tribal shit?” Skye looked over her shoulder at it. It was a long sheet of paper with strange blue markings and measurements. On top of those, Vale had drawn sharp lines to create a tribal design.

“I’m already done, just have to make the outline.”

“The outline?”

“Gotta make an outline for the carbon copy.”

Skye chuckled. “You’re speaking another language, Vale.” Vale grinned, fluttered the sheet out with one shake of her hand and set it down on the light box. “I like it, though. It’s sexy.”

Vale arched an eyebrow, clearly intrigued by Skye’s choice of words. “Sexy?” She cupped her hand at her ear and leaned in. “I hear right? Has Skye Orr complimented me?”

Skye chuckled and gave her arm a playful shove. “Do you need me to compliment you more often?”

Vale fished around for a pen. “Maybe. I do like being on the receiving end of your affections.”

Skye chewed back a shy smile. She wondered if the color in her cheeks would be a permanent fixture from now on. Was that what people meant when they referred to someone as glowing?

	“What’re you doing now?” she asked. Vale had flicked on a bulb from somewhere behind the clear plastic desk and illuminated the backside of her sheet. She taped another blank sheet on top and braced her pen on its surface.

“Making the outline,” she repeated, chuckling lowly. “It’ll be boring. You sure you don’t want to just take another nap?”

“No,” Skye answered in an instant, thought not out of fear. She liked watching Vale work. “Am I bothering you, just watching?”

“Nah.” Vale moved her hand over the paper in an arc. Skye became transfixed by her quick, smooth lines. It was strange seeing how graceful her hands could be, when graceful wouldn’t have been the first thing to come to mind when imagining Vale. Wild, maybe. Ravenous―definitely. “Do you want some music?”

“Sure.”

Vale grabbed up a black remote, aimed it over her shoulder and clicked the radio on. “I take it you’re okay with Journey?” she asked with a chuckle. Journey’s Open Arms filled the room, and Skye was more than happy with it.

“Yeah,” she answered, following Vale’s hand as it resumed its place over the light box. Vale made quick work of the outline; her smooth arcs and flicks reminded Skye of someone writing with a calligraphy brush. Skye found her eyes wandering over the back of Vale’s wrist and arm, once again mesmerized by the swirls of ink there.

Vale hummed along to the music, shifted in her seat and glanced over her shoulder with dark, glistening eyes. Skye smiled softly back at her, leaned in and braced her chin on a curled fist. She entertained the idea of teasing Vale, but the silence that formed between them was peaceful and calm. It had her heart beating softly in her chest and warming the tips of her fingers. Her jaw throbbed at the same time, reminding her of her seizure.

Skye bit her lip. It felt unreal now, like she’d somehow imagined it all. She gazed on Vale’s walls as they went on in comfortable silence, glad to distract herself with something else. There were several drawings taped at the mirror’s edges, most of which had been done with charcoal. They were somehow bright and drawing, glowing. Skye could make out several different faces, though they were surreal…alien. Hyper-realistic smoke and vapor poured from strange slits and biomechanical contraptions, giving them an overall sense of eeriness. Skye realized they were basically highly intricate, black and gray versions of what Vale had already begun to get tattooed all over her body.

“How’d you do that?” she asked, forgetting that she hadn’t wanted to interrupt Vale’s work. Vale didn’t seem bothered. She glanced up at the wall.

“Which one?”

“All of them. They’re so…bright.”

“Oh, it’s just chalk,” Vale explained. “Charcoal and chalk.”

“Chalk?”

“Yeah.” Vale fished a stick of white chalk from her desk. She pressed it into Skye’s hands with a soft smile and turned back to her outline. She had already almost finished; it didn’t feel like they’d been sitting there that long.

“Huh.” Skye turned it in her hands. It looked exactly like the stuff teachers used at school, but it had been sharpened to a point. She squinted up at Vale’s drawings, astonished that they could be done with such simple tools. “That’s fucking genius.”

“Are you complimenting me again?” Vale teased. Skye caught her scrawling her name at the bottom of the sheet.

“I might just compliment you all night if you like it so much,” Skye teased back. “Are you already done?”

“Yeah, all set.” Vale stood, peeled it from the light box and slapped it back onto the mirror. “You can’t imagine how many of these bloody tribals I’ve had to do.”

“I bet if you let me sort through your stuff I’d find out.”

“No,” Vale chuckled. She plopped back into her seat with a small huff.

Skye rubbed her fingers together at the chalk’s powdery residue. It reminded her of her dream, her seizure, the floury sands and the expanse of ravenous stars. Her brain was suddenly screaming at her for still not having mentioned it to Vale. “You don’t want me to look at your drawings?”

“Eh, you don’t wanna see those drawings. They’re all just flash art and crap.”

“Then what can I look at?”

Vale swiveled her seat around, leaned back and grazed a finger over her bottom lip. She gave Skye a suspicious squint, a playful smirk. “You just wanna see my art?”

“Well yeah,” Skye laughed. “I’m kinda surprised you haven’t already shown it to me. I’ve been expecting it.”

Vale chuckled lowly and gave her chair another turn. “Normally don’t show it off.” She reached into another drawer and withdrew a pale folder. “Some of it’s really weird.”

“Can’t be any weirder than you.” Skye slanted her eyes up at her with a playful bite to her lip. Vale handed her the folder.

“I’ll take that as a compliment too.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms as Skye flipped it open in her lap. She arched a slender eyebrow, apparently intent on gauging Skye’s reaction to her work. “They’re mostly just sketches,” she added.

And the first one was. It was done with blue and orange colored pencil, scribbled and messy, though there was a profound sadness to the character, the girl that stared back at her from the page. Her eyes were focused, drawing, staring off into nothing. Skye flicked to the next page to find a sketch of the same girl, though this one was a full body shot and she lay twisted on the ground with darkness pooling out of her abdomen. Skye squinted her eyes at the flutter of jagged hair, knowing exactly who it reminded her of.

The next one―the same girl. She sat hunched forward on her knees this time, arms braced in front of her. Her head was craned upward, eyes white. Lines of blood poured from her lips and dripped the length of her chin and neck.

Skye leaned in to study the sketch further. “You draw her a lot,” she pointed out. “She looks like you.”

Vale huffed and leaned back in her chair. “Everyone says that.”

Skye flicked to the next page. It was of the same girl huddled in a ball amidst a whirlwind of swirling liquid. Skye blinked at it a few times, instantly reminded of her seizure, her nightmare, the strange, silver entity that morphed her.

“This looks like something I used to draw all the time.”

“Really?” Vale asked, surprised.

“Yeah.” More than that, she wanted to say.

Skye flicked to the next page and grazed her thumb along the edge of the sheet. It was of the same girl, though her parts were strange. Instead of breasts, she had smooth ridges and slits. Skye’s eyes widened as they moved further down the page, discovering what looked like the tail-end of a snake, hanging loosely from in between her legs. It looked like a―

“Wait a minute, you draw too?” Vale broke her train of thought.

Skye blinked up at her. “Uh…no. Not anymore.”

“But you did?” Vale suddenly realized what Skye was looking at and snatched the folder back from her. “Forgot that one was in there.”

“You normally draw girls with snake-dicks?” Skye teased.

“Can’t change the subject,” Vale stammered. “You’re lookin’ at my art. I wanna see some of yours.”

“I don’t have it anymore.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t.”

Vale set her folder down and stroked at her own lower lip with a disappointed frown. “Come here,” she offered in a low voice, sitting back in her chair and patting at the seat.

“You want me to sit in your lap?”

Vale tilted her head, lashes once again low across her eyes. She patted her leg a second time and parted her knees so that Skye could sit on the edge of the chair between them. Skye chuckled, switched chairs and braced her hands on Vale’s thighs. Vale swiveled the chair back around, poked around in her light box and retrieved another loose sheet of paper.

“We’re gonna draw.”

Skye laughed again and leaned back on Vale’s chest. Her piercings grazed her back and sent a shiver rolling up her spine. Vale pressed her chin to the top of her shoulder, apparently unaware of the sheer amount of heat that had gathered between Skye’s legs in that instant. Skye clasped her legs together and closed her fingers around Vale’s knees.

Vale collected a blue colored pencil, gathered up Skye’s hand and led it toward the blank sheet. “You right handed?”

“Yeah.”

“Me too.” Vale closed her hand around Skye’s and moved them in a slow, smooth circle. “We’re gonna draw together,” she said. “But I want you to start.”

“I can’t. I can’t draw anymore.”

Vale sighed. “Everyone can draw.”

Skye took a deep breath and curled her fingers around the pencil. “I draw with my eyes closed.”

Vale turned to study Skye’s profile. Skye blinked down at the paper and gripped at the chalk she still held in one hand. It was strangely comforting and kept her hands from sweating.

“You serious?”

Skye nodded and slid her eyes shut. “I only ever drew things from my dreams, and it was easier if I did it that way.”

She took in another deep breath and allowed her body to slacken. She could feel Vale’s hand, slightly moist, gently closing in around her. She could feel her breasts, firm on her back. She could feel her breath on her neck and in her ear, warm and coaxing. She shivered, having a hard time focusing.

“It takes me a minute.”

Vale chuckled softly in her ear, rousing her further. “Something tells me you’re thinking about something else.”

Skye could feel Vale’s heart then, thudding softly at her spine. She trembled a second time and clenched her legs together with renewed purpose. “Maybe because you’re breathing in my ear and being incredibly fucking hot,” she retorted.

“Mm,” Vale purred. She angled her lips over Skye’s ear. “This turns you on?” Another shiver rolled up Skye’s spine and she swallowed, drawing another throaty chuckle from Vale.

“Yes,” she murmured.

“Which part?” Vale asked in a quiet, teasing voice. “Me whispering in your ear…? Or being behind you?”

Skye blushed and cleared her throat. “Both.”

Another low chuckle. “You like me behind you?”

Skye blazed at the insinuation. “You should know by now, Vale…” She closed her eyes and shifted her jaw along Vale’s lips. “Your teasing has consequences.”

Vale returned a shiver of her own. “That’d be precisely why I do it,” she answered softly. Her voice coaxed another rush of heat from Skye; it had her heart pounding and nudging insistently at the insides of her ribs. She sucked in another breath and clenched the bit of chalk in her hand. It was strangely comforting and terrifying at the same time, grounding her in the moment but also reminding her of―

Skye quickly visualized the smooth, expanding dunes. Her hand floated over the paper in soft waves, though she didn’t look. She only went on imagining the scene and the figure that lay crumpled on the ground. Her hand darted back and forth, scrawled the girl’s knee-high, padded boots and the long, hooded coat she’d worn. There had been little metal clasps holding it together, and long, clinking straps that dangled at the backs of her thighs.

Her hand went on moving in slow circles, gently sketching the girl’s shoulders, her cloaked head, the tendrils of silver hair that slid over her neck. Skye wasn’t sure how accurate the image might have been. She could feel Vale picking up her slack, guiding her movements.

Vale exhaled a small breath as they worked, and Skye couldn’t quite pinpoint the emotion behind the sound. Was it shock, awe? Skye paused at the thought.

“Don’t stop now,” Vale urged, voice soft.

Skye quickly imagined the girl’s arms, her hands―what had they been doing? They’d been seizing and reaching, raking through the air and gathering up transparent strands of liquid and vapor. “Vale,” she whispered as her hand slid over the page. “Something happened to me today.”

“Mm?” Vale had been quiet for so long that Skye almost forgot how close her lips were to her ear. “What happened, exactly?”

“I think I might have lost my job.” Skye’s hand slid to a pause. She’d lost sight of the image, but she already felt like she’d been done with the drawing for awhile. Vale went on moving in her absence. Skye wondered what she’d done to change it, and if it looked any better or if it was just a scribbled mess of nothing.

“What happened?” Vale asked again. Her voice was quiet, sad.

“I don’t…really know. I got so mad, lost control. I shouted at some customers and then I…”

“Fell?”

“Yeah, I fell.” She wasn’t sure how to explain what she’d seen, what she’d felt. “Vale…”

“Hm?”

“I don’t just have nightmares…or seizures, or whatever. It’s something else,” she began to explain, wracking her vocabulary for a suitable description. Vale turned into her and grazed her lips over her temple. “It’s like I’m…in two places at once, somehow. Or…” she trailed off, realizing she was making absolutely no sense. She curled her fingers around the piece of chalk and imagined the mineral, the liquid silver, in its place. Somehow, it was there. It had never left her.

“Go on,” Vale encouraged.

“Something happened to me in there. I can feel it. It’s real.”

“In where…?” Vale leaned further into her and pressed her forehead to Skye’s temple. “Skye, where do you go?”

“Where do I go?” Skye repeated, sliding her eyes open with a slow blink. The light was an unwelcome thing. She imagined the void again, the clash of stars, the shifting powder sands. She wasn’t sure where she went, or when, only that it was somehow… “Inside,” she whispered. “Inside myself.” Inside everything.

Her eyes finally fell on the sketch she and Vale had procured, and she had to blink several times to believe it. The white, hooded figure lay crumpled atop the sea of dunes with the large, terrifying thing that’d morphed out of the sand around her. There were details Skye hadn’t even remembered putting in, like the swirling galaxies that made up her irises, the several overlapping layers of her torn sleeves and the flowing sash between her legs.

“Does it look right?” Vale asked.

“Yeah…” Skye couldn’t believe how Vale had managed to take her blind sketch and turn it into a legitimate drawing―an accurate drawing. “Yeah,” she repeated. “I saw her in…I saw her in the place where I fell.”

“Is she you?”

“What?” Skye paled and shook her head. “No. She’s…horrific. She’s―” Skye squeezed her eyes shut at the memory of her cold, unwavering gaze, the spectral cry that had burst from her lips and the towering, liquid silver entity that encompassed her form. “―some kind of monster.”

Vale stiffened. “…Maybe that’s your problem, Skye.”

Skye turned and braced herself on Vale’s knee. “What?”

“When you…go inside, and you see this…girl. You assume she’s some kinda monster. Maybe that’s your problem. Maybe you gotta make friends with her.”

“I don’t want to make friends with her. I want her to go away.”

Vale sighed and gently grazed her fingers over Skye’s jaw. Skye tilted her neck and let them glide over the curve of her chin, over the pulse in her neck. Vale moved all the way back down her arm again, paused at her wrist and drew her sleeve up.

Skye shivered again, somehow both calmed and aroused by the gentle, intricate touches. Her insides thudded softly, insistently. Vale’s lips found her neck, kissed gently over her jaw and toward her ear. Skye’s ache amplified to a steady pounding and effectively silenced every one of her thoughts.

Vale trailed her fingers back down the underside of her arm and wrist and tickled at her palm. Skye winced when she came in contact with what remained of the stick of chalk she’d handed her. It was nothing more than a ground up powder now, packed into lines amidst the creases in her palm and fingers.

She blinked down at it at the same time Vale did.

Vale didn’t say anything for a moment. She only dipped her finger into the powder and moved it in a slow circle in her palm. “Huh.” She tilted her head with a curious sound. “Is that my chalk?”

“I’m sorry,” Skye quickly apologized. “I don’t know what happened.”

“Don’t be sorry. The whole box is like sixty cents,” Vale chuckled. “How did you even―?” She paused, leaned in and squinted at it. Skye knew exactly what she was looking at; she’d seen the flicker of silver too, flitting smoothly beneath the layer of dust. Skye’s heart was suddenly pounding for another reason. As vivid as her episode had been, as much as she knew that it had been real the moment she woke up from it, she had still managed to convince herself that it had all been in her head up until now. But there it was: a quick, nauseating reminder of what had really happened to her.

The chalk melted into the lines of her hand in that instant. They vibrated and rolled over her skin as slick, individual particles, as bright and silver as liquid metal. Skye’s hand seized in time with it. A burst of hyperventilation winded her and she groped around for her hand in an attempt to stabilize it, though it was Vale that caught her. “Fuck―” Skye blurted out. “Fuck, fuck!” She tried to jerk her hand from Vale’s hold, but she was powerful and insistent―determined.

“Skye,” she rushed. “Breathe. Take a breath…take a slow breath.”

Skye squeezed her eyes shut and gave another jerk. She went on panting and gasping for a breath of air, anything to quench the painful ache in her lungs.

Vale’s calm, soothing voice pulled her back. “Skye…it’s okay. Hey―” Skye blinked and took a stabilized breath. Her chest heaved. Her muscles ached. Her eyes burned with the threat of tears. “You’re okay,” Vale whispered.

Skye met her gaze. There was everything Skye might have imagined in her eyes: shock, fear…but intrigue as well. She flicked her eyes over Skye’s palm, gently slid the pad of her thumb over her wrist. Her touch had Skye’s seizing come to a slow close, and upon gazing down on her own hand, Skye found that the chalk had vanished entirely, leaving only a thin streak of silver in its wake.


SILVER

Skye quickly lost all sense of calm and control. Her lungs collapsed all over again, terrified of what was inside her―it was the same strange, silver entity that whirled around the girl in her other world, the thing that consumed her in her nightmare, attempted to rip her from Vale’s side. She swiped at her arms in an attempt to get it out, nearly collapsed and caught herself on the desk.

Vale pressed in on her back, closed her arms around her and stilled her flying hands. “Skye!”

Skye let out a low, choking sob and slammed her palm down on the light box.

Vale drew her further in and fought to stabilize her. “Skye―” She rested her jaw on the top of her head. “Breathe.”

Skye flit her eyes at the added, comforting weight and grit her teeth.

“Shh…” Vale loosened her grip. “Try to imagine your lungs…” She lowered her hands and closed them over Skye’s where they lay flat on the light box. She pressed into her further and drifted her lips over her temple. “Imagine them slowly filling up,” she whispered. “Imagine them opening and closing―”

“Hey, Vale―” a voice called. They shot up at the interruption and pushed off from the light box. A man strolled in from the waiting room with two six packs of beer in each hand, a third cradled under an arm. He had black, slicked-back hair with several grayscale tattoos blotting out every inch of skin on his arms. Skye recognized him from the night she’d met Vale. She cleared her throat and jerked her sleeve back into place.

“Damn woman, I know we’re technically closed, but do I have to worry about some lesbian love session goin’ on in my shop while I’m out?” he chortled, plopping the six packs onto a nearby stool. He gazed around the empty room, all smiles.

“Sorry boss. Wasn’t what it looked like.”

He arched a brow. “Yeah,” he chuckled. “I’m sure it wasn’t.” He made his way over with a wide smile, extended a tattooed arm and gave Skye the up-and-down. “You two datin’ now?”

“Yeah,” Vale laughed. Skye cleared her throat, collected his hand and fought back a wince as he crushed hers into a manly handshake. “This’s Skye, remember…the girl I was stalking from the barbecue place.”

The man howled in laughter. “Damian,” he introduced himself. “Nice to meet’cha. She told you about that whole stalkin’ experience, huh?”

“Yeah,” Skye managed, still red in the face.

“Wow.” He raised his eyebrows and worked his jaw in a thoughtful circle. “Damn, that works?”

“Apparently,” Vale said with a shrug.

“Great!” Damian boomed, clapping Skye on the shoulder. She buckled beneath the weight of his hand and managed a tentative smile. “You two here for the bonfire?”

“Forgot about that,” Vale admitted.

Skye shrugged. “Bonfire?”

Damian gave her another slap on the back. “Yeah!” Skye shot Vale a sidelong glance that bled what the fuck? “Gonna roast up all kinds of goodies. You should stick around. There’ll be babes,” he joked.

“Wanna stay?” Vale asked. “River’ll be back too.”

Skye shrugged. “Sounds fun.”

There came muffled voices from the front door, a hammering knock, a voracious laugh. Damian chuckled lowly, shook his head and backtracked to the waiting room. He swung the front door open to admit a group of people.

“Dame!” They pushed their way past him, hauling grocery bags and a large cooler. “Shit’s heavy―” The cooler met the tile floor with a loud thunk. “Holy shit.” Its owner was tall and slim with a head full of long, platinum blonde hair. She wore a dark, loosely-fitting bomber jacket.

“What the fuck, Ezra,” the guy beside her ground out, grabbing the cooler back up. He was slightly shorter with messy, sandy hair and an impish face. His eyes were wide and bright, his smile brighter. He glanced sidelong at Ezra as she made her way over.

Damian came in behind them, beer in hand. “You brought the kid? Come on, there’s alcohol present.” The kid, as blonde as Ezra, was weighed down with grocery bags and looked beyond disgruntled. He darted a pair of large, blue eyes around the room.

“Picked him up from school,” Ezra murmured in an unusually deep voice. She stared back at Skye with a curiously wicked smile pulling at her pierced lip. “Vale,” she managed, seemingly at a loss for words. “Who’s your friend?”

“She’s my girlfriend,” Vale made clear, flipping her light box open and stuffing papers away. “And her name is Skye.”

Skye cleared her throat and blushed. Everyone stared at her, including Damian, who seemed as amused as could be. “Hey,” she greeted with a shrug. She shook the girl’s hand; her fingers were rather cold and painted with black nail polish. Her companion approached them and feigned a thrust into Ezra’s backside with a profane grin on his face.

“Yeah Ezra, keep your fuckin’ cock to yourself.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Ezra barked, backhanding him across the face. They guy shook it off. He grabbed her butt instead, forcing her to twirl on her feet and smack him harder across the jaw.

“Oh, yeah! One more time, baby.”

Skye grimaced and backed slightly away. She wasn’t sure how to respond to the odd pair. Everyone else went about business as usual, like one of them hadn’t just humped the other, like he hadn’t been slapped hard enough for his head to spin.

Vale slammed another drawer shut, got to her feet and padded toward Skye with an amused smirk. “Ezra,” she introduced. “He’s our piercer. Adam, another of our artists…” She pointed out the impish guy, who now stood waggling his eyebrows at Ezra rather seductively. Ezra gripped him up by the front of his jacket. “Noah,” Vale finished, pointing over their shoulders at the small, quiet boy that still stood by himself near the doorway, laden with heavy bags. “Ezra’s little brother.”

He gazed on Skye with a lost, pitiful look and she suddenly felt sorry for him.

“You guys get the chicken?” Damian asked, unfazed by the apparent squabble going on between Adam and Ezra.

“Like twenty pounds of it,” Adam choked, bracing himself against Ezra’s chest and kicking at her knees in an attempt to disentangle himself from her grasp.

“Well quit fuckin’ around and get ‘er going,” Damian chortled, fiddling with the radio. Adam worked himself free of Ezra’s grasp and bent down to collect the cooler. He wheeled it toward the black wooden door by Vale’s station. Noah followed him wordlessly.

“Bloody animals,” Vale joked. Ezra crossed over to Vale’s station and glanced up at one of her drawings.

“Ye-hess,” she purred in a deep voice. It was one of the smokey, alien faces Skye had been examining earlier. “You finished it. Glorious. Where’s the dick one?”

Vale blushed and flicked her eyes over Skye with a shrug. “Haven’t finished it yet.”

“I keep telling you,” Ezra went on. “I will pay you so fucking much. I want that shit on my body.”

“I’ll do it,” Vale sighed. “Just haven’t had time to work on it.”

“And I want Francis,” Ezra pressed further. “I’ve seen the sketch, motherfucker. I know you got it. Take my money.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Vale gave her a shove toward the back door. “Sound like my mum.”

“Mm, yes!” Ezra purred on the way out the door, shooting Skye an unnecessary wink and leaving the door flung open behind her. The air was cool and humid. The sky had already begun to darken, and the warm flicker of orange flames danced over the pavement and rock walls.

“They take getting used to,” Vale murmured. Skye could hear them shouting outside, followed by a shatter of glass and boisterous laughing. Damian’s booming voice stood out among the others.

“You work with insane people,” Skye realized. Vale caught her fingers and pulled her in for a warm embrace. “Does she like you?” Skye asked, genuinely curious.

“Who?”

“Ezra.”

Vale laughed and drew back to study Skye’s bemused expression, eyes wet with mirth. “Ezra’s a guy,” she chuckled. “And very gay.”

Skye blinked. “Oh.”

Vale drew her further in and wrapped her arms around Skye’s shoulders. “He flirts with everyone though,” she explained. She smelled as intoxicating as always, and for as often as Skye found herself drowning in her scent, she could still never quite compare it with anything. It was simply Vale’s: warm, enticing, and drawing on every fiber of her being. Vale brushed her hair behind her ear and pressed her thumb into her palm. “How’s your hand…?”

Skye gave her a squeeze. “Normal, I think.”

She eased her eyes shut at the sound of Vale’s thumping heart, the swell of her lungs, the smooth Reggae that hummed to life in the background. The upbeat drums and lighthearted tune put Skye further at ease. The song must have had the same effect on Vale. She hummed lowly and gently rocked them in a slow twirl. She pressed her lips to Skye’s temple before singing along, her voice quiet and throaty, both muffled and loud where Skye pressed her ear. Skye gripped onto her hand and waist, slid her eyes shut and breathed. Vale was singing to her. Actually singing.

“Don’t worry,” Vale whispered. Skye could feel her smiling into her hair. “Don’t worry ‘bout a thing.”

“Aren’t you afraid?” Skye whispered.

Vale went on rocking Skye back and forth in her arms and humming for awhile longer. “I’m…curious.” She ran her fingers through her hair and met her with a soft, lingering kiss.

Skye blinked back at her, studied her furrowed brow and her soft pout, the bright glimmer of amber that thread away from her pupils. Skye could have sworn the color had changed shape and pattern all over again. “What’s wrong with me?”

Vale caught her chin and smoothed her thumb over her lip. “Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with you.” She pressed their foreheads. “You’re…”

Skye blinked up at her with a frown. I’m messed up, she wanted to say. I’m damaged, I’m―

“—remarkable,” Vale finished. She tucked another strand of hair behind Skye’s ear and offered a small, sad smile. Her eyes were fierce, blazing, sincere. “Out of this fucking world.”


CROSSING

The clouds chugged lazily across the dark expanse of sky. They passed over a sea of faint, shimmering stars and the bright sliver of the crescent moon. The bonfire’s flames crackled loudly amidst the small ring of people that sat around it. Skye and Vale lay stretched out beside one another with their backs pressed into a low rock wall. River and Noah had taken up log-poking duty, flicking at the little embers with the ends of two long sticks. River had apparently already known the boy, though Skye wasn’t sure if it was simply because their siblings worked together or if they might have gone to the same school.

Seth, David and Damian sat clustered together at the higher end of the rock wall, huddled around a short, splintered table and playing a game of cards. Several styrofoam plates littered the surrounding area, flecked with the remains of roasted chicken, wrung lime husks and avocado.

Adam paced in the distance, hands cupped behind his head. A couple of girls stood with him, simply chatting and taking small swigs of alcohol or dragging at their smokes. They weren’t the only strangers that had shown up, however. Several more people had joined them, arriving through the back gate at the end of the chainlink fence. They all seemed to know Damian in one way or another, whether they were old military buddies or biker friends.

Skye twitched her nose at the strange mix of smells that swirled in the air, of roasted meat and charcoal, of smoke and ash, weed and tobacco. She glanced sidelong at Vale in their silence. She looked dazed and happy, legs crossed at the ankles, boots swaying gently left and right with the music.

“Sorry if this is boring,” she apologized. She reached out and brushed a stray blade of grass from Skye’s arm. “I normally do more than just sit around like this, but you’ve got me all…” she trailed off, seemingly unable to decide on a word to describe her condition. Skye grazed her tongue over her bottom lip, entranced by the shadows that swelled and fell from around Vale, accentuating every curve of her body. “In a trance,” Vale finally finished. “Look at me, can’t even think straight.”

Skye smirked and leaned in to nuzzle her neck. She inhaled a mixture of Vale’s alluring scent and bonfire smoke: a wild, otherworldly combination. She caught River glancing over her shoulder at them with a soft smile. She gave Skye a small wave before continuing her and Noah’s quiet conversation.

Skye smoothed her finger in a slow circle at Vale’s palm. “I’m not bored, swear.”

“That tickles,” Vale chuckled. Skye laughed and pressed a kiss to her cheek. Another low chuckle roused her attention, but it didn’t belong to Vale.

“You two are sickeningly adorable.”

Skye twisted around to find Ezra laying flat on his belly above them. He led a large blunt to his lips with a predatory smile, flicked a lighter over its tip and breathed deep.

“You know, I was quite enjoying myself, just listening to you two go on whispering sweet nothings,” he played, guiding slender fingers through his feathered hair. “But I had to make myself known before you two started embarrassing yourselves.”

“Not at all embarrassed,” Vale fought, leaning into Skye’s shoulder. “You should be embarrassed for listening in.”

“But it’s what I do,” he answered in a low, gravelly voice. He grinned, plugged the blunt back between his lips and sucked another firm drag from it. “So…Skye,” he began again, dangling an arm over Vale’s shoulder. He held the blunt out for her between two delicate fingers, eyes glazed over. “What do you do?”

Skye hated that question, and she answered it with a slight twitch to her lip. “I work in a restaurant.” She arched an eyebrow, startled to see Vale collecting the smoke from Ezra’s hand. Vale took a smooth drag from it, squinted and coughed.

“Restaurant, hm?” Ezra hummed. “You like it there?”

Skye went on staring as Vale exhaled a soft swirl of smoke. Ezra retrieved the blunt, took another firm drag of his own and tapped Skye softly on the head. Skye blinked, almost having forgotten that Ezra had asked her another question. “Uh, no.”

Ezra burst out laughing at her unamused response, swapped the blunt to his other hand and dangled it by her shoulder. Skye stared at it. “You like it here better?” he asked.

“Yes,” she murmured. Ezra flit his pinky over her cheek as if to remind her there was a blunt floating in front of her lips. Vale planted her forehead in her palm and shook her head. Skye grabbed the thing from his hand just so he’d stop waving it in her face. She proceeded to hold it between her thumb and forefinger, not looking at all entertained. “I didn’t know you smoked, Vale.”

“She doesn’t,” Ezra answered knowingly. “But nobody can listen to this much Reggae without taking a hit.”

Vale leaned back on the wall with a strange smile. “Don’t worry,” she chuckled. “I’m not a pothead.”

Ezra braced his chin in one palm. “She can’t resist a blunt from Ezra, is what she’s saying.”

Vale tilted her head to one side and offered Skye another heart-fluttering smile. “Don’t feel pressured to have any of that, Sunshine.”

“Ooh, Sunshine,” Ezra hummed. “I like that.”

Skye twirled the smoke in one hand. “Don’t call me that.” She pressed the blunt to her lips, blinked a few times and sucked at it softly. She fought the urge to cough and passed it back to Ezra with watering eyes. “Only Vale calls me that,” she managed through a held breath. She exploded into a slew of coughs immediately after and flung a hand to her mouth. Ezra slapped her on the back and Vale smoothed her hand over her thigh.

“Alright,” Ezra chuckled lowly. “I can get behind that.” He exhaled another puff of smoke. The stuff was swirling in a cloud around them now and Skye was quickly buzzing, like a white fog had sifted into her mind. She hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. Was it supposed to happen so fast? She coughed again, earning another small squeeze from Vale’s cupped hand.

“This’s some powerful shit, Ez. You didn’t fuckin’ lace it did you?”

“Of course not.”

“Vale!” River scolded her. Vale shrugged and bit back a sluggish smile.

“It’s alright, missy,” Ezra breezed on, using Vale’s nickname for the redhead. “She’s in good hands.”

Skye flit a hand around at the smoke and squinted through it where River and Noah sat turned on their knees. River had abandoned her stick in the stone circle and Noah only seemed capable of staring across the clearing between Vale, Skye and his brother.

“He’s a jerk,” Skye heard him whisper to River. “But he’s not lying. She’ll be okay.”

River huffed and crossed her arms. “If you’re going to smoke, I want some.”

Vale laughed and shook her head. “When you’re eighteen.”

River looked mildly irritated. “Seriously?”

Ezra dangled his arm at Skye’s shoulder and offered it to her again. Her heart pounded at the thought of taking another hit, though the swirl in her head had her feeling hazy and willing. She glanced sidelong at Vale as she took it from him, mesmerized by the heavy look in her eyes. She quickly envisioned herself on top of her, running her fingers through her hair and tilting her head. She clenched her thighs together and drew at the smoke with the same ecstasy she might have drawn on Vale’s neck.

She managed not to cough this time. She let it fill her up before exhaling softly, dazedly. Vale reached out and took it, tilted her jaw and drew in another lungful. Her eyes never left Skye’s. They focused on her with a rising heat, an abundance of glowing amber. She blew the cloud from the corner of her mouth before gracing Skye with a ravishing smirk.

Ezra shattered Skye’s train of thought with another low chuckle. “I want to pierce you. Can I pierce you?”

Skye blinked and her mouth fell open. “Uh…what?”

“Pierce―” Ezra repeated, “―you. Lip, maybe? How about tongue?”

“…What?”

Skye quickly forgot what it was they were talking about, and she couldn’t figure out if it was because of the way Vale was staring at her, or if the pot was already affecting her somehow. Her mind was muddled, but it didn’t prevent her from rapidly visualizing Vale’s nude form beneath her, tensing and arching. She imagined Vale’s own piercings, wet and glistening beneath a dim, overhead light.

“Pierce,” she managed, clutching onto the thought with every fiber of her being. She sat a little further up. “You want to give me a piercing?” she finished, and for some reason the idea had her bursting into a fit of laughter.

Ezra gathered up his blunt, waggled an eyebrow Skye’s way and stood to brush his legs off. “Well…you’re high,” he murmured. “Glad to be of service.” Then he was off, gliding through the crowd of strangers amidst a thin trail of smoke.

River leaned back and folded her arms at the back of her head. “Ezra’s a weirdo,” she noted. She watched them from an upside-down perspective, looking about as off balance as Skye felt.

“Isn’t he?” Vale mused.

Skye had assumed the pot had already taken its full effect, but as the minutes dragged on she realized that was not the case. It was definitely not finished with her. She felt sluggish as she turned and gazed on Vale’s heavy-lidded, too-focused eyes. Vale’s mouth turned up into a half-grin and she twitched her nose like a rabbit’s.

Skye snorted in laughter. It wasn’t a sound she normally made, if ever. In her life. Vale joined in her chuckles. She braced a hand over her chest and leaned slowly into her, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.

“Oh god,” River complained, twisting upright. “Here we go.” Vale went on chuckling until her breaths came out as accentuated giggles, further spurred on by River’s eye-roll. “Man, it’s only gonna get worse until she’s just laying on the ground and―”

“You’re welcome!” Ezra belted out from across the yard. Vale tossed a middle finger in his direction before collapsing into Skye’s neck, reaching around her shoulders and dragging her into a tight hug.

Skye exhaled a rushed breath and pet at the back of her head sympathetically. “Don’t worry,” she whispered, snickering in Vale’s ear. It was a sound she hadn’t heard herself make since at least middle school. “Don’t worry ‘bout a thing.”

Vale burst into another unwarranted fit of laughter. “Are you singing to me?”

“Oh god,” River repeated. She climbed to her feet and dusted herself off.

“Jeez.” Noah glanced up at her with a shrug. “Never seen Vale so giggly.”

River checked her phone. “Chuckleheads,” she murmured. “I have to go, anyway. Gonna have to scrub the weed smell out of my hair before Mom gets home.”

Noah climbed to his feet. “Can you drop me off again?” He mumbled something about not wanting to be in the car with Adam and Ezra again, though Skye couldn’t focus on the rest of his sentence. Vale’s quiet laughter had drawn to a slow close and she was suddenly breathing rapidly in Skye’s ear, sending a line of shivers up the base of her neck.

“Oh no you don’t, missy.” Vale stumbled upright with a small waver. Skye climbed after her and glanced around at the other partygoers. She felt unbalanced and foggy. “You better not go out into that alleyway yourself.” Vale took long strides to keep up with the two teenagers.

“What’re you gonna do, protect me from the bad guys?” River giggled as Vale and Skye caught up to her. Skye nearly tripped over a large clump of grass.

“I’m gonna see you to your car,” Vale demanded.

“You’re gonna see your way into the concrete,” River retorted with a giggle. Noah chuckled and dunked his hands in his pockets.

They had already closed in on the chainlink fence and worked the gate loose. Skye glanced around the dark alleyway she had previously parked her car in. There were several more cars in its place, including River’s old two-seater Miata. It looked even older than Skye’s, with chips and dents riddling its body. One of its doors had been caved in entirely.

There was no one else in the alleyway, but Vale glanced around regardless, squinting into the dark as though she were some kind of guard dog. “All clear, Riv’,” she announced as River climbed into the driver’s seat, leaned across the center console and unlocked the door for Noah.

“Don’t fall on your face,” River quipped, clapping her door shut. She revved her engine and backed into the street. Skye caught sight of Noah rolling down the window, platinum blonde hair fluttering in the breeze.

“You think those two like each other?” Skye asked.

Vale snorted. “Bugger off.” She caught Skye’s hips with an unsteady sway. “Don’t even wanna think about having Ezra in my family tree.” Skye chuckled, all too reminded of her own reaction to Anya liking Shane. Vale grinned back at her with an arched brow. “You, on the other hand…”

Skye swallowed at the implication. Vale closed in on her, grabbed up a handful of her hoodie and led her against the fence with a clink. Vale drove her thigh into her and grasped onto the links beside Skye’s head with one powerful arm. Skye tensed, flicked her eyes over Vale’s neck and chewed at her lip. She wanted nothing more than to sink her teeth there, but she felt frozen and hazy beneath Vale’s piercing gaze.

“Saw how you were looking at me back there.” Vale gestured toward the fire with a sluggish nod. Her eyes fell on Skye’s lips again and she exhaled an audible, shuddering sigh.

Skye swallowed. She couldn’t help but imagine that Vale was about to devour her right then and there, partygoers nearby or not. “…You noticed that?”

Vale grinned and abandoned Skye’s hoodie to press her palm to her neck, to gently work her fingers through her hair. “Noticed you fuckin’ me with your eyes.”

Skye’s breath stilled at the familiar, voracious heat that swirled in the depths of Vale’s eyes. It clouded them further, glassed them to the extent of tears. Vale slid her fingers over the back of Skye’s head, curled them into a fist in her hair and tugged her neck to a more accessible angle. Her lips collided there next, slid down her neck and gave her a sharp bite.

Skye panted beneath the sheer urgency of the gesture. She became all the more aware of the frantic pounding that took root deep inside of her―raw, desperate and screaming for release.

Vale groaned and sank her nails into her hip with a breathy sigh. She flicked her tongue over Skye’s lower lip and dragged a slow, hot line into it before diverting to her neck. There came an instant pressure, first from the sharpness of her teeth, then from the sheer strength of her lips, drawing on her pulse with a force that could have collapsed veins. A pitiful sound escaped Skye.

Vale ground their hips at the same time, rocking her against the fence. “Fuck,” she gasped. She grabbed for Skye’s thigh, wrenched it upright at her side and drove into her again. “Gonna…right here…fuck,” she repeated, suddenly ravenous.

Skye convulsed at the raw sound. A powerful, raking shiver tore from her spine. She licked her lips and whispered, “You mean, ‘fuck right here’?”

Vale was suddenly grappling with Skye’s collar and wrenching at it with a strength that had the worn threads tearing loose and falling limp at her neck. Skye braced herself beneath the onslaught, unable to believe Vale had very nearly torn clothes from her body.

Vale snaked a hand up the back of Skye’s shirt and raked her nails over her spine with a resounding growl―a sound that had Skye bucking, twisting out from under her and fumbling for her waist, her hips, her hands. They fought with each other for a short, breathy moment before Vale’s lips came rushing back to meet hers. Her tongue was on her and in her, twisting and flicking within the confines of her mouth.

Skye collected her wrists and drove her into the fence in her stead. Vale didn’t argue. She only groaned her excitement, broke free of Skye’s grasp and worked another hand into her hair. She suctioned onto her jaw, worked her way toward her ear and whispered, “Yes.” The warm, wet flick of her tongue had another piteous sound escaping Skye’s throat. “Right here,” Vale ground out, increasingly carnal. “Right fuckin’ here.”

A strange, barely audible groan escaped Skye. She grasped at Vale’s hip and bunched the soft fabric there into one hard, shaking fist. Her mind was reeling and desperate, clouded by far more than just the weed. She couldn’t think around whatever fog had materialized around her, almost couldn’t breathe. She scrambled to unclasp Vale’s pants and dragged on her zipper with a sharp jerk of her hand.

Vale rocked into her palm the moment it slicked across her front. A rushed moan broke free of her, muffled by their colliding mouths. She pumped her hips gently forward, exhaled a soft whimper and sank into the fence with a clink. Skye gathered the links up in one hand and accentuated each curl of her fingers with a hard thrust. Vale groaned beneath the sheer force, dragged her nails over Skye’s back and gave her leg a wild jerk.

Skye groped around for the fence in an effort to stabilize them, though it wasn’t a fence anymore. It had dissolved into a flurry of white sand, clumped and morphed into a wet clay.

The world spun around them and there came a muddled sense of up and down, of land and sky. She flashed an arm out at Vale’s side as gravity dragged her heavily forward. Vale jerked underneath her and flew her hand to one side to brace onto something―anything.

Her eyes, consumed almost entirely with their golden amber, flashed open as she met with the powder sand. She gazed on Skye through heavy lashes, eyebrows furrowed in both shock and wonder. No, no―Skye panted, Don’t look.

Vale’s eyes squeezed instantly shut at the third finger that drove into her, at the thumb Skye worked around her piercing. Skye pressed the pad of it there for a long, hard moment―a moment in which Vale could only suck in one rapid breath after another and cry out a resounding moan.

“Don’t look,” Skye breathed in her ear, both terrified and enthralled by their location. She went on thrusting into her, hoping that if she just focused on Vale hard enough, the strange world would evaporate around them and give them back. But it didn’t. Particles of it curled in around them and drew them sharply together. It rose around them as thick, transparent cords, flung the sand around them in flying arcs.

Vale cried out underneath her, driving Skye to press their foreheads, to whisper her name, to stabilize her. Skye slid her thumb over her piercing in another wet press, coercing another staggering groan from the back of Vale’s throat. Vale jolted all over again, jutted her hips into Skye’s palm and slicked her fingers with a surge of heat. It pooled into Skye’s palm, scorched a hot path down her arm.

Vale’s eyes flashed open. She gazed on the sky in that instant, lips parted, eyes watering, chest heaving.

Skye pressed their foreheads a second time. “Don’t look,” she repeated. Vale panted and darted her eyes at the movement all around them. Her heart thundered against Skye’s own belly. “Close your eyes,” Skye begged.

But Vale couldn’t, or wouldn’t. Her arms curled around Skye’s neck and drew her further in. She buried her face in her neck and exhaled a shaky breath that Skye couldn’t quite explain. “Is this happening?” she asked, voice wavering. Skye blinked at the question, realizing Vale might have thought she was somehow tripping far worse than what was possible.

“This is real,” Skye answered. Vale shook and turned her head to one side. Skye followed her gaze, and together they squinted into the shimmering expanse of dunes, the still-black sky. “What do you see?” she asked as Vale turned again, focusing on the sky this time.

“Fire.”

Skye’s heart clenched at the description. She couldn’t see the sky from where she lay, but she could imagine it: the blazing, flying worlds all swirling and collapsing in on one another. However, when she turned in Vale’s arms, a much different view awaited her. The worlds were expanding, erupting into life. Her heart pounded further as the sand―whatever it was―clamped in around them and transformed.

The entire world flashed around them as a bright, swirling vapor. Skye felt as though she were going to be sick as she plummeted into it. She threw her arms around Vale’s waist, tucked a leg around hers and sealed onto her like never before. She wouldn’t, couldn’t lose her.

They crashed into the chainlink a moment later, Skye with her fingers still clasped around its rungs and Vale with her hands gripping painfully onto Skye’s hips. Skye heaved a breathy gasp and abandoned the fence to wrap around her in a powerful embrace. She was shaking and breathless, but she wasn’t alone. Vale was just as winded, but her eyes were wild, even excited.

“God fuckin’ damn,” a voice roused them, forcing Skye to abandon the comfort of Vale’s neck to squint into the surrounding darkness. Ezra stood near the gate with his hands on his hips. He looked absolutely enthralled by their appearance. “Wow, you two really need to get a room.”


HALVED

Vale blushed, drew on her zipper and clasped her pants. It did little to alleviate their embarrassment. Ezra chuckled lowly as they approached, Skye with a hazy, unsteady shuffle and Vale with somewhat of a dreamlike traipse.

“Did you guys see where Noah went?”

“Ah…yeah. Went home with River. Well, you know. Not home, home. He…she’s dropping him off,” Vale finished poorly.

Skye shared her stupor. She gazed on the sky and its silver crescent, imagined the expanding worlds in its place, all blooming into existence amidst a chaotic swirl of fire.

“You two are so fuckin’ high,” he noted. Vale stuffed her hands in her pockets. She still looked mildly embarrassed. “What’s all this shit?” He flicked some of the white powder free from her shirt. “Coke?”

“No,” Skye fought. A whole line of sand still lay encrusted on her fingers, palm and arm, leaving clear evidence of Vale’s orgasm. Her cheeks burst into color and she quickly brushed it away. Ezra cocked an eyebrow and plastered on his trademark predatory smile. Skye felt the urge to slap it off his face.

Vale snorted, gave his shoulder a few pats and brushed past him, Skye in hand.

“Where you two goin’?” he asked.

“Getting a room,” Vale answered, and the tone of her voice had Skye’s incessant throbbing start up all over again. She let slip a shaky exhale, glad that they were too far away for Ezra to hear it. Her muddled mind was quick to imagine what Vale would do to her once behind closed doors.

Ezra crossed his arms. “You don’t want a ride?”

“Just down the street,” Vale reminded him.

“Yeah, I get it. No ‘thanks for caring, Ezra!’ or ‘Sure, I’ll take a ride from you, if you know what I mean’,” he went on as they disappeared around the corner. Vale chuckled and shook her head. Silence washed over them again, though it didn’t last long.

Vale exhaled a long, low breath. “Wow.” Skye leaned into her and squeezed at her fingers. She found it difficult to read her expression. Vale brushed away her messy bangs to restore some semblance of normality to them. “Wow,” she emphasized. She turned into Skye with a bright, otherworldly look to her eyes, then glanced up at the sky and replicated Skye’s own awestruck gaze.

Skye entwined their fingers. “It’s insane, isn’t it?” she asked in a soft voice.

Vale met her with a stunned, faraway look. “You’re like…” She stared down at her boots. Skye followed her gaze and stared at the cracks in the sidewalk. The street lamps broke up the surrounding darkness with pale ovals of light, most of which had flickered out and needed replacing. “You’re like a super hero or something,” Vale finished, apparently unable to find any other suitable comparison.

Skye scoffed and gave Vale’s arm an idle swing.

“Truly,” Vale went on with a rushed laugh. She ran another shaky, uncontrolled hand through her hair. “You got a real fuckin’…power of some kind, like the kind that would have the government come looking for you.”

Skye gave her knuckles a swift kiss. “Oh yeah, the power to fuck my girlfriend in an alien landscape,” she joked.

Vale laughed, leaned in and brushed her lips over Skye’s hair. “Seriously―mate,” she emphasized, but she wasn’t really directing the word at Skye in any way. It was more of a raw, awestruck sound. “You’re like a teleporter or something.”

“It’s terrifying in there,” Skye whispered.

Vale gave her hand a soft squeeze and gazed pointedly into her eyes. “It was amazing in there,” she corrected. Skye lost herself in her for a moment. Her amber glow seemed to shift and spiral, like the arms of a slowly-rotating galaxy.

“It’s…not always like that. That’s only the second time it’s ever been a pleasant experience.”

Vale furrowed her eyebrows and gazed up at the road. Every so often a car would pass, tail lights bright amidst the darkness. “When was the other time?”

“When I fell asleep at the shop. My entire dream…was just laying on my back there, where we were. Gazing up at the sky. And there was this comet, just moving through these faint clouds. Very slow, like it was barely moving at all. But it wasn’t a dream…”

Vale’s blazing eyes distracted her from the visual. “Why do you think those two times were so peaceful?”

Skye chewed her lip and flicked her eyes over the sidewalk. “I don’t know. I guess because I felt safe.”

Vale nodded, reached out and brushed her fingers over her jaw. Skye flit her eyes back up at her and smiled softly. Their arms brushed, and Skye gazed on them to find a light sheen of glistening sand still clinging there. It was finer than sand, finer than powder or ash.

She managed a slow blink. “I felt safe with you,” she rephrased. “I wasn’t thinking about where we were, so much as what we were doing.”

“And what about the times you’ve been afraid of it?”

“I…” Skye paused and flicked her eyes back over the concrete. Another car whirred past and ruffled her hair. “It’s just the one. Back at the restaurant.”

Vale hummed. “Was is that bad? Work, I mean.”

Skye slowly shook her head. “It was…something else.” She squeezed her eyes shut and the pale girl’s spectral voice resounded in her mind. Skye had heard her crying before she’d even collapsed, heard the cold, hard laugh of something that didn’t sound quite…human. “I think it’s the same thing I’ve seen in my nightmares.”

Vale slowed and smoothed her thumb over the back of Skye’s hand. “Yeah…about those,” she began.

Skye already knew: Vale still thought that they were her fault, felt responsible. She shook her head before Vale could even continue. “They aren’t your fault, so don’t look at me like that.”

Vale’s eyes fluttered softly and a small, sad smile claimed her.

“I think…” Skye gave Vale’s hand another smooth swing. “The nightmares are just…warning me to never let you go.”

Vale sighed, turned slowly into her and gave her waist a small tug. “You’re not afraid of losing me anymore, are you?”

Skye slowly nodded.

“Skye…” A small smile quirked at Vale’s lip and she placed a warm, smooth kiss to the corner of Skye’s eye. “I told you before: you’re stuck with me. Gonna have to deal with me the rest of your life.”

Skye’s heart rocketed into her throat. She squeezed at Vale’s hand and leaned into her shoulder with a quiet laugh. “I guess by this point I couldn’t scare you off if I tried,” she realized. Vale echoed her quiet laugh, and Skye fell back into a daze as they continued to walk. Vale’s scent stirred around her, mixed with the raw, mineral scent from the other world and created something entirely new and breathtaking.

Vale gave her a soft tug and pulled her to the side.

Skye glanced up to find her making room for another pedestrian. She was glad Vale was paying attention, because they might have bumped into him headlong if not.

The guy didn’t part around them. He paused and drifted into their path, both fidgety and strange. He wore a low hood, but Skye could still make out the knotted puncture scars over his jawline, like he might have been on the receiving end of a vicious dog’s snapping teeth. Skye pressed farther into Vale, doing her best to make room for the guy as they moved to go around him.

He blocked them again.

“Never thought I’d see you again,” he murmured, and there was nothing friendly about his tone.

Vale’s grip became a vice. She drew Skye even further in, put herself between Skye and the stranger and moved to go around him a second time. Skye’s heart thudded at the base of her throat. “You know this bloke?” Vale whispered in her ear.

Skye quickly shook her head.

He blocked them again.

“Look mate, you wanna fuck with me?” Vale suddenly burst, shoving forward and grabbing the guy up by the front of his hood. Skye’s heart leapt into her throat, choked her, stilled her breath.

“Vale!” Her voice came out a near whisper, though she hadn’t meant it to. She pulled back on Vale’s hand and drew her back. A sharp click broke the silence and Skye’s heart plummeted in fear; there was no mistaking the sound.

“Wow, got yourself a feisty sheila,” the guy growled from the darkness of his hood. He strode forward with the gun pressed to Vale’s chest and whispered in her ear, “I’d rather fuck with your little girlfriend there.”

“Vale, don’t!” Skye choked. Her mind vaulted into a state of disarray. Her ears were flooded with a pounding, clanging sound―like metal on metal. She curled into Vale’s back and gave her another trembling tug, but no amount of distance would separate her from that gun and the knowledge was tearing Skye apart from the inside.

“Skye. Get back.” Vale’s voice was overwhelmingly calm, though it only terrified Skye further. She could already feel her slipping away, could feel the little ethereal threads binding them snap loose one at a time. A blinding, white flurry overtook the edges of her eyes, thumped in time with her frantic heart.

The guy moved to Skye’s side, brought the gun swiftly upright and pressed it to Vale’s temple. Skye couldn’t see her face, but she could feel her trembling in her arms, in fear or rage or both. Skye only held onto her as they were forced into the neighboring alleyway.

“Are you gonna kill somebody just for the chance at a fuck?” Vale managed, her voice still phenomenally calm despite how hard she was suddenly shaking. Skye lowered her forehead to the base of her neck as she was shoved forward, unable to think through the fog. The guy didn’t answer Vale, only went on driving them further into the alleyway.

Skye was fast considering all possible outcomes of the situation, but her brain couldn’t work quickly enough in the amount of time she was given. She knew that Vale was thinking too; her muscles tensed in her grasp, threatened to act. “Vale,” she whispered, voice unrecognizable and weak. “Don’t do it. Trust me.” Vale shuddered and an audible sob broke free of her.

“Skye, no―”

“It’s alright, sweetie. You can hold onto your girl. We’ll make it a threesome. Threesomes are fun.” He gripped onto Skye’s wrist and wrenched her arm into a painful twist at her lower back. Skye held her breath, refused to utter even a single desperate sound.

He shoved the gun against Vale’s head. “Turn around,” he demanded of her. She slowly turned in Skye’s grasp to face them. Skye lost all amount of control at the look in her wholly terror-stricken eyes. Vale let slip another sob and reached out to smooth a quaking hand over Skye’s jaw.

Skye was shoved into her until they met with the wall. A rough hand seized her by a belt loop and wrenched her back into him. The air froze in her lungs. She caught a tiny flicker of something in Vale’s eyes then, snuffing out like a dying ember. Don’t look, Skye begged, but her voice was absent. She only mouthed the words, expelled nothing more than a shivering breath of air. Close your eyes, she said in the same way.

Vale squinted through her tears with profound anguish. I can’t let him, she mouthed back.

Trust me, Skye pleaded, knowing that if Vale acted as Skye knew she wanted, she would lose her forever. She squeezed her eyes shut and braced herself on Vale’s shoulder as the back of her pants were torn down, curled her head into her neck and forced herself to breathe.

“Not such a bad ass anymore,” the guy ground out, and Skye could feel him pressing close to her, rubbing himself. The blood drained from her face and she crushed her eyes further shut. She tried to drown out the sound, the feel of the man adjusting himself behind her, to simply shut off everything but Vale’s body and scent. She couldn’t focus, couldn’t breathe. The white had enveloped her eyes in their entirety, throbbed and pulsed within her mind. She could feel something pulsing at her arms in unison, dragging sharply within the confines of her veins. All she could think in that moment was that it might be her last―their last.

She burrowed into Vale’s neck with a quiet whimper. “Vale,” she sobbed. “I love you.”

Vale jerked underneath her.

The man laughed and dragged on the back of Skye’s pants. “Isn’t that sweet,” he jeered. “Hope you like anal―”

“―the fuck off of her!” Vale exploded out from under Skye and shoved back at the man with one powerful thrust. There came the sickening crack of a fist colliding with bone―then the gun went off, rupturing Skye’s ears.

“Vale!” she cried out and stumbled forward, rushing to seek Vale’s form. She couldn’t feel her. She could only feel the entity, filling up around her and soaring through the air in powerful, snaking waves. The faraway, grating metal became unbearably loud. She clenched her teeth at the sound, at the tears that sweat from her eyes. She curled one fist at her side in her terror and her rage, and the entity filled up in its place. It coiled around her arm and raked the air around her as a powerful, vibrating anomaly. It emulated the gouging, paranormal scream she’d heard during her seizure.

Skye blinked through the fog. Her stomach twisted, her heart convulsed in her chest and her lungs went still. The fog receded into a wild, swirling vapor as alive and rampant as the powder sands from her other world.

Vale lay heaving on the ground, slowly swaying her head back and forth against the concrete. Her eyes squeezed shut in her delirium and pain, and all she could mouth was Skye’s name, followed by one apology after another. Blood fanned from her side at a terrifying rate, blackening Skye to all else.

She collapsed on top of her and an earth-shattering, spectral cry broke free of her lips. White clouded her once more, though it was odd and sentient, siphoning out of her and forging a body of its own. She couldn’t focus on it. She could only brace herself on top of Vale and frantically search for the point of entry, for anything that would stem the flow of blood.

“Help!” she cried out, voice wavering. “Fuck―” She sucked in an aching breath and ran a hand over Vale’s cheek, her chest, her belly. “Vale―”

She could hear the man scraping upright behind her, scrambling to his feet amidst the horror that had formed around them. The anomaly had become a towering, serpentine thing. It slithered along the ground amidst silver waves of light, blotting all shadow from their surroundings.

A heavy gasp broke free of her at the next sensation, of something powerful and magnetizing wrenching itself free of her back, tearing loose from beyond her flesh and blood. She collapsed underneath it, dragged Vale further in and simply held her in a desperate attempt to keep her there.

“Vale,” she begged. She twisted around to gaze on the vacant alleyway, the faraway street. “Help!” Vale’s eyes peeled open, though they rose past Skye’s shoulder, sluggish and glazed. “Someone help!” Skye shouted, but her voice gave out and collapsed beneath another sob. Vale tugged at her arm and directed her to the sight beyond Skye’s shoulder.

It took Skye a phenomenal amount of willpower to tear her eyes away, though when she did, she was met with the anomaly she’d borne. It was whirling at the air, cushioning the seizing form of her hooded, white-clad counterpart. The girl gazed back on her, lips twisted into a piteous cry, oil-black eyes nearly squinted shut. She rose to her feet and gazed around the alleyway with profound distaste before locking eyes with the man that lay convulsing in fear at her feet.

Vale heaved, and Skye whirled to meet her. Her hand was on her jaw again, though there was warmth there, strength behind her touch. Skye blinked at the heat that formed in her cheeks, at the blazing embers that flickered back to life within her eyes.

“Vale?”

She smiled.

Another sickness-inducing crack wrenched her back around. She gazed up at the girl, the anomaly and the pathetic excuse of a human being that floated impossibly in the air, back torn at a fatal angle. The hooded girl grasped him up by the top of his head and jerked her arm back with a sick popping sound. Skye gazed on, horrified as she tore the spine clean from him. She sent it flying into the alleyway, showering the gravel with a dark spatter. What remained of his crippled form flew into ash and skated over the pavement as a thick cloud.

Vale went on heaving and pushing upright in Skye’s grasp. Her blood thinned, morphed and rose into the air as tiny, wavering strands. They snapped onto her arms, her legs, sank into her pores with a bright, molten flash. Skye panted at the sight, too terrified to touch her.

“Skye,” Vale managed, voice coarse. Despite the horror that had unraveled around them, she still wore her same, soft smile, one that had Skye’s heart slowly thudding back to life and easing warmth into her body. “I’m so sorry.”

Skye wanted to hush her, to scream at her to never utter those words again, though she couldn’t. She could only throw herself down on top of her, wrap her arms around her neck and pull her in. She touched their foreheads, refusing to look anywhere else but at the bright, flickering embers in Vale’s eyes. She never wanted to lose sight of them again.

There came another heart-pounding explosion and the alleyway lit up in massive, scalding light. She blinked several times to rid herself of the burn before Vale was reaching out and smoothing her finger along her chin.

Skye’s eyes darted open to find her pointing over her shoulder once more, to the seizing form of her counterpart, devoid of their anomaly and devoid of light. She lay on one side and shook, arm stretched and clutching as if reaching for something―someone. The ache in her eyes never left her, though the oil-black that resided within them did. It pooled forward into silver irises, ones that looked very much like Skye’s own glistening blues.

 She churned on the ground a moment longer before grasping at it with shaking hands and pushing herself upright. She gazed down on Vale and Skye for a long, dizzying amount of time in which her coat flew and clinked softly along the backs of her knees. She was beyond anything Skye had ever seen, like a specter from her nightmares come to life―like some horrifying, ethereal doppelgänger from some faraway realm.

Then she was gone.

She tore free of the alleyway, pounded into the street and nearly bashed sidelong into a car.


COUNTERPART

Skye sucked in a heavy gasp at the crunching metal, the blaring horn. She could only stare after the girl as she fumbled her way toward the opposite side of the street and turned slowly in place as though dazed. Warm fingertips smoothed over Skye’s jaw and drew her gaze. Vale slid upright against the brick wall and pulled at Skye’s hand with a firm, shaking grasp. Skye darted her eyes over her body, still in disbelief of what had happened.

“I’m so sorry―” Vale tried again, but Skye crashed their mouths and silenced her with a breathy gasp. Vale clutched at her shoulder and fought for words. “I love you too,” she cried, grasping at the back of her head. “I love you, I love you―” Her lips were full and warm and wet with tears, though that didn’t stop Skye from kissing her long and hard, until she was blinking back another onslaught of her own tears, until she was gasping for air and drawing back to meet Vale’s heavy gaze. She became suddenly frantic, drew at Vale’s shirt and pried it away in search of the wound.

Vale drew her back at arm’s length to smooth her thumb over her jaw, her cheek, her lips. “I’m okay, Skye.”

“How?” The wound simply wasn’t there, and it had Skye going mad. She stared around the confines of the alleyway for some evidence that it had all really happened, that she hadn’t just suffered some new form of mental attack. “How?”

“I don’t know―”

Another blaring horn wrenched Skye from her daze. She flashed her eyes toward the street to find the hooded girl still walking in a slow circle in the middle of the street, head wrenched back and gazing on the sky. She clasped at her head with both hands and shook it back and forth, back and forth, utterly oblivious to the car that blared its horn and moved to steer around her.

Vale stared after her. “We gotta get her.”

A cold pang of fear tore into Skye’s heart. She quickly relived the scene that had unfolded around her: the spray of blood and discarded spinal cord, the way it flew through the air and combusted into ash.

Vale slid a gentle hand over Skye’s shoulder. “Skye.”

Skye found herself slowly nodding and bracing herself on Vale’s arm. She let Vale lead the way despite the surge of terror that hammered at her insides. She clutched at her stomach and tripped on her feet.

Vale caught her. Her hand was far warmer than Skye had ever remembered it being, though perhaps it was due to her own freezing skin, as cold and bloodless as that of the entity she’d borne.

Vale smoothed her hands over Skye’s arm as they progressed. “Skye,” she whispered. “It’s over. We’re okay.”

Skye shook her head. They weren’t okay. She wasn’t okay. She would never be okay. And the feeling grew in the pit of her gut until it was rising in her chest and throat, until it threatened to spill from her. She gripped at her belly a second time and heaved, but nothing came.

“I’m gonna get you home,” Vale hushed, voice wavering. “Gonna get you home, okay?” She kept repeating it as they came upon the curb and gazed on the hooded figure that still stood there. The girl would not go. She was real. She was corporeal now, not just some thing that would vanish amidst a wisp of vapor, no longer some nightmare that would decease upon waking.

She’d collapsed to her knees with her hands still firmly clasped over her ears, hood drawn forward and concealing most of her features. Skye didn’t need to see them to remember the look of her eyes, somehow familiar and alien all at once.

She flinched as another car blared its horn. Its driver slowed to a stop, flung open the door and rushed forward to press his hand to the girl’s shoulder. “Hey, kid! You alright?”

“Watch out!” Skye shouted. She and Vale launched into the street, hand in hand.

“Damn kids!” the man yelled as they skidded to a halt before them. Skye’s eyes could not focus, no matter how hard she tried. Everything was hazy and flashing, refusing to settle. The girl only muffled her own ears, stared down at the gravel and rocked on her knees. She looked like a mental patient.

“You might wanna just head outta here mate,” Vale offered calmly, though the guy wouldn’t listen.

“Ya’ll should know better than t’be messin’ around in the middle of the road. And at this hour? You know what street we on?”

Skye went on staring at the girl. She quickly realized she was in no condition to do anything but sit there and rock herself into a daze. Skye instead looked on the man who spoke, who met her with an appalled, almost outraged expression.

“She trippin’? You need a hospital?” he burst. “Look man, I can get you guys where you need to go but you needa get the hell out the street before ya’ll get hit.”

“We live just down the road,” Vale said. She sounded just as alarmed as Skye felt, as though expecting some sort of violent reaction from the hooded figure at any moment.

Skye finally found her voice, “Don’t touch her.” She placed her hand on the crook of the man’s arm and gently slid it away. He blinked back at her in a mixture of shock and understanding.

“Okay, alright. Okay. Yeah, I can do that,” he rambled. “You know, no harm done. Just helpin’ out. Just―”

Skye gave his arm a squeeze. “Thank you.”

He nodded and darted his eyes between the three of them with a furrowed brow. Skye stared back at the girl, reached out, prepared herself for it―

Vale moved in her place, thudded to one knee and reached out. She paused, hand wavering, near the girl’s cloaked face. It was still mostly hidden, sluggish and swaying. Vale’s palm finally met with the top of her head and roused her.

Her eyes shot up to meet them.

Skye’s heart screeched to a halt in her throat. The girl’s eyes were clear and bright, round and terrified, far too much like Skye’s own.

“Neminek―” she blurted out, scurrying back on her hands and feet. Her voice had lost its spectral sound, no longer the gut-wrenching, echoing voice Skye had associated with her. It was light and sad―young, even.

She backed further away from them and loosed a spray of white ash from her cloaked folds. Skye had the sick feeling that it might have been some of her attacker’s remains. The girl curled a fist at her side, and both Vale and Skye jerked upright and braced themselves for something that never came―she only let out a rushed gasp and repeated the alien words over and over again.

The man shook Skye by her shoulder. “The hell’s she sayin’? You sure ya’ll don’t need a hospital?”

Vale grunted and gripped at the girl’s arm, a gesture that had Skye’s heart clench in fear. “Vale!”

The girl froze and fell instantly silent. She gazed back up at Skye, then the man, and finally Vale. Something changed in her entirely. Her eyes went soft, a tear flashed down her cheek and she sucked her lower lip between her teeth. She lowered her head and whispered, “Tek’ka cel nath.”

Skye hadn’t expected such a calm reaction from the girl. She’d imagined the street caving in beneath them, perhaps a swirl of white vapor and another trip to their darkened world.

The girl slowly shook her head and climbed to her feet with a hard shudder. She looked tired then, as tired, distraught and lost as Skye felt.

“Okay, girl. Good job.” The man nodded. “See? No problem.” Skye felt a strange sense of calm ease into her as they followed the man to his car. Vale clasped at her shoulder and gently pressed her thumb in a smooth circle. Skye’s eyes eased shut at her touch.

Her counterpart brushed with her arm and wrenched her from her warm daze. They glanced at each other then, and she felt a strange, vibrating pull in her spine, a sharp drag on her muscle. The girl’s lip twitched.

The man opened the door for them. He waved them inside, though the three of them simply stood there staring at one another for a moment. Surprisingly, the hooded figure was the first to move. She braced her arms on the edge of the roof, swung her legs inside and stepped all over the back seat.

“Ey, hey! Watch the upholstery!” the man complained. The girl shot them all a hesitant look and stood with her shoulders hunched against the roof.

Skye sucked in a shaking breath and climbed in after her. She felt strange sidling up next to something she thought had been a phantom not moments before. Vale joined her, and the two of them sat pressed against each other on the far side of the car as the door closed behind them.

They stared across the back seat at the girl, and she stared back. She eventually lowered herself to a crouch and braced her hands on the cushion between her knees. She gazed around the back seat, face etched with a mixture of confusion and wonder.

The man sidled into his own seat and eased forward on the gas. He glanced back at them through the rearview mirror. “Where you live?” he asked.

“Just there.” Vale pointed ahead. “The Asgard apartments. Thirty-four.”

Skye and Vale huddled closely together and watched the girl in stunned silence. Skye half expected her to either evaporate or explode, but she only went on sitting in her bizarre position and gazing out of the window with an oddly longing look. She ran the back of her hand over her jaw and nose, squinted down at the resulting brush of ash and shuddered. She seemed suddenly distraught by her own hands and rubbed them vigorously together, wiped them over her knees and fell back in her seat at the crest of a speed bump. She landed on her backside with a quiet yelp, scrambled back into a crouch and shot Vale and Skye a wary glance.

Skye swallowed. It was a little disconcerting how human the girl appeared.

Vale tucked into her shoulder. “Don’t be afraid,” she whispered.

“Huh?”

“I saw her…” Her voice nearly gave out, and she had to clear it gently in order to continue. “She came out of you.” A shiver tore through Skye and the hair on the backs of her arms sprang upright. She hadn’t even realized that the car had stopped, that the man had climbed out and was standing at their open door, waiting for them to move.

“You kids gonna be alright?” he asked, reaching for Vale’s hand.

Vale took it and allowed him to guide them out. Skye glanced back at the girl to find her already clambering out of the car behind them; she sank to another crouch the moment she hit concrete and braced herself on the car’s side as though it were shelter in a war zone.

Skye blurted out words, “Uh, yeah. We’ll…alright.”

He closed the door behind them, clasped his hands together and joined Skye and Vale in staring at the hooded figure as she moved around the edge of the car. “Well…take care of yourselves―” She bent at the waist to look under it, around it. Then she beat it on one side with a hard fist. “―Ey!” She shot up with another spray of ash. “I ain’t gonna ask, but keep a better eye on that one next time.”

Vale mirrored his throat-clearing and gave his hand a shake. “Yeah, will do.”

He clapped his hands together a second time, climbed back into his car and slapped the door shut. He rolled his window down as he pulled away to give them a thumbs up and a bright smile.


TRANSFERENCE

Ripley was pawing at the window again as they came up the stairs. Skye blinked slowly back at him and reached out to brace herself on the railing. Her head wouldn’t stop pounding. It sent sharp spasms down the back of her neck, into her shoulders and stirred a shiver from her spine.

She could feel her counterpart’s eyes on her back. She glanced over her shoulder at her, both surprised and distressed that the girl still had not vanished into her subconscious or melted into a breeze of flying sand. She stood there as real as ever, slightly hunched and grasping at the railing. She glanced back down the stairs behind them as if expecting something to be following them.

The back of Skye’s neck gave another sharp prickle. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to feel safe in Vale’s neighborhood again. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to feel safe anywhere. It felt as though she’d lost some part of herself back there―that small, brave part of her that she had so desperately clung to throughout the course of her life. In a single breath, a matter of moments, it had been snuffed out entirely.

She hugged into Vale’s back as they passed into the apartment and shivered at the burst of cool air that rushed over her. Ripley threw himself at Vale’s feet and nearly tripped them both.

“Vale, what the fuck are we doing?” Skye asked. She imagined for one moment that they had just invited a serial killer into Vale’s home. Vale tugged her in by the waist, leaned against the wall and waved the girl in behind them.

“She isn’t gonna hurt us,” she whispered. Her lips found Skye’s temple, kissed at her softly. Skye’s eyes fluttered at the gentle press, though they quickly flashed back open. There came a breeze at her back, a flutter of soft fabric. The girl passed into the room easily and gazed around Vale’s apartment with slightly parted lips. Her eyes fell on Ripley.

Skye panicked, reached out and grasped at the back of her elbow. The girl turned to face her with a bewildered expression, snagged her arm back and bent down. Ripley had already flattened the top of his head against her knee before Skye could act any further. The girl responded with a gentle swirl of her finger, a soft pat to his ears.

Vale shrugged. “I wasn’t worried.” Skye glanced back at her to discover a small smile. “She came from you.”

Skye moved out of the way so she could close the door behind her. “Stop saying that,” she muttered. “She…she’s not―”

“―not you,” Vale finished, bending down to work her boots off. Skye chewed at her lip and stared at Vale as if she were absolutely insane for just sitting there undoing her boots like this was something normal.

The hooded girl abandoned Ripley’s side and progressed further into the apartment. Her eyes flashed everywhere at once as though she’d never seen something as simple as the inside of somebody’s house.

Small bits of sand flew loose from her with each clicking step. It drew further attention to the fact that she was not of this world. Her clothes, her smell, even the strange glint of her metal clasps and buckles all spelt out alien. But it wasn’t until she removed her hood entirely that it really sank in.

Her hair was beyond anything Skye had ever seen. It shifted around her shoulders as though somehow lightweight and buoyant, mirrored the white walls with a brightness that had Skye nearly squinting.

“Skye.” Vale slid her knuckles over Skye’s neck, drew her gaze with a soft exhale. Her lips twitched into a small frown. “You’re shaking.”

Skye hadn’t noticed. She stared down at her hands and squeezed them into fists. Vale slid her own hands over them and gently massaged the tensing muscles between her thumb and forefinger.

A shattering of glass had her shooting upright, had her and Skye twisting around to where the girl had flung one of Vale’s drawings onto the kitchen floor. Ripley bolted into the next room with a pinecone for a tail. “Aye! What the fuck?” Vale burst. She strode across the room and kneeled to collect the broken frame.

The girl fought her for it and quickly shred the image to pieces with a furious grimace. She grit her teeth, slung its remnants to the floor and retreated to the corner beside the fridge.

Skye took a few careful steps forward and gazed on the destruction her shadow had wrought. Vale didn’t look as angry as Skye would have been. She only squatted over it, trying to shift the pieces back together amidst the broken glass.

She exhaled a deep breath. “What the fuck,” she repeated.

“Sorry…” Skye didn’t know what else to say. “What was it?”

She didn’t have to ask. Vale had already finished working the crumpled sheets into place and pieced together one of her hyper-realistic alien faces. It had a pair of deep, drawing eyes, entirely devoid of light. Void-like.

“Doesn’t matter.” Vale shuffled them back together and shook her head. The girl breathed a strange, huffed cry from her corner. “Hey,” Vale called. The girl turned around, though she didn’t look at all happy about it. “What’s your name?”

Skye grimaced. She knew the girl had no idea what they were saying by the way she furrowed her eyebrows.

“I’m Vale.” Vale gestured to herself. “Vale.” She nodded toward the girl and raised an expectant eyebrow.

“Skao’ai,” she answered, and a prickle ran up Skye’s spine.

“Bloody hell,” Vale groaned. She probed the cabinet at her side. “Okay, Scowl-Eye. Fitting, at least.” She withdrew a broom and dust pan and went to work on the pile of broken glass. Scowl-Eye just watched her with a heated look.

“Skaoai,” she repeated faster this time, looking infuriated with the butchering of her name. Another bolt ran down Skye’s spine and she sucked at her lip.

“Skow-ai?” Vale sighed. She strode toward the sink, flung open the bottom cabinet and emptied the glass into the trash. The girl narrowed her eyes. She sucked at the inside of her lip in a disturbingly familiar fashion. Skye scratched uncomfortably at her arm.

“Skai,” she huffed, and Vale and Skye shot upright at the same time.

“Skai? Fucking Skai?” Vale belted out, throwing her hands up.

Skye sank to a crouch near the door and flung a hand to her forehead. Skai. It rang on and on in her mind, rushed a cold sweat to the back of her neck. The name had always been a part of her, yet she never understood why.

“Fuck me dead,” Vale burst, and Skye glanced up to see the girl staring around at them with an unamused scowl. “You can’t be Skai. She―” Vale gestured toward where Skye was now grappling with her own arm, the front of her shirt, her wrists. “She’s Skye.”

“Min Skao’ai―Skai!” the girl snapped, and Vale offered her palms in peace.

“Up shit’s creek, darling. Skye is Skye. You can’t be Skye. How about a last name? You gotta last name? Like Evans.” She poked herself in the chest. “Vale Evans. Ev…ans.” Ripley interrupted her with a long, drawn out squeak and drove the top of his head into her leg. Vale sighed, scooted him along the floor and yanked open more drawers, this time to collect cat food.

The girl went on glowering at her with a savage curl to her lip.

“No last name?” Vale went on, trying to reach over her. “Alright then, Moonshine,” she ground out. “Get over there. You’re in the way.” She pointed toward the couch, and Skye quickly backed into the wall to make room. The girl swept by with an aggravated look before closing in on the TV.

Skye rushed over to it, expecting her to fling it across the room. “Don’t break things. These are hers.” She gestured toward Vale. The girl flicked at her hood. She looked like she wanted to throw something else. She was clearly upset by the drawing, though Skye couldn’t fathom why. It was infuriating trying to communicate with her.

“Don’t suppose Google Translate would help here.” Vale must have been thinking the same.

Skye planted herself next to the Playstation. Her counterpart went on staring around the room, looking more and more unamused with her surroundings.

“Sit down.” Skye pointed at the couch. The girl looked back on it before easing onto it with a pained expression, gritting her teeth and sucking in a hard breath. Vale came around the corner in time to catch her flinching away.

“Maybe we can distract her with the TV.”

Skye shook her head. “She’ll break it.”

“Nah, look.”

The girl watched their exchange with a furrowed brow before allowing herself to settle back into the cushion. Vale flicked the TV on, flashing blue on the screen. The girl had no reaction. She only climbed further onto the couch and dragged her dusty, padded boots all along its surface. She resumed her unusual crouch and grasped at the cushions with a feverish look.

Skye lowered her forehead into her hands. “Tch.”

Vale patted her on the arm and chuckled. The sound roused something in Skye and she gazed up at her with a tiny smile. She hadn’t expected to ever again hear Vale utter such a beautiful sound, and the reality of where they were finally sank in. She was home. Home with Vale, with Ripley. And with this…thing.

Skye slid to the floor beside her, wanting nothing more than to rest her legs, to gather Vale up in her arms and close her eyes. Her counterpart flit her eyes between them and circled a long thread of torn sleeve around her wrist. It was tattered and stained with a copper red, something Skye noticed to be a recurring thing on her outfit.

“Sasha,” Vale said.

Skye raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Her name. It’s gotta be something Slavic like yours. Anya, Natasha, Sasha―”

Skye balked. “Now she’s my sister?”

“The resemblance is uncanny. We’ll have to make something up.”

“Not Sasha,” Skye pressed.

“Yulia,” Vale tried again.

“Fuck no.”

“Anastasia, Lena, Misha, Luka―”

“Luka’s a boy’s name―”

“So? It’s cute. I bet she’d like it. Hey―” Vale waved a hand to get the girl’s attention; she slid her eyes over her with an aggressive bite to her lip. “What if we call you Luka? You like Lu…ka?”

“―Luka,” the girl murmured back.

“Luka,” Vale said again, nodding. “That’s you.”

“Skai Luka,” the girl repeated back.

Vale uttered an exhausted sigh and rolled her head onto Skye’s shoulder. “Fuck me.”

“I think she gets it enough.”

“Skye,” Luka interrupted them, shifting forward on the couch. “Tek yuf’e?”

Skye grimaced. She was too tired for this, too profoundly exhausted to even try to understand. She gestured this feeling with a toss of her hands. Luka edged around the coffee table and squatted in front of them, close enough for Skye to get a waft of her mineral scent from beyond the void. She held her hand out in front of them, palm up. There was a silvery sheen to her pale skin, and upon studying her wrist, Skye could make out white, faintly-glowing veins.

“I think she wants your hand, Skye.”

“Yeah. She isn’t getting it.”

Luka chewed at her lip before retreating to the couch. She slid into a crouch at its base and heaved a sigh. Skye wanted so badly to just drift off, to let her eyes fall shut. She felt the need to keep continued watch, convinced that the girl would tear the apartment down around them if not.

“Skye,” Vale whispered. Skye turned into her, pleasantly surprised by the warmth of Vale’s lips brushing her ear. “You should try talking to her.”

“Tch.”

Skye caved anyway. She inhaled a deep breath, gathered herself up and joined Luka beside the couch.

“Sorry.” She shrugged, gesturing forward with her hand. Luka furrowed her eyebrows and drew her lip back into an unamused grimace. After a sufficient amount of glowering, she found Skye worthy of her hand.

“Min yuf’e his up’tek.”

Skye blinked. “I can say a bunch of words you don’t understand, either. How’s it feel?”

Vale chuckled. Skye’s heart pumped steadily at the sound, fast becoming okay with this.

“Wisp,” Luka replied airily. She focused on where their palms touched and drifted her eyes shut. Her other hand moved in on Skye’s face next and her thumb closed over her forehead. Skye glanced over her shoulder at Vale, arched her eyebrow and shrugged. There came a sharp tug, reminiscent of the terrible shredding sensation she had felt back in the alleyway.

The breath was sucked from Skye’s lungs. Her head lulled forward and her mind was torn free of her body. She flashed forward into strobing sheets of light, over and over again, one at a time. Each one wrenched the breath from her lips as though a vacuum had taken hold of her lungs, depriving her of even a single gasp of air. With each bright strobe came flashing images, so fast she could barely register them in their entirety.

There came the wisp of a red landscape, wavering beneath an enormous, phantasmal sun. Something tall and bright gleamed in the distance, so massive that it disappeared into the clouds. Then she was in a dark, cold place with her knees and elbows pressed painfully to her sides. She was aching and tired, unable to even slide to a sitting position in the allotted space. She could only gasp and cry out, her sobs muffled against the glass pressed in around her.

The flash was gone as soon as it had come. It was replaced with a long expanse of nothing but white, individual particles. They popped in her eyes before there came more visions: dark, glassy canisters and unmoving bodies, a swirl of bright, phoenix-red hair. The sight was jarring. It tore on her heart, on something deep inside of her, beyond her flesh. She saw Vale curl into her with a soft, adoring look in her eyes―eyes that were dark and bright all at once. They swirled with individual, luminescent particles of golden light―a bright shimmer of amber. She was and wasn’t Vale, and Skye couldn’t quite figure out how that could be.

The flashes surged her forward and backward and wrenched her out of control. She saw Vale again, hair softly whirling atop a backdrop of bright, blooming fireworks. Beyond that, Skye was a child again, dragging in a handful of beach sand and calling for her dad to come look. Then there came a barreling car, screeching on its brakes and blaring its horn.

The visions were torn from her as fast as they had come. The white fog darted back into the recesses of her mind and she was suddenly gazing back down on her and Luka’s clasped hands. The girl gave an uncontrollable jerk, grit her teeth and collapsed against the couch.

“Skye?” Vale asked in a hurried voice.

Skye drew back on her knees, unable to tear herself from Luka’s squinting, agonized eyes. A sharp pant broke free of the girl and she squeezed her eyes shut beneath another body-wide tremor.

“Skye!” Vale surged forward and grasped onto Skye’s shoulder with an unsteady hand. Luka went on convulsing against the couch, clenching her jaw and grasping at the front of her jacket as though it were suffocating her. “What happened?” Vale rushed, frantic. Her hand wavered back and forth before Luka’s sightless eyes as if unsure of whether or not she should touch her. “What was it?”

“I saw flashes,” Skye whispered, afraid to tell her that she’d seen another Vale in there―at least, someone that looked very much like Vale.

Luka cried out and curled in on herself. Vale apparently couldn’t stand the sight. She finally landed her hands on her and attempted to wrench her loose from her seizure. Skye watched in sheer dread as a dark, wet line pooled at the front of the girl’s dusted pants. Luka had actually wet herself in her fear, and the realization had Skye darting upright and collecting her in her arms. Vale rushed to help. She hugged the girl in, held her steady and cupped her hand over her forehead.

The effect was instantaneous. She woke from her seizure in an instant and fell into their arms with a hard gasp. The entire weight of her body was like nothing. She was thin and frail, several inches shorter than either of them. Skye couldn’t believe that this was the thing that had wrenched a man’s spine clean from his body, had exhaled that powerful, silver entity that had been worthy of her nightmares. She could only gaze up at Vale with sheer, unrestrained sadness in her eyes, somehow able to feel the ache that Luka had suffered.

She had been so afraid to lose Vale, to be torn clean of their world and plummeted into the darkness of her void, but it wasn’t her that had been taken.


VARIANT

“Fuck! I’m just tryin’a help!” Vale shouted through the cracked door. She’d braced herself on the bathroom’s doorframe, one foot hiked up onto the wood with her arm buried up to the shoulder in its doorway. There came a loud crash of something metal clattering to the tile, the rip of a shower curtain and the skid of boots atop the slick shower floor.

Vale slammed the door shut and wheeled around to face Skye where she sat at the edge of her bed. Skye offered a look of defeated apology. Several more objects collided with the other side of the door. It sounded as though Luka had unleashed a volley of soap bars, toothbrushes and whatever else she could find. Ripley scurried into the next room amidst the onslaught, evidently not caring for the noise.

“She’s wrecking the bloody bathroom,” Vale huffed, burying her hand in her hair. “Won’t even let me get near her. Wanna give it a go?”

“Why me?” Skye complained, not wanting to be on the receiving end of the projectiles. Luka had lost all semblance of calm and control once they’d tried to change her clothes.

“She’s your…” Vale began, apparently unsure of how to finish. She blinked at the expectant look on Skye’s face. “…mate,” she finished lamely. She looked beyond ruffled and exhausted, and Skye suddenly felt bad for her.

She edged onto the floor and slowly made her way toward the bathroom. Luka seemed to have run out of things to throw, because the sharp taps and thuds came to a close, leaving the room in silence aside for the shower’s muffled patter. Skye eased the door open and peeked in.

It was a total mess. Luka had torn the shower rod down, somehow unhinged the toilet seat and flung Vale’s towel rack on its side. She lay curled in the tub with the shower curtain wrapped around her like a blanket, knees pressed to the porcelain. Water sprayed in every direction, flecking the walls, sink and floor.

“Get out,” she managed in a small voice.

Skye froze at the words. She had to shake her head and squint before it registered: Luka had spoken English.

“Uh…” Skye straightened out the toilet seat and plopped herself down. She cleared her throat and smoothed her palms over her thighs, doing her best to not openly stare at the girl. “We’re trying to help you.”

Luka didn’t answer. She drew back just enough to turn her head, apparently deciding to face the tub’s wall instead.

“The water’s gonna go cold.”

She lifted her head and blinked around at the inside of the tub. “Cold?”

“Yeah. It won’t stay warm forever. So you’d better hurry up and wash off.”

Luka sat further up on her knees. She seemed preoccupied with the little waving rivulets of sand where they parted with her coat and disappeared into the drain.

“Look, I don’t give a fuck what you look like under there, but you need to get undressed if you’re gonna get clean.”

“These are mine,” Luka challenged, gripping at the front of her coat and pants.

“We aren’t gonna take your clothes.” Skye rolled her eyes at the thought. “We’re just gonna clean them.”

“They’re mine,” she repeated with a grimace, gazing down at her battered outfit. “They’re all I have.”

Skye furrowed her brow at the admission, though she didn’t say anything. She crossed her legs and turned just enough to look at the bathroom wall instead. “I won’t look. But I have some questions.”

There came another streak of flesh on porcelain, the thud of heavy, padded boots, and finally, a small grunt.

“How are you speaking our language now?”

Luka managed another grunt. “Wasn’t hard once I saw some of your memories.” Some of her clothes splatted onto the tub’s floor, and Skye suddenly felt like maybe this wasn’t the best time to be asking questions. Luka did seem in her right mind now, and sitting there without even a shower curtain to bar her from view seemed strange. Skye had never even been that close to Anya, let alone some strange…thing.

“So…those visions I had?” Skye asked.

“I dunno. I saw some stuff I didn’t recognize. Assumed it was yours.”

Skye blinked, surprised by how remarkably fast Luka had apparently picked up English.

“So did you recognize most of yours?” Skye asked again.

Luka didn’t answer for a long time. Water splatted loudly around her as she moved under the stream, silvery-white in Skye’s peripherals. Skye didn’t like the quiet. It made things awkward. “I recognized mine…yeah.”

Skye couldn’t help but notice that Luka had grown still beside her, had leaned slowly into the wall. She found her eyes drifting. She was met with a horrific view: massive, knotted lines of scar tissue formed a v-shape over Luka’s backside, scraped over her hipbones and joined at a point near her―

Skye darted her eyes away, but they shot back as though magnetized. Some of the scar tissue had been torn loose, lined with several more fresher wounds in the same grating lines. Skye severed her gaze a second time and cleared her throat.

“I recognized some of mine. Though there were other things…” Skye trailed off at the small, hushed cries that made their way from the corner of the tub. Luka slid down the wall to curl at the floor, face still tucked into the tile in an attempt to muffle her sobs. Skye found herself snapping upright and catching her, though she immediately regretted it when Luka whirled around and shoved her away with a pained, terrified look in her eyes.

“Sorry!” Skye rushed, holding up her hands. She swallowed at the sight, at the series of soft slits and ridges, of bright, ribbed flesh, and below that―

“Get out!” Luka belted out, ripping up the shower curtain and slinging it as a wet ball in Skye’s direction. Skye didn’t argue. She quickly shot through the door and slammed it shut behind her with a huffed breath.

Vale glanced up at her from the edge of the bed. She wore a surprised, furrowed brow and held her phone to her ear, legs crossed at the carpet.

“Nah. Tell boss man I’m sorry, but it’s not happening. There’s just no fuckin’ way,” she said. She shot Skye a curious look and gestured toward the bathroom door with a shrug. “No. Can’t say what happened but it―” She paused and met Skye’s gaze with a twitch of a frown. “Yeah. Thanks, Ez.” She clicked her phone off and tilted her head. “At least you lasted longer than me.”

Skye crossed the floor and skidded onto the bed with her arms stretched out in front of her. “She’s using real words now.” She let out a long, exhausted breath and squinted through the overhead light to study Vale’s face. Her eyes had shined over. They coaxed Skye to ease in on her elbows, to reach out and brush her fingers along her arm. “What is it?”

“Nothin’…” Vale edged toward her and reached out with one hand to brush Skye’s messed bangs from her eyes. “Just…had a little too much time to think by myself out here. Couldn’t stop thinking about everything that happened. About…” She sucked in a breath as Skye reached up to press her finger to her lips.

“You said it. You said we’re okay now.”

Vale frowned into her finger. She slowly nodded and shifted the pads of her fingers over Skye’s jaw. Skye eased her eyes shut beneath the familiar, affectionate gesture: one of the first touches she had ever associated with Vale. Her eyelids bobbed and her mind reeled elsewhere, back to the Ferris wheel where they’d watched the fireworks together. The moment seemed so long ago now, so out of reach.

“So…she’s talking huh?” Vale finally asked, voice soft.

Skye’s eyes flicked open. “Yeah. She says she got the words from my memories.”

Vale’s eyes slid back and forth between Skye’s, perhaps studying her for some kind of emotion. “What do you make of her?”

 Skye sighed and shifted further into the bed. She kicked her shoes free, sealed the small amount of distance between them and pressed their bellies. Vale closed her arms around her and leaned in to glide her lips over her forehead.

“She’s…” Skye didn’t quite know how to phrase what she thought of Luka. “She’s not me,” she repeated her earlier statement. “She shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t be able to go to that place with the sand and the stars, but―” Skye paused at the feel of Vale’s fingers squeezing gently over her waist. They calmed her, coaxed her to slow down.

“But?”

“She’s not me,” Skye insisted. “But I feel like we’re somehow the same.”

Vale sat up a little. “Yeah?”

“I…” Skye flicked her eyes over Vale’s lips and caught her gaze. She lost herself in the faint burn of her eyes, the strange glow that resided deep within them. “You remember how we said we must have known each other somehow, before this life? What if they’re somehow getting mixed up, like…” Skye sighed, unsure of how to phrase her theory without sounding utterly insane.

“It’s okay, Skye. I’m listening.”

“Just… It’s not just her name,” Skye said with a cringe, still unhappy about the fact that she shared a name with the girl. “I saw things, too. When she said she saw my memories, I saw this…girl,” Skye finally admitted, focusing on Vale’s jaw in an attempt to avoid her eyes. “She reminded me of you.”

“Really?”

Skye glanced up then, surprised by the curious tone. She had expected Vale to be upset, maybe even mad, though she wasn’t sure why.

“Was she hot?”

Skye burst out laughing at the question. It felt good and whole and rushed warmth to her body.

Vale sat up with a wide grin. She worked her fingers between Skye’s ribs, intent on tickling the answer from her. “Was she?”

Skye laughed beneath the assault, rolled onto her back and beat at Vale’s hands. She finally managed to collect them and pinned them onto the bed. Vale hovered over her with her same bright smile.

“She looked a lot like you. So yeah. Pretty hot,” Skye teased.

“Tell me,” Vale pressed, absolutely brimming with curiosity. “I wanna know. Give me details.”

Skye chuckled, released one of Vale’s hands and drifted her fingers along her jaw and into her wild locks. “She had your hair, but longer. And red.”

“My hair is red,” Vale fought, feigning an offended look. She leaned in and tickled Skye’s neck with it.

“Yeah…” Skye went on sliding her fingers through it and gently worked a tangle free. “It was just like this, where your…” Skye flicked her fingers along the wild, feathery hair. Vale had always worn that bright, molten halo, as if there were something warm and fiery unfurling just behind her. “Where your tips go red, but everywhere. Like Phoenix feathers.”

“Phoenix feathers―oh, Skye. You have me blushing.”

Skye chuckled again and squeezed at Vale’s bicep. “And her skin was a lot like yours. All golden.”

“Golden!” Vale was clearly enjoying herself now. A furious blush flared up just beneath her eyes. “Skye, I can’t handle so much flattery at once. It has to come in sessions―”

“Golden. Just like…” Skye shifted forward to brush their lips. “Just like that little shimmer of gold in your eyes. I see it all the time. It’s like a light or a flame.”

Vale rolled on top of her again, unable to handle the laughter that burst from her. “You’re so romantic, Skye. You make me feel so girly and warm.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Skye laughed, reaching out to swat her arm.

There came a loud tap from the other side of the bathroom door. Skye eased upright. “…I’m wet,” Luka muffled through the door.

Vale slid off the bed and trudged toward her dresser to retrieve some clothes. Skye sat up to watch her, a strange sense of calm easing back into her heart and lungs. Everything felt…normal again. As normal as it could be.

Vale gently eased the door open with the bundle of clothes in hand. They came flying back at her, followed by the slamming door. “Aye!” Vale shouted. She spun around to shoot Skye an offended glance, threw her hands up and flung the undergarments against the wall. “Fuck you too,” she mumbled over her shoulder.

“I want Skye,” Luka ground out.

Skye chewed her lip at Vale’s hurt expression; she’d furrowed her brow and strode from the door with a defeated look. Skye caught her on her way and gave her arm a soft squeeze. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll help her.”

“I just—!” Vale rushed, lowering her eyes. “What did I do? Did I say something wrong?”

Skye pressed their foreheads and let her eyes ease shut, realizing her body wanted nothing more than to collapse beside Vale in that moment, to sleep for a year. “No. I don’t know what her problem is. She yelled at me too.”

“…Eh.”

Skye smiled and steered her back toward the bed. “Just lay down. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Vale puckered her lips into a frown as Skye backed toward the bathroom and offered a sad smile. She collected the clothes Vale threw before easing the door open to a crack. Luka stood before the mirror with the crumpled sheet of curtain wrapped around her shoulders, looking livid.

“You’re supposed to dry off with the towel,” Skye pointed out. “Move.” Luka backed into the toilet and slanted her eyes up at Skye as she clicked the door shut. “You really have no idea how anything works,” Skye sighed, setting the clothes down on the counter and collecting one of Vale’s towels. Luka shifted awkwardly as she closed in on her with it stretched out in her hands.

“I won’t look, just fuckin’ put that thing down.”

Luka dragged the plastic closer to her body. “You said that last time.”

Skye frowned. “I said I was sorry. I just got distracted by the cuts and―”

Luka dragged her eyes away with a rushed exhale.

“We have medicine we can put on that,” Skye went on. “I’m sure Vale’s got something in here. We can wrap it up. It’ll heal faster.”

Luka tore the towel out of her hands and dragged it toward her face. She blinked at it confusedly. “It’s soft.”

Skye laughed. “Yeah, they tend to be soft.” Luka dumped the shower curtain on the floor in favor of the much softer towel. “Do you want medicine or not?” Skye turned to peruse the medicine cabinet. “Hey Vale!” she called. “Do you have Bacitracin or something?”

“Uh…” Vale’s voice was muffled. She sounded like she might be face-down on the bed. “I think so. Fuck if I’m coming in there though.”

“Oh yeah, here’s some.” Skye took the tube in hand and squinted down at the label. “You know what? This might not be a good idea. You’re not even…”

Luka glanced up at her with an irritated look.

“You’re not exactly human. I don’t know what this would do to you.”

“Human…”

“It’s what we are. Which you clearly are not.”

Luka chewed at her lip and slid her eyes over Skye’s body.

Skye distracted herself with the contents of Vale’s medicine cabinet. “I can at least wrap it,” she added in a soft voice.

Luka nodded, seemingly resigning herself to the idea.

Skye cracked the bathroom door open just enough to peek out at Vale. “Do you have any bandages, like gauze or something?”

Vale arched her eyebrow. “Why? She knick you?”

Skye blinked at the assumption. “No―no, she’s got…we just need some gauze,” she finally finished. She couldn’t see Luka, though she knew her eyes could have blazed a hole into the back of her head.

“…Okay. There’s a first aid kit under the sink. Prolly have something in there.”

Skye snapped the door shut and turned to find Luka holding the towel in a ball at her thighs. She looked extremely uncomfortable. Skye tore her eyes away from the strange ridges that made up her chest and ducked her head underneath the sink’s cabinet. She couldn’t believe what was standing beside her, couldn’t fathom where she could have possibly come from. She could only visualize the girl’s scars all over again, her strange slits, her…parts.

Luka lowered her gaze to the gauze in Skye’s hand, turned and brandished her back for Skye to work. “You look a lot like me,” she mumbled. 

Skye’s heart lurched at the mass of scar tissue and open wounds. There wasn’t any blood, though Skye had to remind herself that the girl’s veins had been white and glowing―and there certainly was a lot of that going on inside of each tear. She grabbed up a fistful of toilet paper and dabbed at the wounds. She’s fucking bleeding, she realized. This is blood.

She swallowed as she unraveled the gauze and tried to figure out the best way to cover it all. She tried not to look at them as she went, but she couldn’t help but wonder what could have caused such damage. She cleared her throat. “So…” she fought for something to say as she passed the gauze around her waist. “How come you don’t like Vale?”

Skye didn’t miss the way Luka clenched her fist on top of the counter. Skye checked the mirror to catch Luka biting at her lip, a mixture of anger and grief in her eyes.

“I like her,” she answered softly, unclenching her fist. “She just looks like…someone I know.”

The redhead, Skye wanted to say. “And you don’t like the person she reminds you of?”

Luka slanted her eyes back at Skye with a flash of irritation. “I just don’t want her seeing me like this, okay?” she ground out. “I know she’s not her,” Luka tore the sentence right from Skye’s mouth. “It still feels…weird. Like she’s watching me through her eyes. Just…quit asking.”

“Fine.” Skye went on wrapping the gauze around her hips as another bout of silence fell between them. “Here.” She unraveled a pair of Vale’s boxers and shook them a few times. “Bottom.” She grasped the undershirt up. “Top.”

“I know how to get dressed.”

“Well you don’t know how anything else works.”

“Please get out.”

Skye blinked. It was much nicer than being shouted at again, though it still came coupled with a pang of heartache. She set the clothes back down, retreated to the bedroom and snapped the door shut behind her, glad to be out of the humidity.

Vale lay on her back with one knee propped up and an arm slung over her eyes. She peeked at Skye from between her fingers.

Skye went over with a small huff. “She doesn’t hate you.”

“Yeah, I heard you both talking,” she mumbled, sitting up just enough to slide over. She motioned for Skye to lay down. Skye didn’t need any further urging. She collapsed beside her with a puff of air.

For a long while, they only lay in each others arms, Skye with her head pressed to Vale’s chest and Vale with her hand gently gliding in and out of Skye’s hair. Skye closed her eyes as she listened to her breaths and her heart, dizzied by the feel of her rising and falling chest.

The door clicked behind her, and she found herself slowly turning in Vale’s arms to glance at where Luka stood. She looked the very definition of out of place. Her gauze lay bunched up around her waist, peeking out from between her undershirt and boxers. Skye sat up and scratched at her forearm.

Luka held out a hand. “You don’t have to get up. I can see you’re tired.”

Vale took that as an invitation and thudded back into her pillow with a rushed exhale. Skye climbed to her feet despite her body screaming at her to be still and rest. She trudged toward the front room and waved for Luka to follow her. Ripley stared up at them from where he sat perched at the end of the couch.

“You can sleep out here,” Skye said, suddenly very aware of how physically and mentally exhausted she was. She dragged one of the couch’s cushions away and shook it up and down to rid it of Luka’s sand. The girl simply stood behind her with a grim look. Ripley leapt onto the cushion as soon as Skye replaced it and went to work picking at it with his claws.

“Be nice to Ripley. I bet he’ll sleep with you.”

Luka grunted and closed in on the couch with a tired look of her own.

Skye pulled Vale’s silvery blanket free from the back cushion. “If you think that towel was soft…” She smiled before handing it over, pleased with the shocked expression that overcame the girl. “Yeah.”

Luka quickly cocooned herself in it and slid onto the couch. “Thank you.”

“No.” Skye shook her head and placed a steady hand on her shoulder. “Thank you. For saving us.”

Luka shuddered. “You didn’t need me there. You would have done it yourself.”

Skye cringed at the way she said it, knowing that she meant killing the man. “Why did you, then? Why did you come, I mean? What brought you here?”

Luka grabbed up another large handful of the blanket, dragged it into her chest and sighed. “I can feel you when you come into the Ajur.”

“Ajur?” Skye asked, feeling as though she were butchering the pronunciation. Luka had said it with a much softer sound, like it simply breezed off her tongue.

“The inner realm. I could hear you crying through it, could see you…feel you.” Luka dragged her eyes up and down the edge of the couch as if she were afraid to meet Skye’s gaze.

Skye crouched in front of her and caught her eyes. Their familiarity wrenched at Skye’s heart. It felt as though she were looking into a grayscale mirror. “You could feel me?”

“I could feel your pain. I know…” Luka forced her eyes away. “I had to stop it because I know…” Skye closed her eyes and reached out to lay her hand on top of Luka’s damp hair. She could feel the girl shaking through the top of her skull. “I know how it feels for someone to…tear everything from you at once, like you’re some…thing they can have―” Luka finally choked. “Not being able to stop it, no matter what you try or say or do―”

Skye closed her hand around the back of Luka’s head and tried to make sense of what she was saying. “I’m so sorry…” she managed.

Luka only trembled further, as if the gesture were somehow foreign, even unwanted. But she didn’t move. She held her breath and refused to utter another sound.

“I’m sorry,” Skye apologized again, this time for touching her. She quickly withdrew her hand, tucked it against her chest and flicked her eyes everywhere but where Luka rested. “Are you…gonna be okay out here?” she asked. She didn’t know what else she could do to make the girl more comfortable. “Do you need anything else?” She drew in another startled breath at the bright, metallic eyes that swept back over her.

“I’m…” Luka simply stared at her for a long moment, sucked at her lower lip and rubbed a shaking hand over her jaw. “…really hungry,” she admitted with a grimace.

Skye scrambled upright and quickly searched Vale’s empty fridge and barren cabinets. She eventually came across an unopened box of breakfast pastries, grabbed the whole thing and brought it back. Luka went on staring as she fumbled with the silver packaging. Skye handed the crumbling mess over and winced as Luka dove it straight into her mouth and sprinkled the top of Ripley’s head with crumbs. He glanced back at her with a flick of his ears and a sleepy trill.

Skye cleared her throat and let her eat for a minute before dumping the rest of the packed pastries onto the couch beside her. “You can have all of them. I’m sorry we don’t have more,” she went on. “We can get more in the morning.”

Luka swallowed back the dry meal and ran the back of her hand over her mouth. She flit her eyes between Skye’s, lowered them to her own trembling hands and mumbled, “Thanks. You can, uh, go back to her,” she finally said, managing to regain some control of her voice. “I have my Ip,” she added, gesturing through the blanket at where Ripley lay.

“Rip,” Skye corrected. “His name’s Ripley.”

“Ip,” Luka murmured.

Skye found herself slowly shaking her head and rising to her feet. Before she left, she collected a dried mug from Vale’s dish rack and poured some water into it. Luka flit her eyes over her with an arched brow, already halfway through her second pastry.

“Here’s some water,” Skye offered. She set it down on the coffee table.

“Thank you,” Luka said again. Skye watched as Luka’s hand drifted from underneath the blanket, gently dragged along the top of Ripley’s head and rested on top of him.

“Night,” Skye managed.

A crumb tumbled down Luka’s chin. “Uh?”

“Night,” Skye repeated, retreating to Vale’s room. “It’s something we say here before going to sleep.”

Luka blinked back at her and took another bite. “Night,” she muffled around it.

Skye’s heart surged back to life at the sight that awaited her beyond the bedroom door. Vale lay flat on her back with her legs stretched out exhaustedly, head turned into her pillow, eyes shut. She breathed deeply, lips slightly parted and eyelashes fluttering. Skye crept in beside her, careful not to budge her or make too much noise. Vale rolled over anyway and eased in to close her arm around Skye’s waist.

Skye managed a small smile and tickled her cheek with a soft kiss. “Night Vale,” she whispered.

“Hm-nm.”

“I love you,” she said again, barely above a whisper.

“…Hn. Love you…Skye.”
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CKAJI

Scored chunks of charred crystals littered the landscape before Skye. They rose up in towering, charcoal gray trunks and spewed an opaque smoke into the air. Lava moved in slow currents between them, engulfing everything in its path with a fiery ooze. Globes of solid white metal lay embedded in the distant rock. They stood out like domes of ice on the horizon, reflecting what little sun managed to find its way through the smoke and ash. Skye moved toward them as though in a trance, one foot after the other, one stifled breath at a time.

There came a soft press to her back. It was gentle, pin-pointed, moved in slow circles along the edges of her shoulder blades and shifted up her spine. Her eyes threatened to ease shut at the gentle press, but she managed to focus them again, driven by some baser urge to seek what stood beyond the orbs.

A shadow loomed in the distance. It was motionless, tall and hunched forward atop two malformed legs. Its arms swayed at its sides, one of which seemed like nothing more than a long, tapered appendage. There was no head and a gaping hole where its chest should have been. The sun blazed at its back, lit up the cavity with a bright orange ring and tunneled into Skye’s mind with a painful throb.

There came a shriek, and Skye couldn’t tell where it emanated from. It was all around her and in her, reverberating within her mind. The shadow belted out a horrifying groan and thundered toward her at a slanting sprint. Skye twisted on her feet and stumbled backward. She hissed at the thud to her knees, the sharp crystals that struck the heels of her palms. She hadn’t even noticed she’d fallen, and she couldn’t get up fast enough. The shadow was already on top of her, grasping at the back of her head and tearing her upright.

“Filthy ckaji,” it spat. The voice was in her mind, thick and wet and choking. It snapped and buzzed as though a swarm of insects, and she could almost feel them crawling around at the backs of her eyes, squeezing past her eyelids and running down her cheeks.

She kicked at the air in a pitiful attempt to break free of the shadow’s grasp, nearly cried out in horror as she was forcibly turned to gaze on it. She froze at the sight of its gaping neck, the cut of white bone, the way its thick, tar-like blood bubbled and spewed like some kind of sick fountain. The liquid siphoned upright as a flurry of wet tendrils, weaved to replicate skin and bone.

“I killed you. You’re dead,” Skye struggled to say, and she wasn’t sure what had her saying it. They weren’t her words or her thoughts. It wasn’t even her voice. It was Luka’s.

She went on mouthing the words over and over again, eyes watering and burning at the visage that fell into place mere inches from her: a gaping, rasping face without eyes or a mouth. It glared back at her from two drawing, bottomless voids and laughed through the dripping, vertical slits that formed its nostrils. It was raucous and cold, sick and wet.

“You’re mine.”

Skye shot awake with a gasp and busted her head on Vale’s chin. She grimaced, flew her hands to her head and squinted back tears.

Vale shifted around at Skye’s back and rubbed her jaw. “Ow.”

Skye blurted out a startled huff of air and made to push herself upright, but she’d somehow fallen asleep face-down and Vale had made herself quite comfortable on her back. She blinked back her surprise and let the reality of where she was sink in; she could still hear the shadow’s voice oozing out from its vertical nostrils, somehow both wet and grating on her ears. A long shiver ran up her spine as though her body sought to expel the memory in one heaving breath.

“I take it the massage didn’t work,” Vale grunted. Skye glanced over her shoulder and offered an apologetic grimace. Vale smiled back, slid forward and settled her head on Skye’s shoulder.

“You were massaging me?”

Vale drew back just enough to resume her caresses. “Yeah,” she chuckled.

Skye sighed and eased her eyes shut. “I felt that,” she whispered. “Felt you in my dream.”

“Was it nice?”

“It was…but I wish you’d just woken me up.”

Vale drifted her fingertips further up and pressed on the taut muscle between her neck and shoulders. “Another nightmare?”

Skye curled her fingers into the pillow and nodded. The sun was already blazing through the curtains, high in the sky. She wondered how long they’d been asleep.

Vale’s fingers slid up the base of Skye’s neck, combed through her hair and over her ear. “What was it about?”

“It was of…” Skye flicked her eyes open. “It was…a monster.”

Vale didn’t press further. She went on shifting her hands over Skye’s back, pausing only to knead smooth circles into particularly hard knots of muscle.

“Is Luka awake?” Skye asked. She half expected Vale to ask who Luka was, and what Skye was even talking about. Skye wondered if―almost hoped―the previous night’s events had all been part of some elaborate nightmare.

Vale pushed upright, slid her legs on either side of Skye’s hips and went on pressing on her back. “She’s still asleep on the couch.” Skye glanced back at her and sucked at the inside of her lip. Vale was focused and intent, her eyes soft. Skye slipped her eyes shut and sighed.

“God damn, Vale.”

“Hm?” Vale hummed, unable to mask her low, teasing chuckle. She slid her hands over Skye’s waist and drew her shirt up with a soft drag of her nails. Skye bit back a quiet pant and shivered through the resulting prickle of skin. Her head spun at the press of Vale’s body, the feel of her cushioning legs, the warmth of her touch.

“Tek’ke sa’as.”

Vale paused, lowered onto her entirely and pressed her lips to her ear. “Luka taught you how to talk dirty to me?”

Skye blinked and glanced back at Vale through heavy-lidded eyes. “Huh?”

“That wasn’t English, Sunshine.”

Skye mouthed the words over until realization dawned. She shot up and nearly bucked Vale off of her. Vale only chuckled, gripped onto her shoulders and pinned her back down. Her thighs became a vice on her hips.

“Why so shocked? She learned English from you. Seems normal to me,” she went on, resuming her massage.

“I didn’t mean to―I didn’t know I―” Skye blinked several more times and willed herself to relax. “You’re so…calm about all of this.” She collected a handful of Vale’s sheet, nuzzled further into her pillow and released a solid breath.

Vale hummed. “What’d you say?”

Skye mouthed the words again. Vale slid over her a second time, just enough to coax another shameless quiver from her shoulders. It came coupled with a shaky exhale, a clench of her fist. “You’re so soft.”

Vale chuckled again. “That’s what you said?”

Skye nodded into the pillow.

“Say something else,” Vale requested with a small, shivering breath. Skye gave the sheets another squeeze and shifted underneath Vale’s weight. Vale had settled quite pointedly over the backs of her thighs, slid one hand over her bare waist and another over Skye’s outstretched arm.

“Uh…” Skye cleared her throat. “Like what?”

“Something hot.”

Skye’s heart pounded in her chest. This is fucking turning her on? She blazed at the thought, sucked at the inside of her lip and focused. But she didn’t need to focus. The words leapt to the forefront of her mind and rolled perfectly off her tongue, “Tek’ka pan’aub’as.”

Vale shivered into her before sinking her nails into her hip. Skye drove her face into the pillow and let out a startled breath. “What did you say?” Vale asked again, voice a mere whisper.

Skye unearthed herself just enough to gaze back on Vale with a small smirk. “I said you’ve got an excellent ass.”

Vale chewed back a grin, dragged her eyes over the curve of Skye’s neck and shifted her hips ever so suggestively against her backside. Skye muffled another small exhale into her pillow and clenched her legs together at the throb that lanced through her insides.

Vale entwined their fingers and led them over her own waist. “That so?” she whispered. Skye gave her lip another slow chew and nodded as Vale went on guiding her palm over the backs of her worn pants. The material was soft and thin, a frail barrier to the firm swell of Vale’s backside. Vale jutted into her again the moment Skye closed a hand over her.

Heat and color shot to Skye’s cheeks in an instant.

The bedroom door burst open and Luka blasted in with her hands closed over her groin, a firm grimace twisting her lips and watering eyes. Vale vaulted off the bed, grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her into the bathroom in a single rushed leap.

“In the toilet! The toilet! Bloody hell, the fucking hole in the ground―the seat!”

“Get out!” Luka nearly screamed before slamming the door in her face. Vale collapsed into it and flung the back of her arm over her forehead. Skye burst out laughing at the visible heat in her cheeks, the glaze to her eyes.

“She’s got a―” Vale tried, chest heaving. She gestured between her own legs several times, beyond words. Skye turned on her side with an intrigued smirk. Vale went on making crude gestures with her hands until blurting out, “She’s gotta fuckin’ python down there―” Her hand fell to her thigh with a heavy slap. “Like the actual fuckin’ tail-end of a py―”

There came another loud crash, like Luka had upended the entire shower curtain rod and slung it at the door.

Skye sank back into the pillow with her chin in hand. “Just like your sketch,” she pointed out. Vale opened and closed her mouth several times. “You draw them, Vale.”

Vale rushed a hand through her hair. “I don’t draw them.”

“You drew my nightmare, too.”

“What?” Vale slid upright and grasped at the doorframe.

“That drawing Luka destroyed last night…that’s what it was.”

Vale dropped her hand and gazed up at the ceiling. She shook her head a few times. “Nah I didn’t, I―”

“That girl in all your sketches, the one you showed us at the fair…that’s her.”

“Her? Her who?” Vale ran another hand through her hair and blinked a few rapid times. “The hot redhead?”

Skye laughed. She could see the realization slowly sinking in, transforming Vale’s look of shock into one of wonder.

“Oh,” Vale realized.

Skye knew it wasn’t just her. Vale knew some things, however vaguely, however much she wanted to believe they were just drawings or feelings. There was something there in her too.

The bathroom door ripped inward. Vale nearly fell into it, leapt upright and braced herself on the frame. Luka attempted to thrust her out of the way.

“Aye! I don’t know what planet you’re from, but on Earth we wash our hands after pissin’ and I haven’t heard the sink going―” Vale barred her from leaving. “Get―in there!” She shoved her back, grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her toward the sink.

Luka practically hissed as Vale closed in on her and turned on the faucet. Skye grinned, shook her head and gazed on the nightstand to check the time on her phone. It was already well past noon. She blinked at the message on the screen, realizing she wasn’t even looking at her own phone, but Vale’s.

I need to see you. I love you too, the message read. The sender’s name was saved as Bitch. Skye couldn’t help but swipe it open. There was only one other message with the person, from Vale.

I could’ve died tonight, Mum. Just wanted to say I still love you.

She quickly slid it back onto the nightstand at the sound of Vale’s startled, “Ouch!”

“Then don’t―” Luka argued, “―poke!”

Skye raised an eyebrow and quickly returned to her own phone.

I know you’re busy doing you know what with Cake, but just in case you come home early, three knocks will do. It was from Anya. Skye knew full well what three knocks meant, and the thought of Shane and her sister going at it then made her sit up very fast and blush. Another message followed: Vale, I meant. Best autocorrect ever, though. The visual of you having a blast with some cake? Too much to handle right now.

Vale collided with the ground with a rushed mmph! and Skye flashed upright to find her laying flat on her stomach. Luka pushed out of the bathroom with a spray of soap suds running down her forearms and an entirely soaked undershirt. She belted out a short laugh at Vale’s incapacitation and slipped into the front room before Vale could get hold of her.

Vale turned on her back and stared at the ceiling, winded by the scuffle. “We need some privacy,” she panted.

“For her or for us?”

“Both.”

Skye grinned. She knew full well that Vale was only flustered because they’d been interrupted. “There’s a spare room at my place. We could give her the blow-up mattress.”

Vale clambered upright and brushed at her pant legs. “Don’t you think Anya would…have some questions?”

Skye blinked. She hadn’t even considered it. What would she tell people? What could she possibly make up to excuse bringing a complete stranger into the house, not to mention for an extended period of time? Could she trust Luka to stay there by herself without setting fire to the place or worse, caving the entire structure in during some otherworldly panic attack?

“We’ll have to think of something. She can’t stay here. We’ll eventually have to take her out and―”

“Hngh.” Vale ran her fingers through her hair. “You even sure she’s…y’know, a she? I mean―”

Skye shrugged. “She looks like a girl.”

“People are gonna notice she’s a little, ah, weird.”

“I can hear you talking,” Luka said rather loudly from the next room, voice thick with offense.

Skye blushed. She slid forward just enough to catch sight of Luka leaning against the arm of the couch, prying loose a strand of gauze and flicking it to the carpet. Ripley walked a figure eight between her legs. Skye blinked down at the cat before shrugging back at Vale. “We’ll have to walk back to my car anyway. We’ll think of something on the way.”

Vale hummed and scratched at the back of her head. “It’d be nice to shower in a bathroom that isn’t beyond wrecked,” she ground out the last couple words, directing them toward the front room with a scowl. “But the back and forth could be a pain. Can I bring Ripley?”

Skye smiled. “Anya always did like cats.”

Vale grinned and pushed off from the doorway to race to her closet. Skye could hear her toppling hangers and slamming drawers before she burst back into the bedroom with an armful of clothes in hand. She chucked them on the bed, rounded on Skye and swept her into a hug.

“I’ll bring all my drawing stuff and…and Dead Space!”

Skye laughed. “I have Dead Space, Vale.”

“Then I’ll bring something else! And I’ll bring―” She darted back into the closet and retrieved a black duffle bag. She didn’t even make it all the way back before she was tearing it open, flinging dresser drawers open and tossing clothes into it. “―I’ll bring some of Ripley’s toys, some strawberry sodas and―” Vale glanced back at her with an almost wicked look in her eyes. She had probed into that drawer and was slowly dragging her finger left and right along its edge. “―I could bring something else.” She bit back a devilish grin.

Skye’s knees went weak. She couldn’t see the drawer’s contents from where she sat, though she could imagine what Vale was looking on with that heavily indecisive look in her eyes.

She turned her back on Skye before plunging something into her bag. “This one’ll do,” she said with a smirk. She added another. “And, ah, this one too.” She glanced over her shoulder with a heated look in her eyes, one that had Skye clenching her legs together and masking her own sly smile beneath her fingers.

The fridge snapped shut in the next room, coaxing both of them to gaze on the doorway. There came the soft crinkle of a wrapper, a noise that had Vale launching off the floor and rounding on the front room.

“Get outta that butter!” She flung the door further open and bounced it off the wall. Ripley ran over to it and gave its spring doorstop a smack. Skye went on laughing as Vale and Luka flew into another scuffle near the fridge in which Vale ended up grasping the bar of butter high above her head and shouting, “Have you been eating these? How many of these have you eaten?”

Luka managed to wriggle loose from Vale’s hold and climbed up her back to snatch it back. Vale smacked it out of her hands and sent it flying to the tile with a skid.

“Hey!” Skye called. Luka glanced up at her, looking livid. “Stop torturing Vale. We’ll get you some food at my house.”

Luka conceded, though she didn’t look happy about it. She retrieved the stick of butter and slowly delivered it to Vale’s expectant hand. Vale rounded on the sink and flung it into the trash.

“I hope you get bloody sick.”


SANCTUM

Skye beat on Anya and Shane’s bedroom window three times before approaching the front door, pausing only to grab Luka up by the back of her hoodie. “English only. In fact, don’t talk at all unless you’re absolutely sure.” Skye rapped on the window three more times to be safe. “Don’t answer any questions, and look away if they try to stare at you. Don’t let them see any of your weird parts―”

“I understand,” Luka sighed.

Skye wasn’t finished. “Don’t touch anybody.”

Vale chuckled and readjusted her duffle bag. “Touch whatever you want, Moonshine. Especially Skye’s things.”

Skye shot her a look before the door finally flew open. Anya stood there with her hands on her hips. “Skye, that was six hours ago. Shane’s at work. Did you even check the driveway―?” She glanced down at Luka. “Oh. Who’s this?”

The three of them stood there looking guilty. As directed, Luka quickly averted her eyes and focused on the ground. Thankfully, Anya was more interested in the cat perched on her shoulders. She surged forward, abandoning the front door to swing shut behind her.

“Oh my god! He’s so cute! What’s wrong with his eyes?”

“He’s a bit blind,” Vale explained.

“Oh no! He can’t see? Can I…hold him?” Anya padded her bare feet up and down in her excitement. Luka let go of Ripley’s tail long enough to pass him over, dragging the small leash he wore between the two of them. Skye didn’t miss the way Anya caught Luka’s eyes. She’d glanced back at her twice and furrowed her eyebrows before taking the cat into her arms. Ripley squeaked as he was passed around, spurring Anya to squeak in return and nuzzle his forehead.

“This is Luka,” Vale introduced the girl for her, remaining nonchalant. Anya glanced up from in between Ripley’s ears to catch her eyes again, and Luka lowered her gaze and gripped harder onto her plastic bag of still-wet clothes.

“Anya,” she introduced herself. “Vale’s friend?”

Skye cleared her throat and motioned for Vale to go inside. “Not quite. Anya, can I talk to you a minute?”

Anya furrowed her eyebrows and stared around at the three of them before gently passing Ripley back to Luka. Luka clutched him to her chest and bustled after Vale. They disappeared into the house with a soft click.

“Nat…? What’s going on?” Anya rubbed at the front of her neck as though she had an itch, something Skye knew she only did when she was nervous or worried.

“It’s not really a big deal.” Skye tried to remain as nonchalant as Vale had sounded, but her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and glanced sidelong at her mom’s garden. “Uh…we found her on the way home last night. She’s a runaway. Vale and I think she’s been abused.”

“…What?” Anya nearly mouthed the word. She grasped at Skye’s shoulder, forcing her gaze. “Abused like how?”

Skye flicked her eyes away, focusing instead on the low seashell wall. She had assumed this would be hard, that lying to Anya would hurt the most. However, as she stood there repeating the lines she and Vale had recited, she realized the lie wasn’t responsible for the ache in her gut, the nausea that had come over her.

Everything she’d told Anya was true. They did find Luka. She did run away. She was abused. And Skye was sure she knew how.

“She was…abused,” she said again, putting it simply.

Anya lowered her eyes. “Have you…tried calling one of those hotlines? Or…”

“No, she doesn’t want to. She wants to stay with Vale and I.”

Anya caught her eyes. They were a deep, shining blue and threatening to spill over. Skye winced at the miserable expression. The longer she looked on her, the more she realized that even Anya, her own sister, didn’t share quite as many similarities with her as Luka did. Her stomach turned at the thought, and she wondered how long it would take before Anya would notice their likeness too.

“It’s not a problem,” Anya finally answered, voice firm. “If you want to help her, then I do too. Shane won’t object.”

Skye let out the breath of air she wasn’t even aware she was holding. Anya curled her fingers into her shoulder before moving in for a hug. It felt strange. It had been such a long time since Skye had actually held her sister, and for a moment she felt like a teenager all over again, clinging to the only family she had left.

“Where did you find her?” Anya asked, stirring Skye from her trance. Skye blinked a few times, drew away and pocketed her hands.

“In an alleyway between Vale’s work and her apartment.”

Anya grimaced and rubbed at the front of her neck again. “You think her parents will come looking for her?”

Skye shook her head, but she couldn’t think of any excuse why Luka’s made-up parents wouldn’t. “Don’t think so,” she offered halfheartedly.

“How old is she?”

“I don’t know.” Skye shrugged. “Sixteen? Seventeen?”

Anya slid her foot back and forth over the pavement and twirled a finger in her hair. “We could keep her in the spare bedroom until she figures out what to do.”

“Yeah… That’s what I thought, too.”

“Hmm,” Anya hummed, closing in on the front door. “No wonder she seemed so shy. Is there anything I should avoid doing?”

“Try not to touch her,” Skye offered. “She doesn’t like that.”

Anya nodded. “Okay.” She seemed depressed, and it pained Skye to know she’d caused it.

“Hey.” She clasped onto Anya’s wrist before she could disappear inside. “She’s also kinda silly, in a way. And…sweet. And she likes cats. I bet you’ll get along.” It felt strange describing Luka as silly and sweet, knowing that not long ago she had feared her, had been absolutely terrified by her liquid metal anomaly.

Anya smiled. “I’ll go get the mattress out for her, okay?”

“Thanks, Anya.”

“It’s nothing,” she added with another smile. “I…think it’s really great that you’re helping someone like this.”

Skye let out another relieved sigh as Anya closed her hand over her shoulder. She gave it a firm squeeze before pulling the door back open. The smell of rosemary chicken hit Skye as soon as they crossed the threshold. She glanced up at Anya and offered a lopsided smile. “Crock pot?” she asked, kicking her shoes loose.

“Yep. Should be done. I’ve just been letting it stew. I’ll go get the mattress out of the garage. You can get some for Luka if she’s hungry.”

Skye smiled after her as she padded down the hall, hair swinging. Her bedroom light had been flicked on, and both Luka and Vale stood inside, watching Ripley move in a slow circle around the center of Skye’s room. Vale glanced up at her approach with a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Alright there, Sunshine?” She arched an eyebrow at the soft smile Skye wore. “Went well, I take it?”

Skye nodded and edged nearer, pausing to let Ripley sniff at her knee. Luka stared all around her room, flicking her eyes to the desk and computer, then the bed. Skye and Vale had managed to stuff her into a pair of drop crotch pants and a hoodie, both of them white upon Luka’s demands. She still didn’t seem pleased with the getup.

“So…I’m Luka now,” she murmured, more to herself than either of them.

Skye cleared her throat and slowly nodded. “You’re…gonna be staying in the extra bedroom. Anya’s pumping up the mattress now.”

Vale breathed a sigh of relief and tossed her bag down. “That’s a load off.”

“Mattress?” Luka asked, pressing her hand to Skye’s bed.

Skye blinked back at her. It felt strange, seeing her in her bedroom and touching her things. She looked different somehow, as if she and the girl from Skye’s dreams weren’t one in the same. Her eyes appeared a normal, believable gray and her hair had lost some of its glow. Skye couldn’t even decide what color it truly was. It seemed to have trouble deciding, appearing as a bright, platinum blonde in some places while dulling to white in others. Even her skin seemed less bright, less silver. There was color to it now, and Skye wasn’t even sure when it had happened.

She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Yours will be in the other room, just the mattress by itself on the floor. It’s comfy though,” Skye added softly.

“Mm.” Vale crawled onto Skye’s mattress with a light bounce. “I take it I get to sleep right here.” She offered Skye a tempting smirk.

“Tch.” Skye chuckled and stepped over Ripley’s tail to join them. “Yeah, you get to be sandwiched between me and the wall in my tiny-ass twin bed.”

“What if I want the outside?”

“Then you risk getting kicked off,” Skye countered.

“I’m glad I get the floor. This is too high for me.” Luka poked at the mattress again and gazed alongside the small row of drawers that made up the bottom half of her bed.

Vale unclasped Ripley’s leash and tossed it onto the carpet. “There. You’re free to roam. Both of ya.” She pushed Luka forward. “Don’t make a mess. You’re in Skye’s house, now. Can’t be demolishing the place.”

Luka stooped down to gather Ripley up in her arms. She cupped a hand over the top of his head before wandering into the hallway as though in a trance. Vale expelled a heavy sigh, tossed her head back and crossed her arms behind her neck. Her hair flew around her in an arc, tempting Skye to lean in and run her fingers through it. Instead, she climbed in beside her and propped her chin in her palm.

“Your bed smells like you,” Vale said with her eyes closed. She ran her fingers through a lock of her own messy hair. “I’m just gonna lay here for a bit.”

Skye smiled and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Can’t wait until it smells like you.”

Vale flit her eyes open with a curious smirk, grabbed at the front of her own shirt and sniffed at it suspiciously. “I don’t smell like anything.”

“Yes you do,” Skye assured. “I can’t describe it, but you do.”

“Huh. Good smell?”

“Deliciously good.”

“Mm,” Vale murmured, shifting into Skye’s hand. “Doesn’t stop me from wanting a shower. I’m still caked with sand.”

Skye laughed. “Me too.”

“Guys,” Anya hissed from the doorway. “Luka’s eating straight out of the pot. Can you get her a plate, please?”

Skye sighed and sat up just enough to slide down the edge of the bed. Vale gazed after her and frowned. “I’ll be back,” Skye assured. “Why don’t you start the shower? I’ll join you in a minute.”

Vale grinned. Anya cocked an eyebrow, held her hands up like she didn’t want to hear any of it and walked away. Skye laughed, shrugged, and wandered down the hall to check on Luka. She was met with a view of the girl sitting crosslegged atop the counter. She hovered over the crock pot with the lid in one hand and poked small pieces of chicken into her mouth with the other.

“Come on,” Skye sighed, annoyed.

“What?” Luka countered, holding the lid up. “She said I could have some, I heard her.”

Skye dragged on her arm and grabbed the lid out of her hand. “Get off the counter,” she laughed. “You sit in the chairs. We put the food on plates.”

“Why?”

“Just because. Here.” Skye unearthed one from the cupboard and passed it to her. “Use the fork in there to dish it out. Don’t make Anya cringe.” Luka was only half paying attention. She’d stooped down to feed a piece to Ripley. Skye crossed her arms. “I don’t wanna have to watch after you all the time, so just try to act like us.”

“Okay.”

Skye grimaced at the way she said okay. It was too familiar and it sparked a line of goosebumps along the back of her neck. She backed out of the kitchen as Luka returned to the pot to fork out a whole piece.

“You’re gonna be living with us here. So don’t break anything. Vale and I are gonna be in the shower, alright?”

Luka glanced up at her as she speared the chicken. “Yeah.”

“Good.”

Skye retreated down the hall, feeling somewhat better about leaving Luka to roam the house. She nearly bumped into her sister on the way.

“All set up. How’s she doing?” Anya asked, glancing down the hall toward the kitchen. Skye peeked into the spare bedroom to find the mattress encompassing most of its floor, sandwiched between the couch and entertainment center. Anya had already put on a set of Skye’s black sheets and a couple of extra pillows.

Skye shrugged. “She’s eating off the plate now.”

Anya stood on her tip toes and gazed down the hall. “Can I talk to her?” Skye could hear the scrape of a fork hitting a plate and she smiled, glad to know that Luka was using it properly.

“Uh… You can try.” She shrugged again, wondering how much the two could possibly talk about without Luka having to go silent due to their agreed upon rules. “Could always talk to her about Ripley.”

“Alright. I’ll do that.” Anya gave the back of Skye’s shirt a tug and nodded toward the bathroom. “I know what you’re up to.”

Skye smirked. “We haven’t showered yet. I’m covered in sweat and―” Anya made a face. “―the dust of an alien world,” Skye finished.

Anya rolled her eyes and slipped away.

Skye grinned, approached the bathroom door and leaned in, heart racing at the shower’s muffled patter. No matter how many times she’d seen Vale naked, the prospect of seeing her again had her biting back a small smile and clenching up a fistful of her shirt in anticipation. She uttered a small chuckle before pushing the door open.


AIJA

Skye snapped the bathroom door shut behind her, eyes catching on the blurry silhouette of Vale’s nude form moving beneath the water. Vale paused at the sound, slid the shower door open and peeked out at her with those warm, heavy-lidded eyes.

“You coming in or you just gonna stand there swooning?”

“I am not swooning,” Skye replied, though it was impossible to hide her smirk. She was swooning. Vale curled a finger at her, coaxing her forward. Skye pushed from the door, yanked the front of her pants loose and kicked them free.

“Whoa—” Vale backed into the shower. Skye grinned, whipped her shirt and bra over her head in one smooth pull and flung them onto the toilet seat. “Hey, whoa, go easy―”

Skye had already closed in on the shower door and slid it fully open with a soft clatter. Vale stood with her back against the wall, teeth tugging at the inside of her lip with a heated look in her eyes. Skye raked her own across her body, entranced by the smooth rivulets of water working their way across her golden abdomen. She inhaled, climbed in after her and slapped the door shut in time to crash their lips.

“Mmph―”

Skye grinned into their kiss, slid her hands over Vale’s hips and worked her thumbs into the sensitive span of flesh between her hipbone and inner thigh. Vale sighed into her mouth. She slid a couple inches down the wall and smoothed her palm along Skye’s waist. Skye sealed the gap between their hips at the same time, inwardly impressed with how easily a simple sigh could have her insides suddenly pounding without mercy.

She groped around at the back of Vale’s thigh, lifted it to her waist and pressed into her. Vale arched against the wall and rewarded her with another low, shivering groan. “Hmm.” Skye smiled and tugged at Vale’s bottom lip with her teeth. She flicked her tongue there shortly afterward and trailed her fingers up the back of Vale’s thigh, closing in on the source of her warmth.

Vale cleared her throat and grasped at Skye’s wrist, stilling her hand. “I don’t think so,” she panted, locking their eyes. Hers were glistening and dark, begging for Skye to crash into her again. Vale gripped her jaw firmly in one hand and tilted her head. “My turn,” she whispered in her ear, and it had Skye’s legs quivering, threatening to dump her on the floor.

She didn’t object when Vale slid out from under her to stand at her back. She tugged at Skye’s wrist, led it toward the back of her own thigh and pinned her to the wall. The position was a perfect replica of how they’d woken up. Skye grinned, never surprised by the ease with which Vale could take them back a moment and prolong something that had been pure bliss.

Vale intertwined their fingers where they slid against the swell of her backside. “I believe you said…you quite like my ass?” she breathed in Skye’s ear. She was absurdly smooth, glossy beneath the water’s pulse.

“Yeah,” Skye shivered, kneading her fingers there. She touched her forehead to the tile, panted at the feel of Vale’s lips trailing up the side of her neck.

“Skye,” she whispered. “Skye, what is―what the fuck is this?”

Skye broke into a cold sweat at the rushed, even frantic whisper, at the feel of Vale’s thumb gliding gently along the curve of her bottom. She twisted in her arms. “What?” she rushed.

Vale lowered onto her knees and slid shaking hands along Skye’s skin―across ribbed, textured flesh.

Skye froze.

“Did he do this?” Vale burst, choking back a cry. It drove Skye into a state of panic. She twisted around a second time, flung a hand to her backside and winced at the hard, raised lines of scar tissue. Vale ran her thumbs up the tapered, v-shaped scars. “Did he do this somehow?”

“No…” Skye squeezed her eyes shut. She hadn’t even noticed them, hadn’t felt them until Vale brushed with them. “They’re Luka’s,” she realized.

Vale shot up behind her. “Luka did this?”

“No―” Skye raced for an explanation. She couldn’t see her own scars, but as she ran her fingers over them she couldn’t help but picture Luka’s own white, gnarled lines, and she knew that they were the same. “Luka has them too.” Another wave of cold sweat poured out of her at the realization and she buckled against the wall, gripped at Vale’s fingers.

“Skye―”

Skye couldn’t explain the pained, unrestrained gasp that broke free of her. She could feel the void opening up behind her and inside of her, threatening to engulf her. Her head was spinning, and all she could think to do was drag Vale into her further, tuck her face into her neck and breathe.

“Skye,” Vale whispered, tilting her head to meet her gaze. “Tell me.”

Skye squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to breathe. Open, close. Open, close.

Vale clutched at the back of her head. “What’s going on?” 

“I don’t know,” Skye gasped. She clenched her teeth at the familiar, nightmarish sensation of insects clustering behind her eyes, swarming to get out. It came coupled with an increasingly low, gravelly cry―a sound that pounded at her eardrums and thrashed inside of her skull. A sound that had her convulsing, heaving and threatening to void her stomach.

Vale gasped something akin to a hold on. She was trying to hold her up and whispering steadily into her ear in an effort to calm her and ground her, to bring her back. “Hold on,” she tried again, voice wavering amidst the increasingly ravenous growl. “Stay awake with me Skye, don’t let it―”

Skye flung a hand to the tiled wall. It liquefied at her touch, flicked at her elbows and sucked on her. Vale―

A low, grating hum hijacked her senses next. It mixed with the growl, blotting out what remained of Vale’s heaving breaths and hushed pleas. The wall went on melting around her and drawing her in.

She could feel Vale tearing loose from her, though their bright, magnifying threads remained, binding them together. They held onto her even as the tile bled into a pool of oil black, even as her feet parted with the earth and the warm, rushing water became a scalding heat, even as Vale vanished entirely, dissolving into a flurry of scorching ash.

“Vale!”

She scrambled upright amidst a landscape of charcoal gray crystal and clawed at the mineral hard enough to draw blood to her fingertips―blood that nearly flashed, luminescent atop the stone. She’d been there before. She’d seen it before. She’d smelled it, inhaled it, suffered through it before―

“Ckaji!”

She couldn’t turn around fast enough. The shadow from her nightmare was already at her legs and arms, thudding at the ground with a force that had the crystals spraying apart into glistening chunks at her sides.

“You’re mine,” the thing rasped, a hair’s breadth from her ear. It caught her, pinned her and nearly flung her sidelong into a slow crawl of lava. Skye sucked in a gasp and twisted around beneath the shadow’s weight. The thing piled in on her from every direction and gripped her up by the waist with one long, coiling appendage of an arm.

It drove itself flush against her before gazing on her with endless, searing chasms for eyes. They were bottomless, entirely devoid of warmth or life and sucked on her breath as though a vacuum.

“Help,” she cried out, though her voice came out ragged and unrecognizable, light and young and terrified. It wasn’t even her own anymore. “Vale!” Her heart shriveled at the pit of her stomach and she sobbed, begged for the entity to surface inside of her, for its silvery light to fill in around her and save her, to protect her like it had in the alleyway. Though something else had formed in its absence: true, unfathomable fear, and the knowledge that there was no one left to bring her back from it.

“You did this,” the thing rasped in her face. Skye jerked at the drip of oil that worked its way down its ridged nostrils. “You did this.” Its voice thundered at the inside of her skull, threatened to shatter her.

Its serpentine arm coiled at her neck, dragged her forward and flung her down with a bruising force. Skye grasped at the crystal a second time, unable to wrench herself free of the shadow’s hold. It moved in on top of her and grated into her backside with a heavy thrust.

“N―stop―”

Two wet cords slapped over her belly and thrashed wildly around. It groped at her thigh, yanked her back and piled into her with a terrible, lurching force that stole the breath from her lungs. A small, barely discernible cry choked its way from her throat and a streak of white rendered her temporarily blind. It tore through her mind, convulsed on the backs of her eyes, boiled at her veins. Vale, she tried, but all that sounded out was the wet scrape of the thing on her back, the hissing magma and her feverish cries.

“Vale―” She sucked back another cry and crushed her eyes shut in her agony. The thing went on grating on her backside, tearing lines of flesh loose and burying her into the rock with its weight. “Vale!” She could feel their warm, ethereal threads siphoning through the void, spasming through the air like taut, vibrating lines of metal.

She curled a fist at the air and the surrounding area lurched beneath her, like the entire landscape answered her plea. The shadow slid forward, stabilized itself and coiled around her neck harder. “Cephai is mine,” it snarled, grabbing at the back of her head and shoving her down.

Skye growled and bucked at it, but she couldn’t squirm out of its powerful grip. She went on writhing and kicking in its grasp until it shrieked and slammed a fist into her head with a vicious crack. A fresh wave of tears shot to her eyes and she bit back a sharp cry. She found it near impossible to breathe, to see―though she could make out the wisp of silver and gold unfurling in the air before her, could make out the swirling, furiously red arc of hair that materialized in its midst.

A girl tore herself free of the anomaly, scraping onto her knees amidst a cluster of light and ash. She slowly shook her head and groped at the ridged, golden mask that concealed her face. She pulled it loose from her mouth and heaved, looking ready to expel the contents of her stomach.

Skye squinted up at her through hot tears. She cried out at the thing on her back, lost her hold on the earth and crushed into the sharp mineral a second time. “Vale!” she sobbed, but the name sucked back into her throat as a stifled inhale.

The girl in front of her tore upright at the desperate cry and flung her mask down with a clatter, her face screwed up in mixture of anguish and hatred. Her eyes were bright and ravenous, and in the small moment that she gazed on her in shock, Skye caught a flicker of heat in them, of raging fire.

The girl skidded forward and the lava at her sides ripped upright. “Get off of her!” she ground out in a strikingly familiar voice. She flung her arm to one side and dragged a long line of hissing magma through the air. It coiled around the creature and ripped it away in a single gut-wrenching blow. The thing skidded to the rock and howled in fury.

Skye scrambled to get away, though the girl was already drawing her upright and holding her around her midsection with one powerful, golden arm. She sucked in a piteous cry as she met Skye’s gaze. Entire galaxies swirled within her eyes. They clustered into bright, golden rings to form her irises.

“Skye,” she whispered. She wasn’t Vale, but Skye could feel Vale inside of her, gazing on her through her eyes. And when she brushed with her cheek, Skye could feel her again, could even smell her familiar but indescribable scent, swirling inside of her skull like some far off memory.

The creature rose behind her. It shrieked, thrashed into the rock and shook loose hot globs of lava. The girl steered Skye around to stand at her back, to grip at the smooth cut of golden armor encasing her shoulder. Soft, glistening fabric fluttered at her backside in a long line, and Skye found herself dragging her fingers through it, coiling it up into a fist at her hip.

The girl wrenched up another long slick of magma. It reformed in her grasp, taking on the appearance of a long, double-bladed lance. “I followed you.”

The creature finally pushed itself fully upright and spit out profanities Skye couldn’t focus on. A strange heat had swelled in her heart and her lungs. The blood that ran the length of her thighs crawled slowly upward as though back in time. She could feel the wounds on her backside tingling, snapping shut and disappearing into her flesh as though the damage had never been done.

The shadow lurched forward on its malformed legs. “Aija!” it spat. “You’d protect this filthy ckaji?”

Aija gripped at Skye’s side. The thrumming, magnetic threads attaching them were strangely hot, even tangible. Warm, amber eyes slid Skye’s way. Skye blinked back at them through her drying tears, at the sharp contour of Aija’s jaw and the light, barely discernible freckles that lined the smooth bit of skin just below her eyes.

“Yes,” came Aija’s answer. “I would.”


IMPERVIOUS

Hot lines of magma wavered on the air. They darkened and hardened into a thick, translucent gold. Aija clasped onto Skye’s waist a little more firmly and angled her jaw to whisper in her ear, “It’s me.” She braced herself on the golden lance as the shadow paced in front of them with a livid glare.

Skye flicked her eyes to meet Aija’s gaze, dug her fingers further into the fabric at her hip and whispered, “Vale?”

Aija quickly nodded before tearing around to face the shadow. The thing dashed forward and flung its abomination of an arm at them in a whipping arc. It screeched at the air before colliding with the rod of Aija’s lance, wound around it several times and wrenched it loose from her grasp. The weapon liquefied and parted around the monster’s arm before flying back into Aija’s hand as individual metallic beads. They gathered at her arm, waiting to reform.

Skye grasped at the crook of her arm. “It doesn’t die,” she panted, remembering the words from her dream. Aija tensed and swung up to catch the end of the creature’s arm as it whipped out at them a second time. The strange appendage thrashed around like an injured snake, coiled around Aija’s wrist again and again. It wrenched her forward and dragged them across the crystal in a scraping heap.

Magma flew up around them at the same time, convulsed and shivered at the air. Skye squinted as it fell down around them; it didn’t hurt when it cascaded onto her skin. It was warm, soothing, familiar. Though the molten band that worked its way around the creature was relentless and scorching. It seared its flesh, impaled its tapered arm and tore it loose and flying into the surrounding rocks. The thing screamed and staggered backward.

“Go―” Aija latched onto Skye’s hand. “C’mon!”

Skye held her breath as she was wrenched forward. The crystals shattered beneath their pounding steps, the ground shuddered and threatened to cave in beneath them. Skye glanced down at her own feet and blinked confusedly at the white, padded boots that carried her.

Aija’s fingers laced with hers, sweaty and slippery. Skye glanced back at the girl, locked onto her golden eyes and lost herself in their flickering embers. Her hair was just as vibrant as it was in her vision. It flickered over her shoulders and backside as though somehow aflame. Skye could remember running with her before, long ago amidst a pearly white, glossy landscape, hair shimmering beneath hovering, luminescent particles.

Aija’s eyes suddenly rolled back. She buckled and scraped forward onto her knees with a startled cry.

Skye skidded to her side. “Vale!” The earth swelled beneath them like a massive pair of lungs and split the earth into a series of jagged, molten cracks. The shadow stumbled among the parting rocks and its stub of an arm flailed and regenerated at its side.

Aija jerked at the ground and closed her fingers around Skye’s with a force that could bruise. When she caught Skye’s eyes again, she looked lost, scared, and then angry. “Where am I?” she demanded, and those perfectly arched, slender eyebrows furrowed into a scowl.

Skye clutched hard onto her fingers. “Vale?” She could still feel their threads convulsing between them and surging inside of her. They pulled taut on her heart and mind, yanked her down against the earth. She collapsed to her knees, and Aija blinked confusedly back at her. She shot Skye a terrified glance, snatched her hand away and scrambled back with a startled breath.

The earth crumbled, and with it, Skye. Her body merged into the rock and darkness bled into her mind. Her eyes never drifted from Aija’s spiraling, golden irises. She gazed on them for as long as she could, forever reaching and desperate. She fell into darkness, fell into nothing for a long, aching moment in time before thudding heavily against warm, white tiles.

She sucked in a breath at the collision and streaked at the porcelain with a shaking hand. Vale collapsed against her back at the same time and gasped for a breath of her own. “Got you,” she whispered exhaustedly in her ear, arms still coiled heavily around Skye’s midsection. Skye nearly passed out from relief at the sound of her voice, at the feel of her breath on her ear. She turned in her arms and grasped at her chin, her neck, her hair―

“Vale,” she sobbed, crashing their lips.

Vale gasped into her mouth and flew a hand to the back of her head. She dragged her fingers over Skye’s back and trailed a molten heat there the likes of which Skye had never felt. It was almost electric, setting fire to her veins in all the right ways.

Vale drew back just enough to gaze into her eyes. “They’re gone.”

Skye surged forward and grasped at the back of her neck. “Who?”

Vale lowered her eyes to the tile behind Skye’s shoulder with a pained grimace. “Those…scars,” she ground out. “I took them away. I took it away.” She lowered her forehead to Skye’s collarbone. Skye went on working her fingers through her hair and eased her eyes shut at the tiny wafts of breath tickling her ear. “I erased what that thing did.”

But she hadn’t. The evidence, the result of it was gone, though the scar was inside of Skye now, buried deep in her memories and never relenting. “How…?” she whispered, curling her fingers in her hair and pressing their foreheads. Vale gazed back on her, eyebrows furrowed, breaths scarce. “How did you do it? How’d you…”

“I don’t know.” Vale shook her head. “I could feel you falling away again. Your body was here…but you were gone.” She flicked her eyes between Skye’s cheekbones. “There was this kind of energy that just…tore on me. Like I was attached to you. And then I was there, in that body. We were speaking in that language. I could understand you. Everything was so normal.” She heaved for a breath of air, and Skye flashed her hands up to meet her, to smooth her palms along her chin and neck. “You were Luka.”

“And you were…Aija,” Skye whispered. It was a soft, gentle name, one that Skye felt she had known far longer.

“Aija…yeah. Felt invasive, like I was taking control from her.” Vale shook and tilted her head into Skye’s neck. “I didn’t care. I saw what that thing was doing to you and I…I couldn’t―”

Skye cringed. “Don’t say it. I don’t wanna remember.” She could still somehow feel it on her back, rasping in her ear and screaming that terrible, horrifying word―ckaji―like Skye was something distasteful, something worthy of its hatred. “Make me forget, Vale—” She pressed her lips to her neck. “Make me forget it. I don’t wanna feel it anymore.”

Vale panted a soft cry before drifting her fingers along Skye’s spine. The same molten heat flared beneath her touch, sparking something warm, something alive inside of her. Skye groaned at the feel of it sifting into her bloodstream and sparking heatedly at the ends of her nerves.

“Just wanna feel you. Just you―” Skye slid her eyes shut at the rush of tears that tore free of her. “Please.”

Vale sucked in a sharp breath and grazed her palms along the smooth curve of her bottom, entirely without scars or any remaining evidence of what had been done to her. Skye pleaded with her again, over and over until she had Vale grasping at her waist and collecting her in her arms.

She cradled Skye’s head in one hand. “I’ll make you forget,” she choked. Skye shook despite the water’s warmth, despite the deep-rooted, searing heat that pervaded her skin where Vale touched her. “You won’t remember a thing.”

Vale knelt and led her to the shower floor. Skye shivered again and Vale drew back, flashing her magnetic gaze all along her lips and jaw. They finally settled on her eyes. Skye could see everything in their warmth: fire and ash, swirling together and forming entire worlds. Beyond that, she could see the faint, swirling gold of a faraway galaxy. Vale lowered her eyes and drew near enough to glide her lips along Skye’s jaw.

Her mouth, her skin, her heat were all Skye could focus on. She parted her legs around her as she slid on top of her. Vale’s hands landed on her knees and delivered a strange, shooting heat up her inner thighs. Skye clutched at the back of her neck, drew her in and pressed their lips. Vale did not relent. She filled her mouth in an instant, drowning out Skye’s stifled cry. Waves of heat sparked between them, as warm and molten as Aija’s entity had been.

She pulled away just enough to focus on Skye with half-closed eyes. “Don’t think.” She leaned in to trail kisses down the curve of her neck. Skye tilted her head and allowed her mind to drift, to focus on nothing else as Vale moved heated kisses down a path between her breasts.

She groaned at Vale’s descent, at the sharp press of teeth that nipped her on the way, at the hot flick of her tongue. Vale was at her thighs again, grasping at them with tensing, quivering hands. Her tongue dipped between them and danced at her core with a soft flick. It was a tiny, gentle gesture, though Skye’s reaction was immediate. She sucked at the inside of her lip and barely restrained the urge to roll her hips forward.

“Harder,” she begged. Vale’s response was instantaneous. She drove her tongue fully in before sealing around the sensitive node. Skye convulsed and grasped so hard onto the edge of the tub that the ends of her fingers fell numb. “Harder,” she pleaded a second time. “Make me forget.”

Vale exhaled a low, shivering groan and gripped harder onto her thighs. Skye’s hips twitched upright of their own free will. Vale met her with a thrust of her own, drove her chin forward and swirled her tongue in a wide circle. Skye threw her head back at the nip of her teeth, clenched her eyes shut and panted.

She could feel the same strange, ethereal heat sinking into her at the point where they met, fanning out across her body and filling her up. Her head lulled to one side beneath the attention. Her mind fell blank, filled with nothing more than the same vibrant heat that rocked her body, snapping and sifting beneath her skin in waves. She could feel it tugging on her muscles, driving up through her spine and dragging on the back of her skull. She was simply drifting and weightless, numb to everything but Vale’s spectral warmth, her powerful tongue.

She squeezed her eyes further shut and moaned. She was soon rolling her head from side to side and mouthing an array of words she couldn’t consciously decide on. Her front teeth found her lip and she tugged at it one moment, attempted to form a sound with it the next―Vale. It came out as a rushed exhale and she panted, slid a trembling hand through Vale’s hair. “Vale,” she moaned again. “Love you―I love―”

Vale groaned, squeezed at her thigh and drove her tongue further in.

Skye’s body moved of its own accord. Her hips rocked to meet Vale’s mouth, her chest heaved and her legs quaked. She wasn’t sure how long it went on. She was only aware of Vale’s heat and pressure, how it sparked on her insides and drew on her pain. The terrible ache ebbed away and slowly filled in with her fire and lust. It gathered in her abdomen, swirled in heated spasms at her core. She jolted into Vale’s mouth, closed her fingers around the back of her head and bit down onto her lip to stifle her cry.

The water had gone cold long ago, though Skye hadn’t even noticed. Vale’s heat went on unfurling inside of her, rushing forward with each lap of her tongue. She carried on long after Skye had climaxed―impervious to exhaustion, oblivious to the entirety of the world.


BROKEN

Skye exhaled a labored sigh, tossed her towel at the closet door and collapsed onto the bed. Vale crawled over her, hugged her legs against her waist and rested her head on her collarbone. “Hey,” she whispered.

Skye trailed a finger up her thigh and closed her palm over her hip; her skin was still slightly damp, impossibly hot. “Hi.”

Vale’s hand found its way into her hair and she combed her fingers there several times before sighing, readjusting, and working them into a firm massage. Skye drew in a breath and slid her eyes shut. She was still trembling―from the episode, from Vale’s fire―she wasn’t certain anymore.

Vale moved her lips over her forehead, from one cheek to the other and down the edge of her jaw. They were even softer than usual―pink, smooth, raw. “I could kiss you forever,” she admitted. She released a quiet exhale, slid her bottom lip to Skye’s earlobe and gave it a small tug.

“I’d like that,” Skye hushed, though it came out as a whimper; soft, wavering and thoroughly unintentional. Vale slid upright and caught her eyes. Skye gazed on them, lost herself in them, became consumed by them. The longer it went on, the faster she realized Vale could have been gone from her forever. Skye could have died or worse, been rendered an empty vessel, eyes unmoving and devoid of light. Devoid of life. Devoid of anything.

Vale squeezed at the back of her neck, tugged her further in and pressed their foreheads. Her eyes glassed over with the threat of tears and she sucked back a startling sob. “I’m always gonna be there,” she whispered. Her thumb slid over Skye’s cheekbone. “No matter what.”

Skye came entirely undone. She buried her hands in Vale’s hair, pressed their cheeks and cried. She wasn’t even sure how long it went on. Her sobs came silently but they wracked at her entire frame, had her muscles jerking uncontrollably and her hands curling into fists in Vale’s hair.

“I’m so sorry,” she cried, and Vale gave the back of her neck another squeeze. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t stop it―”

“Shh,” Vale whispered. Another gasp escaped her, a choked sob. “It’s over.”

Several more tears ran the length of Skye’s jaw. Not all of them were her own. “I couldn’t―” she fought. “Couldn’t stop it.” Her voice shriveled away into nothing more than a gravelly whisper. “So scared―” she managed, “―couldn’t―”

Vale offered another soothing shh, slid their wet cheeks together and pressed a kiss to the corner of her eye. Her thumb followed, swiping away her tears. Her eyes were bright and swirling and luminescent. “I’ll always be there,” she said again. Skye lowered her eyes and Vale caught her chin, claimed her gaze a second time. “I promise.”

Skye found herself slowly nodding, mesmerized by Vale’s faraway, golden swirls. She felt suddenly weak and incomparable to her; what if Vale had been taken in her place? She lowered her eyes again and Vale sighed, slid a hand into her hair and cradled her head.

“I’m weak,” Skye whispered.

Vale jerked in her arms. She turned her head inward, collected Skye’s jaw and coaxed her gaze. “You’re not weak,” she assured, voice firm. “You’re strong, Skye.” She touched their noses, smoothed a thumb over her trembling lip. “Stronger than me.”

Skye shuddered, released a tired exhale and slumped into her. She didn’t feel strong. She felt exhausted, incapable, out of control. She was rampant and scattered and broken. Wholly broken.


FEARED

“Skye,” Anya hissed through the bedroom door. A series of taps followed. Skye stumbled over, clicked it open and peeked out at her. “Something’s wrong with Luka but she won’t tell me what.” Anya drew in a breath and darted her eyes to Skye’s undoubtedly tear-streaked face. “Are you okay?”

Vale pulled the door further open and tugged at the bottom of her shirt. “What happened?”

Skye rubbed at her face.

“I dunno, she kept grabbing her forehead. Might have a headache or something. But she said she wanted Skye.” She shot Skye a concerned look. “You okay?” She collected the front of Skye’s hoodie and tugged her zipper into place.

Skye offered a half-smile. “I’m fine.” She raced for something to say. “I’m just…overwhelmingly…” She averted her gaze, buttoned her pants. “…aroused,” she finished, and Anya’s eyebrow hiked so far up her forehead that it disappeared into her bangs. Vale shot her a sidelong, utterly perplexed glance.

“Yeah…” Anya nodded slowly, forehead wrinkled. “Did you know Luka’s never had s’mores?” she barreled on, changing the topic. “I’m gonna…head down to the corner store. Grab some chocolates and graham crackers…” She slid her eyes between the two of them. “And marshmallows.”

“Okay,” Skye managed.

Anya tripped on Skye’s overturned shoe on the way down the hall. She slipped into her bedroom and clattered around at the inside of her closet.

“Why’d you tell her you were aroused?” Vale glided down the hall at Skye’s side. “I mean, her expression was priceless, but…”

Skye shrugged. “She would have thought we were fighting, coming out of my room in tears.”

“Fighting?” Vale collected her hand, swung it once at her side. “Us?”

Skye smiled. “She doesn’t know us that well.”

Luka sat hunched over the table with one bare foot stretched out at her side. Skye paused as they came around the corner, stared down at it and cleared her throat. Luka shot upright. It was Vale’s turn to ask: “You okay?”

No, Skye answered for her. She’s not okay. And she’ll never be okay.

“I…” Luka tugged at her own hood. She seemed unimpressed by it, fiddled with its hem and dropped it. Her eyes found Skye’s. “Anya and I ate all the chicken,” she admitted, pushing her plate forward. It had been scraped clean. Skye was sure either she or Ripley had even licked it.

“It’s okay. I can throw something else together.” She tugged at the fridge door, rolled open a plastic drawer and collected a bag of shredded cheese and some flour tortillas. Vale scraped a chair back, leaned in and fixed Luka with a pointed look. “We haven’t had s’mores since Mom and Dad,” Skye went on. “You’ll like them. They’re…nice.” She unearthed a plastic bag of green onions and fresh cilantro next.

Anya popped back around the corner and drew their gaze with a tiny throat-clear. “Vale,” she said in a soft voice. “Can I talk to you a minute?”

Skye leaned back to peek at her. Her hands were suddenly sweating and unstable and she nearly dropped the plastic bag several times in her attempt to pry it open.

Vale shot Skye a sidelong glance and pushed off from her chair. “Yeah…?”

Anya tugged her away by the arm and Skye’s cheeks flushed with heat. Was she going to ask Vale about Luka? Why couldn’t she ask in front of Skye?

“Did you see her?” Luka asked, drawing Skye’s gaze. Skye snapped the fridge shut behind her and turned with an armful of food. “Aija. Did you see her?”

Skye’s heart pounded. She quickly averted her gaze and dumped the food on the counter. She wasn’t sure of the look on Luka’s face, but she could just imagine her silver eyes boring into the back of her head with that increasingly expectant expression. “Yes,” she answered. “I saw her.”

Silence ensued. Skye shifted the bags around for some noise.

“I kept seeing these weird flashes, and my head―” Luka paused, and Skye imagined her shaking her head. She was too afraid to turn around, to look. She could still remember―vividly―the the flap of worn fabric at her wrists, the white, padded boots that thudded beneath her.

She’d been Luka.

Her skin prickled down the base of her spine and she shivered, scrunched up one of the bags she’d tossed down and closed her eyes. She couldn’t look at her. It should be impossible, to have Luka sitting there in her kitchen with her. What was she? A previous incarnation? Some faraway duplicate she never should have met? Or had they always been linked―shared their memories and pain, their love?

“Saw her face,” Luka whispered. “In little flashes. She was still…angry, wasn’t she?”

Skye’s heart lurched. The way Luka had said angry; it was almost hopeful, like the alternative could’ve been far worse. She definitely remembered Aija’s furrowed brow, her grimace, the way she even scrambled back to put more distance between herself and Skye. Once Vale had left her body, she did seem…angry―even frightened.

“She was…confused,” Skye answered. She distracted herself by probing into one of the cabinets and withdrawing a small frying pan. “Vale took her body.”

Luka drew in a sharp breath.

“Didn’t mean to,” Vale quickly added. Skye glanced back to find her peeking around the corner. Anya called a muffled be right back from the front door before it swept shut with an audible puff of air.

“What happened?” Luka demanded. “What did you see?”

“Fire,” Skye answered. “The earth was on fire. Falling apart.” She tore open the package of flour tortillas with a little more vigor than intended. A few flew onto the stove. It wasn’t until she heard Luka’s choked sob that she dropped everything and whipped around to face her. Vale had already driven across the table and closed her fingers over Luka’s shaking hands. Skye staggered forward and clasped onto the girl’s shoulder.

“You took my place?” Luka gasped, pressing her cheek into the table. “No…you―you went in my place?” She reached out to grasp at Skye’s fingers. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted this to happen―”

“It’s okay,” Skye whispered. She leaned in to press her forehead to Luka’s arm.

“How was Aija there?” Luka rushed, gasping for air. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “She saw it happening?” she begged. She looked more human than ever.

“I…don’t think so,” Skye tried. “Vale was inside of her and she didn’t seem…conscious until the end.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Luka,” Vale began, voice low. “I know why you came here now, why you still haven’t gone back.” Luka trembled. She grappled with her own head, ran her fingers through her hair and squeezed it into fists. “Luka, it’s alright―”

“But Skye―” Luka sobbed, grasping at Skye’s fingers. “Skye got drawn in my place? I―” She pushed off from the table, suddenly frantic. “How’s that possible? I have to go back, I just―”

“Luka,” Skye tried. “It’s alright.” She eased forward to press on her shoulder. “Please relax. I need to check something.”

Luka flicked her eyes between the two of them, still frantic and searching. Skye pulled at the string of gauze poking out from the tops of her pants and Luka leapt upright, grew wild-eyed.

Vale tugged at her hand and offered her a sad smile. “It’s alright,” she repeated, and the words must have finally sunken in because Luka finally willed herself to calm down, to take a steady breath and collapse against the edge of the table.

Skye unraveled the gauze just enough to peek inside. Luka followed her gaze. “It’s…they’re gone,” she realized.

“Vale took them away.”

“As Aija?” Luka blurted out.

“I don’t know how,” Vale quickly added. “Buncha lava and―it wasn’t really lava, I don’t think. I can’t explain―”

“Aija…” Luka interrupted, lost in thought. “She can use cephai differently than I.”

Cephai. Skye had heard the word only once before, when the shadow had been snarling at her back. Cephai is mine, it had sneered. Even with some of Luka’s vocabulary, she wasn’t sure of its meaning. Soul mind? She shook her head, squeezed her eyes shut. It was more than that. It was the whole, the core of all collective souls. Even then, she couldn’t fathom what that meant, what cephai truly was. She shook her head again.

Luka took in a small breath. “She’s always been able to…create and heal. I just―I just destroy everything. She hates me for it.”

Skye’s heart sank into the pit of her stomach. Hate. That was it. That was the word Luka had been trying to avoid when she’d settled on angry. She flicked her eyes open and caught Vale’s gaze. Her eyes had blurred over all over again and she clenched at their hands, glanced sidelong across the surface of the table. Skye could read her mind: How could Aija possibly hate Luka?

“Aija doesn’t hate you,” Vale whispered.

Doesn’t hate. But she’s afraid of you, Skye thought. Afraid of us.

“This is all my fault,” Luka ground out. Skye clasped onto her fingers harder and a sharp, cooling force pulled on her. It was strange, as though she might meld with Luka on the spot, like their skin might gather and fuse. She felt the urge to pull away, though she forced herself to remain still.

“Luka,” she began, voice soft. Luka rubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Why’s Aija…afraid of you?”

Luka sucked in a pained inhale and clenched her teeth. She flicked her eyes at the table, refusing to meet her gaze. “I did something,” she whispered. “Something bad, I can’t―I didn’t mean to do it.”

“What was it?” Skye pressed.

“I don’t know if I can tell you.” She squeezed her hand into a fist. “I can try to show you, though. It could be easier now.” She climbed to her feet, tugged at the back of Skye’s hoodie and edged her through the kitchen. Vale cocked an eyebrow, pushed her chair out and followed.

“Show us?” Skye asked.

“I’m gonna try to talk with your ajna again,” Luka went on. “I need you to be comfortable.”

“Ajna?” Skye asked. As soon as she mouthed it, its definition flew into her mind as though she’d simply scooped it straight from Luka’s memories. It was far easier to understand than cephai; perhaps because it was something she was already familiar with: inner eye. “I have an inner eye?”

“Yes, just like me. And Vale. And Aija. We all do. That’s how we shared our memories last night.” The three of them paused in the hallway; Luka glanced back and forth between her own room and Skye’s as though deciding where best to do such a thing. “Here?” she asked, pointing to the middle room.

Skye gazed back on Vale. “Yeah―yeah we can,” she stammered. “My sister will be home soon. Nothing crazy is gonna happen, right?”

“I think I can control myself now,” Luka offered.

Skye frowned. “That doesn’t sound promising.”


AJNA

Skye was going to wear a hole into her lip. She went at it aggressively as Luka tugged her legs in and assumed a crouched position. Vale draped herself over the couch and gazed on them curiously, chin in hand.

“What do I have to do?” Skye asked.

Luka slapped the mattress. “Sit down. Cross your legs like me.”

Skye pulled at the bit of fabric twisting at her knees and sat. She caught Vale’s gaze, flicked her eyes at the way her thumb just grazed her lower lip. “Relax and be quiet,” Luka continued. “I’m gonna try something more direct this time.”

She leaned in to press the pad of her thumb to Skye’s forehead. Skye quickly imagined that she was somehow sitting in front of some ethereal mirror, some window to another time and place. She found herself tilting her head and searching for differences between them simply to reassure herself: she’s not me. Her eyes weren’t quite that shape, were they? Luka’s were perpetually downcast, heavy and sluggish as though on the verge of tears.

Luka furrowed her brow and Skye quickly cleared her throat. She glanced back up at Vale, sucked hard at her lip.

“Stop distracting yourself. Close your eyes,” Luka snapped, and Skye did.

“Sorry.”

“Quiet.”

Vale laughed.

“How does this work?” Skye wondered aloud. “What are we doing?”

“I don’t know,” Luka complained. “I barely remember any of it myself.”

Skye flit her eyes open. “So you’re practicing on me?”

“Yes,” Luka groaned. “It’s easy with you. It’s―” She paused at Skye’s expectant, unamused expression. “We call it an ajna,” she said with a sigh, prodding at her own forehead. “It connects us to cephai, let’s us see with it. Feel with it. Even control it.”

“And cephai?” Skye pressed, wanting to hear its definition from Luka. “What is that?”

Luka sighed, flit her eyes back at Vale and held out an upturned palm. “Look, you know how we’ve got―” She sighed, gestured toward herself with a tired flick of her hands. “―bodies? There’s the physical half of us, and then there’s―”

“Our souls.”

Luka nodded. “Ai. Cephai is the collective of all our ai, it’s what we return to when our bodies fade. Some people can move it…bend and direct it.”

“Direct it to what?”

Luka let out an exasperated huff. “Would you just sit still,” she ground out, “and be quiet?”

Skye offered Vale one more half-hearted glance; she’d been silent throughout, though she was focused now, flicking her eyes between the two of them with a ghost of a smirk. At least she finds this entertaining, Skye mused.

“Fine,” she shrugged. “Let’s do this.”

Luka smoothed a thumb over her forehead again and Skye lowered her chin, slid her eyes shut and sighed. Her eyelids pressed in on her as dead weights. She suddenly felt like she hadn’t slept for days, like her mind had darted free from her body and soared. Colors whirled past her at a dizzying speed. Skye churned amidst them, curled in on herself and held a hand to her stomach in an attempt to curb the rising urge to vomit.

A chatter of soft trills and rapid clicks caught her attention and she turned, finding a pair of creatures standing at her back. She attempted to focus on them, though her eyes remained blurred and unresponsive, sluggish. She felt drugged. She could only make out their dark, charcoal gray flesh and the lank of their arms, bending awkwardly at their sides.

Then she was whirling toward the floor all over again, parting into open air and drifting. She crashed into burning sands and bloodied her knees atop a parched, reddened earth. She sucked in a rapid breath. Just a memory, she promised herself. But she couldn’t help but see the similarities between the hard, charcoal gray rock there and the ones she had been shoved against not long ago. “No,” she spoke, but it wasn’t her choice. She was reliving something that had already happened, simply watching from inside Luka’s mind. “I won’t do it.”

“You will,” a voice rasped, and something sharp and heavy connected with her ribs, winding her. She cried out, curled in on herself and sucked in a painful breath.

“Do it yourself,” she burst, squinting up at the shadow that loomed over her. She winced at the sight of its tattered, flayed skin, at its ragged tendrils of hair. Gnarled appendages, like crooked fingers, sprouted from the back of its neck and shoulders. Equally misshapen protrusions lined the length of its swollen belly. They clacked and shivered, coiled at the undersides of its withered breasts.

The thing was similar to the creatures that spoke to one another in the previous room, though there was something wrong with it. With her. She was hunched and frothing from the slitted, vertical nostrils that lined the center of her face. She gazed on Skye from two furious chasms for eyes―the same eyes as the creature from the molten landscape.

They were one in the same.

A flash of light rendered Skye momentarily blind. It became a long, spasming line before surging into the air as a hazy arc. It clasped onto her head, wrenched her upright and delivered a series of vicious, aching spasms. It plunged into her muscles, ran the length of her arms and legs. It sifted into her nerves and organs, rendered her speechless, thoughtless, breathless.

She collapsed and grasped up fistfuls of sand in an effort to feel something else―anything else. “Ne’mau,” she cursed, spitting blood at the earth. “I won’t.”

“You will,” the woman rasped. Another jagged line ran the length of Skye’s body, blinding her entirely. Darkness embraced her all over again, and she inwardly begged for it to stop, for all of it to stop. She didn’t know how much more she could take. Just a memory, she reminded herself. This isn’t real. She focused with all her might to reach through to Luka, to make it end.

It wouldn’t.

A sea of Luka’s silvery entity―cephai―eased in around her. Bands of it rose in waves before her, churning and curling. It weighed down on several dozens of bodies―all of them stiff and reaching. She jerked at the sight of their gnarled hands, frozen mid-grasp. The movement coaxed a massive, golden creature to stir at her side. It was armored, serpentine, and sprouted dozens of shining legs from its segmented body. Its face was flat and glistening, its eyes bright and swirling. They were like a pair of violet and magenta supernovas, forever in motion.

The arthropod sat upright at her touch and emitted a low, whirring hum.

“What have I done?” she asked it. She repeated the sentence several times, over and over again until she’d fallen to her knees amidst the silver entity. What have I done? The creature tilted its head and offered another half-hearted, curious trill. What have I done?

Skye shot upright, surged forward onto the air mattress and gasped for air. Luka buckled underneath her and scrambled backward. “Sorry,” she rushed, wiping at her forehead. “Sorry.”

Vale had nearly flown off the couch on her way over. She collected the back of Skye’s head, slid a hand over her cheek and let out a relieved exhale. “Alright in there?”

“Yeah. I’m okay. Just a fucking overload of information. I don’t even know what I saw.”

“One minute you two’re doing yoga or meditating or―” Vale flew a hand to her forehead. “Then the sweating and the…the breathing…”

“Sorry,” Luka apologized a third time. She ran her fingers through her hair. “I tried showing her one moment, but they were all connected. They just kept streaming together, even when I tried to break it apart.”

“It’s okay.” Skye settled back on her hands. “But I don’t think I wanna do that again.”

Luka nodded and let loose a long puff of air. “Okay.”

Vale slid forward. “Try me,” she offered. Skye jerked upright at the suggestion, reached out and grasped at her hand. Luka furrowed her brow as if to ask the same thing Skye was thinking: Are you sure?

“Aija’s ajna is…injured or something,” Luka explained poorly. “She doesn’t remember anything from our past. I don’t think it’ll work, but we can try.”

Vale climbed onto the mattress, grazed the palm of her hand along Skye’s thigh and nodded. Skye’s heart clenched. She didn’t want Vale to have to see what she’d seen. She didn’t want her to have to―

“Make sure you’re comfortable.” Luka gestured for Vale to lean back. “It’ll probably be harder than with Skye.”

Skye made room for Vale to lie down.

“Here.” Vale reached into her pocket and handed her wallet and phone over. “They’re stabbing me in the leg.”

Skye collected the items with a small smile. “Can I touch her?” she asked Luka. She was already running her fingers through Vale’s hair.

Luka nodded. “Just don’t distract her.” She crawled forward and resumed her previous position: legs crossed, arms relaxed at her sides. She motioned for Vale to do the same.

“Yeah, Skye. Don’t distract me,” Vale added with a heart-fluttering wink. Skye grinned back at her. She almost forgot what it was they were about to do, what Vale was about to experience. Her smile quickly faded as Luka’s palm slid in over Vale’s forehead. She traced the skin there for a moment until Vale’s eyes were easing shut, until her own smile faded into soft, parted lips.

Skye wanted to ask what Luka was doing and how she was doing it, but it was too late to speak now. She smoothed her fingers through Vale’s hair again, wishing she could somehow be there with her. She didn’t want her to have to be alone.

Vale clenched at the sheets, bared her teeth and stifled a gasp. Heat flooded Skye’s cheeks at the sight, at the sound of her labored breathing. Luka remained calm, nothing at all like how she’d woken beside Skye.

Vale gasped again. She twisted her head around to curl into her own shoulder. She wrenched at the sheets a second time. Skye grasped for her hand and curled her fingers into her palm. It seemed to calm her, because she inhaled a deep breath and whispered her name. She wasn’t awake, though.

“What…” Her eyes flickered. “What do you feel when you look at me?” Her voice was hardly her own; her accent had gone entirely, replaced with something akin to Luka’s.

Skye’s spine prickled at the sound. Her grip became a vice around Vale’s knuckles. Luka clicked her tongue, forcing Skye’s attention. She slowly shook her head.

What? Skye mouthed.

Luka gestured toward where her palm rested on Vale’s forehead, then to herself. She shook her head again. Nothing, she mouthed before pointing down at where Skye held her hand. You, she mouthed again.

She led Skye forward and motioned for her to take her place. Skye’s heart thundered at the thought, afraid of what she might see. She smoothed the pad of her thumb along Vale’s warm skin and frowned.

Her eyes eased shut of their own will. There came a gentle, throbbing heat to her veins―it was Vale’s warmth, the same molten heat that had filled her up amidst the nightmarish landscape. The same heat that had claimed her on the shower floor, cleansed her, healed her. It tugged at her neck, shot up the base of her skull and drew her forward.

Darkness swept over her, but it was warm and welcoming. She met with a stretch of concrete, flattened her palm to its sun-bathed surface and glanced around. She was Vale, and she was crouched in a driveway, elbow-deep in a tall red toolbox. She bit her tongue between her teeth and fished a tool from its depths.

“Dad!” She chuckled at her father’s bemused expression. He was tall with dark, umber skin, a long white beard and bright, crinkling eyes. They were very much like Vale’s: dark, focused and heavy-lidded. “It’s right fuckin’ here,” she laughed, tossing it his way.

He caught it and shook his head. “I’m gettin’ old.”

“Nah,” Vale laughed. She joined him beside a low, carefully-polished motorcycle. “Just gettin’ CRS disease.”

“CR-what?”

“Can’t Remember Shit.”

Another flash of warmth consumed Skye and she rolled forward, scrambling for something to cling onto. A pearly white, luminescent landscape rolled in waves before her, shimmering beneath floating, iridescent particles. The lights rose and fell in small, gathered swarms, flitting along smooth arches of rock and swirling around massive, tapered stalagmites. There was no sky. There was only the Underside, a giant expanse of cavern, all infused with streaks of light.

Skye felt a tug on her hand; she glanced sidelong at it to find golden fingers gently trailing the backs of her knuckles.

“What do you think is up there?” a low, familiar voice asked. It drove Skye’s heart into a state of disarray; it pumped harder, rushing sweat to her forehead. She squeezed at a smooth jut of rock with her free hand, leaned back and inhaled a shaking breath. A brilliantly red mane of hair lay splayed along the rock at her side. Her eyes were sluggish to track its source, like her pounding heart had somehow limited her senses.

Aija relaxed there in all of her blazing wonder: a brilliant, golden specter amidst a sea of unending white. She curled an arm around the back of her head and cushioned it against the stone. She stared up at the Underside, eyes glistening with awe.

“Nothing,” Skye finally answered. She tucked her lower lip between her teeth. She was far more interested in gazing on Aija than any lifeless rock.

“You say that about everything,” Aija chuckled. “‘Hey, what’re you thinking?’” she played. “‘Nothing’,” she answered herself in an unamused voice. She was quite good at imitating Skye. “‘Where you wanna go?’—‘Nowhere.’” She leaned into Skye with a smooth chuckle.

Skye lowered her eyes and sucked at the inside of her lip. She could feel Aija’s eyes sliding over her, could feel her warm breath on her cheek and the weight of her hand pressing on her thigh.

“Skai.”

Warm fingers brushed her jaw. They slid to the end of her chin, tipped her head back and delivered Aija’s gaze. Skai’s heart froze for an infinitesimal amount of time, jolted back to life and rocketed into her throat. Its beat tripled and her cheeks blazed.

Aija offered another small smile and tilted her head to gaze interestedly on Skai’s mouth. “Tell me something.” She lost her smirk, exhaled a quiet breath and curled her fingers into Skai’s neck. “What do you feel when you look at me?”

Skai nearly fainted. What? was the first thing that wanted to burst out of her mouth. She bit the word back, flicked her eyes to Aija’s lips and trembled. She became entranced by the light dust of her freckles, the warm bronze of her skin, her long, heavy lashes. She let out a small puff of air before answering. “Breathless.”

Aija chuckled and smoothed her fingers over her neck a second time. “You like holding my hand?”

Skai went on sucking at the inside of her lip. “Yeah.”

“You like my hands on you?”

Skai’s arm gave out. She slipped on the rock, caught herself and flinched at the heat that rushed to her cheeks. She couldn’t answer. She swallowed back the throb in her throat and nodded numbly.

Aija lowered her eyes, flicked them over Skai’s jaw and smirked. She leaned into her ear, brushed back her hair and whispered, “How would you like my lips on you instead?”

Skai’s heart pounded in her ears then, silencing every one of her thoughts and setting fire to her veins. She found herself slowly nodding, shaking, whispering, “I’d like that.”

Skye gasped as she came to. She flung a hand out to brace herself on the edge of the couch. Vale eased upright and blinked dazedly at her surroundings. She stared around at the mattress for a moment as though she wasn’t sure of where she was. She finally caught Skye’s eyes. A small, curious smirk formed shortly afterward and the sight of it had Skye’s heart pumping all over again.

“What’s with the cheese and tortillas all over the stove?” Anya interrupted them, and all three of them jumped at the intrusion. “The heck is goin’ on in here?” Anya went on, poking a marshmallow into her mouth with one raised eyebrow.

Vale turned to face her. The mattress wobbled underneath her, swaying the three of them. “Luka’s teaching us how to open up our third eyes,” she answered nonchalantly.

“Mmhm.” Anya nodded as though she understood, eyebrow indefinitely arched. She stuffed another marshmallow into her mouth and clasped the bag under one arm. “Sounds like a good time,” she added before slinking back down the hall, grocery bag rustling.


IRREFUTABLE

Skye trailed a finger at the sink’s edge as she gazed down on the backyard from the kitchen window, watching Anya and Luka go to work at their small, portable grill. Anya seemed to have trouble keeping the coals lit and Luka was busy gathering small sticks and branches from the surrounding area to help. Ripley trailed after her, taking hesitant steps through the grass and flicking his paws free of rain.

“Vale?”

“Mm?” Vale eased in behind her, slid her arms around her waist and breezed her fingers along the backs of Skye’s hands. The two of them had just finished cleaning up after the resulting mess of their dinner; they’d made quesadillas, three of which Luka had annihilated all on her own despite having already eaten.

“What did Anya talk to you about…before she went out?”

Vale stiffened. She leaned into Skye with a small puff of air and pressed her forehead against the back of her head.

“Did she…think we were fighting?” Skye asked again.

Vale rocked her head in a slow shake. “Nah. She…asked if you’d been acting weird. I jokingly asked if she meant outside of your usual weirdness.”

“Why would she…ask you something like that?” Skye asked. She breezed her fingers against Vale’s, pressed the tips of their fingers and tickled her palms. Vale shifted further into her and sighed.

“She said you sometimes get like this,” she managed with a quiet laugh, a slow shrug. “Emotional, I guess. I didn’t tell her anything. Promise.”

“I know,” Skye murmured. She still couldn’t understand why Anya would bring something like that up. She felt like Vale wasn’t being entirely honest. “What else did she say?”

Vale gave her hands a small squeeze. “She said sometimes you don’t remember things.” Skye’s hands tightened over the counter. “Since your mum and dad…” Vale trailed off. “She was just worried you might’ve―”

“Might’ve what?” Skye whispered.

“Might’ve remembered something.”

Skye stiffened and glanced back at her. Vale’s hair tickled into her neck, coiled over her shoulder. She inhaled in her best attempt to steady her suddenly pounding heart. She remembered the therapy, she remembered the questions and the tests and the medicine. She remembered the crunch of metal and the spray of glass―

“You never said you saw them…” Vale whispered, “…saw them die.”

Skye sucked back a startled breath and held it inside of her. She squinted back the burn in her eyes, chewed aggressively at her lip and forced an exhale. “I don’t remember it,” she answered. Vale pressed into her, drifted her lips over her jaw and sighed. “Just little flashes, sometimes sounds.”

Vale swept her hand over Skye’s, slid it further up her arm and hugged her from behind. She went on kissing at her jaw and breathing softly in her ear until Skye settled against her and released another long breath. “Maybe it’s better,” she murmured. “Sometimes better not to remember.”

“Yeah…” Skye slowly nodded. “I, uh…”

“Yes?” Vale hummed, led Skye’s head to an angle and rested her chin on her shoulder. Skye sighed at the press of her skin. She could still feel the strange, otherworldly heat pulsing from her as though the trip into Aija’s body had permanently altered her temperature.

“I know I kept saying…” Skye chewed at her lip, stared through the window and watched Luka part the grass with her hands, oblivious of her gaze. “I know I said she’s not me, but…” Vale tensed and squeezed gently at her arm. “I hate saying it, even…” Skye’s heart thudded as she gazed on Luka; she went on moving around the yard, gathering up leaves this time. “You feel it with Aija, too. Don’t you?”

Vale slowly nodded. She shifted her jaw against Skye’s cheek and her lips met with her ear. “I don’t have any trouble admitting it.” The proximity of her voice had a shiver rolling up Skye’s spine. “I am Aija.”

Skye abandoned the counter to graze her fingers over Vale’s jaw. “How do you know?”

“Just do. I thought it since you mentioned her. Wasn’t until…I remembered us laying there underneath those lights…” Vale paused and entwined her fingers with Skye’s. Skye gazed on the contrast of their skin, intrigued by the gentleness with which Vale slid her thumb over her palm. “Wasn’t until I saw that sad, faraway look in your eyes, just like the first time I ever saw you.”

“You mean in Luka’s eyes,” Skye corrected her.

“No.” Vale shook her head. “Yours.”

Skye turned her back on the window and twisted gently around to gaze up into Vale’s eyes. They were dark and shimmering, far more intent than Skye had ever seen them before.

“Those were your memories,” Vale insisted. “I felt you in her eyes. You had that same sad look, like there wasn’t a single thing worth living for and I―” She cupped her hands at Skye’s neck. “I wanted to give you that. I wanted to be that something.”

“Vale…” Skye pressed their foreheads, their lips. Vale was speaking from Aija’s perspective and it was disconcerting, even terrifying―because if she was Aija then that meant Skye was…

She shook her head. She was short on breath, dizzy, trembling.

Vale pressed on, “I couldn’t stand seeing you like that. I wanted you so badly, wanted to be yours.” She grunted something indistinguishable: a soft, exasperated breath. “Fuck, Skye. Fuck, I just―”

“It’s okay,” Skye tried, surprised by the sudden intensity with with Vale gazed on her. She was breathless, feverish, even distraught. She rushed forward to suck at Skye’s lip, to gather her up by her waist and drive her against the counter.

“I wanted you,” she ground out again. She tugged at Skye’s lip with a small bite, a breathless gasp. “I wanted you to love me like I loved you.”

Skye turned into Vale’s heated mouth; she was at her neck, sucking and biting. “I do,” she promised, “I do, Vale.” She clasped at the front of her shirt. “I love you so much.”

Vale let out a low, unidentifiable moan. She pulled back just enough to flick her eyes between Skye’s, her lips slightly parted. For a moment, it looked as though she were about to cry, and then she was rushing forward all over again and dragging her tongue along Skye’s bottom lip.

Skye took the hint and parted them just enough to accept her. The heat that flooded her body immediately afterward was profound. She groaned around Vale’s tongue, no longer even remotely ashamed of the sounds she procured.

“I wanna remember,” Vale managed, coming up for air. “I wanna remember everything.”

“…I know,” Skye sighed. She gazed sidelong through the window as Vale went on ravaging her neck and squinted down at Luka through watering eyes. It was easier for Vale. Aija wasn’t walking around her backyard, having a conversation with her sister. She was faraway on some other plane of existence, a memory amidst dreams. Luka was real, and she was strange, and she was scary. 

As though Luka had heard her name, she glanced up at them with a hiked eyebrow.

Skye hissed and dragged at the back of Vale’s shirt. “Vale,” she tried. Vale went on sucking at her neck and pinning her to the counter. “Vale!” Anya had followed Luka’s gaze and was now staring at them, open-mouthed and blushing. She quickly averted her eyes. Skye buckled and dragged Vale against the cabinet with her. Vale blinked back at her with flushed cheeks. “Well,” Skye panted, just as red. “My sister just caught you applying my hickies.”


SEEKER

“Aww, hell no,” Shane burst as he came through the back door, eyes locked on Ripley where he sat perched in Anya’s lap. The man looked all the more menacing still dressed in his black security guard uniform, arms crossed defiantly across his chest. “No cats!”

Luka gazed back at him, open-mouthed. Her marshmallow slid off the end of her stick and splatted pitifully onto a mound of charcoal.

Anya passed the cat back to Luka. “But he’s a sweetheart.” She pushed off from her camping chair, climbed two wooden stairs at a time and intercepted the man. She grasped him around the midsection and plowed him back into the house, muffling his disapproval with a rushed kiss.

“Doesn’t like cats?” Vale mused. She braced her own stick between her knees and attempted to sandwich her marshmallow between two squares of graham cracker. A piece of it fell to the concrete. She gasped and stared after it as though she’d suffered a great loss.

“Wasting marshmallows, Vale?” Skye teased, poking her own straight into the flames and waiting for it to catch fire.

“Don’t rub it in.” Vale wrenched the remainder of her s’more loose from the end of her stick. “Not entirely opposed to eating it off the ground.”

“Gross,” Skye laughed. She bit at her lip, glared at her marshmallow and gave the flames another small stab. They scattered and licked at the edge of the grill, evading her treat. She frowned.

Vale raised her eyebrow at Skye’s inability to light her marshmallow. “Not as gross as you eating them burnt,” she chuckled. Skye caught a flame. She held her stick up and rotated it, tongue poked between her teeth.

“I wasted mine.” Luka frowned as she gazed on the smoldering remains of her mallow. She prodded at it with the end of her stick as if it were a dead animal.

Skye tossed another one her way, still fixated on her own flaming mallow with shimmering eyes. “Perfect.” She extinguished it with a soft blow and dunked it straight into her mouth with a resounding crunch.

Vale wrinkled her nose and stared at Skye as though she’d gone mad. “They aren’t supposed to crunch,” she insisted, swinging the end of her stick at her like a fencing saber. Skye’s met it with a clack. She swung it around to land the sticky point on the back of Vale’s hand.

“They’ll crunf if I wannem foo,” Skye declared with a full mouth. She proceeded to poke Vale several times in her chest, landing a few hits on her boobs. Vale smacked it away and slanted her eyes back at her with a vicious smirk.

“Don’t make me come over there,” she warned. She slid to the edge of her camping chair before taking a chunk out of her own s’more. She chewed at it defiantly.

“Please do,” Skye instigated. She leaned back in her chair, parted her legs and stroked the small space between her knees.

Vale took another ferocious bite.

Skye jabbed her stick into the fire pit before curling a finger in a coaxing gesture. Vale only smirked back at her. Skye chuckled at her disobedience, deciding instead to curl her middle and ring finger with a devilish look in her eyes.

Vale’s eyebrow flew at the gesture and she choked, crushing her s’more so hard in her hand that the crackers snapped in two.

“I got it!” Luka belted out, standing up with her stick held high in one hand. She’d collected the ruins of her old marshmallow from the coals and, before Vale or Skye could stop her, delivered it to her mouth. The sour expression that followed illustrated her regret.

“How’s it taste, Moonshine?”

Luka spit it out, catapulting it straight back into the fire. She hovered over the flames for awhile, letting the foul taste run from her mouth as a long line of saliva. Skye bounced a marshmallow off the back of her head.

“I like how Shane immediately registers that there’s a cat in his backyard,” Skye pointed out, aiming her stick at Luka. “And doesn’t even notice this chick.”

Vale laughed. “I’m sure Anya’s filling him in now.”

Skye glanced up at the lit kitchen window. “Looks like.” Shane peered down at them with a furrowed brow while Anya went on animately with her hands.

Vale followed her gaze. “We should tell campfire stories.”

“Campfire stories?” Luka asked.

“Yeah, stories you tell while out camping, stuff to scare each other.”

Skye nibbled at the small remnants at the end of her stick. “I don’t think much could scare this group.”

“Those two, though.” Vale gestured toward the back door where Anya and Shane had emerged, hand in hand. “Besides, it’s not always about being scared. It’s just for fun.”

Shane had an awkward look about him; he eyeballed Luka as though she were about to erupt at any moment. Skye wondered how Anya had phrased their predicament. He plopped down on his knees where she crouched beside the fire. “Hey.” He frowned at Ripley before continuing. “Luka, right? I’m Shane.”

Luka was still picking ash off the end of her tongue. She shook his hand with her free one, but said nothing. Shane frowned, eased back on the pavement and rested on his palms. Anya settled into the chair beside him.

Skye was inwardly impressed with Luka’s standoffish behavior; she couldn’t have taught her any better. At the same time, there was nothing enjoyable about the hurt expressions Anya and Shane wore.

Vale poked her stick in Shane’s direction. “Campfire stories,” she announced. “You get to start, big guy.”

“What? I haven’t even gotten a s’more, yet. I haven’t even been fully initiated into this group,” he stammered, but Skye had already slung a marshmallow his way. He caught it, but just barely. “I haven’t even got a stick,” he went on. Anya offered hers, and he looked utterly defeated. “I’m no good at stories,” he finally admitted.

“Okay,” Anya began, “What kind of stories? Scary stories?”

Skye slid another marshmallow onto her stick. “What other kind of campfire stories do you know of, Anya?” Vale scooted her chair toward her and reached out with an upturned palm. She gestured for Skye to hand her a mallow. Skye grinned back at her. “You want this?” she asked in a low voice, holding one just out of reach.

Vale edged closer with a silly grin. “Little bastard.”

Skye chewed back a smirk and drew her hand in as Vale neared her. “Gonna have to work for it.”

“Stop torturing your girlfriend, Skye,” Shane laughed, turning his marshmallow above the grill.

Vale had already abandoned her seat and pressed her knee between Skye’s legs. “Yeah, Sunshine. Quit torturing me.”

Skye dodged her advances and curled the marshmallow into her fist. “Kiss me first,” she whispered.

Vale chuckled. She leaned in far enough for the chair to creak. “Wanna kiss, do you?”

Skye nodded. She rolled the mallow between her fingers as Vale hovered above her, looking beyond impish.

Vale pecked her on the cheek, quickly snatched the mallow from her hands and took a bite out of it with a victorious smirk. “That’s just a taste.” She winked and sank to the pavement with a sultry expression. “You’ll get the rest later.”

Shane and Anya stared at them with open mouths. Skye cleared her throat and pushed back on her chair to clear room next to Vale. She joined her on the pavement, grasped up the bag of mallows and plunged it into her lap. Vale would have to try harder for the next one, she was sure of that.

“Stories―now,” she demanded, pointing at Shane.

“Aw come on,” he complained. “Can’t I pass?”

“Just once.”

“I pass, then.”

“Anya?” Skye pointed her mallow’d stick at her sister this time.

“I don’t know any scary stories.” Anya complained as badly as Shane, and it had Skye rolling her eyes.

“Fine,” she shrugged. She poked her marshmallow through the grating and sought out another decent flame. “I’ll start.”

“Ooh,” Vale cooed. She sidled up next to her and hugged at her own knees. Luka nibbled at the end of the mallow Skye had tossed her, apparently just as pleased with eating them plain as Anya was.

“Anya knows about the Chupacabra.” Skye pointed at her, and Anya sank into her seat. “Shane? Vale?” she asked, pointing the flaming mallow at them in succession. She reeled it in and blew on it, gazing on them expectantly.

“Yeah,” Vale nodded, and so did Shane. “Who hasn’t?”

“Alright.” Skye shrugged. “La Llorona?”

Vale raised an eyebrow and inched closer. A small, curious smirk followed. “Skye, you’re rolling all these r’s and it’s doing things to me.”

Skye laughed and gave her a playful shove.

“La Llorona was a story they told around the border where we grew up,” Anya explained. “Mom heard about it from the neighbors. They were giving her advice to reel us in before dark, ‘cause we’d always stay out playing too long.”

Vale chuckled and trailed a finger at Skye’s knee. “Can’t imagine how cute you two must’ve been.”

Skye laughed. “Alright, alright.” She closed her fingers around the back of Vale’s hand, cleared her throat and wished she had a flashlight to enhance the effect of her story like when she and Anya were kids.

“Go on, then.” Vale poked at her arm and settled further into her hunched position. She gave her legs another hug.

“Alright.” Skye cleared her throat again. “Long ago, there was this beautiful woman named Maria,” she began. Vale grinned a second time, most likely at the way Skye had said Maria. “She had a husband and two kids, who she loved dearly. Her husband would often travel the plains for months at a time, and one day, he came back with another woman.”

“Ooh…” Shane elbowed Anya in her side as if to say, ‘he’s in deep shit.’

“After that, he only ever came to visit his children and eventually, he wouldn’t even look at Maria, only spoke to his boys before leaving once more. In her grief and rage, Maria tossed the children into the river nearby.”

Skye paused at Luka’s vacant expression, wondering for a brief moment if any of these stories would be appropriate for her. She wasn’t even sure if the girl was paying attention; she was still picking small pieces of mallow from her fingers and poking them into her mouth.

“As soon as she realized what she’d done, Maria chased after them, crying, ‘Ay, my children!’―but it was too late.” Skye tried to ignore the way Vale was grinning at her. She had to fight back her own smirk in order to continue. “Her children were dead, but she paced the river afterward, moaning and crying out for them, never eating or sleeping. Until she was nothing more than a sick, skeletal being, eventually dying of starvation. But her spirit stayed, and it’s said that she’ll drag away any children she finds, believing that if she has them with her, she’ll be allowed into heaven.”

“I swear I heard her once,” Anya burst as soon as Skye finished her story. “Creepy skeletal ladies moaning in the night are the most terrifying sounds,” she swore, snatching the marshmallow right off of Shane’s stick and jamming it into her mouth. Shane glanced back at her, looking wounded.

Skye laughed and tossed another one his way. “Your turn,” she added, nudging Vale. “Got any good cryptid tales from Australia?”

Vale pursed her lips and slowly nodded. “There’s the bunyip.” She shrugged. “Dunno of any actual story I could tie in with it.”

“What’s a bunyip?”

“Some big dog-manatee-thing that drags people into the swamps and eats them.”

“As if you needed more animals that could do that,” Skye laughed.

“Seems like a lot of stories involve getting dragged into water,” Shane pondered aloud, successfully claiming his first s’more. It crunched in his mouth and rained graham cracker crumbs all over the concrete.

“I got one that isn’t,” Vale offered. “Betcha never heard of it, either.”

“Hm.” Skye leaned into her. “Try me.”

“Alright,” she chuckled, clearing her throat. “This one’s a creepy pasta.”

“Creepy pasta? How can pasta be creepy?” Anya asked, stealing a bite from Shane’s s’more. He tugged it away from her and protected it with both hands.

“It’s just what they’re called.” Vale shrugged. “Ghost stories that’re spread around on the internet.”

Skye had heard about them, but never cared enough to look any of them up in particular.

Vale leaned back on her palms and tilted her head toward Skye. “So,” she began. “This one’s about a spam email. You know, back when people actually spread those around. If you don’t send this to ten people in three days!” she mocked, holding up a hand and replicating someone belting out nonsense.

“Oh god.” Shane rolled his eyes. “Hated those.”

“Yeah. This one had an attachment called smile.jpeg, with the subject, Smile! God loves you!―so of course, people click on it expecting some kinda motivational poster. And instead they get this kinda dark, shadowy picture of a husky dog, and he’s got these wicked demented eyes, some straight up Skeletor shit. And he’s got human teeth, and he’s just grinning.”

Anya sneered from across the fire.

“And if you tried to delete it, it’d only show up in your inbox the next day, looking fuckin’ worse and worse, until it was this like, gaunt kinda skeleton-looking dog with blood and shit all over it. And it’d drive people insane. They’d just kill themselves.”

Skye winced. “Ugh, don’t give me another reason to fear dogs.”

“You’re scared of dogs?” Vale burst, looking absolutely distraught. “Puppies, even? Adorable little―puppies?” She grasped at the front of Skye’s shirt.

“Puppies are fine. I just don’t like how they look when they’re all…baring their teeth and shit.”

Vale looked like a puppy herself. “Oh.”

“She saw this movie with a dog that looked like the Target dog,” Anya told her. “It walked around with an upside-down head. Freaked her out.”

“Hush.” Skye tossed another marshmallow at her.

 Vale rubbed at her knee. “Mm, I remember that one.”

“I got a story,” Luka offered in a soft voice, and everyone snapped around to face her as though she’d blared and expletive. “I don’t know if it’s scary. But my…” She glanced up at Anya and Shane. “My dad told it to me.”

“Let’s hear it,” Shane encouraged.

“Okay.” Ripley shifted sleepily in her lap. “A long, long time ago…” she started, instantly impressing Skye with her story voice.

“In a galaxy far, far away?” Vale asked.

Luka nodded, then held a finger to her lips. Skye smiled. “A long time ago, there were two factions of people. Let’s call them…the Faceless—” She paused and gazed skyward. “—and the Seekers. The first believed in the sanctity of life, while the second was…more flexible. The Seekers believed that life was something to be shared, not hoarded.”

Skye’s heart began to thud in her chest. She wondered what kind of bizarre story the girl was about to tell, and if it would in any way give away who or what she was. She kept glancing up at Anya and Shane, expecting some kind of reaction. They only stared at Luka, thoroughly entranced.

“So they created life, and raised the resulting creatures as their children. The children loved them in turn, for giving them such a wonderful gift. But the Faceless weren’t pleased with what the Seekers had done. So they went and they killed all of their creations, banishing the Seekers to―” She paused again. “―the Underworld,” she finished, apparently having found a suitable substitute.

Skye noticed how dry her lips had become and licked them. She probed into the marshmallow bag for something to busy her hands.

“They were told that if they ever tried to repeat their…sin,” Luka added the word last moment, visibly struggling with the concept of it. “That they would be cursed and die a painful death. But, as anyone who is told not to do something would do, they disobeyed them. And they lived in peace with their creations for a long time, teaching them the beauty of life for several generations before the curse finally hit them.”

Vale squeezed at Skye’s thigh. She furrowed her eyebrows and nodded toward Luka as if to ask: Is it real? But Skye didn’t know. She could only listen on.

“One by one, the Seekers passed away without any reason. They only claimed to have terrible, realistic nightmares before finally dying in their sleep.”

Skye chewed at her mallow, but none of it made its way down.

“The creations were distraught; the Seekers had been their family, their friends. So they brought them back, better than ever before, using the same tools that had made them. But that only seemed to make things worse. Not long after they resurrected their friends, shadows would be seen lurking around their homes. They stole them away one at a time. All anyone ever heard were their strangled cries, finding only ashy remains upon seeking out the sounds.”

Luka paused and scraped her stick at the pavement in slow circles.

“They said it was the curse coming back to take them, that they were doomed no matter what they tried.”

After a long moment of silence, Shane let out a sigh. “Well, that was some story.”

Anya frowned and flicked her eyes to meet Skye’s gaze. “More sad, than scary.”

“I’m not very good at telling stories.” Luka shrugged. “But I thought I’d try.”

“It was good,” Anya encouraged. “There’s no way I could follow that up with anything decent.”

Skye stared into the fire and wondered how much of Luka’s story was real. Something tickled at her arm and she swatted at it, thinking it was Vale messing with her. Though when she looked, she spotted a large, hairy spider crawling up her arm.

She jumped and swiped her hand at it to fling it away. It flew a couple of feet into the air, attached by a thread. Vale burst out laughing at the sight. She quickly cupped her hands over the thing and tossed it into the grass.

“Scared of a little spider, Skye?”

Anya leapt out of her chair once she realized what they were talking about. She gazed on her own arms and legs as though inspecting herself for other arachnids. “I’m going back inside,” she announced, yanking at Shane’s arm. Shane sighed and shrugged at them all before stomping up the stairs after her.
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“No, you gotta hold down that button on the top to run,” Vale directed. She leaned in to point at the trigger on the top of the controller. Luka huffed, dragged the controls away and slanted her eyes back at them both. She bit her lip and focused on the screen again, steering Isaac straight into another wall.

“This is stupid,” she complained. She shook the controller up and down as if that would get him out of the corner. An alien took advantage of her pitiful situation and speared Isaac in the back with a set of scythe-arms. “These are the worst controls.”

Skye chuckled from behind her. Watching her struggle was far too entertaining. The three of them had shoved Luka’s mattress flush against the couch and leaned back on its base.

“You have any games where you’re from, Luka?” Vale asked, gesturing toward the screen. Skye sat in between Vale’s legs and leaned back into her chest with her head pressed to her collarbone.

“Not like this,” Luka fumed. Isaac had collapsed into two parts on the floor. The alien thrashed at his remains until the screen faded to a restart.

Anya peeked around the corner, balancing a tray with four mugs in one hand. “I got hot chocolate,” she announced, padding along the carpet to deliver them. Skye smiled and sat up.

“Your sister’s spoiling us,” Vale chuckled. Anya handed them each a mug and Skye peered into hers. A tuft of whipped cream floated on the surface, bobbing amidst a sprinkle of tiny marshmallows.

“I saw the little marshmallows while I was out and thought Luka would want some.” Anya smiled and handed one to the girl as well. Luka practically threw the controller onto the mattress before taking it in hand. She leaned in to sniff at it.

“Thanks Anya,” Skye chuckled, sipping at her own. “Did you make the whipped cream just now? Thought I heard the blender going.”

Anya didn’t answer right away. She hovered over Luka a moment longer before retreating to the couch. She sank into it and brought her mug to her lips. “Yeah,” she answered. She went on staring at the back of Luka’s head as the girl picked up the controller again.

Skye glanced sidelong at her sister’s expression, cleared her throat and took another sip.

“Luka kinda reminds me of you, Skye,” Anya pointed out, and even though Skye had been waiting for it, she still cringed. Luka glanced back at her as she went on plowing Isaac into a wall, failing to understand the elevator’s mechanics.

“Yeah,” Skye offered numbly, not really sure what else to say.

“Why? ‘Cause they both suck at games?” Vale joked, earning a quick jab from Skye.

“I do not suck at games,” Skye ground out. She prodded Vale’s belly several times and the contents of her mug sloshed.

“Don’t spill it!” Vale laughed. She held the mug at a safe distance and groped around for Skye’s arm. Anya chuckled, shook her head and crossed her legs. Luka ignored them entirely. She’d found the melee button and was busy spinning Isaac in one slow circle while slinging his arm left and right at the advancing aliens. The tactic was surprisingly effective.

“She’s better at this than I am,” Anya laughed.

“It’s boring,” Luka complained. She stomped an orange canister shortly afterward and instantly blew the fuck up. Isaac’s arms and legs flew as victoriously as the aliens’ had moments before. Anya howled in laughter.

“I dunno, Moonshine. That was pretty entertaining,” Vale quipped, sipping at her hot chocolate.

Skye grinned; the mug had left Vale with a cream mustache. She leaned in and collected it on the end of her finger before licking it clean. “Messy eater,” she whispered.

Anya made a face. “Aw, come on―” she complained, standing back up.

“You’re the one who thought it!” Skye yelled after her as she barged into the hallway, cheeks flushed. Anya shouted something about needing to put out the grill.

Luka flopped back on the mattress and folded her arms behind her head. “Why’d she leave?”

“You wouldn’t get it,” Skye chuckled. She sighed, stretched an arm over her head and set her mug to the side. She struggled to unearth herself from Vale’s grasp. “I have to pee.”

“Go pee then,” Vale laughed.

Skye managed a small smirk, crawled off the mattress and darted into the hall. Anya had lit a candle in the bathroom; for some reason she always did that when there were guests. It made Skye feel like she lived in some kind of fancy hotel. There came a soft tap at the door.

“Give me two seconds, fuck―” she complained. She flushed, slammed the lid shut and blasted the sink. The door came open anyway and Skye sighed, turned around and flung a tuft of foam at her intruder. It was Vale. She grinned at Skye’s assault and brushed the soap away. Another smear of whipped cream messed her upper lip. She pointed it out and pouted.

Skye burst out laughing at the sight. “You need help with that?” she teased, shutting the water off and reaching for the towel. Vale leaned into the door and clicked it shut. Then she locked it. Skye arched an eyebrow. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Vale nodded, still pointing at the smear of cream expectantly.

Skye tossed the towel onto the sink. “You want a kiss now, after messing with me by the fire?” She could see Vale’s heartbeat thrumming at her navel, ticking at the underside of her shirt. It was an interesting thing to watch, like her piercing helped deliver the vibrations. It gave away everything Skye needed to know in that moment.

Vale gave another slow nod and pressed herself against the door, barring Skye from escaping. Skye chuckled and leaned in to grasp at the bottom of Vale’s shirt. She flicked her tongue over her upper lip and collected the cream in one swipe.

“Mm,” she hummed. The flicker in Vale’s eyes was more rewarding than the treat. “You like my tongue?”

Vale nodded numbly.

Skye slid her fingers up the front of her shirt. “Why are you so quiet?” She flicked at her piercing with a small clink. “I don’t like when you’re quiet.”

Vale hummed. “No?”

“No.” Skye slid her thumb along the inside of Vale’s waistband. She smiled at the sigh that followed, at the clasped hand on her wrist. “I like when you―” She sank to her knees and tugged at Vale’s pants with a satisfying pop. “―make a lot of noise.” She took pleasure in Vale’s rushed exhale, in the way her thighs shook, how she braced herself on the door as though on the verge of collapse.

“That so?” Vale managed. She worked her fingers into Skye’s hair, oddly hesitant.

Skye grabbed up fistfuls of Vale’s pants and jerked them down her thighs. “Yeah.”

“Fuck, Sunshine―”

Skye smirked back at her and gave her thigh a hard squeeze. Vale shook underneath her, far more nervous than Skye had ever seen her. It was strangely arousing, and the feel of her quaking beneath her had her heart dancing in her chest as though unsure of where to go.

“I think I just figured out what drives you insane,” Skye hummed, dragging her nails over her thigh.

Vale sucked in another breath through her teeth. “You?” she guessed.

Skye eased forward and dragged her lower lip between Vale’s legs. Her cheeks blazed at the soft whimper that followed. “This,” she specified. She slowly trailed her tongue over the same path, delighting in Vale’s heavy breath, in the wild taste on her lips. “Definitely this.” She drove her tongue gently upward until she met with Vale’s piercing.

The moan that followed only provoked her. She gave the metal a slow suck and worked her tongue in a firm circle. Vale lost all control of her hips. She squeezed Skye’s shoulder and rocked forward with an indistinguishable whisper. Skye grasped at her hips, thudded her against the doorway and worked her thumbs into the smooth dip below her hipbones.

Vale exhaled a puff of air, rolled her head against the door and groaned. Skye could tell she was trying very hard to keep quiet; their voices carried quite easily in the tiled bathroom. Heat rushed to her cheeks at the concept of either Anya or Luka hearing them, but nothing could stop her now. She felt just as ravenous as Vale had been their first night, thoroughly enamored by the rushing heat beneath her lips, at the perspiration that formed at Vale’s thigh. She gave it another squeeze, tilted her jaw and dove in entirely.

“Ah―shit.” Vale nearly collapsed into her. Skye smiled into her warmth and moved her tongue in slow, intricate circles. Each motion was met with a jolt, a soft moan, a shaking leg. Vale grasped onto the collar of Skye’s shirt without warning and tugged her upright. “Not finishing me here,” she panted, eyes fierce. “Meet me in your room.”

Skye sucked in a steady breath and grazed her tongue over her lower lip at the sudden shock of cool air. Vale had already gathered her pants back up and flung the door back open. She hadn’t even bothered buttoning them back up. She only disappeared down the hall, clearly flustered.

“Holy shit,” Skye near-laughed. The back of her hand found her lips. She blinked several times before staggering after her on shaking legs.

She moved down the hall at a slow, dizzying pace and paused to gaze in on where Luka and Anya sat together on the couch. Luka had curled her fingers over a large pair of Anya’s headphones and was staring off.

“You’re welcome,” Anya told her with a pointed, even exasperated look. “I’m goin’ to bed, but I told her she could listen to it all night if she wanted.”

Skye offered a sheepish grin, braced herself on the doorframe and crossed her arms. Hopefully something loud, she thought.

“Animals,” Anya added before disappearing down the hall.

Luka tugged an ear free of the bulky headphones. “Anya’s nice.”

“She can be,” Skye said with a shrug. “You like that?” She gestured toward the headphones.

“Yes. Are you going to sleep?”

“Not yet,” Skye chuckled.

Luka rose an eyebrow. “Hm.” A small smile quirked at her lips. Skye wondered, fleetingly, if her own looked anything like it. “Have fun then.” A flicker of mischief danced in her eyes.

Skye stalled. Did I just see that? She poked at her lip and returned a tiny smile of her own. “Mmhm.”

She bumped the doorframe on the way out, moved down the hall on wavering legs and drew in a steadying breath before pushing her door in. Vale nearly tore her through the moment it came open, dragged her in by her waist and crashed their lips. She was inside of her mouth not a moment later, sucking at her tongue and lips with numbing force. Skye backed into the door and slammed it shut before fumbling with Vale’s pants.

Vale snatched her hand. “I want your tongue,” she made clear. She collected Skye by her waist and backpedaled her toward the bed.

“You like it that much?” Skye panted.

Vale managed a breathy yes before driving her onto the mattress. She tore at her own clothes, frantic in her attempt to rid herself of them. She couldn’t do it fast enough. Skye couldn’t help her fast enough. She was at her shirt, ripping it over her head and grasping at her waist while Vale stumbled out of her pants. Skye hooked her lower back and reeled her in. She sealed her mouth over one of her nipples and sucked hard on its metal rod.

Vale groaned at the nip of her teeth, reached out and shoved her back on the sheets. She quickly climbed in after her, sliding her bare legs along Skye’s tensing arms. Skye fought for a place to brace them as Vale went on mounting her, first grasping onto her thighs, then her hips, then her backside. She quickly realized Vale was moving in to straddle her mouth.

“Oh, shit,” she panted. Vale’s piercing came into view, shimmering and wet in the dim lighting. “Shit—” She wrapped her arms around the backs of Vale’s thighs, tugged her forward and drove her tongue into her. Vale’s response was immediate and loud, rushing out of her as a strained, shivering groan. She reached out to brace herself on the wall with one hand while threading into Skye’s hair with the other.

“Fuck,” she swore. She tossed her hair back and worked her hips in a slow circle. The sight shot heat through Skye’s body. It sped through her chest in a hot line, setting fire to every organ it came in contact with. It eventually landed with a throb between her legs, wrecked them with a violent quiver and stole the blood from her thighs.

“Skye.” Vale managed a breathy laugh. “You got my eyes rollin’ back―” Another low moan.

Skye was going to like this. Fun, she reminded herself with an inward chuckle. This would definitely fall into the fun category. She trailed her hands over Vale’s bottom, slowly squeezing and guiding her hips. She delighted in her shaking gasps, answered them with a low hum of her own.

“I’m gonna,” Vale stammered, clutching at Skye’s hair. “I’m gonna make you come all night.”

Skye released a desperate moan and folded her legs in order to stifle the ache that throbbed there. Vale rocked into her harder. She was shaking so hard Skye thought she might collapse straight on top of her.

“You want me to?” Vale panted again, hips quaking. She’d squeezed her eyes shut and continued to thread her fingers into Skye’s locks, her grip suddenly gentle.

“Mmhm,” Skye hummed. She knew what the vibrations did to Vale; she was met with their instantaneous recoil, eyes watering at the delicious sound that broke free of Vale’s lips.

“What do you want first?” Vale asked, lips parting into another curious, breathless laugh.

Skye hummed at the sound, her own lip twitching into a small smile. “Whatever you want,” she managed between nips.

“You’ll let me do anything, won’t you?” Vale gasped, chest heaving. “You’ll let me fuck you all night?”

Skye groaned again, curiously loud where she muffled into Vale’s heat. She could swear she was already peaking at the thought alone. Her insides clenched and she bucked at the air, unable to restrain her body any longer. “Anything you want,” she assured.

Vale jolted into her. “I’ll fuck you all night then,” she ground out, gliding herself gently along Skye’s bottom lip. “Over and over―”

Skye released a quiet breath. “What’re you gonna do to me?”

“It’s a secret.” Vale stilled herself long enough to gaze down on her through dark, half-closed eyes. “No peeking now.” She winked, gave Skye’s earlobe a gentle pinch and dismounted her with a swing of her leg.

Skye grazed a shaking finger over her bottom lip and watched Vale stagger toward her bag. Vale glanced back at her with a devilish smirk, directed two fingers at her own eyes and jabbed a point back in Skye’s direction.

“No peeking,” she repeated. “Close your eyes.”

Skye obeyed in an instant. She tucked her legs in and squeezed her eyes shut, then folded her arms over her face to further blacken her surroundings. Vale let out a stifled, exasperated sigh.

“What’s wrong?” Skye asked.

“Ripley’s sleeping in my bag.” There came a squeak of disapproval as the cat was relocated. “Cat hair on everything.” Vale padded across the carpet toward her.

“Can I look now?”

“Certainly not,” Vale answered sweetly. “Gonna cover your eyes.”

“Why?”

“So you don’t peek.”

“I won’t peek.”

“Trust me,” Vale laughed, and then there was a soft cloth descending on Skye’s eyes. She quickly realized it was her own hoodie. “Gotta go rinse off this fur,” Vale chuckled, tying it in a loose knot. Skye grinned at the visual of Vale standing in front of the sink, toy in hand as though simply doing the dishes. “You’re not gonna peek, right?”

“Right,” Skye whispered.

“Promise?”

“Promise.” She uttered a disapproved sigh as Vale pulled away. “Luka’s still awake,” she warned.

Vale chuckled. “I’m wrapped in a blanket,” she told her before snapping the door shut behind her.

In the minutes that followed it felt like an eternity had passed, an eternity Skye spent shifting anxiously against the sheets and picking at the edge of her blindfold. She traced a finger over her belly and counted her heartbeats while she waited, wondering how they could remain so erratic in Vale’s absence.

The door clicked open. She nearly shot upright at the sound, pleased to hear a soft chuckle. “Can I look now?” she begged, beyond anxious.

“Patience.” The bed shifted and Vale crawled in beside her, slid Skye’s hands over her head and laid them on the pillow. She traveled to the bottom of her shirt, eased it slowly upward and pressed her lips into each bit of skin she unveiled. Skye’s heart flew into a frenzy. She wasn’t good at patient. Especially not when it had anything to do with touching Vale.

“Vale, you’re killing me.” She arched her back from the mattress as Vale worked her shirt over her head.

“I’m far from killing you, Sunshine.” She sealed her lips over one of Skye’s nipples and darted her tongue out to meet it with a gentle flick. Her mouth was hotter than ever; her soft pants washed over Skye’s body like a wildfire, scorched everything within reach and laid claim to her senses. Her ethereal heat had become so permanent, a distinct reminder of where they had gone, what Vale had become.

Skye curled her fingers into her own hair to restrain her hands. “You’re on fire.” A smooth chuckle escaped Vale. She slid up Skye’s abdomen and pressed a kiss to her neck. “I mean it,” Skye went on. “It’s like a fever.” 

“Yeah.” Her teeth connected with Skye’s neck, formed a tight hold and sucked. Another wave of arousal rolled through Skye with a spasm. It jerked at her leg and bucked her hips forward, grazing her with something hard between Vale’s legs. Vale chuckled at Skye’s stifled inhale, snatched her pants up and gave them a rough tug. She discarded them with a flick of her wrist. “Wanna see me?”

Skye released a grateful sigh. “Yes,” she panted. “Please.”

Vale slowly untied her hoodie. Skye had to blink several times before she could make sense of the dark, mottled lines adorning Vale’s torso. Vale had applied some sort of war paint. It formed long, curving lines over her neck and jaw, underneath her eyes and across her abdomen. She looked the very definition of wild, even tribal.

Skye exhaled a labored breath. “God damn, Vale…” She slid a thumb over them and led the resulting smear over Vale’s hipbone. “What is this?”

“It’s make-up,” Vale chuckled. She dragged a hand through Skye’s hair. “You like it? Felt like something Aija would do.”

Skye wasn’t even sure how she felt about Vale intentionally doing things to relate to her…counterpart. But she couldn’t help but stare, couldn’t help but belt out the first words that materialized amidst her disobedient and suddenly one-track mind: “Fucking hot―”

Vale silenced her with a roll of her hips. Her hand met with Skye’s jaw and her thumb dipped into her mouth. Skye slipped her eyes shut, flicked her tongue over it and gave it a firm suck. Vale tasted like she smelled: like an otherworldly, untamed force of nature. The scent came off of her in waves, beaded at her skin as microscopic instruments for Skye’s undoing.

“I’m gonna ride you all night,” Vale growled before sealing their lips. Skye groaned into her mouth, groped around at the blanket separating them and tore it from Vale’s lap. Her eyes darted at the smooth slick of fabric that brushed her legs. Vale had tucked a torn shred of something into the leather strap that circled her hips. It looked like a long, tattered loin cloth of some kind, near identical to Aija’s slip of silken fabric. She might have torn apart one of her pant legs to acquire it.

Skye lapsed into basic thought, action, speech. “Shit.”

Vale exhaled another soft laugh and collected her legs. She led them around her waist and sealed the remaining gap between them with another slow roll of her hips. Her surprise connected with Skye in a forceful grind and Skye nearly yelped, burst into sweat and flung a hand to Vale’s hip. Vale smoothed her thumbs alongside Skye’s folds with a soft chuckle. “I like seeing you writhe.”

“Hunh―” Skye breathed a startled gasp. It was a light, desperate sound, one she hadn’t imagined she could ever utter.

Vale smirked. “It’s beyond hot.” She fumbled with the front of her dressings, slid the cut of fabric over one leg and closed her fingers around the toy. It clicked strangely, and Skye glanced down to find the rather large, curving shaft of a purple strap-on closing in on her, equipped with some extra thing sticking out of its base.

She backpedaled a few inches. “The fuck is that?”

Vale grinned. “Vibrator.”

Skye managed a small laugh. “Purple?”

Vale teased it between her legs a few times with a devilish smirk. “I like purple,” she admitted. She braced the head of it against her clit, returned both thumbs to her entrance and gently dragged on the skin there to make way for it. “It’s bigger,” she warned.

Skye nodded and slipped her eyes shut at its smooth press, at the warm tingle that shot to her cheeks. The same sensation rolled through her body in a rapid wave as Vale began to fill her. It seemed to go on forever, easing further and further into her one slick centimeter at a time until she could feel it straining at her insides with nowhere else to go. It came to a rest, nudging at the sensitive, almost painful node that lay nestled at the very core of her. The second, strangely-shaped protrusion slid against her clit at the same time, and she nearly convulsed at its pinpointed angle. She had to ball Vale’s fabric up in her hands to keep them from shaking.

Vale slowed, slid her fingers over Skye’s waist and allowed her time to recover, to tense and adjust around the foreign body. But Skye didn’t want time―she was quaking and hot, her insides pounding.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded.

Vale braced herself on her forearms and snaked her hands around the backs of Skye’s shoulders. She rocked into her―gently at first―just enough to drag that first, shaky exhale from Skye’s lips, to press enticingly on that hot, inconsolable node.

Skye gasped and scrunched a ball of sheets in one hand. Heat flooded her cheeks and white flashed on her eyes. Vale was far from done. She probed along the inside of her straps again before gracing Skye’s ears with another flick, and suddenly it was vibrating inside of her and sending hard, steady pulses to her clit.

“Fucking shit,” Skye swore through her teeth. Tremors wracked her body from what felt like every fathomable direction.

“You ready?” Vale asked, voice dangerously low in her ear. Skye couldn’t understand the concept of what she meant by ready; Vale had already sunk into her as far as was possible. She found herself slowly nodding regardless. Vale chuckled lowly, “Alright.” She leaned into her, tickled her lips over her ear and whispered, “I’m gonna make you come three times in three ways.” Skye exhaled a rapid breath and gripped at her hip. “A fourth might be involved.”

And then Vale drove into her, drawing out just enough to rush back in with a hot gasp. She swallowed the strangled moan that burst free of Skye’s lips and filled her back up in an instant. She dug her nails into her shoulders and took up a hard, rhythmic pace that had Skye fighting for a breath of air, had her shaking and clutching at Vale’s thigh, had her collecting fistfuls of her hair.

You’re scorching, Skye wanted to say, though she clenched her teeth, flung her hand to the back of Vale’s head and cried out instead. Her heart seized at Vale’s winded, shaking breaths; she was clearly enjoying the vibrations as much as Skye was, bucking into her with a savagery that had Skye’s eyes rolling back and sweating. She closed her fingers over Vale’s jaw in an attempt to ground herself. “Fu―” she tried again. The swear was broken by another choked inhale, a resounding groan.

When she finally managed to ease her eyes open, she caught a hazy flicker of amber in Vale’s. Her fiery halo was more noticeable than ever, flaring around her as though there were an inferno at her back. The same inferno wracked at Skye’s insides, buckling her entirely.

“Vale―” Skye gasped. She shifted her thumb over her lower lip and held her breath at the profound, enamored look in Vale’s eyes.

Vale slowed her thrusts, sank fully in and ground steadily on the pounding node there. She grazed it over and over, working smooth, purposeful circles into it. Skye lost all recollection of what she was about to say. It went on pulsating inside of her, drumming on everything at once―

“Feels so…” Her eyes threatened to fall shut and her hand wavered where it moved up Vale’s jaw. She ran her thumb over her cheekbone, dragging a smear through the makeshift paint and coaxing a small flicker from Vale’s eyes.

Vale arched a single slender eyebrow. “Good?”

Skye slowly nodded and threaded her fingers into Vale’s locks where they fell messily over her eyes. Another strange flicker overcame Vale’s eyes, twitched curiously at the corner of her mouth. Smooth, golden rings materialized around her pupils. The color manifested itself like a ghost among shadows, nearly consuming their usual emerald entirely. It was like she was gazing on something more in Skye’s eyes, as though she were suddenly looking on her for the first time.

“You okay?” Skye panted. Vale pulled back with a rushed gasp. “What’s wrong?” Skye begged. Vale shook her head as soon as Skye made to push upright. She closed her eyes, slid her palm over her forehead and uttered a long, labored sigh.

When she gazed on Skye again, the gold had returned to a corona around her pupils; it was as though their black orbs had eclipsed something furiously hot, like a black hole amidst an erupting star. They flicked from view as she slid her eyes shut, ground herself into Skye with a low groan and rolled her head to one side.

Skye fell back with a strained exhale. Another string of unintentional curses broke free from her and she squeezed her eyes shut, dug her fingers into Vale’s back and clamped her legs around her. Her climax was instantaneous, bursting out of her in a winded, exhausted cry. Their hips jolted in unison for a long, aching stretch of time in which Skye lost all recognition of where she was, what time she existed in and what her life might have ever been like before Vale. She sucked back another shaking cry and held her eyes shut.

Vale collected one of her legs, angled it over her shoulder and straddled Skye’s thigh. She went on rolling her hips at a slowing pace until each movement resulted in body-wide jolts, until a second wave of pleasure prickled up the length of Skye’s thighs as electrifying threads.

“Fu―!” Skye wept. “Vale, fuck―” Tears ran the length of her jaw and her legs seized. Vale nearly fell still; she only chewed at Skye’s neck and let her ride the crest of what came next with a rapid quake of her own hips. Skye squeezed her eyes shut as it claimed all of her senses, as its evidence ran free of her in a hot wave. It came silently and powerfully, rushed tears to her eyes and stunned her legs.

“Hold on.” Vale pulled out just enough to turn Skye on her knees. Her hand found the small of Skye’s back and pressed her flat against the bed.

A body-wide shiver rode through Skye at the long tangle of hair that tickled her shoulders, at the slick press of Vale’s thighs. She was still trembling and half-blind, incapable of forming real words. She gathered up the sheets in both fists and let out a long, shaking groan.

“Trust me?” Vale breathed in her ear.

Skye’s skin prickled and another euphoric tremor rolled through her. “Yes.”

Vale went on filling her up all over again, slowly this time. She slid her legs on either side of Skye’s hips and settled herself down on the backs of her thighs. She ground into her once, then twice, then slid a hand over Skye’s bottom and gave it a firm squeeze. Skye let out a small puff of air, a muffled whimper.

Vale paused long enough to ease in on top of her, to thread their fingers above her head and whisper in her ear. “Do you like this?” Her voice was low, though there was a curiosity there, a gentle fascination. She eased into her further and the same nub that had been vibrating at Skye’s clit just barely grazed her backside. It settled very pointedly against a place Skye hadn’t even imagined Vale would go.

Her legs spasmed out from underneath her at the sensation and she moaned. “Holy fuck―”

Vale stilled and slid her lips to her ear. “Do you?” she asked again. She eased up enough to give Skye a breath of air, to still her shaking legs.

Skye swallowed back a small exhale. “Yes.” Her hands slipped against Vale’s and she tensed further, jolted a second time and slid back on her.

“It’s not a bad thing.” Vale went on moving her hips slowly, enticingly. The second protrusion connected with Skye again, sending sharp, electrifying currents through her body. They rolled through her spine, snapped at the backs of her shoulders and numbed her legs.

“Ah!” She sucked the sound between her teeth, squeezed at Vale’s fingers and thudded her cheek into the pillow. She nearly passed out at the gentleness with which Vale ground into her, at the soft press of her lips and the low, breathy moan that made its way to her ears.

“This is ours,” Vale whispered. “Don’t ever let anyone take that.” She bit into her, coercing a sharp, rumbling cry from the back of Skye’s throat.

Skye buckled at the flash of white that consumed her, at the voltaic pulse that seared her body. It moved in magnetizing currents, unfurled beneath her skin, within her muscle, inside her mind. “I won’t.” And she understood what Vale had done. She’d taken something that had nearly been stolen by someone else and made it her own, their own. She’d taken what would have been terrifying, excruciating, scarring―she’d taken it and turned it into something pleasurable and gentle. Theirs.

Vale’s fingers were just as gentle. They trailed away from Skye’s closed fist to curl into her neck, cup at her jaw, and eventually her forehead. She cradled her head there and rocked her hips with a softness that had Skye closing her eyes and wavering in her arms, had her mind soaring far away and to another world entirely. Her vision doubled, bestowing her with a mixed view of her pillow, her and Vale’s clasped fingers, a stretch of smooth, bone-white rock and bioluminescent lights. She sucked in a breath at the scene that materialized.

“Skai.” A rush of phoenix hair slid over her shoulders and pooled at the sheets―and rock―beneath her. A soft, lulling voice followed. “Told you it wouldn’t hurt.” It was and wasn’t Vale’s. Skye turned on her side to gaze on her, though not of her own free will. Her body moved of its own accord, playing through a series of memories, of predestined action. It was with little surprise that she was met with a stunning, blurring visage of both Vale and Aija. She slid her eyes over long, dark lashes and faint freckles glistening beneath a light sheen of sweat. “I could never hurt you,” Aija went on, smoothing her thumb along Skai’s cheek.

“Aija,” Skai whispered, and her voice came out light, winded and young. “Promise you’ll find me again,” she gasped into her mouth and clutched at the back of her head. There were tears in her eyes, searing at her cheeks in heated lines. “Promise you’ll never let me go.”

“I promise,” Aija swore. “No matter what―” She gasped and clenched her eyes shut as Skai met her thrust. “I promise,” she repeated over and over, breaths scarce. “I’ll always find you. I’ll follow you to the very end, and when that end comes I’ll fight it with my last breath―”

Skye’s eyes flew open. Tears shot down her cheeks at the sight of her own bedroom, at the bright, glistening tears that welled in Vale’s eyes.

“We’ve been doing this for a long time, haven’t we?” Vale burst, rushing forward to press their foreheads.

“Yes,” Skye whispered. She tensed beneath the sudden press of her hips, at the final surge of heat that rolled through her body. She could barely focus as it took hold of her, though she knew―she somehow knew that it had happened before, over and over again. “In every life―”

“Fuck,” Vale panted. “We died―” She choked back a stifled cry and jolted into Skye yet again. “We died, and we…we never left each other.”

Skye jolted in unison with her, squinting her eyes shut at the blaze that claimed her senses for another blinding point in time. She braced herself around Vale’s neck and inhaled a stifled sob. Memories slammed into her one after another, strobing on the backs of her eyes with a speed and ferocity that had her nearly crying out.

Visions of Aija whirled around her like a vapor, pulled free of her body and collected in her mind. She ran with her atop a rolling white expanse, met her in a playful tangle of limbs beneath a glistening, cosmic lake. They lay together in a dimly lit cavern and threw themselves from the mouth of a waterfall, hand in hand. They promised one another, made love to one another, and then―

Skye’s eyes eased back open. She caught sight of a small sliver of molten heat recoiling into Vale’s pores, bridging their worlds for one terrifying, enthralling moment. The anomaly flashed from existence as quickly as Skye noticed it and she exhaled a stunned, aching sigh.

Gone. In a single breath, it had all gone. A flash of nothing.

Vale collapsed on top of her and nestled her forehead against her neck. She panted into Skye’s ear, combed her fingers through her hair and whispered, “I found you again.”

Another tear fled Skye’s cheek and she slowly nodded. Like you promised you would.




















WEDNESDAY


CHIMERA

The earth was soft beneath Skye’s feet, nothing but countless particles of dust drifting amidst a black abyss. She squinted and lifted a hand to block out the cascade of ash. It rushed at her from every direction, whirled at her eyes and her ears, somehow pounded at the underside of her skull. It came coupled with bright flashes. They illuminated the blurred horizon and the entity that hovered just above it.

It was both dark and light, twisting and merging, spewing fire one moment and collapsing the next. It consumed everything in massive, molten bands of light. Then it shrank, cold and fetal, shed all its color and took on a small, quaking existence.

It’s here, she remembered crying out. It’s here, it’s here―

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t blink, couldn’t stand. She’d become bodiless and drifting, nothing but a shimmering band of light. Darting and searching. Frantic.

The entity went on unfurling into countless ribbons of light for what seemed like an eternity, until Skye’s eyes were burning and welling with tears, until each breath became longer, until it began to grow and transform the darkness around it into something bright and beautiful and alive.

Then it would exhale all over again, extinguish everything in a gust of wind and cold. Each stage lengthened as time went on, filling Skye with delight one moment and anguish the next.

“Stop!” Skye cried. It froze in an instant, twitching with restraint. It fell apart into nothing more than smoke and ash and whirled into a gentle cyclone. It gathered into the embracing forms of two luminescent beings: one of gold, the other silver. One of light, and one of darkness.

One of life, one of death.

Skye shot awake with a gasp. A light patter of rain tapped at her window, curiously loud amidst the silence permeating her room. Vale exhaled a muffled hum and slid an arm across Skye’s neck.

“Hey,” Skye whispered.

Vale flicked her eyes, parted her lips and murmured, “Mm?”

“Are you awake?”

A small smile quirked at the corner of her mouth. “Mm.”

Skye leaned in to plant a kiss on her cheek. “I think you’re asleep.”

Vale flicked her eyes, smiled and curled into Skye’s side. “Ahm-mm.”

Skye wriggled her way out from under her arm, slid out of bed and snatched a hoodie from the back of her chair. She tugged it over her bottom on the way out the door and moved down the hall on wavering legs. It felt like the floor was shaking, like she was aboard a rocking ship at sea. She came upon Luka’s door, closed her fingers around the knob and sighed.

Hey, she thought of what she might say. Have any weird dreams lately? She shook her head and clenched her fingers around the knob. I’ve been having weird dreams. And visions. Most of which involve being you. She bit her lip and raised her other hand mid-knock. I think I might’ve been you once. She grimaced, lowered her eyes and sighed. A hand closed over her shoulder and she jerked upright, coming face-to-face with Vale’s shimmering, sleep-heavy eyes. Her heart spasmed.

“Scared the shit out of me,” she whispered, flicking her eyes over the blanket wrapped around her shoulders. “Did I wake you up?”

Vale shook her head. “My phone. Got a…weird text from my mum. Says she wants to―” She wrinkled her nose. “―have lunch later today.”

Skye knit her eyebrows. “Lunch,” she repeated. She thought back to the text she’d accidentally snooped on, to the message Vale had sent: I could’ve died tonight.

“Yeah. I told her I wouldn’t go without you.” Vale drew back and hugged the mass of blankets between them. She nodded toward Luka’s door. “You alright?”

“Yeah. Just…thinking,” Skye explained poorly. “Are you?”

Vale slid a hand over Skye’s forearm and offered a second blanket with the other. “Thirsty. Wanna sit with me in the kitchen?”

Skye smiled. “Nah, I’d rather go back to bed by myself,” she teased, pushing her down the hall. Vale uttered a low chuckle and gave her bottom a firm pinch.




Vale swept her eyes over Skye’s, bit back a small half-smile and selected two glasses from the cabinet. Her blanket left just enough of her legs bare for Skye to catch a glimpse of the torn, tribal-esque fabric swaying between them. Vale popped the fridge open to collect a bottle of strawberry syrup.

“Want some pink rabbit?” she asked with a twitch of a smile. Skye chuckled and nodded. “Could’ve sworn this bunny was pink when I was a kid,” Vale mused, turning it in her hands. “Wonder if they changed him to be less gay.”

Skye laughed. “I’m pretty sure he’s always been a lightish brown.”

“Really?” Vale blinked down at it as she poured a glass out.

“Yeah. Funny, you made the same mistake with my hair.”

Vale shot her an offended glance. “You’re the one who referred to yourself as the―“ She plopped the milk down and feigned quotation marks with her hands. “―pink-haired chick.”

Pink-haired chick. Skye chuckled, recalling the first text she had ever sent Vale, the nervousness that had wrung her hands and the furiousness with which she’d defended her phone from her coworkers’ prying eyes. It all seemed so long ago. She couldn’t even fathom Vale ever being a stranger. She’d somehow known, the moment she’d laid eyes on her, who Vale was.

She was hers. Always.

“To be fair, that wasn’t my doing.”

“Oh?” Vale squeezed a line of syrup into each cup. “Then who’s doing was it?”

“Fran’s.”

“The chick that called me after your―?”

“Yeah.” Skye slid forward and braced her chin in her hands. “She’s colorblind too,” she teased. Vale pulled open a few drawers, looking lost. “Left of the sink,” Skye told her.

Vale came back up with a spoon in hand. “Fran was my server,” she said, stirring the cups’ contents. “She’s always my server. Remembers my order and everything.” She tossed the spoon into the sink. “I don’t even like the food there. Only ever went to see you.”

Skye curled a finger at the table and scratched something free of the wood. Vale had visited her so many times―quiet, polite, unnoticed. Skye had never even seen her. Not once.

Vale’s hand appeared in her field of view, sliding a cup her way. She took up a chair of her own and scraped it in Skye’s direction. She didn’t stop until they sat thigh to thigh, and even then she shifted further in and braced a hand on her hip.

“Skye?”

Skye glanced up at her, still scratching at the wood.

“You’re okay, right?”

Skye nodded, but before she could still the movement it transformed into a slow shake. “I didn’t even…see you there. For months. You said it went on for months. And I never even…”

“Hey.” Vale reached out, trailed a finger at Skye’s chin and frowned. Her eyes bore into her, somehow both dark and bright―profoundly intense. “It’s ‘cause your eyes were always down.”

Skye’s shoulders sagged. For a moment she felt like she was Luka again, shivering beneath Aija amidst a pearly landscape of smooth rock. Her heart churned at the memory; everything was blurring together now, and at times it was difficult to distinguish reality from dreams, dreams from memories.

Luka padded around the corner as though Skye’s memory had somehow summoned her there. She slid to a startled halt at the sight of them, squeezed at the bottom of her hoodie and rushed a hand to Anya’s headphones. Skye was pretty sure they would have flown off her head had she not.

“Hey,” Skye greeted. Vale twisted around to glance over her shoulder at the girl. Luka simply flicked her eyes between them, at their blankets and twin glasses of strawberry milk.

She cleared her throat, lowered her hand and proceeded to the fridge. “Hey.” She tugged it open and stuck her head inside. After a few moments of rummaging, she backed out of the fridge, shot them a sidelong glance and knit her eyebrows.

“What’re you lookin’ for?” Vale asked.

She snapped the fridge shut, cutting off its quiet rumble. “Something to drink.”

Skye slid her glass over. “Want some pink rabbit?”

Luka eyed the contents warily before giving it a sip. A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Can I share?”

“Yeah.”

Luka scraped a chair in, took another slow sip and darted her eyes between them both. Vale’s blanket caught her attention and she cleared her throat, averted her gaze and resumed her sipping. “Nice…paint,” she offered, staring at the table.

Vale cleared her throat. “Thanks.” Skye grinned at her faint blush; it had been Vale’s idea to walk into the kitchen wearing nothing more than her blanket. “Ah, Luka?”

“What?”

“That stuff,” Vale began. “Cephai, you called it.” She took a sip from her own glass, trailed a finger over its rim. “What’s it mean when it starts, like, shooting outta your body and shit without permission?”

Skye glanced sidelong at her and visualized the slick of magma that had coated the sheets around them, the way it slid into Vale’s pores as a hot vapor.

Luka hummed. “Did it come out of you?”

“Yeah, what’s it mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Luka answered. She pushed Skye’s glass back, rocking its contents.

“Nothing? Nothing bad?”

Luka shook her head.

“Really?” Vale raised an eyebrow.

Skye pinched at the tops of her own knuckles. She could tell by the tone of Luka’s voice, by the way she averted her eyes that she wasn’t being entirely truthful.

“Maybe Aija’s trying to talk to you,” Luka offered. “Like I talked with Skye before we met.”

Talked, Skye mused. Was that what Luka thought of their shared nightmares, their seizures? Talking?

“With your ajna,” Luka clarified as though reading Skye’s mind.

“What’s that even mean?” Vale asked.

“Look, I don’t really understand all that much about it either,” Luka admitted with a huff. She slanted her eyes up at them, gave her lip a slow chew. “I don’t remember a lot, just a few things.” She paused, squeezed at her own wrist and rotated it around. “Like stories about where we came from, a few things they told us about cephai. Was always spoken about like…like it wasn’t tangible. Like it was a concept. I don’t even have any memories of using cephai. It’s all been recent. Since…waking up,” she trailed off, lost in thought.

Skye furrowed her eyebrows. “What do you mean?” she blurted out. Why couldn’t Luka remember simple things? Why couldn’t Aija remember anything? Vale mirrored her baffled expression.

“I mean I don’t remember,” Luka huffed. She slid a hand to her bangs, nestled her forehead into her palm. “I woke up in this white place. Didn’t remember anything at first.” She slapped her hand to the table with an exhaustive sigh. “But when things got really bad, I’d close my eyes, wish myself somewhere else and I’d see Aija…kinda unfocused. Then I met her, in real life, all over again. And now she’s…” She sucked in a breath, unwilling to go on.

“Afraid of you,” Skye finished for her. Luka nodded. “But why?”

Luka slowly shook her head, gathered Anya’s music from the table and stood. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” She led the headphones over her ears and retreated from the kitchen. Before she could venture down the hall, she paused, turned to face the wall and sucked her lower lip between her teeth. “I already ruined everything. Nothing I say matters.” Then she was gone again, tugging her hood over her head and padding down the hall.

Skye thudded her forehead against the table.

Vale’s hand met with the back of her head and her fingers worked smooth circles into her hair. “Not the easiest person to talk to, is she?” she mused.

Skye rolled her head back and forth. “Nope.”

“Maybe…she just needs more time,” Vale offered.

More time, Skye huffed. Vale smoothed her thumb in between her shoulder blades. More time didn’t seem like something Luka needed. She was just as lost, just as terrified as Skye. She didn’t know a single thing.

Vale tucked a strand of hair behind Skye’s ear. “C’mon Sunshine,” she whispered, sliding her chair back with a quiet scrape. Skye frowned up at her. “I’ll tuck you in,” she offered.

Skye smiled. “Okay.”


ADAPTATION

“Would you―” Skye heaved an exasperated breath and grabbed her toothbrush back from Vale with a furious gaze. “Would you stop snatching my toothbrush?”

Vale chuckled lowly and grazed her lips over her ear. “Can’t help it. You’re so cute when you’re all flustered.” She slid against Skye’s bottom and pressed her into the sink. Skye plunged her toothbrush back into her mouth.

“Thish ishn’t flushtered,” she fought, spitting in the sink. “Can’t even brush my teeth without you grinding on my ass.” She couldn’t help the smile that followed. Vale chuckled into her ear, grasped onto her hips and dragged her back.

“Hmm,” she hummed, closing her lips over her ear and giving it a gentle suck. “No, you sure can’t. My crotch is just attached to your arse.”

Skye gripped onto the counter as Vale ground into her again, libido apparently completely unfazed by the previous night’s activities. Quite the opposite, she only seemed to want more all the time. “Your crotch is gonna be attached to my mouth if you don’t start getting dressed.”

Vale uttered another low chuckle and reached up to fluff at her own damp hair. “That’s not gonna spur me to get dressed any faster.” She folded her arms around Skye’s waist, pressed her lips to her neck and inhaled a deep breath, enticing Skye to turn in her arms.

She collected Vale’s pants from the toilet seat. “I’ll start dressing you,” she warned.

“Mm-nn, nope―” Vale bit back a smile as Skye closed in on her. “I’ll do it myself,” she began, but Skye had already advanced on her, hooked onto her thigh and lifted her leg. Vale hopped around on one foot.

“Get―in there.”

“Nope! Nope!” Vale ripped a towel off the wall, swept it around her like a cape and shielded the bottom of her face with it. She glowered at Skye through heavy, piercing eyes. “You gotta catch me first,” she muffled before flinging the door open and pounding down the hall.

Skye quickly gathered up her own towel, wrapped it around her shoulders and bolted through the door. She nearly bowled Luka over as she flew around the corner.

“Shit,” she rushed, sealing the front of her towel back up. Luka only stared at her through half-lidded eyes, looking entirely unamused by their antics. Skye blinked down at her and realized very quickly that Luka was for some reason sporting a pair of breasts beneath her undershirt. “Fuck, why are you changing?” she belted out.

Luka gestured toward her chest, then her crotch. “I hate them.”

Skye curled her towel in around her. “Sorry,” she apologized. “It isn’t my fault, is it?”

Luka grumbled and edged out of Skye’s path to make her way toward the bathroom. “I don’t know,” she complained before shutting the door behind her.

Skye cleared her throat and closed a hand over her forehead before following Vale to her bedroom. Vale stood with her back to the door, nude from the waist up. “She alright?” she asked, dragging on her zipper. Skye tossed her towel aside, eased in behind her and curled her arms around her waist.

“She’s…uh,” she paused, unsure of how to phrase Luka’s predicament. “She’s…changing.”

“Changing? Like how?”

“She’s got―she’s…turning human,” Skye finally managed, and Vale breathed a surprised oh.

“What’s that mean?”

“I…really have no idea.”

“Skye!” Luka cried from down the hall. Skye nearly tripped over Vale in the process of fumbling for her towel. She launched down the hallway.

“What’s wrong?” she blurted out, flinging the door open to meet her. Luka simply stood there with her hands cupped between her legs. She didn’t say anything, only brandished her bloodied palm. Lines of it ran the length of her thighs.

Skye dashed for the toilet paper and stuffed it between her legs. “Fuck, Luka―”

“It wasn’t my fault!” Luka cried. “It came out by itself! It―it―” She backpedalled against the wall and pawed at Skye’s hand. “It’s so dark. How do you even know when to―”

“Hey, hey―it’s alright. That shit happens to humans, alright? It’s normal. Does it hurt?”

“No.”

“Okay,” Skye sighed. Her heart pounded as she went on wiping up the mess. “Come on, jump in the shower and I’ll show you what to do when you get out. It’s fine.”

“Okay.”

Skye slumped against the sink and grappled at the faucet with shaking hands. Her stomach churned at the blood that thread its way down the drain. Luka uttered a sharp yelp as the water came on. Skye winced, knowing full well that she and Vale had already used the hot water.

“Sorry,” she apologized again, scrubbing her hands with a blush. She quickly fished around the cabinet for a tampon. “Okay, so you just…stuff it in there. Take the wrapper off and―” She fumbled with it as the shower came open.

Luka frowned at the tampon. “What?”

“Never mind, I’ll open it.” Skye fought the wrapper with shaking hands, delivered it to Luka and made an upward-plunging gesture several times. A fierce blush burned her cheeks. “You push it up, pull the hard part out―”

Luka snatched it from her, turned it over in her hands and fiddled with the string. “I got it,” she snapped when Skye tried to help her.

Skye dizzied at the speed with which she turned away. She launched a hand out to brace herself on the wall. “You put the rounded part in…push the bottom―”

“This is stupid!” Luka ground out. “Why can’t your people pee like normal?”

“That’s not pee,” Skye laughed. Her smile quickly faded. She hoped Luka wouldn’t ask what it was, because blood was probably the last thing the girl wanted to hear. “It’s just…part of our…reproduction system and stuff,” she explained poorly.

“What?” Luka belted out with a hint of panic. “I’m―I’m gonna―?” Her foot squeaked over the porcelain and the shower door rattled beneath the weight of her palm. She lapsed into her native language, “Min ka’pen ne―ne’ish!”

“Calm your shit,” Skye hushed her. “You’re not having an egg.” Luka exhaled a relieved sigh. There came a clatter of plastic, another squeak. Skye was pretty sure she was doing it all wrong. “Luka,” she huffed. She ran the back of her hand over her forehead. “What the fuck is going on with us? You’re not going to…turn into me, are you?”

“How the fuck would I know?” Luka ground out, clearly frustrated with the device she was expected to poke at her insides. “Do I look like I’d know?”

“No, I just―” Skye almost laughed at the fury behind her voice. She knew it would have been a terrible idea to let it slip, so she quickly bit it back and masked it with rushed exhale. “Thought you might know more than me. I don’t seem to be changing at all, but you’re…”

“This world doesn’t like me.”

“I don’t think it’s that,” Skye chuckled. She glanced over her shoulder to see Luka bracing herself at the door’s edge, apparently unabashed of her new parts. She stared back at Skye with a furious, unamused expression. Skye didn’t feel as bothered by her nudity this time; now that Luka looked…well…familiar, she felt more at ease. “I think you might be acclimating or something.”

“I don’t wanna acclimate. I want my own body back.” She held the tampon’s plastic remains in one hand. Skye cleared her throat, grabbed up another sheet of toilet paper and collected it.

“Well I don’t know how to do that, short of you going back where you came from,” she rushed, tossing it into the trash.

Luka stepped out with a wince and Skye passed her a towel. “I just…” She buried her face behind it and inhaled a deep breath. “I don’t wanna go back. I like being here with you and Vale. And Anya. And Shane is nice too. It’s like…” She blinked and lowered her eyes. “When I see you with her, it’s like Aija and I are together again, in some way. I know it’s stupid, but…”

“Luka,” Skye sighed. “What happened between you two?”

Silver eyes flicked to meet her. They were soon welling with tears, wavering between moonlight and steel. “It’s really bad,” she choked, and she drove into Skye and closed her arms around her. Skye blinked down at her, clutched at the back of her head and gave it a slow pat. “I killed them,” Luka gasped. “I killed them, and she saw―”

Skye’s heart surged into the pit of her stomach and her mind reeled back to the moment they sat knee-to-knee atop Luka’s mattress, to the memories that flooded her: the think bands of silver and the stilled hands, stretching skyward as though seeking release. She quickly cleared her head of the visual. Luka went on trembling and clenching her fingers around Skye’s bicep.

“Why?” Skye whispered. She regretted asking as soon as the word left her mouth. She suddenly wished she could suck it back into her lungs.

“Because I’m a monster.”

“You’re not―” Skye grasped her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length. “You’re not a monster.” She couldn’t still her pounding heart, couldn’t help but swallow back the sick that burned at the base of her throat. Hadn’t she thought the same of Luka not that long ago? Wasn’t some part of her still terrified of what the girl could do, what she could become? “We are not monsters. Do you fucking understand me?”

Luka sucked in a sharp breath and shivered. Skye mirrored her shock; it was the first time she’d openly referred to them as one, as having anything in common. A light tapping interrupted them. Skye glanced back in time to find Vale creaking the door open with knit eyebrows. She had her phone pinned between her jaw and shoulder, her jacket in her hands.

“Alright in here?” she mouthed, gesturing between the two of them. Skye managed a slow nod. “I’m not talking to you, Ez,” Vale snapped into the phone. “I said I can’t tell you. It’s personal, family-related shit. Might come in tomorrow, I dunno.”

“Who’s she talking to?” Luka whispered.

“Coworker.”

“Dunno what the hell’s going on in here—” Vale slid her phone away. “―but we’re really gonna be late if we don’t hurry.”

Luka clutched the towel to her chest. “Where are you going?”

Vale swung the door open wholly. “My mum’s place.” She snapped her jacket’s last clasp into place and brushed a hand over her pant leg. “It’ll be awkward as all hell, but if you wanna go…”

“I do,” she announced. She pushed away from Skye, budged Vale out of the way and traipsed down the hall. “Just need clothes.”

Vale raised an eyebrow after her, apparently just as shocked as Skye had been upon witnessing Luka’s new bosom. She worked her jaw a few times and pointed. “I thought she was a kid.”

“Apparently she’s just short.” She stared down the hall after her. “How the fuck are we gonna explain her to your mother?”

Vale shrugged. “Time to see if she’ll pass for your sister.”

“Hm.” Skye rubbed at her bicep and flicked her eyes over Vale’s jaw. Her hair was wispy, damp and wild where it fluttered over her shoulders. She slid her palm over her collarbone and worked it in slow, lazy circles.

Vale tilted her head back and exhaled a small breath. “I haven’t seen Mum in three years.” Her fingers found the lip of Skye’s towel and nudged it away from her shoulder. It fell to one side, baring her.

“I’m a little scared,” Skye admitted. Vale’s fingers slid to her side and settled on her hip. “What if I…what if I mess up?” she asked. “What if I have another…” Another fit.

“Don’t let anything she says bother you, okay?” Vale tugged her in by the waist and breezed her lips over her jaw. “It’s been three years. I don’t know what she’s going to say. But not even Mum could withstand your charms.”

Charms, Skye mused. She shook her head and uttered a small laugh. “Yeah, okay. My charms.”

“Seriously. You’re too sweet to hate.”

“Sweet?” Skye gazed sidelong at the mirror, at the hard contrast of their skin and hair. Skye seemed paler than usual. “Are we looking at the same person?”

Vale slid back, trailed a knuckle over her jaw and smiled. “We are.”


ECHOED

Vale slid to a stop, shielded her eyes and squinted. “Here it is.” She scrunched her nose. “Home, sweet home.” Her mom’s house was a narrow, two-story home with maroon bricks and white-trimmed windows. River’s old beat-up Miata sat parked on the side, engine clicking from recent use. Spiked plants and cacti decorated the yard in various, walled-in patches of white rock. The rest was covered in a thick, neatly-trimmed grass. “Told you she lived nearby.”

Skye smiled. “No kidding.” It had taken less than fifteen minutes to walk there. She tucked a hand into her pocket and looked the place up and down. There was a small balcony on the top floor, a wooden bench and a potted plant. She imagined Vale perched there once upon a time, perhaps at the very moment Skye might’ve gazed longingly from her own window. She wondered how they might have met had Vale stayed there, had any day of their lives played out differently. Had they been destined to meet regardless? Had they met the same way in their previous lives, always fated, always bound?

Luka ran a finger over one of the aloe plants on the way up the path. Skye’s heart thumped in her chest, and she suddenly worried that one or both of them might collapse upon entering. What if she had another seizure, or worse, tore a hole through space-time and sucked something monstrous through with her?

“Don’t be shy, Sunshine,” Vale whispered over her shoulder. She collected Skye’s fingers where they’d begun to twist at her shirt. “Your hands are sweating.”

“Sorry,” Skye apologized. Breathe, she reminded herself. Breathe.

Luka caught her gaze, furrowed her eyebrows and gave her a small nod. “You have to remain calm,” she whispered. She flicked her eyes toward the open window. Skye was sure she’d just seen River’s face poke through the curtains. “When you get anxious or scared, you’re more likely to be drawn in.”

Vale punched the doorbell with her thumb.

“In?” Skye panicked. A grandfather clock’s chime followed. The door tugged inward with a puff of air and River’s beaming face filled the crack.

“Vale,” she hushed, clearly doing her best to tone down her excitement. “This is awesome.” The door flew further open and River went to work unlocking the screen. “She’s in the backyard.”

“Grillin’?”

“Yeah. I still can’t believe she invited you over.”

Skye curled a hand into her hoodie. Vale chuckled and squeezed at her fingers. “Riv’, tell Sunshine to calm down. She’s losing her shit.”

River grinned and poked Skye in the arm. Her eyes lit with surprise as Luka came into view. “Holy shit, Skye! You never said you had a twin!”

The blood ran from Skye’s face. She padded into the hall behind Vale, pressed herself against a small hutch and tossed her head Luka’s way. “Uh, not really twins. I have a couple years on her.”

“Hey,” Luka greeted, eyeing River up and down. River lingered on Luka’s coat longer than necessary; the girl had insisted on wearing her own alien-as-fuck jacket since it’d been through the wash.

“This’s Luka.” Vale nudged her. “Hope Mum’s okay with another plate.”

“Yeah, I’m sure she―” River gave Luka another once over, flicked her eyes over Skye and back again. “She made extra burgers, so… Jesus, she really looks like you, doesn’t she?”

Skye sighed. “Yes.”

Luka mirrored her disgruntled expression.

“You taken too, Luka?” River giggled.

Luka blinked. “Taken?”

“She’s taken,” Vale snapped, then cleared her throat. “Sort of. Thought you were straight, little bugger.”

“I don’t like labels,” River said with a wink. She tugged Luka in by the crook of her arm and steered them all into a small kitchen.

Luka glanced back at Skye. “Straight?” She looked wholly unprepared for being tugged around like a puppy.

Skye shook her head a few times to signify more questions would have been a bad idea. A whiff of grilled meat hit her full in the face a moment later. It wafted in through the screen door at the other end of the room, opposite of a short table and a corner bench that might have fit four people max. It didn’t look like they’d be eating there, however; the table was covered with magazines and note cards. A tiny 90s T.V. sat nearby, forecasting the following day’s weather: more rain.

“I’ll let her know you’re here,” River said.

Skye could have been physically attached to Vale for as close as she stood to her, curling her fingers into the crook of her arm and glancing around the rest of the kitchen. Luka closed in on the microwave and prodded its window. “Everything’s so clean.”

“Mom!” River shouted through the screen door, spurring Skye’s nerves into further strain. It felt like a coat hanger had been fused to her spine. A slick of fresh sweat coated her palm, drawing Vale’s attention a second time.

“Skye,” she whispered. “Remember to stay calm.” She leaned into her, pressed her lips to the top of her head and ran her fingers over the back of her hand. “It’ll be alright.”

“Sorry.” Skye’s heart went on pounding at the sound of Vale’s mother calling out from across the backyard. Her voice wavered amidst the tick tick of a sprinkler system.

“Vale here?”

River pushed open the door and disappeared into the backyard.

Skye squeezed a hand at her side and peeked around the screen. There was an entire shaded patio and a pool there, crisp and glinting beneath the sunlight. She caught sight of a second orange-red head gleaming beside a smoking grill. She quickly drew back.

“I’m nervous too,” Vale admitted. She rested her jaw alongside Skye’s temple. “Hope she doesn’t kick us out,” she chuckled. They both perked at the sound of approaching footsteps.

The screen swung in and River burst inside, swinging her arms. The woman that followed didn’t look much like Vale at all. She and River shared their bright orange head of hair and pale, creamy skin. It wasn’t until Skye was able to focus on her features that she began to see comparisons: she shared Vale’s strong jaw, her curving nose and the sharp, slightly upturned edges of her eyes. Her blue eyes darted between them before landing on Vale. There was a strange flicker of emotion there, one Skye might have missed had she not been so breathlessly focused.

There came a short, awkward moment in which they all simply stood there staring at each other. The screen door eased shut on its own with the strain of a spring and a small click. The blue, piercing eyes made their way over to Skye’s next. Skye shrank into Vale further, still unsure of the emotion she saw there. Thankfully, they only lingered on her a moment before darting back to Vale.

“Your hair’s gotten long.” Her voice was just as low and rumbling as Vale’s, though it lacked the accent.

“Hey Mum,” Vale managed, edging forward to offer a hand. The woman moved around it, however. She opened up her arms to take her daughter into a full-on hug. Skye broke away from Vale’s arm at the gesture, backtracking just enough to bump into the kitchen counter. She chewed her lip and met River’s gaze. The girl grinned back at her, clearly pleased with the outcome of their meeting.

Luka sidled up behind Skye and prodded her. Skye nudged her back. Not now, she pleaded.

“This’s Skye,” Vale introduced, untangling herself from her mom’s arms and turning around. She coaxed Skye forward. Vale’s mom gave her another quick up and down. The woman looked surprisingly young for having a daughter Vale’s age; she had few laugh lines around her mouth and eyes and she looked like she regularly worked out.

“Hi,” Skye offered weakly. She found it hard to focus on the woman’s gaze as she leaned forward to take her other hand. She was still sweating profusely, and she was sure Vale’s mom could feel it.

“Skye,” the woman repeated in a low voice, gently shaking her hand up and down. “You’re very beautiful.”

Skye darted her eyes away at the compliment and blushed. “Thank you,” she managed. “Uh, Miss…”

“Jenna,” she answered. “Just Jenna is alright.”

Skye cleared her throat. She’d expected a more bizarre name from the woman that named her daughters River and Vale. She’d expected a more bizarre house, a more bizarre kitchen. She couldn’t look at Vale’s mom and just imagine Jenna. Perhaps it had to do with how Skye’s own parents had raised her: other people’s parent’s were always Mr. and Mrs. So-and-so.

“This’s Luka,” Vale added, nudging Luka forward. Luka was far less shaky than Skye when she leaned in to collect Jenna’s―Mum’s, Skye decided she was more comfortable with―hand. “Skye’s sister. She wanted to come, too.”

Mum smiled down at Luka’s coat. “I like your style.” She glanced over her shoulder through the screen door. “I’ve gotta go turn the burgers,” she added. “You’re welcome to sit in the backyard if you like or…roam around the house.”

“Okay,” Vale murmured. She suddenly looked uncomfortable.

Mum slid her eyes between them before tugging the door back open. “Won’t be long.” Skye couldn’t help but notice the shake of her hand, her sharp intake of breath. The screen clicked shut behind her.

“Not so bad,” Vale managed, running a hand through her hair. “Bet she didn’t expect me to bring a bombshell like you home.”

“Shut up,” Skye chuckled and gave her arm a pinch.

“Skye’s not good with compliments,” Vale told River as the four of them moved back into the hall. Luka nudged Skye out of the way in order to glimpse around the corner. She ran her fingers over the textured wallpaper and tilted her head.

“That was so weird,” River laughed. “She didn’t even yell at you or anything.”

“Don’t jinx it, little bastard.” Vale grinned.

“Can we see Vale’s room?” Luka asked.

All four of them fell silent.

Vale scratched at the back of her head and tossed a hand in the living room’s direction. “That way.”

Luka slid down the hall with one hand stuffed into her coat pocket. It was strange for Skye to be staring at the back of her head and she found herself wondering if she walked like that too, if she seemed just as unstable or unsure of her surroundings wherever she went.

Vale came up behind her with a hand on her hip. She gestured toward the couch, which currently had a long, knitted blanket folded up on one of its arms and a pair of dark, patterned pillows. “There’s my bed,” she introduced it.

Skye swallowed. River ran a hand over her arm and frowned. Luka looked completely enthralled. She edged toward it and bounced once on the cushion before standing back up and running her fingers over the coffee table.

“That was my nightstand,” Vale laughed. “Sometimes my dinner table. But normally I used it to draw on.”

Skye imagined her hunched over it and scribbling with the tip of her tongue tucked between her teeth. She smiled.

“What’s this?” Luka asked, picking at the edge of a doily. It sat pinned beneath a bowl of candies.

“Not mine,” Vale made clear. She popped a candy into her mouth and Luka followed. All four of them partook in the treat until River cleared her throat.

“Seriously, you guys want to see Vale’s real room? It’s still totally intact, believe it or not.”

Skye perked up. “Really?”

“Yeah,” River giggled, collecting her hand. Skye was being torn down the hall before Vale could intercept them. River came to a screeching halt and vaulted her into a room with a cackle. “I left all her posters up and―”

“Dammit River!” Vale belted out, closing in on them with an exasperated huff.

Skye blinked around at the room. It was relatively large, and she quickly realized it had belonged to both of them. Two twin beds mirrored each other at the opposite end of the room, one of which had been covered in a slew of unfolded clothes and other knick knacks. Skye was pretty sure that was Vale’s old bed, because she couldn’t imagine the pink, Disney Princess sheets on the other belonging to her.

“Look,” River chuckled, jabbing a finger in the messy bed’s direction. “It’s your old girlfriend,” she teased.

Skye flicked her eyes to the large poster that adorned the wall there: an old Legend of Zelda print. It was torn at the edges as though it’d been peeled off and stuck back on several times.

“That’s a dude,” she pointed out.

Vale laughed.

“Really?” River rubbed her chin. “It says Twilight Princess,” she said with another jab. “His name is Zelda.”

“His name is Link,” Vale corrected.

“Then who the fuck is Zelda?”

Luka wandered in behind them. She looked far more intrigued by the walls and shelves than the poster.

“Zelda’s the princess. Equally hot,” Vale explained. “Want another mind fuck?” she asked, sidling up next to the Metroid Prime poster beside it. “This one’s a chick.” She tossed a thumb at the massive, armored character there.

River’s jaw dropped. “Okay, now I’m just confused.”

“Don’t worry, everybody was.”

The squeak and clatter of the kitchen’s screen door had them all hushing and glancing back down the hall. Vale’s mom called out a moment later, “Hey, Riv’!”

River stumbled down the hall. “Be right back.”

Vale and Skye glanced sidelong at each other.

Luka approached the nearby bookshelf and ran her finger over one of the framed photos there. It was of Vale and River lounging on a pair of poolside lawn chairs. “Do you think our ai searched for these bodies?” she asked, her voice so low Skye had to wonder if she’d whispered it by accident. “Maybe wanted something familiar. Something that felt like home,” she went on, tilting her head.

Skye held her breath.

“What do you mean?” Vale asked.

Luka lowered her eyes and dropped her hand. She glanced back at Skye from over her shoulder and tucked her fingers into her coat’s front flaps. “Haven’t you two figured it out yet?” she whispered. Skye’s heart plunged into her gut at the stifled inhale that followed. “I die, don’t I?” she asked them. “I die, and my ai―”

Vale squeezed at Skye’s hand. Skye lost all recollection of where they were; her mind flew back to the previous night where Vale had tugged her in close, had wept into her neck: We died…and we never left each other.

“―My ai came here, didn’t it?” Luka asked. “It’s in you. Like something decided we deserved a second chance, like cephai knew all along it wasn’t fair, it wasn’t―” She sucked in another stifled gasp and rushed a hand through her hair.

“Luka…” Skye tried. She didn’t even know what to say anymore. The girl had just confessed to knowing what Skye and Vale had slowly begun to realize: that Luka was an echo from another timeline, drawn in through cephai by some cosmic fuck-up.

Luka drew in a steadying breath, braced herself on the bookshelf and sighed. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to freak out.”

Vale ran a finger over her lower lip and studied Skye’s dejected expression. Skye chewed at her lip. Her mind still couldn’t scramble together the words to respond; she’d been winded by the outburst, entirely disturbed by the notion that Luka might truly be some ghost of her previous self. That she had died.

“I don’t want to be like this,” Luka murmured. “I like it here. I want to like it here. It’s beautiful.” She gazed on another one of Vale’s pictures. It was of her and River sitting across from each other with a pile of unsorted puzzle pieces between them. “Where I come from, everything is dead or dying. There’s hardly any plants or animals left. I was always hungry,” she whispered. “Sometimes I could barely move and my body―” A shiver ran the length of her spine. “I must’ve looked like such a monster.”

“You didn’t look like a monster,” Vale offered in a soft voice. She came up behind her and set a hand on her shoulder. “You looked like a real wicked, Star Trek version of Skye,” she chuckled, glancing back at Skye with a wink.

Luka lowered her eyes to the front of Vale’s jacket. “Wicked?”

“A good kinda wicked,” Vale promised. “Like you could take on the whole world, like nobody would think twice about fuckin’ with you.”

Skye was unprepared for the smile that twitched at the corner of her mouth. The same smile found its way onto Luka’s lips. There was something sad about it, something faraway and longing. Her lower lip twitched like she wanted to say something more, but she lowered her gaze and stuffed her hands into her pockets instead. “You’re still overwhelmingly sweet even here, aren’t you?” she nearly whispered.

River cleared her throat from the doorway and the three of them shot upright and spun around.

“Are you guys in some like, weird kinda triangle relationship?”

“NO!” Vale and Skye shouted in unison.

River glanced sidelong at Luka’s bewildered expression. “Okay, just checking on Luka’s sort of in a relationship status,” she teased. “Come on, time to eat!” She collected Luka by the arm all over again and toted her down the hall. “Mom’s been nervous all day. Spent like an hour setting the table.”

Vale wore a disbelieving look. “Really?”

“Yeah. It’s weird.” She chuckled. “I kinda like it.”


HELLION

River wasn’t joking. The dining room had been decked out with a dark, patterned table cloth, matching sets of dishes, salt and pepper shakers and glasses. Each plate had a diagonally folded napkin―Skye had almost expected them to be cloth―and silverware lined up neatly on top. Another stack of extra napkins marked the ends of each table. She stared at it all as Luka made a tentative step forward, unsure of where to go.

Vale’s mom bustled in and set the steaming rack of burger patties at its center before pulling her oven mitts free. “All set.” She looked around at it all with a nod before flicking her eyes up at the four of them. “Well go on,” she went on, gesturing to each seat. “Vale and Skye, you two can sit here.” She tugged a chair out and ushered Skye into it. Skye chewed her lip as she took her place, unbearably nervous about having to sit right across from Vale’s mom. “Luka, right over there…” River took up the seat across from Vale and Luka flopped herself down at the end of the table. Vale folded her jacket up on the back of her chair.

River beamed at the entire setup. “This is great, Mom.”

“Yeah,” Vale agreed. She cleared her throat, gathered her napkin up and picked at its edge. Skye suddenly felt extremely awkward as she looked for a place to set her hands. She settled with resting them in her lap and stared across the table at where River and Mum sat beside one another, looking just as awkward.

Vale’s mom lingered on her daughter’s freshly exposed tattoos. “I see you’ve marked your arms up,” she pointed out, pushing the tray of patties further toward the center of the table as if urging them all to start building their burgers. Vale didn’t answer. She bit her lip, tugged one of her corded bracelets further up her wrist and selected a patty. “What happened to keeping them above the sleeve?” her mom went on. “It’s gonna be hard for you to get a good job now.”

Vale cleared her throat, flicked her eyes to meet Skye’s and focused on her patty a second time. She gathered a pair of buns from another glass plate. Skye followed suit, realizing everyone else had already started to put theirs together.

“I have a good job, Mum.”

“Do you?” she asked nonchalantly, laying a pair of sliced pickles atop her patty.

Skye chewed her lip and mirrored her. How many pickles would be too many? She glanced at River’s before selecting a third one. Why do they have to be so slippery? She furrowed her eyebrows at the disobedient slice, gathered it up from where it splatted onto her plate and reapplied it to her patty. She stared across the table at Luka, wondering if she was faring any better. The girl had already dove into hers entirely and messed the edges of her mouth. She looked more than content.

“I tattoo now.”

“Ah, explains all that.” Her mom didn’t seem all that impressed. She took a bite, flicked her eyes between the two of them and swallowed before careening into another topic. “So how long have you two been―” She stalled as if unable to decide on the correct term. “―dating?”

Vale went on piling pickles onto her burger. Skye was grateful she wasn’t the only pickle lover. River caught her gaze next, eyes slightly bugged and shrugging.

“Ah…” Vale glanced at the ceiling. “Bout a week?” she offered weakly.

Try four days, Vale. Skye bit her lip and lowered her gaze to her plate again. She focused on the little patterns at its edge, unable to believe that it had really been such a short amount of time.

“A week, huh?” her mom pondered, taking another bite. Skye shot a second glance River’s way. She had fallen in sync with Luka and was busy wolfing down her burger as if she could eat away the awkward. She kept darting her eyes between the four of them as though something might catch fire at any moment. It didn’t help Skye’s nerves. It felt like somebody had poured concrete into her neck. “And already meeting Mum? Have you met her parents, Vale?”

Skye squeezed the bottle of ketchup a little harder than intended and drowned her burger in it. She winced, flipped the cap back in place and set it down with a shaking hand.

“They died,” she quickly answered for her, not wanting it to be anymore awkward for Vale than it had to be. Luka flicked her eyes up with a small twitch. Vale’s mom fell silent. She set her burger back down and frowned.

“I’m sorry, sweetie. Didn’t mean to―”

“It’s alright.”

Mum cleared her throat and reached for her glass of water. She worked her jaw before taking a sip. Skye could practically see her contemplating her next question, as if she were wondering whether or not to ask how they’d died. She seemed to decide against it.

Vale picked a sesame seed off her bun and flicked it across the table.

“So…how old are you Skye?” Vale’s mom tried again.

“Twenty-one.”

“Same as Vale.” She nodded in approval and took another tentative bite. Skye did the same, though she found it difficult getting the whole thing into her mouth. She paused to squash it into a thinner shape. “You look younger.”

“I get that a lot,” Skye managed. She nibbled at the side of her burger. She suddenly had a hard time working the piece of lettuce loose and ended up dragging the entire leaf out. Vale chuckled, feeding the color in Skye’s cheeks. Skye quickly elbowed her in the side before grasping her napkin up and hiding her mouth.

Mum spared her, however. She breezed on as if she didn’t notice, “Nice to see Vale going for people her age for once.”

Vale sat upright and crushed her burger into her hands.

Skye slanted her eyes at her. “What’s that mean, Vale?” she asked with a grin. Vale shot her a shocked expression.

“Vale’s last girlfriend was a Sophomore,” River gave away with a smirk.

“That was not my last girlfriend!” Vale blurted out. She dragged her water in and chugged at it. Her cheeks were blazing; Skye knew she shouldn’t have been getting such pleasure from messing with her, but she was far too adorable not to.

“You like robbing the cradle?” she egged on, and Vale nearly choked on her water.

Vale buried her face in her hand. “Two years is not cradle robbing.”

Skye could practically see Luka chewing back a slew of questions. Her eyebrows were furrowed into a permanent, questioning expression: What’s a Sophomore? Skye knew she was wondering. Cradle robbing? Luka’s face contorted into one of further confusion at the sight of Vale’s flustered reaction. She wiped away a smudge of mustard with the back of her hand and hummed.

River tucked her tongue into the side of her cheek and slid an extra napkin Luka’s way. Luka stared at it as though it were a bug.

“It is when you’re eighteen and they’re underage,” Vale’s mom prodded.

Skye caught onto the sting in her voice, like that might have had something to do with their falling out. She frowned, reached under the table and stroked at Vale’s knee in apology. Vale lowered her hand just enough to peek sidelong at her, a furious blush still coloring the smooth bit of skin just below her eyes. Skye tilted her head, realizing it encompassed the same area as Aija’s freckles.

“So how did you end up with this hellion?” her mom asked, gesturing toward Vale.

Vale scooped her burger up and took a savage bite.

Skye scratched at her chin. “Uh…”

She found solace in River’s gentle smirk, like she was somehow enjoying their banter. At the very least, it let Skye know that their conversation wasn’t something to be terrified of. Luka looked just as curious. She seemed to grasp the concept of the napkin; she kept herself entertained by dabbing it at her lower lip several more times than necessary.

“She left me a love letter,” Skye played, enjoying the jerk to Vale’s spine and the way she turned ever so slightly in her seat. She looked all the more embarrassed with a mouthful of burger.

A small, puff of a laugh escaped Luka. She quickly buried the sound behind her napkin.

“Did she?” Mum questioned. “My daughter’s gone all romantic, huh?”

Vale shot Skye a pointed look as though demanding whose side she was on.

Skye smiled. “She’s the most romantic person I’ve ever met.” She reveled in the blush that spread over Vale’s cheeks. “She sings to me and everything.”

Vale burst into a fit of coughs and flung her burger back down rather unceremoniously. She held her glass of water in both hands and downed another few gulps.

“Sings?” her mom and sister questioned at the same time, clearly flabbergasted by the very idea.

“Alright, Sunshine,” Vale burst as soon as she’d managed a breath of air. “That’s quite enough from you.”

Skye grinned back at her before taking a victorious bite from her own burger. Vale’s mom still seemed shocked by the information. She leaned back in her chair and ran her finger over the rim of her glass several times before speaking again.

“Sings,” she repeated. “Never thought I’d see the day.”


KINDRED

After the five of them cleared the dishes from the table, Skye peered across the kitchen counter at where Vale’s mom stacked the dishwasher. “Is there anything else I can help with?” she asked.

She chuckled and shook her head. “Aren’t you the sweetest? Maybe some of those manners will rub off on Vale.”

Skye offered a quiet laugh. “Um, I don’t know about that.” She preferred Vale’s brash, no-nonsense way of dealing with the people around her. She peeked around the doorway at where River and Vale had been folding the tablecloth together not a moment before. She could hear all three of them carrying on about something further down the hall. Skye quirked an eyebrow and made to follow them.

“Skye?”

She slid to a halt. Vale’s mom had flashed a hand to her shoulder. Skye turned back to find an uncertain grimace, a furrowed brow. Her eyes were suddenly soft, pleading. “Uh?”

“I’m sorry about all this,” she said, gesturing around the kitchen, then the dining area. “This must be really uncomfortable for you, being dragged along to some broken family dinner.”

Skye swallowed and flicked her eyes to the tile. She became engrossed in its pattern, trailed it with her eyes and then the tip of her shoe. “No, it’s okay. I wanted to come. It was a lot of fun,” she tried.

“Can I ask you something?” she interrupted, and Skye’s heart launched back into her throat. She gazed sidelong at the doorway. She felt like the sick gazelle that’d been split from the rest of its herd. She found herself slowly nodding, wishing Vale would hurry up and come back. “About Vale.”

Skye flicked her eyes. Vale’s mom gazed back on her, oddly insistent. She hadn’t asked a question. Skye was still waiting for the question.

“What did she say? About me?”

Skye darted her eyes back toward the hall and chewed at her lip.

“It’s okay. Just tell me what she said. What’d she tell you about…how she left home?”

Skye balled her hands up inside of her hoodie. She could still hear Vale going on rather loudly about something just down the hall―It’s fine, just throw it in the bloody trash!

“She…um,” Skye tried, heart pounding. She felt like she was about to betray Vale in some way. But Mum’s eyes had her locked in place, had her fists slowly trembling. “She said she was…um. Rooting some girl in the kitchen.” She cleared her throat and looked around at the tile in an entirely different way. “And that you um, came home and, um―” She squeezed her fingers further into her hoodie. Vale’s mom hadn’t said anything and Skye was afraid to look her in the eyes. “She said you were pretty mad and, um―” How many times had Skye said um? She blinked, sucked her lip between her teeth and continued, “That you said she couldn’t stay in River’s room anymore and she slept on the couch.”

Silence ensued.

“That’s all?”

Skye met her gaze a second time. The woman looked far more stunned and confused than Skye had expected. She exhaled a puff of air, ran a thread of hair behind her ear and stared around at the floor. She suddenly looked older and more tired. A sharp thud echoed from the hall and River burst out laughing. What the fuck are they doing? Skye wondered.

Mum furrowed her brow, put her hands on her hips and hummed. “She just left. She just…up and left. No note. No call. Changed her number. Had no idea where she was staying. River said she contacted her, that she was okay…that she didn’t want to talk to me…”

Skye sucked in a startled breath. “…What?”

“She didn’t tell you why?” Mum prodded further. “I was hoping she might’ve…said something.”

“No…” Skye shook her head. “I mean she said…something about…” She drew in another shaky breath and darted her eyes toward the door. Come on, Vale. “That you thought she was incestuous or something and she got really mad and―”

Mum groaned. “I didn’t say that! I―” She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I was mad that she thought that’s why I was mad. The couch was just punishment, I didn’t―” She exhaled another huff and rubbed at her temple. Skye worked her fingers into a vice. How had she ended up in the middle of this? “I never said that,” Vale’s mom insisted. Her eyes were piercing, welling over. “I never said that,” she said again.

“Mum.”

Skye shot upright. Vale pushed off from the doorframe and made her way slowly over. She offered Skye an apologetic look and steered her from the room.

“Fuck, I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll just be a minute,” she pressed, gazing sidelong at her mom. “Luka’s holed up in the bathroom again. Think she, ah, might need your help.”

Skye blinked. Now what? “Okay.” She cast Vale’s mom an equally apologetic look before leaving the two alone. She moved down the hall on wavering legs, strangely dizzy from her one-on-one encounter. The ends of her fingers buzzed with all the blood that rushed back into them. She flicked them at her sides before closing in on where River had leaned back on her bedroom door, phone in hand and busily texting.

“Luka had her period,” she said.

Skye sighed. “I know.”

“Late bloomer, huh?”

“Sort of.”

“I said I’m fine!” Luka shouted from the other side of the bathroom door. She poked her face out next and gestured, rather angrily, for Skye to come over. Skye did, and Luka reached out and latched onto the front of her hoodie with a furious grimace. “You said it’d hold it in there,” she gasped, jabbing at her crotch.

“I gave you more than one,” Skye hushed. “I said you had to change them.”

Luka exhaled a disgruntled sigh and slid back into the bathroom. “This is shit.”

“Welcome to womanhood,” River quipped, pushing her bedroom door open. “C’mon Skye. Let’s poke through Vale’s old shit.”




Luka was moody. She glowered at Skye from across the room, half-buried in River’s mountain of clothes and twisting her fingers around and around a thread of her abused jacket. “Luka.” River Frisbee-tossed another Polaroid her way. It was from a stack Skye had already looked at: the red-haired Vale stack. Apparently it had been more vibrant when she was younger, far more solidly auburn than the stray, glowing highlights she currently sported.

Luka’s eyes lit with surprise when she examined it. She tugged it in close and tilted her head. “Is this normal? For hair to change?”

River let out a bark of laughter. “Jeez, you’re so weird.” Skye lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. “I dunno how common it is, but yeah. Vale came out ginger as fuck―” She unearthed another baby photo and slid it Skye’s way. Skye took it into her hands with a tiny smile. Baby-Vale had come into the world with a full head of flaming hair and eyebrows. She was also smiling. Really smiling―with teeth. “―and then it just got darker and darker,” River went on with a chuckle, leafing through the box of photos. She pulled out another of Vale in a monkey suit, sandwiched between her parents. Her dad was decked out in full-on pirate garb with a long, white-streaked beard, dreadlocks and an eye-patch. “You can see why,” River added with a wink.

Skye already knew why from the small memory she’d shared with Vale, and there was so much of him in her. Her dad had beautiful, golden-brown skin, startlingly white and perfectly straight teeth. His eyes were somehow both dark and bright and twinkling with laughter—an expression identical to Vale’s. Her mom looked even more like Vale with the nonexistent age gap. The strong jaw, the high cheekbones and the angular shape to her eyes—this was without a doubt Vale’s family. The three of them looked so happy together that Skye was overcome with a bolt of heartache.

“I don’t get it,” she murmured. “What happened? They seemed so happy.”

River shrugged. “People change,” she tried. “I’ve never even met my dad. I don’t even have a picture,” she pointed out, gesturing toward the pile. “But I’ve got Mom and I’ve got Vale, and I’m okay with that.”

Vale hummed from the doorway and all three of them shot upright. She stood with her arm propped on the frame and a small smile. She looked tired, and a little sad. Skye moved to slide off the bed but Vale eased into the room, steered her around by the shoulder and plopped her back down. “You looking at my baby teeth?”

Skye smiled. “They’re adorable.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Vale chuckled. She flicked her eyes over one and scooped it up. Her smile faded. “Wow, I didn’t…” She slid a thumb over the date scrawled on the bottom. “I didn’t know you guys kept these ones.” Luka pushed off from her bed and came over to peer down at the rest of the collection with them.

River huffed indignantly, “What, you think I’d let Mom throw away baby pictures? You thought Mom would throw away baby pictures?”

“I guess not,” Vale managed. She slowly shook her head. “I never thought to take any with me and I thought―” She leafed through another until she found one of her dad swinging a toddler-Vale over his head. “I thought she might’ve thrown him away,” she said again, and in a second her lips twisted into a grimace. A tear shot down her cheek like a bullet, followed by several more. She sucked back a startled inhale and quickly rubbed them away, but not before both Skye and River launched themselves at her. Luka was slow to respond; she eyed them all warily before easing in and slowly patting Vale on the back.

Skye had never been in a group-hug of such caliber. And even though she didn’t know River all that well, even though Luka probably had little understanding of what was worthy of Vale’s tears, she suddenly felt like the four of them had, in that moment, become an entirely new family all their own.

For awhile, the only sounds came from the muffled slosh of the dishwasher and the faraway jingle of an ice cream truck. Vale sniffed back another wave of tears, slid her cheek over Skye’s and whispered, “I love you guys.”


CONVERGE

“It never stops raining,” River complained. She was the only one bothered by it. Skye had already pulled her hood up, Vale preferred to soak it in and Luka was far too absorbed by her ice cream to mind. The girl winced and rubbed at her throat for the third time since she’d gotten it. Skye prodded her in the arm.

“You’re gonna get brain freeze if you don’t slow down.”

Vale snickered. “Haven’t even opened mine yet and she’s already cannibalized Spiderman over there.” She tore the edge of her popsicle wrapper away and gave it a tentative lick. “Poor bloke.”

One of Spiderman’s bubblegum eyes fell to the concrete with a clack and rolled over the curb. Luka frowned after it. “What was that?”

“Gum.” Skye shrugged. “Too cold to chew anyway.” She’d already plucked the eyes from her own Ninja Turtle and tucked them into her wrapper.

“Don’t need to chew it,” Vale chuckled. “I just swallow it.”

River nearly choked on her own gum ball. It flew from her mouth with a sharp cough and she howled in laughter, “Vale, that’s the last thing I’d expect coming outta your mouth.”

“Eh?” Vale quirked an innocent eyebrow and gave her popsicle another lick. River went on laughing and jabbing her in the arm until realization dawned in Vale’s eyes. “Oh, fuck off,” she teased back, thumping a finger over her temple. “Shit didn’t even register―”

“―Don’t fucking touch it, for fuck’s―” Skye slapped Luka’s recently-salvaged gum ball from her hands and launched it into the street. A car whirred past and sent a wave of gutter water in their direction, soaking the four of them.

“―Cunt!” Vale shouted after it. Luka gazed on what remained of her dripping Spiderman. The ice cream truck had already vacated the neighborhood; they wouldn’t be able to get her another.

“Poor Luka!” River towed her into a patch of grass and patted her hair down. “You want mine?” she asked, brandishing her Spongebob. “You can have mine.” Luka gave it a wary look and slowly shook her head. “Are you sure? I barely touched it.”

“Liar.” Vale pointed out the empty eye socket where River had sucked the gum out. “He’s been abused.”

“He’s been loved,” River corrected, poking it back into her mouth. She traipsed through the grass toward a nearby vacated playground. It was thick with pine trees and their heady scent, far too wet for normal families to be playing at. “But not as much as yours, Vale. Jeez, for a lesbian you’re really enjoying that popsicle aren’t you?”

Skye slid over a particularly slippery patch of grass and Vale flung an arm out to catch her before shooting River an exasperated look. “You questioning my gayness in front of my girlfriend?”

River wound her hand around one of the playground’s rope ladders. “I’m not questioning anything. I’m merely stating you’ve got a proficiency for―”

“―For what, Riv―” Vale and River flew into a sisterly grapple near the playground while Skye snatched the watery remains of Luka’s ice cream and sent it sailing into the nearby trash. Before Luka could object, she thrust her own into her hands.

“Finish mine,” she sighed. “It’s not like we don’t already share the same genes and―” She paused and frowned at where Vale had lifted a screaming River entirely above her head. Whatever she was shouting was muddled by her mouthful of popsicle. “―um, ai and stuff.”

River grabbed hold of the rope ladder, jammed what was left of her ice cream into her mouth and monkeyed her way up. She shook the ladder around when Vale tried to climb after her.

“Just sayin’ if Skye had a―”

“Riv!”

“She’d be a pretty happy―”

Vale muffled her with the crook of her arm. They went skidding further onto the platform in a flurry of limbs.

Skye flattened her palm to her forehead. Luka held the Ninja Turtle upside-down and let a few drops run free of it. The rain finally lightened up, but it had already done its damage on the pitiful treat.

“Skye!” River managed to break from Vale’s grasp. “Wouldn’t you agree that if you had a popsicle, it’d be a well-taken care of popsicle?” Vale exhaled an exasperated breath and let her go.

Skye shot Vale a sidelong, mischievous glance. “She does have a thing for…phallic objects.”

River exploded into a long-winded ooh! and trampled off into the playground doing a victory jig.

Vale’s mouth fell open in shock. “You too?” she burst, but her mock-gasp quickly righted itself into a broad grin. She pushed off from the top level and landed with a splat in the sopping grass. “If I didn’t know any better…” She sauntered over with a bite to her lip, a flick of her eyes. “I’d say you’ve got a thing for ‘em too,” she whispered with a fixed, accusatory brow.

The crinkle of a plastic garbage bag stole Skye’s attention. “Don’t you fucking put your hands in the trash!” she shouted, bulldozing Luka. “You’re gonna catch fucking E. Coli with all the dog shit in―” She grabbed Luka’s wrist and shook the ice cream loose. “—Fuck!”

Luka shot her a scowl. “You’re wasting food!”

“It’s dirty and gross,” Skye fought, jabbing a finger in the playground’s direction. “Go play with River and keep your hands out of the trash and off the ground!” She shoved her away and Luka stumbled over a wad of grass with an angry huff.

“Wow.” Vale eased in beside her with a knowing grin. “You’d be a pretty sick Mum.” She gave her popsicle another slow, torturous lick and hummed. Skye’s eyebrow slid upright with a smirk.

“You really are enjoying that thing, aren’t you?”

Vale offered a quiet chuckle. “First you…” She leaned in, drew a smooth tendril of hair from Skye’s ear and continued in a low voice, “…take sides with my mum…” She slowly circled her and trailed a hand over the inside of her arm. It eventually met with Skye’s palm and she tickled the skin there before collecting her fingers. Skye could feel that same ethereal warmth radiating from her, could feel it moving in small, snapping currents up the base of her fingers as though somehow alive. “Then you take sides with Riv,” Vale went on with another low chuckle. She slid what remained of her popsicle over Skye’s bottom lip. “I think you owe me.”

“Owe you?” Skye swept her tongue over her lip and grinned. “I owe you every night,” she pointed out.

“Now you owe me extra.”

“Extra?”

Vale’s eyes slid to her bottom lip. She eased further in, collected the back of her head and pressed their lips. Skye had expected a brief kiss; she was wholly unprepared for the hot tongue that met hers, even more unprepared for the jolt that shot between her legs. A small hum escaped her and she grasped up the front of Vale’s jacket to tug her further in.

The breeze grew sluggish and wavering. It stirred at Vale’s wild, otherworldly scent and delivered Skye into a euphoric state in which she could only curl an arm around her neck and lean into her, disappear into her, merge into her.

A loud woo! severed their entanglement and Skye pulled back with a furious blush. River had dangled herself upside-down from the monkey bars and crossed her arms over her chest with a victorious smirk.

Vale tugged Skye further in, gave her a peck on the cheek and whispered, “C’mon, Skye. Wanna go play?”

Play, Skye mused. How could Vale make even the most innocent pastime sound so suggestive? “Hm, I don’t know. I kinda like it right here.” She trailed a finger down the front of Vale’s jacket.

Vale let out a low chuckle, collected her hand and whispered, “We can pash’ all you like over there.” She tossed her thumb over one shoulder. “It’s a playground. Lotsa places to hide. They don’t have to see,” she went on with a wink.

Skye managed a stealthy grin and tromped through the grass after her. “Okay.”

River and Luka had situated themselves in another rope net that stretched over a large, empty square of space. A fat bumblebee soared by Skye’s head and settled itself down on top of River’s old popsicle stick. Luka stared after it with wide eyes, chin settled comfortably in her hands. Skye could only imagine the number of questions the girl fought to belt out throughout their time spent with River. She could see them forming behind her silver eyes—bright and glistening with curiosity. Skye wondered what it would be like to visit an entirely new world with different animals and trees, an alien sun and sky. My face would probably look a lot like that, she mused, smirking at Luka’s faintly-twitching lip.

“It’s so fuzzy,” Luka burst, unable to contain herself any longer. She didn’t move, only went on gazing on the bee as though it were a hunk of gold.

River turned on her side to study the source of Luka’s outburst. “That fuzzy buzzer better not come over here,” she warned. “I hate bees.”

“Why?” Luka asked. “It’s so peaceful.”

“Yeah, peaceful until they sting you.”

Vale grunted and climbed her way over the net, swinging them around. “They don’t sting you unless you piss ‘em off.”

“Lemon drop?” River offered, unveiling a handful from her pocket.

Skye shook her head. “They make the inside of my mouth feel all wrinkly.”

Vale burst out laughing, “None for me then, either. Wouldn’t wanna make the inside of her mouth all wrinkly.” She winked and combed a thread of hair behind Skye’s ear. River rolled her eyes and passed one to Luka’s outstretched hand; the girl’s face went sour the moment she tucked it into her cheek. “No taste test, huh?” Vale teased, leading Skye over the net.

River laughed, “Luka’s never had a lemon drop? Jeez.”

Luka must have swallowed it whole because her face turned a bright red and she thumped at her chest a few times before taking a deep breath. Skye shot her a look and the two of them shared a wordless conversation in two seconds flat—Quit eating! Skye bore into her with a pointed expression. Luka answered her with a wide-eyed, innocent shrug.

Vale laughed. “C’mon Skye,” she said, tempting her forward. She laced their fingers and led her toward a small, teetering bridge.

“Make out session, that’s cool,” River called after them in a bored voice. Skye nearly tripped over one of the bridge’s planks and blushed. She offered River an apologetic shrug before she disappeared from view.

Vale found the set of monkey bars and rushed forward to swing onto them. Skye crossed her arms and watched her gain momentum. “C’mon,” Vale egged her on. “Haven’t done this since my ankle-biting years. Please?”

Skye chuckled. “Done what?” She gripped onto the first bar and joined her with a swing. Vale latched onto Skye’s waist with her legs and dragged her in. “Shit, Vale!” Skye laughed, climbing a few more rungs until their bellies pressed.

Vale lowered a hand to tickle at Skye’s ribs. “You’ve never played chicken?” she asked, clasping her thighs harder around Skye’s midsection.

Skye exploded into laughter and nearly crumpled. “You’re insane,” she laughed again. She buckled further as Vale went on tickling her. “You’re gonna make me fall,” she managed between laughs.

“Surrender?”

“Yes!”

Vale ceased her assault, moved in by one more rung and placed her hands on either side of Skye’s. “Nice workout, innit?” she teased, feigning a few pull-ups. Skye gripped onto the bar as Vale slid their bodies a few more times and shot her a sultry look. Skye gazed over her shoulder, but River and Luka were out of sight and one or both of them were shouting about the bee. Skye swore she saw a flick of Luka’s coat whip through the air.

Vale’s hand found her jaw and her thumb slid over her lower lip, drawing her gaze. She leaned in enough to press their foreheads, to lock their eyes. Her eclipses were back. Aija’s gold had taken claim of the region just around her pupils, had flared behind them like some faraway, desert fire. The two of them fell instantly still, curiously silent.

Vale lowered her eyes with a gentle smile and grazed her lips over Skye’s cheek. Then she was chuckling all over again and lowering her legs. She swung past Skye toward the other side.

“Where are you going?” Skye laughed, moving to follow her.

“To the stars.” She landed with an audible creak and gestured Skye over.

“There aren’t any stars out, Vale,” Skye laughed again, swinging forward to join her. The sun had finally come back out and turned the wood playground from sopping wet to mildly damp.

“Shh,” Vale chuckled and threw a thumb over her shoulder. “C’mon, climb on.”

“I get to ride you around?”

“Yep.” She crouched so that Skye could wrap her arms around her neck. Then she lifted off, grasped onto Skye’s knees and thundered over the wooden planks.

“You’re insane,” Skye burst out laughing. She held onto Vale’s neck for dear life as they rocketed over another rope bridge.

“I’m perfectly sane, Sunshine—“ Vale panted as she hopped onto the other side. “Perfectly sane,” she repeated, bracing herself at the entrance of a long, tubular slide. “Just in love.”

Skye’s heart thudded at the admission; she huffed into Vale’s neck,”You know, people aren’t exactly sane when they’re in love.”

Vale laughed again; it was beautiful, ringing, strangely ethereal. It spurred a prickle from Skye’s spine, a flicker of nervousness from her increasingly pounding heart. “Is that so?” Vale whispered, lowering Skye one leg at a time. She leaned against the slide, tugged Skye in by the band of her pants and drove her lips against her jaw. Skye let out an involuntary shudder and clasped onto her hip.

“Yeah,” she went on, breath catching. “People do crazy things when they’re in love.” She tilted her neck in wake of Vale’s searching mouth and flicked her eyes over the slowly-passing clouds. Vale sucked at her pulse with a softness that had Skye’s eyes easing shut, had her lightly panting and nearly winded. It felt like she was falling. Vale caught her and lowered them both to a crouch near the slide’s entrance.

She flicked her tongue over Skye’s earlobe. “What kinda crazy things?” Skye slid her eyes open to meet Vale’s brilliant greens. They were curiously luminescent, alive and swirling amidst a flurry of gold. “Crazy like…pashin’ at the playground?”

Skye hummed and smiled into her neck. “Something like that.”

Vale cradled her further, dragged her into her lap and pushed down the slide. Skye let out a huff of air and made to sit up at the end but Vale’s mouth was on hers again, parting her lips and making way for her own slick tongue. Another jolt shot up the insides of Skye’s thighs and settled with a resilient thud between her legs.

Vale shifted delicately over her bottom lip, swept her tongue over Skye’s and groaned, “Maybe I am a little crazy.“ Her hand slid to Skye’s hip and she gazed down on her with warm, magnetic eyes. “Crazy in love, anyway.” She managed a breathy laugh and rolled her hips forward.

Skye gasped and rushed a hand to Vale’s leg. Adrenaline junkie, she remembered. Fuck. Vale slid a hand between her legs and kneaded into her.

“Vale—”

Vale plucked at Skye’s pants with a quiet snap. “Yeah?”

“Fuck, right here?” Skye broke into a sweat as Vale went on tugging her pants down.

“Yeah. Right here.”

A mixture of apprehension and desire rushed over Skye and there wasn’t enough time in the world for her body to decide which to react on. She settled with gluing her legs around Vale’s hips and rushing a hand to her hair. “They’re gonna hear—” She sucked in a breath as Vale closed her lips around her neck.

“They won’t hear.”

“We’re at a playground,” Skye tried. Vale had already collected her legs and angled them to one side, had slid her own thighs on either side of Skye’s and draped over her. “It’s the middle of the day,” Skye tried again. The back of her head thudded with the slide and she gazed, upside-down, at the abandoned playground. She briefly wondered how quickly she’d be able to yank her pants up if someone were to appear. The thought vanished when Vale grazed delicate fingers between her legs, effectively launching her heart into a pounding frenzy. Skye twisted underneath her and let out a conflicted groan. Please be preoccupied by the bee, she begged of River and Luka. Please be fucking occupied—

“You want me to,” Vale teased.

Skye eased her eyes shut and quaked beneath her feigned, angled thrust. “Fuck—” She curled her fingers into Vale’s pant leg. “How do you do that?”

Vale let out a low chuckle and purred, “Do what?”

“Convince me to do insane—shit.” Vale slid into her with a smooth chuckle, a nip of her teeth. A startled moan nearly burst from Skye and she tugged her lip between her teeth, rolled her head to one side and managed an exasperated fuck! It didn’t take Vale long to find the already-swollen node, to work her fingers in smooth, torturous circles.

She moved against her with a passionate thrust, another breathy whisper, “You love me, Skye?” She cupped at the back of her head with another smooth roll of her hips and gave her ear a gentle suck. “You love me, even though I’m insane?”

“Yes,” Skye whispered. She slid a hand over Vale’s bicep, distracted by the molten halo that had formed at Vale’s back, by the furious heat in her eyes. “I love you. I love you so much—“ A rushed gasp escaped her. “You’re insane and weird and amazing and I love you.”

Vale shuddered and jolted into her with a force that had Skye arching her back, had her flinging her hand up to muffle herself. A rush of heat bloomed between their bellies, so hot and wet that she had to lift onto her elbow to gaze on it. A smooth, golden heat had pooled between them, shifting slowly into the slide as bright, unwavering lengths.

“I love you too, Skye—“ Vale gasped, rocking her hips forward. She tossed her hair back to gaze on her and her irises began to swirl. They formed a bright, flaring gold as warm and vibrant as the anomaly that filled in around them.

“Vale—“ Skye sucked in a breath at her firm press, at the jolt that seared her body. She quaked against Vale’s hand, slipped her own fingers into the strange, golden warmth. “Look.” She turned it in her palm and it fell in soft, wispy threads down the length of her forearm.

Vale shuddered at the sight, though something else wracked at her body, something that had her panting, crying out and curling her fingers into the back of Skye’s neck almost painfully.

The fear of being heard vanished entirely. Skye winced and clenched around Vale’s fingers as they rushed in and out of her—they weren’t alone inside of Skye. Something else had joined them, something foreign, something slick and raw and hot. Skye sucked back another hushed cry as it snaked into her—“Vale!”

Her breath fell short as her hands came up, shaking at the length of vibrant, flaming hair that thread between her fingers. Vale gasped and lurched upright—though she wasn’t alone, either. She moved as a blur, her body and face overlapping several times as she slid into her with a painful jolt.

Skye cried out and jerked at the sharp, piercing ache that wracked her insides, like the thing inside of her had breached something it shouldn’t have. She panted as it went on snaking in and out of her. “Vale!” she tried again. She dug her nails into Vale’s—and Aija’s—hips in an attempt to somehow subdue her throes. “Vale—ah! Wait!” she cried, flinching at the ribbed drag. “Aija! she finally gasped, and they jerked upright and wrenched loose from Skye with a startled exhale.

A flurry of molten bands lashed around them, colliding with the inside of the slide in a series of tapered arms. They cut the plastic into clean, blistering pieces and Skye fell back on the grass with a rushed cry.

“Vale!”

Vale went on doubling and curling in on herself while Aija tore free of her back. The redhead was ravenously bright, terrifyingly livid. She looked on Skye for one long, dizzying moment before she simply yanked her flap of fabric back between her legs and concealed herself. Realization hit Skye and she fumbled for her own pants, unable to tear her eyes from the suddenly quiet anomaly and the way it flicked around Vale and Aija’s semi-joined forms. It was the strangest thing Skye had ever seen; the two were still sharing bodies from the waist down, however briefly.

“Skye,” Vale gasped underneath her, sliding forward. “It hurts—”

“Aija! Stop!” Skye wanted to shout, but it wasn’t her voice that shattered the playground’s silence. It was Luka’s.

Skye shot up in time to see the girl bolting from the top level in one rushed leap. River stared after them with a terrified expression Skye knew she would never be able to forget. Her eyes flew back and forth between the four of them before they rolled back entirely. Her head lulled to one side, her knees turned to jelly and she collapsed.

Aija wrenched herself free of Vale’s body with a swift crack and swung her arm to one side. She flecked the ground with globes of magma as she went, abandoning Vale to seize on the ground.

Skye rushed forward to gather her in her arms. “Vale, please—” She couldn’t focus. She couldn’t even breathe as Aija closed in on Luka with a speed her eyes couldn’t match. Her golden energy expanded around her as one massive, jarring band of light, collided with Luka and flung her onto the ground with a pained gasp.

“Aija, NO!” Skye shouted, though it was too late. Skye was wrenched forward at the same time and torn face-first into the grass. She grasped at it, at Vale, unable to draw in even a single breath at the stab that wracked her insides. She could feel Luka’s pain, could feel the inferno working its way through her muscles and bone, could feel it snapping sharply at the ends of her nerves.

“Tek,” Aija spat, driving forward to fling another heavy band of light into Luka’s midsection. The air crushed from Skye’s lungs and she doubled over, gasped for breath. “Ckaji! Tek skaoaj pai—” Aija sobbed, lips twisting into a pained grimace. “Zaye, ckaji? Ilys’auf min!”

Skye raked her fingers into the grass in an attempt to stabilize herself, though she couldn’t. She couldn’t even manage a full breath as Aija closed in on Luka once more. But Vale could. And she did.

Skye watched through blurring eyes as she seized the molten girl from behind, wrenched her around and slammed her fist into her jaw. Aija staggered beneath the blow and flung a hand to her mouth with a shocked, imploring expression. She simply stared at Vale for a long, disoriented moment before glancing back down at herself several times and falling to her knees.

“Tek’ki yn’min—” Her eyes blurred and the deep, oil-black that resided there diminished, filling in with a warm, shimmering amber. “Tek’ki yn’min,” she repeated in utter disbelief.


MONSTROUS

Skye shuddered and staggered upright. Her body ached beneath Aija’s residual fire. She never thought her heat could be painful, never thought she’d feel it spreading under her skin and leaving what felt like deep-rooted, body-wide lacerations. But it was nothing next to the pain that struck her heart and lungs, stole her breath and left her winded and blind. She could feel the once-powerful, magnetic threads that bound them straining at the air around them, could see Aija’s furious, blazing eyes boring into her from Luka’s own weeping eyes. Skye wasn’t sure how or why, but she was seeing and experiencing double, and it was thoroughly heart-wrenching, gut-wrenching, mind-wrenching—

“Ckaji?” Luka sobbed the word, wavering on her hands and knees. “Is that what I am to you?”

Skye’s heart ached far worse than anything she had ever suffered through. It felt as though it were shearing in two, as though something had caved open her chest, strung a line of razor wire around it and given it a sharp tug. She fought to breathe beneath the onslaught, staggered forward in her half-blind state to collect Vale’s hands.

Silver swelled up around Luka as another cry wracked her frame. It seized at her shoulders, fled her eyes as quick, shimmering threads. Skye couldn’t just see them. She could feel their heat, could feel her own lips twisting into a pitiful sob. It was as though she were inside of Luka—was Luka.

Her own bright, colorless anomaly went on swelling around her in long, tapered bands and Aija flew back at the sight of it, rushed through the air in a burst of light and heat. It burned a wide, searing band into the grass.

“Ne’ku!” she shouted, slinging a long string of magma in Luka’s direction. Skye ducked forward as it streaked through the air and collided with a length of Luka’s own swirling anomaly. The silver receded, sealed in around her as a glistening arc and shielded her from the vibrant attack.

Vale darted forward, slid onto her knees and scooped Skye up in her arms. She shielded her eyes as the anomalies warred across from them. “Shit, Skye—what do we do?”

“I don’t—“ Skye fought to breathe. “I don’t know,” she finally managed, burying her face in Vale’s shoulder. Though she couldn’t hide herself from what went on around her. She could still see everything from Luka’s perspective, and the furious gaze Aija wore was enough to crumble her entirely. Aija had always been warm and powerful, had protected her—loved her. She’d promised her, promised her that she could never hurt her and yet—

“Aija!” Luka cried out, shuddering painfully at the hot band that coiled around her arm. It tore her across the grass, wrenched her closer to the infuriated redhead. “Tek’ku het min?” she asked, stirring a conflicted flicker from Aija’s eyes.

Aija recovered from her disorientation in an instant. She hissed and drew Luka further inward, scalding her neck and shoulders. Luka’s head lulled forward in a defeated gesture, though she only seemed to infuriate Aija further.

“Ku’opus min, ckaji!”

“Ne!” Luka ground out. She gasped for air as the molten band constricted around her neck. “Ne’as—”

Her ache blazed over Skye, riddled her body with spasms of pain and left her limp and crying in Vale’s arms. She couldn’t describe the sob that burst from Vale’s lips, couldn’t understand the rivaling warmth that penetrated her. It felt as though their cephai was at war inside of her—torturous and blinding one moment, soothing and warm the next.

And then it was as though a scale had been tipped.

Her body was released of its wracking seizure and she crumpled in Vale’s hold. She was wholly herself again, could see again, could breathe again. Vale collected her jaw, nuzzled her temple and sobbed, “Got you—”

Aija’s cephai streaked through the air in thin, wavering lines. It swirled over Vale and Skye as a vapor before threading a path into Vale’s body. It clustered at her back, sank into her pores, her veins, her nerves.

Aija let out a startled cry and staggered backward. She looked lost, dizzied, and then nauseous. Luka slid to one side, curled a shaking fist over her chest and cried. The sound roused something in Aija and she flicked her eyes over the girl, slid to one knee and thrust a shaking fist into her own hair. She opened and closed her mouth several times, turned and gazed on the encircling trees and grass, on Vale and Skye.

It took Skye a long, bleary moment to take in her surroundings. The park had fallen entirely silent around them; there wasn’t a chirping bird or whirring car to be heard. River still lay knocked out on the playground’s deck with one arm draped over its edge. Skye was suddenly phenomenally thankful for the thick pines, the relatively desolate neighborhood and the quiet time of day. It had all happened so fast.

Luka curled further in on herself and let out another heart-wrenching cry.

“Vale, she’s—” Skye tried, and her voice was just as hoarse, just as lost to her. “She’s hurt—she hurt her. She hurt her—”

Vale pushed upright on wavering legs, fixed Aija with an enraged look and made her way toward Luka. “Hey, Moonshine,” she managed, voice soft. She settled onto her knees and slid a hand over Luka’s trembling shoulder. “It’s okay, I—”

Luka sucked in a stifled cry and pulled away.

Skye managed to find her feet. She and Aija met each other’s gaze; the redhead had fallen back on her hands and simply looked on them all with a pained, unreadable expression. “Min ne’zan,” she said more to herself than anyone else. “Min ne’zan ku’en.” She slowly shook her head as she gazed across the clearing at where Vale had huddled over Luka. Another warm flurry of cephai encompassed them.

Skye’s heart pounded at the realization: Vale was using cephai all on her own.

Luka fought against Vale’s shoulders with another exhausted cry. “Don’t—” she gasped, eyes pleading. “Just let me—” She slumped forward, sucked in a shaking breath and cried. “Let me die. I don’t want this, please…”

Vale collected the back of her head, drew her in close and hushed her, “Shh…it’ll be alright.” She settled her chin over her head, cradled her against her chest and met Skye’s gaze. A tear fled her cheek and her lips twisted into a piteous grimace. She was pained and searching and apologetic, and Skye felt like her heart might combust if she looked on her any longer.

Her eyes found Aija’s again.

The girl had found her feet. She stumbled around in a slow circle, made to move toward Luka and then slowed to a stop. Their eyes met, and for one terrifying moment Skye worried another war might erupt between them. Aija rushed another trembling hand through her hair, spun where she stood and stifled an aching cry.

River shifted upright with a baffled groan, braced herself on a wooden pillar and stared down at them all through rapidly-blinking eyes. Her hand found its way to her forehead and she tugged at the front of her T-shirt with an equally nauseous look. “Vale…?” she managed in a hoarse voice. “What the―” She rubbed at her eyes, clearly confounded by the state of everyone around her. She flicked her eyes over Aija. “Who is―”

Aija bolted entirely.

She had already sprinted clear across the park before Skye’s brain kicked in, before she squeezed her fists at her sides, tensed her legs and ran. She had never moved so fast in her life. Vale’s residual warmth left her feeling empowered and endless, and all she could fathom was that any moment, Aija might smash headlong into an unsuspecting car, explode into a fit of cephai or worse, disappear from sight entirely.

Skye could hear Vale shouting after her and calling her back, but she couldn’t stop. Aija would be running rampant in a world that was alien to her―terrified, angry, dangerous. She could only imagine a slew of cop cars, government helicopters and machine guns tailing her, capturing her, experimenting on her, killing her.

Her legs burned. She had no idea how far she had gone or where she was going. She only kept on tailing Aija’s flicker of red and gold. The grass disappeared beneath her, was replaced with cobblestone lots and sparsely-parked cars. She was near the supermarket down the road. She pushed herself harder and wheeled around a set of concrete stairs in time to catch sight of Aija’s long strip of fabric and the bare bottoms of her feet flashing in the distance. A few scattered, evening shoppers stopped and gazed on them with a mixture of shock and irritation.

“Aija!” Skye shouted, and the girl slid to a startled halt, turned on her heel and looked on her with a baffled expression. It was enough time to catch up to her, and by the time Aija decided to keep on running, it was too late. Skye slammed headlong into her, grappled at her shoulders and skidded to the sidewalk. “Don’t―fucking―run―” she grunted around her tangled throes. She fought for a place to settle her legs and Aija kneed her solidly in the pelvis.

After recovering from the initial surprise and squeezing back her teary-eyed response, she pinned Aija’s flailing arms with her knees and fought to stabilize her frantically-swaying head. A car drove by at a crawl, and its driver stared at them with a mixture of bewilderment and intrigue. Skye shot the man a look that bled fuck off! and went on grappling with Aija’s flailing head. He drove quickly away.

“Cel skaoaj minek cephai―” Aija cried.

“Pan!” Skye spat, and Aija’s face screwed up into one of utter shock. Skye took advantage of that moment. She fixed her thumbs over Aija’s forehead, slid her own to press against them. She gazed on her terrified, flicking ambers and begged her, “Vi’tekek nath.”

Surprisingly, Aija listened. She flicked her eyes over Skye’s one more time before allowing them to drift softly shut. Skye fell blank in an instant and she drifted, weightless and blind, into a sea of black.

There came the familiar rush of white, strobing lights. They slammed into her one at a time and stole her breath with ease. Soon, she was floating high above a rolling expanse of white, though it was far away, unfocused and unrecognizable. Her head seared in its attempt to unscramble the scene.

There came a flicker of darkness. It descended upon her with a heavy, winded breath and a vicious crack. Then she was spinning and gasping, reaching out and clutching at nothing and everything at once. There came a squeak of glass as her fingers collided with it; it blasted apart beneath her touch and emptied her onto a cold, metallic floor. She was gathered up in an instant and braced onto one powerful, charcoal-gray arm. It was foreign but warm, cradling her head and patting at her back.

Another rush of white. She was thudding atop red sands, laughing alongside dozens more of the strange creatures. They clasped onto her arms and legs and gazed on her with wide, adoring eyes.

“Aija, show us again!”

And her fire flew around her. It soared before them in a long molten arc and blanketed the earth, cushioning her companions atop the scalding sand.

Another flash.

She could feel the hot whip of wind on her bare arms and legs, shifting at the long cord of fabric between her legs. She gazed down on herself, turned one tone, golden arm in front of her and blinked through her flurry of wild, blazing hair.

She wasn’t alone.

She tilted her head back to face her companion and smirked at his tired gaze. He was dressed similarly, with a braided cord tied loosely around his waist and a long, shimmering curtain of red dancing between his legs. That was the extent of their likeness. He was tall and dark and alien, with charcoal-gray flesh and long, double-jointed arms. He raised his eyes to meet hers and swept the back of his hand over his smooth, crested forehead. He had no mouth, only a series of smooth ridges and slits. They trilled as he gazed back on her, voice tired. She understood the sounds, even though it had taken her a long time to grasp them.

“Well…” He shrugged and tossed his head at an updraft of wind. His hair flew behind him as several different braids, beads and threads. “I’m sure we’ll find her soon. Salence said she was near here.”

Aija sighed. “Does she really look like me, Aevin?” she asked, tilting her head back. His eyes were just as dark and glistening as her own. They were the one thing that linked them despite all their differences, the one thing she recognized upon waking.

“She’s definitely your kind,” he told her. “Though, no. She doesn’t look much like you. Maybe smaller.” He barked a trilling laugh and held his hand at one side, gesturing the height of someone just above his ridged hipbone. “Very small.”

Aija smirked at the thought. “But you’re tall. That just makes her barely shorter than me.”

“True,” he agreed, dragging his fingers through a tangle of his braided hair. Aija smiled up at him, wishing he would finish braiding her own. He’d only managed a few threads just behind her ears. “But she’s so pale,” he went on with a chuckle. “No color at all.”

“Really?”

“Really. Even her hair. All white.”

“White?” Aija asked again, trying to imagine it. “That is…different.”

“She scared us at first,” he went on, lowering his head. “Like I told you. We messed up,” he offered half-heartedly. “Couldn’t understand what she was saying, and she was terrified. Intent on getting away. Everyone was afraid of her. Then Salence had to go and…”

“Yeah…” Aija lowered her gaze. She shuddered at the reminder of the loathsome woman; she’d never been able to look directly into her cold, lifeless eyes. Something had sucked the light from them and left them as nothing more than deep, drawing voids. “What’s wrong with her, anyway?”

Aevin sighed; a light trill through his nose. “It’s a long story. She’s…not herself anymore. Come on, we’re here now.”

Aija perked upright as they came across the clearing to their home: a small, enclosed gorge with large, jutting rocks marking its location. Far below that, a series of intersecting caverns awaited them. She was starved, and the thought of sidling up alongside the others beside the fire and digging in had her stomach churning and demanding to be filled.

It was strange, however. She hadn’t even realized they’d been so near to home; it was far too silent. Aevin seemed to sense something off as well, because he slowed beside her and reached out to drag on her shoulder.

“It smells wrong,” he hushed. He hunched forward as they neared the gorge’s edge. Aija held her breath as they peered over the sharp jut of rock.

A sea of bright, flickering silver filled the gorge’s bottom. It was still, even petrified where it clasped onto the hard rocks and sand. A monster lay heaving on top of it. Its body was long, golden and glistening brightly beneath the white sky. A set of pointed, shining legs lined each segment of its jointed body. It clacked and trilled at their presence, drawing attention from the girl that knelt atop the silver amidst the creature’s coiling frame.

Aija’s breath stilled as the girl met her gaze. Her heart constricted in both fear and excitement. She ignored Aevin’s shouted warning and flung his hand from her shoulder, scooted over the smooth bend of rock and slid down the gorge’s wall. She guided her descent with a hot flurry of cephai; it tore up a loose line of jagged rock as she went.

The silver girl gazed up at her as she closed in on them, lips parted in a rushed gasp. Aija squinted into the anomaly’s bright reflection as she neared her, completely entranced by her pearly tendrils of curling hair and bright, luminescent skin. It was mottled and bruised, gray and twisted around her neck and jaw. She wore a long, hooded coat as bright and drawing as the rest of her. Aija tilted her head at the sight of it; there was something familiar about the way it clinked in the breeze, about the girl, about the soft, even anxious look she wore.

A strange, shattered mask concealed most of her face and one of her eyes. It was black, sharp, and cutting into the girl’s cheek with a rough edge. It looked as though she’d tried to remove it several times and failed.

The monster reared up as Aija approached, driving Aija to stagger backward. It didn’t attack, however. The silver girl had settled a hand over its smooth leg and hushed it, “It’s okay.” Her voice was soft and quiet, oddly familiar. It had Aija’s heart jolting in her chest as though magnetized. “I won’t let anyone hurt you anymore,” the girl went on, grazing her fingers over the creature’s ridged carapace.

Aija found herself inching closer and reaching out with a shaking hand. “Who are you?”

The girl slid upright to meet her gaze a second time. There was a polar fire in her eyes, as electric and drawing as the strange, spectral aura that surrounded her. Aija tripped forward as she closed in on her, hooking her foot on something cold and gnarled.

She glanced down at the hardened, silver sea and her heart twisted at the contorted hand that broke the anomaly’s surface. She recognized the small, dark fingers in an instant and she staggered to her knees to clasp them in her hands. “No!” She twisted around to face the girl. “What happened?” she sobbed, curling her fingers around the cold hand. “Did you do this?” she begged.

The monster heaved, trilled, and clacked left and right over the hard ground. The girl flew a hand out to steady it, but she looked just as panicked as her pet.

The anomaly liquefied into a cold, sticky pool beneath them. Aija felt herself sinking into it, though that wasn’t what terrified her the most. It was the cold, twisted bodies that brushed her legs, that had her heart spasming in her chest, had her grasping for something to hold on to. She imagined herself in its depths, imagined it hardening around her and cutting the air from her lungs. She imagined it sinking into her body and filling her pores―

A flash of her own molten cephai spiraled around her and cocooned her. The silver went on melting around her until it was rushing away from her in a fluid band and unearthing more and more of the crumpled bodies below.

“No!” she cried again, unable to sever herself from their empty, lifeless eyes. “Why?” she begged, flashing her eyes to meet the girl’s once more.

She was already clambering atop the golden monster, swinging a leg over its smooth carapace and grasping at one of its gnarled horns. The steed clattered off, reared up to grab onto the gorge’s wall and began to climb. The girl turned on its back and fixed Aija with a cold, haunted gaze.

Aija couldn’t focus on her any longer. Tears had fled her eyes in blazing lengths, blurring them from view. She could only gaze on the small hand in her grasp. She wrenched the body upright in her lap. She knew the boy. He had been one of the first to approach her when Aevin introduced her to them. He had been curious and brave, had tilted his head up at her as though she were something wonderful and new.

She drew him into her chest and turned at the scrape of rock behind her. Aevin slid to a stop beside her and fell to his knees.

“I can’t―” He smoothed his fingers over the boy’s glistening crest and surged forward to press his own against it. “I can’t believe it―why?” he begged, glancing up at Aija as if she had the answer. But she didn’t. She was just as ignorant and unaware, just as terrified that it could have been them underneath that hardened sea.

She followed the monster’s path up the edge of the gorge. She passed the boy off to Aevin and staggered upright, lips twisted into a furious grimace. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “But I promise she’ll pay.”


TAKEN

Skye came awake with a startled gasp. Her phone was blaring in her pocket and Aija went on squirming underneath her. The girl’s throes became tired and shaking, and then nonexistent. She slung her head to one side, exhaled a quiet whimper and lost the contents of her stomach entirely. A few passersby uttered cries of shock―She okay? She alright? Get off of her!

Skye quickly scrambled upright, knelt beside her and fixed her with a panicked look. “Aija, please―”

A pair of warm, amber eyes slid her way. Her lips screwed up into a pained grimace and she let out an unintelligible sob. People had started to cluster around them, and Skye found herself positioning herself between them and Aija in an attempt to bar their eyes from her near-nude form and the foreign, ridged marks adorning her abdomen.

“Min’as sorry,” Aija finally managed, her voice a mere whisper. “So sorry,” she said again, and a choked sob cracked her voice.

“Aija,” Skye begged, tugging her by the arm. “Please, just…” A particularly wiry-haired old woman sidled up next to them and shot Skye a contemptuous look. Skye whipped her hoodie off faster than she’d undressed the night of the fair. She threw it over Aija’s shoulders, collected her arms and began stuffing them into their appropriate sleeves. “Excuse me―” she belted out, pushing her way through the unwanted attention.

Aija let out another stifled sob, and Skye’s phone went on ringing. “Mal’as people.”

Skye found herself slowly nodding. “Yes, there’s a lot of people,” she hushed. “A lot of people. They wanna know you’re okay, do you understand?” She batted a slew of corded necklaces out of the way in order to zip the rest of the hoodie into place. “Just say that you’re okay,” Skye whispered again. “Tell them you’re okay, understand?”

“Min okay,” Aija tried. She’d regained some semblance of control and her voice became low and recognizable―the voice Skye had grown accustomed to from her and Vale’s memories.

“I’m okay,” Skye corrected in another hushed whisper. The same old lady would not back off of her shoulder and it was becoming far more than disconcerting. “Say it louder.”

“I’m okay,” Aija said again. “I’m okay.”

Most of the passersby lost interest; others quit following but gazed after them with wary expressions. The old lady eventually stopped tailing them, but she stood at the edge of the sidewalk and stared them down with an expression that Skye could only compare to an angry owl’s.

Her phone was still ringing. She quickly collected it from her pocket.

“Skye!” Vale burst on the other end, “Are you okay? Where are you? Did she hurt you?”

“I’m good,” Skye managed. “Aija’s good, everybody’s good. I’m trying to get the fuck out of here before somebody calls the cops.”

“Where are you?” Vale asked again.

“The twenty-four-hour mart off 10th,” Skye said. “Look―” she interrupted before Vale could go any further. “We’re alright. She’s calm. She’s fine. She’s not exploding and I covered up her alien shit.” Skye eyed the textured skin speckling Aija’s inner thighs like raised print. “Most of it.”

“…Okay,” Vale managed.

Skye could hear River belting out questions in the background. “We’re…gonna slowly make our way home,” she said again. “Meet us there, okay?”

“Your place?”

“Unless you want your mom asking who the fuck―”

“No, no, definitely not,” Vale rushed. “Yours is good.”

“Okay.”

“Okay,” Vale said again. She sounded profoundly exhausted. Skye understood why, beyond the obvious. It had been both physically and mentally draining when Luka came out of Skye; she was sure Vale felt just as winded, just as torn.

“Vale?”

“…Yeah?”

“How’s Luka?”

“She’s…” An undistinguishable sigh. “There’s a lotta shit going on in her head right now and I dunno what to say.”

“Tell her…um…” Skye searched Aija’s gaze. Amber flew to meet hers―pleading, glistening and lost. Tell her Aija’s sorry. Tell her everything’s gonna be okay. Aija slid her eyes between Skye’s, down her bare arms and up again. She smelled powerfully of sand and mineral, of something so reminiscent of Vale that Skye had to take a deep breath to clear her head. “Just tell her to…hang on, okay?”

“…I’ll try,” Vale murmured. After a short pause, “Sunshine?”

“Yes?”

“I’m…so sorry,” she said, voice wavering. “Please…be careful.”

Skye wished she could reach through the phone, throw her arms around her neck and kiss her. “Don’t worry,” she said in a soft voice. “I think she was just scared.”

Aija found her gaze again. She ran her thumb over her own lip, caught a strand of her hair and tucked it behind her ear. River’s voice became increasingly belligerent in the background and Vale exhaled another sigh.

“Skye…see you soon.”

“Soon,” Skye repeated. “Promise.”

Skye slid her phone away with a wistful sigh. The sun had shifted in the sky. It flashed through the trees and flicked over them in warm, golden patches. Aija stared around at everything: passing cars, seagulls dueling for scraps, a stray dog that kept its distance and then barked once far enough away.

“It’s a dream?” she asked, voice low.

Skye blinked at the question, at the faraway look in her eyes. “This is real.”

Aija caught her gaze. Her eyes were powerful and magnetic, as endless and all-consuming as Vale’s. Skye found herself staring at the smooth bit of skin below her eyes to escape them, at her faint freckles and quirked lips. She looked so much like Vale.

“I saw you,” Aija tried. “Saw you in my dreams.”

Skye swallowed. “You did?”

“You look yn’her.”

“Yeah,” Skye agreed, surprising herself. Admitting to looking like Luka would have been the last thing she’d have done a day prior. “You’re not gonna hurt her again, are you?” Aija sucked in an audible breath of air. She went on running her thumb over her lower lip. “Right?”

“I…” Aija gazed on her own upturned palms. They were shaking. “I didn’t wanna. It’s not yn’min, I’m not like that. I was…mad. Ne―I was…sad,” she quickly explained. She seemed irritated with the words that came out of her mouth, like she couldn’t quite figure out how to say what she wanted. “I won’t,” she finalized, gazing on Skye with warm, amber eyes. “Ne’hurt her again.”

Skye couldn’t fathom why, but she believed her.

“Never again?” she pressed, just to make sure. Aija sucked in another breath. It shook on the way in, and for a moment Skye thought she might cry again.

“Ne’as.”

A pack of gulls flew overhead, quarreling over a piece of discarded hot dog bun. Aija stared after them with her mouth hanging open. Skye couldn’t help but gaze on the thin, ridged marks that ran the length of her neck, the strange shape to the end of her ear; like baubles of cartilage masquerading as earrings. She wondered momentarily if it was a form of body modification or if their ears were meant to look that way. She’d never gotten a glimpse of Luka’s through her tangle of wispy curls.

That’s Vale, Skye realized as she took her in. Used to be. She could see it in the spark behind her dark eyes, in the slow sway of her hips and the small, unintelligible hum that escaped her when one seagull squealed at another and landed a few feet from them. She could see it in the multicolored, braided cords that adorned her neck and wrists, in her golden skin and eyes, in her wild mane of hair.

“I like your…uh,” Skye began, attempting conversation. Aija turned her attention on her, tilted her head and took her in. “Your little…cloth thing.”

“My ceru?” Aija guessed, tucking a thumb into the braided band around her hips.

“Yeah.”

Aija peeked around Skye’s backside, ran a finger over her shirt and gave another small, indecipherable hum. Skye cleared her throat and stared at the sidewalk and her own beat-up high tops. Aija went on poking around at the collar of Skye’s shirt, and then she gave her hair a small tug.

“Hey!” Skye blurted out, then quickly sucked at the inside of her lip at the startled look Aija wore. “Don’t do that.”

“Your skin is…” Aija reached out and pinched Skye’s elbow. “…different.”

“That’s because―” Skye tucked her arm in and ran a protective hand over her elbow. Aija paced around her, came up on her other side and stared very pointedly at her chest. “―I’m fucking human―” Skye stammered. “―and you’re―”

“What?” Aija’s eyes snapped up. “What am I?”

“I don’t fucking know,” Skye mumbled, suddenly dizzy. Aija had made a full circle around her. For being Skye’s height she sure seemed to cover a lot of ground with ease. She raised a curious eyebrow and plucked at the front of Skye’s shirt. “Stop!” Skye crossed her arms over her chest. “Fuck, even Vale wasn’t this invasive.”

Aija flicked her eyes over Skye’s hair. She looked like she wanted to put her hands through it again. “Vale’s the tall one yn’min, right?”

“Yes.” Skye furrowed her eyebrows. “Yeah, that’s Vale. And she’s not just like you. You’re…part of each other,” she tried to explain.

“What’s that mean?” Another hand found Skye’s hair and she swatted it away, but Aija’s fingers had become tangled in one of its windswept curls.

“Something to do with―” Skye grappled with her hand. “―Ai. Your ai. You share it with her.”

“My ai?”

“Yeah.” Skye finally managed to unearth her hand; one of her bracelets snapped a hair free and she winced.

“Vale,” Aija tested the name. “And you’re…”

“Skye.”

Her eyes were on Skye again: deep, curious, searching. “And you’re part of…” She paused. “Her name is…Luka?”

Skye’s heart twisted at the realization; “You don’t even know her name?”

“That’s why I’m asking,” Aija fought, sounding more and more like Vale with each word that came out of her mouth. “Luka?” she pressed, and the embers in her eyes had Skye twisting uncomfortably at the bottom of her shirt.

“We call her that,” Skye tried to explain. She ran a hand through her hair, exhaled a tired sigh. “Her name is…Skai.” She tried to pronounce it correctly, like Luka had their first night: ska’ee.

“Right…” Aija picked at the front of her ceru, uttered another low hum.

“What did you see back there?” Skye pressed, gesturing over her shoulder. Aija glanced back up at the question and furrowed her brow. “When I touched you. The first time Luka did it to me, I saw some of her memories and she saw some of mine. Was it the same for you? What’d you see?”

Aija slowed to a gentle traipse and gave her a sidelong glance as though she were asking too many questions at once, as though it were taking her awhile to digest all of her words. A silence formed between them all over again, within which a car alarm burst to life somewhere down the street, drawing Aija’s attention.

“I saw Vale and her…dad? Y’then I saw Skai,” she said softly, testing the name out. Skye realized it felt good to hear her say it, and not that awful word she’d already called Luka one too many times.

“Aija?”

Another low hum.

“Can you call her Luka? It’s…confusing for me,” Skye tried to explain.

“Luka, then,” Aija corrected.

“Thanks. And then what?”

Aija fell silent once more. She took up a length of her ceru and combed her fingers through it as though it were somebody’s hair. The soft gesture caught Skye off guard; she glanced down at her hands, briefly reminded of Vale’s smooth ones and how they would comb through her own locks of hair, infinitely gentle.

“She was…naked,” Aija finally described. Skye flicked her eyes to study Aija’s expression; she looked sadder than anything as she gazed on the sidewalk, oblivious to all else. “Except for a black mask. And there was…light driving into her from the top of it. Salence was there, and she was―” she paused, lips twisting into a pained grimace.

Skye squeezed her hands over the bottom of her shirt. She wanted to ask who Salence was, but from the memory she’d shared with Aija, she could already assume. She was sure that Salence was the name of the shadow that haunted Luka. The similarities between her and Aevin were uncanny, though Aevin was different: strange and even beautiful, whereas Salence was deformed, terrifying. Sick.

“Salence was…torturing her.”

Skye’s heart coiled into a hard knot. She tugged at her collar, but it did nothing to release the agonizing clamp.

“And Luka…she was just crying and screaming for her to stop and she wouldn’t, she just kept going on and on and I’ve ne’as―”

Aija sucked in a breath of air. Skye glanced back at her to find a tear streaking the edge of her jaw. Her chest heaved, and for a moment Skye thought she might throw up again. She managed several deep, stabilizing breaths before steadying herself on Skye’s arm. Her palm was suddenly clammy and cold, nothing like the warm one that had teased at her skin a moment before.

“You’ve never what?” Skye asked after it seemed like Aija wouldn’t continue.

“Never seen something like that,” she finally answered. “Never seen so much…hate. I thought―I thought I hated her. But I can’t. Not anymore.”

Skye’s heart twisted further. She wondered what Aija would think if she told her Luka loved her, if she told her they’d gone lifetimes together, finding one another in every one. She wondered what she would think then, and if she would still compare her feelings with hate.

“I just―” Aija went on, curling her fingers into her ceru. “I couldn’t believe it. Salence wouldn’t leave her alone. Luka was so…she was in so much pain that she―” she paused again, long enough to sniff back the tears that trailed her jaw. “She reached out to Salence, begged her to stop. She even…hugged her.”

“She hugged her?” Skye repeated, unable to even fathom it. Aija had seen something Skye never had, something Luka had never told or shown her. How had that been the memory Skye passed to her?

“She hugged her. I guess…she had tried everything else,” Aija explained. She sucked in another breath, ran a hand over her forehead. “And for a little while, it seemed yn she got through to Salence. She stopped…hitting her. And her hand just kinda drifted over Luka’s head, like she forgot what she was doing.”

Skye chewed at the inside of her lip with a force that drew blood. She gripped at her shirt just as hard, trying not to envision the monster that had tortured her and Luka. She’d tried so hard to forget the thing, to forget what it had done to her. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear Aija continue. But she didn’t stop her.

“Then,” Aija panted and nearly slowed to a stop. “She started hitting her again and she―” She curled her hands into her chest. “She grabbed her and started to―” She came to a slow stop, ran a shaking hand through her hair and curled the other over her forehead, her eyes, her mouth. A sob burst from her lips and she wobbled on her legs, launched a hand out to brace herself.

Skye caught her and snapped her eyes to the concrete, too terrified to gaze on Aija’s pained expression any longer. Aija went on panting and clutching at her neck, her stomach. Another sob wracked her and she stumbled forward, closed her hand back over her eyes and cried.

“I don’t know her,” Aija finally whispered, and a few rapid breaths escaped her. “So why does it…?” Her voice faded into nothing more than a whisper and the hand on Skye’s shoulder fell limp and slid away. “…Why does it hurt so much to see her in pain?”

Skye sucked back a startled breath and she worked her trembling jaw, fought to hold back the words she so badly wanted to scream. She raised a tentative hand and ran it over Aija’s tear-streaked cheek. A strained, uncharacteristic cry stole Aija’s breath.

“I’ve never hurt this way,” she panted.

Skye tightened her grip, squinted back her own tears and imagined that the head of wild hair pressed against her jaw was simply Vale’s.

Aija shifted upright, gripped Skye by her shoulders and gave her a slow blink. She seemed to realize she’d been crying on the shoulder of a complete stranger, pushed away with a hazy shake of her head and made a careful step forward.

They fell silent for a while longer, a moment in which Skye visualized Luka walking between River and Vale, head limp and eyes tired. She could only imagine her alone and weak and terrified, reaching out to the very monster that had destroyed her for just one shred of release. Aija had been her only reason to live. She’d gone on suffering through everything for the chance to see her again, be with her again, love her again―and then Aija had attacked her.

A sob broke her lips. She didn’t even try to stifle it or catch her tears on the back of her hand. She simply let them run until they were hot and sticky on her cheeks, until her lips and eyes felt swollen from the ordeal.

“You felt it too?” Aija asked, pressing her hand over Skye’s shoulder. “Being part of her?”

“Only some,” Skye answered, voice shaking. “I’ve only felt…just a sliver of what Luka has gone through.”


SPITFIRE

“Is this it?” Aija asked as they came upon Skye’s front yard. The clouds, still dark with the threat of more rain, scooted overhead and veiled it in shadow.

“Yeah.”

Skye’s car sat alone in the driveway; thankfully, Shane and Anya hadn’t come home yet. She scanned the dimly lit windows for peering, expectant faces, but Vale wasn’t waiting for her inside. She was bent over on the wooden porch swing with her hands in her hair and her bangs in her face. Luka sat beside her in total silence, and the two shot upright when Skye and Aija approached.

“Skye―” Vale pushed from her seat, threw her arms around Skye’s neck and breathed a sigh of relief. “You alright?” she asked in a soft voice. Skye exhaled a pent-up gust of air and wrapped her arms around her waist in the tightest embrace she could muster. It must have squeezed the air out of Vale because a tiny, uncharacteristically light sound escaped her.

“I’m okay,” Skye finally murmured. Vale clasped at the back of her head, gave her temple a kiss and glanced sidelong at her counterpart with a heavily indecisive expression. Aija’s eyes flew to meet hers and for a moment, the two simply gazed on one another in quiet shock. Luka peeked at them from behind her hood. She held a shaking hand over her chest, braced herself on the swing with the other. Aija met her gaze, ran her fingers up and down her arms and shivered.

“Anya and Shane aren’t here,” Vale finally managed. “What’re we gonna tell them?”

“I…” Skye sighed. “I don’t know.” She paused at Vale’s changing expression, slid her eyes over Luka where she waited quietly on the bench. “Where’s River?”

Vale lowered her eyes. “We took her home. I…told her everything. She saw it happen, she believed me, she just…” She rubbed a tired fist over one eye. “She’s a little overwhelmed.”

“I think that makes five of us.”

Aija moved in a slow circle around the two of them, slid her eyes up and down Vale’s hair, jacket and boots. She tilted her head, swept a thumb over her lip and hunched to tug at the bottom of her jacket.

“She’s handsy,” Skye informed.

Vale quirked an eyebrow at Aija’s donned hoodie. “Skye,” she whispered again. “She okay? She’s not gonna…ah, do anything right?”

Skye shook her head. “She’s done with that.”

Aija slid upright, fingered the edge of Vale’s collar and gave the fabric another firm tug. “I understand you,” she made clear. Vale quirked another eyebrow, then shot Skye an expectant, questioning look.

Skye shrugged. “I kinda ambushed her with the ajna thing and―”

“What?” Luka asked from behind them, and all three of them glanced in her direction. She quickly receded into her hood, tugged at the front of her jacket and fell silent. Another tremor rolled through Aija’s body and she averted her gaze.

“Understand me, huh?” Vale quirked another eyebrow and looked her up and down. Aija slowly nodded. “Good,” Vale nearly growled. She collected the front of Aija’s hoodie, necklaces and all, and towed her within inches of her face. “I’ve got a lotta shit to say to you.”

Aija uttered a surprised mmph and staggered after Vale on wobbling legs. Vale yanked the front door open, gestured her inside with an aggressive jab and followed her in.

Skye found herself alone with Luka. The girl went on trembling in her seat, tugging her jacket in close to her neck. Skye made her way slowly over and eased onto the bench beside her. She pushed at the ground with one foot to slowly swing them, leaned back in her seat and scanned the side of Luka’s face.

“I, uh, I felt…” she began, and Luka shifted forward to peek at her from around her hood. She slowly lowered it. “I felt it. I saw.” Luka pushed from her side of the bench and closed her arms around Skye’s neck.

“Felt you too,” she mumbled. Skye blinked back her surprise; Luka had hugged her before, but it was still an action she’d never expect of the girl.

“I talked to Aija,” Skye whispered. “She…cares about you.”

Luka scoffed and pushed away. “What’d you show her?”

“I didn’t exactly―I didn’t do it on purpose. But she saw Salence.”

Luka’s eyes flew wide at the mention of the shadow’s name and she sucked back a startled, terrified sob and ran a hand over her face. “She saw a memory of Salence?” she blurted out. “Why? Why couldn’t she have seen…” She paused and lowered her head, expelled a defeated sigh. “Why not something…”

“Between the two of you?” Skye finished for her. Luka let out another puff of air and flung her hand to her eyes. “Hey,” Skye tried, turning her around to face her. “She’s not trying to kill you anymore. Isn’t that good enough?” she asked. “At least for now?”

“No, I didn’t want her to see!” Luka burst, voice shaking. “She wasn’t supposed to see that, not any of that!”

“Look…” Skye gestured toward the front door. “She saw it. There’s nothing you can do to change that. And you wanna know something? She was genuinely fucking distraught when she told me about it. Do you know what that means?”

“What?” Luka mumbled, curling her fingers into her lower lip.

“That means she cares about you. Even if she doesn’t remember anything else, she still cares about you, in some way.”

“It’s not the same,” Luka sighed, bracing herself on the armrest.

“I think if you were to just…see her. Talk to her. You’d understand,” Skye pressed. She collected her by the crook of her arm and gave her a small tug. Luka hesitantly stood. “Come on,” Skye whispered. “Honestly, I think you might have just scared the living shit out of her when you came charging at her and―” Luka sucked in a shaky inhale. “―she might’ve been…acting out of…” Skye trailed off, tugging the door open. Out of fear. “Look, you should just talk to―”

“―I dunno how I fuckin’ took it, but I’m glad I did―” Skye heard Vale hush from around the corner. Ripley came speeding down the hall the moment they opened the door. He blared an audible meow and plowed his head into the side of Luka’s leg, clearly pleased with her arrival.

Vale glanced around the corner, cheeks colored. Her frustrated expression quickly evaporated upon seeing them. Ripley wandered his way over and blared another meow. Luka slid past them, collected him in her arms and closed herself in her room. There came a rushed sigh as she likely collided with her mattress.

Skye cleared her throat. So much for talking to her. “So…” she began, stuffing her hands in her pockets. “This is our house,” she mumbled, gesturing all around them. “My sister and kinda-brother live with us too.”

Aija slid her fingers over the paint, tapped it a few times and crossed the hall to the bathroom door. She poked at its hinge. “Interesting.”

“They dunno about you, or your weird parts.” Vale tugged her from the door with an exasperated sigh. “So don’t be flashing your shit for them to see. Chest area, crotch,” Vale jabbed a finger at Aija’s parts in succession. Aija furrowed her brow.

“Just try to act like us,” Skye repeated the advice she’d given Luka.

“Why can’t they see?” Aija asked.

Skye shrugged. “Because. They’d freak out.”

“Freak out?” Aija ran a thumb over her lower lip. She seemed to be having a hard time wrapping her head around all the rules. Her eyes wandered back to Luka’s door and she tilted her head at the doorknob. “Can I…?”

“Uh…” Skye slid over to bar her path. “Give her a minute.”

“Yeah…c’mon Aija, let’s get you―” Vale eyed her up and down. “―dressed before Skye’s family gets home.” She tugged her toward Skye’s bedroom. “You look like slave-fuckin’-Leia.”

Skye retreated to Luka’s room, braced herself on the doorframe and pressed her cheek to the wood. “Luka?” she tried, straining her ears for an answer. She could barely hear anything above Aija’s muffled shouts―I don’t want it! One of the two thudded with the bedroom wall and Luka’s door shook. “Luka?” Skye tried again, louder this time.

No answer.

She tried the doorknob, though Luka had figured out how to lock it. “Come on, Luka. Let me in.”

“Leave me alone,” Luka muffled.

Skye wondered if she would have to worry about busting the door in or not. “Aija wants to talk to you,” she went on, though she must not have sounded very convincing; she was met with another wave of silence in which she could only hear Vale shouting at Aija to put something away, to not touch things.

“Just need a minute,” Luka answered after awhile.

Skye sighed. She glanced back down the hall and flinched at the second muffled thud, at Vale’s flustered shout―

“Put it away! You can’t just walk out there like that!”

“Why not?” Aija complained. The door creaked open, and a half-dressed Aija backed out of it, butt cheeks first. Skye abandoned the hall as fast as her legs would carry her. “It’s too hot,” Aija went on complaining, and Skye caught a glimpse of her tugging a new hoodie away from her head. Vale snatched it before it could be discarded to the floor and thrust her back into Skye’s bedroom.

Skye hurried into the kitchen, slammed open cupboards and retrieved several small bowls and cups. She peeled open the fridge next, squeezing her eyes shut at the thought of Luka laying curled up in her bedroom alone, likely lost in thoughts of grief. She tried connecting with her again, to grasp onto those strange, ethereal threads that bound them.

She blinked down at her own hands, not even having realized that she’d poured four glasses of milk. She briefly wondered if she only should have poured three. She stood with a box of cereal in hand, slowly shaking her head and straining her ears at the muffled thud at the end of the hall, at the slam of the closet door crashing with the wall. She flinched at the sound, wondering why the fuck Vale and Aija insisted on wrestling each other at every turn.

“The fuck you mean?” she heard Vale burst. She held her breath and set the cereal box softly down. “Not at all?” Vale went on, incredulous. “Not even her name?”

Aija’s answer was muffled, sad.

“You tell Skye?” Vale went on, softer this time.

Another muffled answer, and the bedroom door finally cracked open, followed by the pad of footsteps. Skye quickly threw herself down in a chair and emptied more cereal into each bowl before the two came around the corner. Aija looked beyond infuriated with her getup: a pair of solid black joggers and a black hoodie. She kept picking at the front of them both and toying with their strings. Vale tugged a seat out and gestured, rather forcefully, for her to sit down.

“She doesn’t even remember Luka,” she rushed, though it was more to herself than anyone else.

“I told you―” Aija snapped, kicking one leg out at her side. “I said she’s familiar.”

“It’s not the same,” Vale ranted, shaking her head.

“What am I supposed to remember? That we came from the same place? That I knew her, is that it? I know that―” Aija sighed, tugging at her hair. “I’m not stupid, I know we’re the same. I know where I woke up isn’t where I…where I belong. I―” she tried again, thudding her fist on the table. “I’ve been trying to find her since Aevin first mentioned her! She’s been the one thing keeping me going and then when I finally saw her―” She drew in a stifled breath and her eyes began welling up all over again. Skye tensed and glanced sidelong at Vale; she looked suddenly guilty, but she only managed a small frown before reaching out to flick at a stray piece of cereal.

Skye cleared her throat and pushed a bowl of cereal Aija’s way. The girl gazed on it with one cocked eyebrow. She looked further bemused by the milk Skye poured out.

“What’s this?” she questioned, eyeballing the spoon that followed.

“Cereal,” Skye answered, filling her and Vale’s bowls next. Vale cleared her throat several times before stabbing at the cereal with her spoon. Aija followed suit, mimicking her down to her clenched fist and slanting eyes. Skye glanced sidelong at them both before stuffing away a mouthful of her own.

“It’s cold―” Aija managed, losing a line of milk down her chin. Vale slid a napkin her way, but Aija had already taken care of it with the back of her arm. She coughed immediately afterward and Vale slapped her on the back. A piece of cereal flew across the table and skidded to the floor.

“You’re supposed to chew them―” Vale burst, thudding her on the back a second time.

Aija thrust her off, slid back in her chair and kicked her legs out. “What’s this?” she asked again, collecting an escaped Jenga piece from her seat. Vale snatched it from her, grabbed her spoon and pressed it into her hand.

“Eat.”

Skye picked at the table in the silence that ensued. For a long moment, all that could be heard was the combined crunch of their cereal, the clink of spoons hitting bowls. Then there came the faraway squeak of a door pulling open, the quiet pad of bare feet on linoleum.

All three of them paused mid-bite as Luka came around the corner next, pink-faced and puffy-lipped. She looked as though she’d been chewing at her lip for years. “Hey,” she managed. Aija swallowed and wiped at her cheek with the back of her hand.

“Hey,” Skye and Vale mirrored. Skye pat the seat beside her and poured out another bowl. The clink of cereal was surprisingly loud in their silence, and Skye wondered how bizarre they would look to Anya and Shane should they show up in that moment.

Luka took her seat, but not without darting her eyes to meet Aija’s. She chewed further at her already violated lip. There came the screech of a chair leg and Aija shot upright, leaned to clutch at her shin and shot Vale an outraged scowl. She cleared her throat, glanced sidelong at Luka and offered a small, apprehensive hello.

Vale gave her another firm kick and Aija jabbed her back before sliding her eyes over Luka’s tattered coat. She cleared her throat. “You…look different.”

Luka burst into color and curled an arm over her chest. “I’ve been…changing.” She said the last word with an unimpressed curl to her lip, dunked her spoon into her cereal and took a tentative bite. Skye raised an eyebrow. It was the most polite she’d ever seen Luka eat.

Their silence stretched on for awhile longer, and the crunching amplified.

“Wanna taste something delicious?” Vale finally asked, pushing back in her chair. “I gotta treat you might like. Just one left.” All three of them stared after her as she probed the fridge’s contents and came back up with a pink aluminum bottle. Skye smiled. Strawberry soda.

She cracked it open and slid it across the table. Luka cleared her throat again and Aija arched a suspicious brow. “What’s this?” she asked, taking it in hand. Vale plunked back down with a small, mischievous smirk pulling at her lips.

“Don’t drink any yet. Just smell it first. Trust me.”

Skye burst into color. She leaned over the table and whispered, “Vale, what the fuck are you doing?”

“Conducting an experiment.”

“An experiment?” she hissed, exasperated. Aija had already given the bottle a tentative sniff. She stared sidelong at Luka, then Skye, and eventually Vale. A small blush colored her freckles and she bit back a tiny smile.

“You like it?” Vale prodded. Aija slowly nodded and gave it another small sniff. “What’s it remind you of?”

Aija gazed skyward, deep in thought. “Uh…” Luka shot Skye a bemused look, and Skye shrugged back at her, not wanting to explain Vale’s little inside joke. “It’s like this, ah, this stuff that we sometimes eat at home. Kinda like…” She clicked her tongue, seeking a comparable word. “Honey?”

Vale frowned. “Weird.”

“It’s not weird,” Aija huffed. “This is weird.” She lifted a spoonful of soggy cereal before dropping it with a soft splat. “We do things a lot different at home. We eat around a giant fire,” Aija went on, holding her hands up to symbolize it. “And everyone brings little…” she paused, glancing skyward as though searching for the words to describe it. “Little clay pots and bowls, and we set ‘em on the coals by the fire.”

Luka lowered her spoon.

“And the ikuneth bring them around to everyone there, pass them in a circle. And if the fire is too small, we just make another. Sometimes the whole cavern is lit with them. Then,” she went on, completely forgetting her food. She leaned back in her seat and stretched a bare foot alongside Vale’s chair legs. “The Ouru start to dance, like this.” She pressed her foot into the floor, twisting it at the heel. “All around the fires, and you’re not doing it right unless you get mud between your toes.”

Vale had paused mid-bite and slid her spoon into her bowl. Aija was still gazing off, clearly imagining her home in vivid detail―and then it hit her. Her smile slowly ebbed away into a twisting grimace. She blinked down at her bowl as though seeing something else there.

Luka dropped her spoon entirely; it slid into her bowl with a small splat. “I gotta go to the bathroom,” she managed in a small voice. She pushed gently off from the table and padded back down the hall. Aija stared after her, reached out as though to stop her and then dropped her hand in her lap.

“I didn’t mean―” she began.

“Aija.”

Aija found Skye’s gaze, slid her hand over her forehead.

“It’s not your fault. She’s just…gonna need some time,” Skye tried to explain.

Vale tapped her spoon at the inside of Aija’s bowl and slid it further toward her. “C’mon Spitfire, finish up and stop worrying. Luka’ll talk to you. She’s been dying to.”

Aija blinked back down the hall. “Really?”

“Yeah. Like you wouldn’t imagine.”


INHUMAN

“Hold on.” Vale slid a finger over her temple, closed her eyes and shook her head. “So the people you lived with…your family,” she began, trying to make sense of it all. “That…thing that attacked Skye was one of them?”

“Salence,” Aija repeated, nodding. “She’s not my family,” she quickly added, shooting Skye a sidelong glance. The three of them had gathered in Skye’s room. Skye sat reclined in her computer chair with her feet on the desk while Aija and Vale sat knee to knee on her bed.

“Then how the fuck did you know her?” Vale demanded.

Aija lowered her eyes. “I didn’t. Aevin did. I guess they were from the same tribe,” she offered. “Said she was some kinda seer. She talked with cephai, it showed her things.”

“Things?” Skye murmured.

“Yeah, like pictures in her head. Dreams. Nightmares. Aevin’s old tribe used to look to her for guidance, and one day she just…freaked out,” she tried, falling back on Skye’s choice of words. “Aevin didn’t tell me much about what happened. But I guess she’d…predicted that we’d―” Aija gestured to herself. “―my kind, I guess. She predicted we’d come to Sifur. And we did, on this big…bent kinda rod thing. Aevin said he found me on it, in some container.”

Skye ran a hand over her forehead. Her mind pieced together what Aija couldn’t describe: the tall, glassy canisters, metallic floors and pearl walls.

“He said we came right out of the ground. From the Aiur.”

Again, Skye visualized the white, rolling landscape, the high, flickering ceiling and the cool blue orbs. She imagined them flitting around massive columns of lumpy rock, soaring overhead while they lay on their backs atop the stone.

“He said they found Luka there too. They found her first and…” She swallowed. “He didn’t actually say. Just that it was bad.”

Skye slid her eyes away, gave her chair a slow twirl. Bad. So Aevin knew? And he, along with Aija, had searched for Luka after her escape? Would he have taken Luka to Aija’s home? Would he have kept her safe?

Vale curled a fist at her knee. “Bad doesn’t begin to fuckin’ describe―” she nearly growled. It was broken by a sharp intake of air, a hard squint to her eyes. She closed a hand over her navel and winced. “Ah, damn―”

Skye sat upright. “Vale?”

Vale gave the front of her jacket a tug and began to pluck her clasps loose.

“Vale…? You okay?”

“I, ah, I dunno―” Vale slid her shirt upright and gazed on her belly. “The fuck.” Skye pushed off her chair and knelt at her side. “Gotta cut or somethin’―”

“Vale, that isn’t a cut! It’s a fucking wound,” Skye blared, sliding her hands over her waist. Sweat flew to her face and she grappled with her hand. “What is this?” Aija looked wholly perplexed by the entire thing. She stared at them both as though they’d gone insane.

“I don’t know, it’s―I guess it doesn’t really hurt, just caught me off guard―”

“Let me see it,” Aija pressed.

It was a long line of indented flesh that had materialized above and below Vale’s belly button, like an old wound that had tried to heal over.

Skye ran a hand over Vale’s hip. She was too afraid to touch it, afraid she might hurt Vale further. The longer she looked on it, the less it looked like a wound and the more it looked like the odd marks that ran the length of Aija’s torso. Vale went on hunching over it and plucking at its edge.

“Vale, lean back.” Skye gestured for her to lay down. “I can’t see it through all your hair.” She slid a hand through her hair and led it over her shoulder while she and Aija pored over it. Vale collapsed to the bed with a tired huff.

“Kinda itches,” she complained.

Aija poked around at her abs with a quirked eyebrow. “It’s like a messed up suya.”

“A what?” Vale blurted out, pushing upright a second time.

“What the hell is a suya?” Skye asked.

Aija drew her own hoodie upright. She unveiled her own ridged, pink gap, ran her fingers over its edge and shrugged. “Suya,” she said again, gesturing toward it. “Deformed suya.” She gave Vale’s another poke and Vale recoiled, hid what she could of it with her hands. “What’s the metal thing in the middle?” Aija probed, giving her piercing a small flick.

“Quit touching it,” Vale barked. “Why the fuck do I have a―a suya―” she stammered, tilting her head at the thing. Skye knew: for the same reason Luka was changing. She was acclimating. And it wasn’t to the world around her. It was to Aija.

“I don’t know,” Aija complained, shooting her a disbelieving look. “I don’t even know what you have normally.”

Skye slid her eyes shut and ran her palm over her forehead. Her hand was shaking. Vale collected it, slid off the bed and tugged her out of the room. “C’mon Sunshine―”

“What―”

“―Need to tell me,” Vale burst as they rounded the corner toward the bathroom. Aija trailed after them with a small wait! “Tell me it looks alright down there―”

Luka was already standing in the bathroom when they got there, her platinum blonde hair sticking up at nearly every angle. She gazed on the three of them with a toothbrush hanging out of her mouth. “Uh―”

Vale bulldozed her from the room, slapped the door shut and promptly dropped her pants. She tossed herself down on the toilet seat and towed Skye in by her hand. “Suddenly at a whole new level in our relationship here,” she rushed, parting her thighs and leaning back, “But in a completely non-sexual, totally normal way, I need you to pry open my junk and tell me there’s no fuckin’ alien snake shifting around in there.”

Skye’s cheeks burst into color. She sucked in a solid breath of air, slid a hand over Vale’s knee and offered a tentative peek. “It’s…uh…” she began, tilting her head down at her. “Looks…totally normal,” she said with a hard swallow. “Don’t you think you’d feel something like that?”

Vale slid upright and clasped her pants. “You’d think.”

“You didn’t feel this happening…at all?”

“No,” Vale mumbled. “I mean, I had some cramping, but I thought I was just gonna…you know. Thought I might be on the rag,” she half laughed. What remained of her smile quickly vanished and her eyes widened. “Ah, fuck, I’m not gonna lose my tits am I?” She clapped a hand to her chest.

“Uh―” Skye slid a hand up Vale’s waist, tugged a sleeve of her jacket loose and led it down her arm. “Well…I really hope not.” Vale went on feeling herself up as though her breasts would flash out of existence in the following seconds. Skye blushed and went on removing Vale’s jacket, curious if there were other markings they might not have noticed. Vale fixed her with an apprehensive, even forlorn expression. “I mean―” Skye quickly went on, “It wouldn’t really matter to me and all. Boobs, no boobs―”

Vale chuckled and lowered her eyes. It was clear she already knew what Skye was about to say. “What if I turned into some serious alien queen shit, popping out eggs and―”

“Vale, you could morph into a unicorn and I’d still love you.” She tugged her in by the hip and kissed the bridge of her nose. Vale snickered at the visual.

“Yeah you would,” she said with a grin. “‘Cause I’d be hung like a―”

“Shut up,” Skye laughed, silencing her with a firm kiss. Vale sighed into her mouth, tilted her head and deepened it into something more, something breathless and wet, something that had Skye’s cheeks burning all over again. Vale lifted her gaze, focused on Skye with heavy, darkened eyes. Tiny black particles had formed around her irises along with flecks of golden light, and Skye knew in an instant what they had slowly started to become. The thought of gazing on swirling, constricting particles for eyes had her heart thudding and she worried how much of her beautiful, flawless Vale would change, and if she really would be able to get used to any sort of differences that might take hold of her.

Then she thought of Luka, realizing how out of place and terrified she must have felt when her own body had begun to change, and neither of them thought twice on how she might have felt about it, how it might have affected her. Skye had only been concerned with how much the girl was beginning to look like her. She’s not like me, she’d kept arguing with herself. She’s not me.

“You okay?” Vale asked, shifting her fingers over her jaw. Skye blinked a few times. She hadn’t even realized she’d been staring off.

“Do you think…” she began, shifting a thumb over Vale’s lip. She tilted her head and took her in, absorbed what she could of Vale’s existing form. “Maybe you’re becoming more like Aija because you accept her so easily?”

Vale pursed her lips at the thought, glancing sidelong at the bathroom door. “And you…fight Luka,” she said with a nod. “Like maybe one of us has to give.”

Skye nodded again, and her lips suddenly twisted into a grimace. She didn’t know what would happen at the end, and that was the most terrifying of it all. Not the changes, not having completely separate, though similar versions of themselves bursting out of their bodies―but the thought of losing them again. The thought of losing Vale.

“Vale.” She managed a small breath and cupped Vale’s jaw. “Fight it, okay?”

Vale collected the back of her head and pulled her in close. “Skye,” she whispered. She slid her forehead over her temple and kissed at her cheek. “You’re not gonna lose me. Told you before, you’re stuck with me forever.”

The silence that followed was warm and comforting, and it took Skye a moment to realize that Luka had been thrust into the hall alongside Aija and abandoned there. She quickly cleared her throat and drove Vale back a few inches. “Luka.”

Vale chewed back an apologetic grimace and tugged the door open. Aija and Luka stood facing one another with their backs to the wall. Luka still had her toothbrush stuffed into her cheek. She looked terrified to speak.

“Sorry,” Vale managed, and Luka flew past on her way to the sink. She put out the most petite wad of spit Skye had ever seen and looked over her shoulder at where Aija had closed in on the three of them. Aija appeared momentarily fascinated with Vale’s tattoos.

“Your skin!” she blurted out, running a hand over her arm. She pinched at the ink several times before it seemed to dawn on her that the color would not rub off.

“They’re tattoos.”

“Pan’ylnai,” Aija chuckled, giving her another once over. “How’d you get it like that?”

“Skye,” Luka managed. She gestured to the bottom drawer. “There’s no more of those things.” She rinsed her toothbrush, looking beyond hesitant about doing anything in front of Aija.

“Things?” Skye blinked. “―Oh.”

“Oh,” Luka repeated with an unamused bite to her lip. She slid past them on the way out the door, looking beyond intimidated by how close Aija stood. Aija stared after her with a twist to her lips, hand stuffed into the front of her pants as though it were a pocket. Skye raced after Luka.

“You still need them?” she asked in a hushed voice, gesturing between Luka’s legs. Luka whacked her hand away and blushed.

“I don’t know. How long do I have to?”

“Are you bleeding or not?”

“Not right now, no.”

“Then you’re fine. Shit, you don’t need to plug it all the time.” She must have said it too loud, because Vale peeked around the corner with a baffled look on her face. “Sorry,” Skye offered with a grimace. Luka had already exhaled an irritated huff and backed into her bedroom. Skye followed her in, eased the door shut and caught her by the shoulder.

“It’s fine,” Luka mumbled, apparently knowing full well what Skye was going to say.

“Look, I’m really―”

“It’s fine,” Luka ensured. “I just wanna lay down.”

Skye frowned. “Are you sure you’re alri―”

“I’m fine,” Luka said again, and at that point Skye knew she was far from fine. She grasped onto her shoulder and backpedalled her into the couch.

“Look, I’m not gonna force you to talk to her but―”

“Skye, please.” Luka flung a hand through her disheveled locks.

“She cares about you,” Skye insisted, but the words didn’t have the affect she hoped for.

“She doesn’t care about me,” Luka hushed. “You know what she feels? Pity. I’m just this…defenseless thing to her. She feels bad for me after what she saw.”

“You haven’t given her the chance to feel anything else,” Skye argued. “So what if she feels a little bad for you? She still feels something.”

“So what?” Luka repeated, raising her voice. She tossed her towel down on the mattress and jabbed at the hall. “She doesn’t…” she began, then lowered her voice. “She doesn’t love me anymore. She thinks I’m…weak now. Some victim.”

“Luka,” she hushed, curling her fingers into her shoulder. “It’s okay to be…weak sometimes.” It felt odd saying it, knowing that Skye often felt the same: weak. Afraid. Worthless. And it never felt okay.

“But I’m not weak,” Luka burst, emitting a rushed exhale. “I’m not―” She tore away from Skye, curled her lips into a pained grimace. “I tore that ckaji’s skull free,” she ground out. For a moment, Skye could see the girl that had materialized beside them in the alleyway: feral and dangerous, on the verge of tearing everything down around her. Luka went on panting and staring off, clearly visualizing Salence all over again. “I wrenched her…fucking heart from her. Cephai brought her back. I’d fucking tear her apart again if I―”

“Then why are you so afraid to go back?”

Skye regretted it as soon as she said it. Luka’s heated grimace flickered away into a pitiful, beseeching expression. And in that instant, Skye understood. Luka had never wanted Aija to see her like this, and now that she had…

“I just…how can she love this?” Luka asked, gesturing toward herself with a pitiful, half-hearted flick of her hands. Skye swallowed. She moved to settle a hand over Luka’s shoulder, but she drew away. “It doesn’t matter,” Luka cut her off before she could even attempt words. “I just…I just wanna lay down. Please.”

Skye sighed, at a complete loss for words. “…Okay,” she gave in. She wanted to apologize again, but she knew Luka would only cut her off. “Night, then.”

“Night, Skye.”

Skye frowned, retreated to the hall and flicked the light off after her. She eased the door shut, slid against the wall and sighed. She could hear Aija and Vale still talking to one another in muffled voices from the bathroom, and when she turned the corner to meet them, they both glanced at her with sad, furrowed brows.

“Is she mad or something?” Vale asked, voice low.

“You didn’t hear anything, did you?”

“No, just heard her raising her voice a few times. Sounded pissed. Did you fight?”

The front door snapped open then. Skye leapt upright at the sound of Shane and Anya’s echoing voices talking excitedly among themselves. She quickly drove Aija back on the sink on her way out the door. Shane and Anya came around the hall next, going on about some movie they’d just watched.

“Hey,” she greeted them in a soft voice. She dunked her hands in her pockets. “So, I got something to tell you guys before you freak out.”

Anya raised an eyebrow. “Now what?” Skye was suddenly sweating. Sister, her mind screamed at her. Tell them she’s Vale’s sister! Anya snapped her fingers and grinned. “What, Skye? Jesus, you look like you shit your pants.” Skye knew Aija and Vale were standing just around the corner, probably holding their breath and listening to every word. The thought had her sweating further, had it beading at the base of her neck, had her breath catching.

“Um.”

Anya and Shane’s bemused expressions slowly ebbed into ones of concern. “What, Skye? What happened?” Anya looked explicitly shocked. “Is Vale alright?”

Skye quickly nodded, though Anya wasn’t finished.

“Luka?” she went on, voice suddenly frantic. Skye wished she could just blurt it out, that she was a freak of nature that had pulled not one, but two…incarnations from some other reality. It sounded crazy even as she thought it. The looks on Shane and Anya’s faces quickly progressed into ones of sheer terror as Skye simply went on gawking at them.

“They’re okay,” Skye quickly explained. “There’s…someone else here though.”

Anya let out a burst of air, flit her eyes shut and gripped at the front of her blouse. “Jesus, Skye. Why’d you make it sound like―”

“Because I need to explain something to you, please…”

Shane blinked rapidly back at her and leaned against the wall as though he’d just seen Skye for the first time. Skye was sure she’d never spoken to him with such a seriousness in all of their encounters combined, even when he had been there with them when their parents died.

“What is it, Skye?” Anya looked like she might fall apart if Skye withheld the information any longer.

“There’s something wrong with me,” Skye finally blurted out, not knowing what else to say. “And you’re gonna think I’m insane. Have you had any water recently? Have you eaten?” she suddenly demanded of them. The last thing she needed was for one of them to faint like River. Shane looked ready to collapse already.

“Look, Luka isn’t a runaway,” Skye quickly explained, face blazing. She couldn’t focus on them any longer. The situation felt unreal, like they weren’t truly standing there, like she was only practicing what she might tell them and getting a feel for the words as they came out of her mouth. Because she hadn’t planned any of it. They just burst out of her, rushed and winded. “She’s me―” she finally expelled the word, and she caught a flicker of something frightening in Anya’s eyes.

“…What?” Anya finally managed, voice lower than Skye had heard it in a long time. Skye knew she must have thought she was crazy in that instant. She couldn’t even look either of them in the eye; she stared past them into the living room, curled her fingers over the bottom of her shirt.

“She’s me,” Skye admitted a second time, and it felt good and terrifying at the same time. Saying it out loud after denying it for so long was physically ailing. She could feel something shifting strangely inside of her, wrenching painfully on her heart and lungs. “She came out of me.”

Anya tugged at her arm. “Skye…come sit down, please―”

“No,” Skye refused. “I need to finish.” She faced the other end of the hall, where she knew Aija and Vale were probably wishing they could disappear into the walls. “Hey…Aija?” Skye called, and her heart jolted at the same time, profoundly nervous.

Aija inched around the corner. Her red hair shifted against the wall in a blazing, ethereal contrast as though she somehow knew she had to be convincingly alien in that moment. Anya sucked in a startled breath behind her and Shane clomped back and forth on his boots awkwardly. The entire house fell silent for one more moment. Skye gestured her forward a second time.

“Aija, please. Come here for a minute.”

Aija eased forward, and Vale popped around the corner with a nervous bite to her lip. She caught Skye’s gaze and offered the smallest, gentlest smile Skye had ever seen. It was like a breath of air. It lifted the weight from Skye’s chest and she managed a small smile in return before reaching out and collecting the crook of Aija’s arm.

“I need you to show them…your stuff.” Skye blushed profusely at the request. She darted her eyes down Aija’s body and Aija arched an eyebrow.

“Thought I wasn’t supposed to.”

Anya was practically gawking at Aija already. She opened and closed her mouth several times as if wanting to say something, and Skye knew what it was: She looks like Vale.

Vale came up behind her, hands in her pockets. Shane must have backpedaled into the wall, because his boots clunked and there came a heavy thud. Skye turned to find him scratching at the back of his head and darting his eyes around at all of them.

“It’s okay. Just…show them.”

Aija shrugged, grasped at the front of her hoodie and tugged on its zipper. Shane sucked in an audible breath as she undressed.

“Uh, Skye―” Anya must have silenced him because he quickly closed his mouth and grunted.

Aija’s hoodie fell to her sides as she unveiled herself, gracing them all with a very clear, glistening visual of how different they truly were. A long, ridged crease ran the length of her golden midsection, and within it there slicked a thin, ribbed line of tender flesh. She drew her fingers over its edge as they gazed on her, though she wasn’t nervous or shaking like Skye would have been. She tilted her head at their expressions.

“Uh―” Shane stuttered a second time, having nothing else to say.

“Does she…” Anya began. “Is she…okay? Does she need to go to the hospital?”

“No.” Skye exhaled an irritated breath and rushed a hand to her forehead. “She’s…look, she’s not fucking human―” She thrust a hand at Aija’s chest, like maybe they hadn’t noticed the massive line of completely alien skin. There was no way they could have missed it. They only went on staring down at it, utterly dumbfounded.

“I’m from Sifur,” Aija told them nonchalantly. She pulled a tangle loose from her hair. “I came out of Vale. We share ai.”

Vale coughed and rushed a hand into her own locks. She flicked her eyes between the two. “She’s my…uh,” she paused, because Aija had glanced back on her with a small shrug. “She’s my…counterpart,” Vale finished lamely.

“She’s from another fucking dimension,” Skye finally burst, backpedaling into the wall and gesturing at Aija several more times as though it still weren’t obvious. A long silence settled over them, and Skye thought she heard a small clatter from Luka’s bedroom. Skye wondered if she had heard the entire conversation, if she’d been standing there with her ear pressed to the door, waiting.

Shane suddenly burst out laughing and clapped a hand over Skye’s shoulder. “Damn, Skye. Had me going, there. Never seen you pull a joke like that one. Didn’t know the Halloween store was open already. It’s that prosthetic skin putty huh? That’s fucking brilliant,” he barreled on, glancing up at Vale with an amused grin. Vale wasn’t smiling. Shane’s quickly faltered.

“Shane,” Anya murmured.

“This isn’t a game,” Skye murmured. “Something really fucked up and weird is going on with us, and she really is from…somewhere else.”

Aija teased at her own lower lip several times as she gazed on them all, not at all impacted by the situation like the rest of them had been. Shane and Anya remained silent; Skye was convinced they were contemplating her sanity.

“Aija, show them your other thing.”

Aija hiked an eyebrow. “Sure?”

Vale worked her fingers into her shirt several more times as though she wasn’t sure what to do with her hands.

“Yeah. Do it.”

Aija shrugged and tugged at her waistband until it fell past her thighs. Shane must have been profoundly uncomfortable with the situation because he backed further into the wall and grunted. Aija slid her hoodie upright, unveiling her lower abdomen entirely. It was somehow both smooth and ridged, tapering into a small, pink slit at her core. Vale cleared her throat several more times, backed away a few steps and turned to face the wall. She closed a hand over the back of her own head as Aija’s…appendage slid out from between her legs. It was slow and serpentine, even prehensile. Skye swallowed at the sight. Anya was suddenly gasping from behind her and Shane had abandoned the hall entirely, thudded into the living room.

“Holy FUCK!” he blared, and Skye flew around to face him in time to find him grasping at the top of his head, eyes wide. He stared back at Aija with a mixture of surprise and sudden realization, like the world had imploded beneath his feet. “SHE ISN’T FUCKING HUMAN―” he bellowed, nearly tearing at his own hair. He slid a hand over his chin and gave his stubble a vicious scrub.

Aija seemed put off by his outburst. She quickly collected her pants with a visible blush and retreated to Vale’s side. Vale didn’t look like any tower of support. She’d braced herself on the wall with one arm over her eyes, afraid to look at them.

A tentative hand found Skye’s shoulder and she gazed sidelong into Anya’s bright, searching eyes. She ran a hand through her own hair and uttered a quiet, shaking sigh. “Luka’s yours?”

Skye slowly nodded.

“I knew there was something…” she began. “I knew she was somehow…like you.”

“She is,” Skye said again. She slid her eyes shut as Anya tugged her into a hug.

“What do you mean she came out of you?” Anya asked. Skye was surprised by her relatively calm response. Shane went on pacing around the living room with a hand in his hair, the other over his mouth.

“It’s…complicated,” Skye said with a shrug. “Might wanna sit down.”
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“And there are these big ones we call sho’tau, with three trunks and a bunch of little wobbly legs. They have these massive bodies, so it’s really weird seeing them in the distance ‘cause it looks like they’re floating―” Aija drew in a breath before barreling on, “We keep them in herds and take them with us. They’re kinda sticky and full of snot―”

Shane and Anya sat on the living room floor across from her, mouths half open and eyes unblinking. The two were thoroughly entranced but exhausted, having spent several hours listening to Skye describe to them in detail how Luka had appeared in the alleyway. Skye had referred to the man that threatened them as a mugger, not wanting Anya to know the full story of what had almost happened to her that night.

Neither of them had even spoken much after Skye’s initial story. They had asked several questions at first, only to quickly find out that Skye knew close to nothing beyond the fact that they had counterparts in some distant realm or galaxy. They had turned to Aija for answers next, who was more than willing to tell them everything she knew about her home, how she’d woken up in a bright, white place, skin raw and sensitive as though she had yet to touch or feel.

Luka still hadn’t shown herself. Skye had to peek in on her after the commotion to make sure she was okay, though she had already fallen asleep or was really good at pretending. Skye had even measured the length of her inhales, scrutinized the furrow to her brow.

Shane scratched at the top of his head. “So they’re like alien cows?”

“Cows?” Aija seemed to be diving into whatever glossary she’d shelved into her brain after their ajna transfer. The expression was strikingly similar to the one Skye wore when taking a test in her old Spanish class.

“They go moo,” Skye helped. She stirred a tired finger around a stray lock of Vale’s hair. The two of them had collapsed onto the couch and simply gazed on the three as they went animately on. “Biggish,” she said, clearing her throat. “Spotted, black and white. Hooves. We drink their milk.”

“And eat them,” Shane added.

Aija slowly nodded. “Yeah, they’re sorta like that.”

“What about predators?” Anya asked. “Anything big or dangerous? Like crocodiles or something.”

Skye propped herself up just enough to dip her chin into the side of Vale’s neck. Vale had been slowly falling asleep for nearly half an hour, and as Skye peeked around at her face, it was clear why. She was exhausted, completely collapsed into the pillow at her side with her arm stretched comfortably in front of her. Her eyes were shut entirely.

“Mal’ru,” Aija answered. “They eat the sho’tau whole, which is bad for us ‘cause we need them. “They’re like big…uh, snakes. With lots of legs. So I guess not like snakes. But they have snake bodies.”

“Speaking of snakes,” Shane began, and Anya shot him a scandalized look before he even continued, “Are you, you know, like…” He scratched at his stubble. “Are you like, the guy? Or the girl?”

Aija raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t have to answer that,” Anya offered, jabbing him in the side. “Shane’s just being a dude.”

Vale uttered a tired laugh, evidence that she was still awake. “That,” she murmured, giving her eye a rub, “Has to be the most annoying fuckin’ question.”

“Hey!” Shane shrugged, looking innocent. “Come on, it’s interesting stuff. Number one thing anyone should ask a member of a different species!”

“And apparently lesbians as well,” Vale muttered, shifting further into the couch. Skye chuckled and slid her hair behind her ear.

“I still don’t understand what you’re asking,” Aija offered.

“He wants to know the story behind the shit south of your suya,” Skye said with a roll of her eyes. “It intimidates him.”

Shane’s mouth fell open at her gall.

“You wanna know how we―” Aija paused, blinked sidelong at Vale and went on, “―fuck?”

Vale, who had almost dozed back off, lurched awake. Shane wore a broad grin; he jerked his head up and down in a giddy nod. Anya covered her forehead with the back of her hand and heaved an exasperated sigh. Skye was sure if Luka was listening through her door, her face would have been a thousand shades of red.

“You just―” Aija gestured her hands together several times. “―put them together. What do you do?”

Shane blinked at her simplified response. “We just put ours together too but…” He tossed his hands up. “Do you have males?”

“Males,” Aija pondered, running a thumb over her lip.

“Males―” Shane repeated, brandishing a pointer finger, “―and then females―” he went on, poking it into his fist several times in a lewd gesture. Anya howled in laughter and slapped him upside the head.

Aija went on staring at him with a quirked brow. “Are you male?”

“Yes,” Shane laughed. “Male right here, all male―”

“Let me see.”

“No!” Shane defended his crotch area with a cup of his hands.

Anya pet him on the leg. “Don’t like the tables being turned, do you?” she laughed.

“The Ouru have different genders, but I don’t know how theirs works.”

“You don’t? Why not?”

“Well I don’t stare,” Aija laughed.

“Stare?” Shane blurted out. “You mean they do it like, right there in the open for you to see?”

Aija shrugged. “Yeah.”

“That’s easy to believe,” Vale murmured, half asleep. “Considering how comfy you are with your junk flying around in the open.”

“My junk―” Aija stammered, “―does not fly!”

Shane barked a laugh. “Is it normal for people to sit around with their hands down their pants too?”

Aija quickly collected her hand from between her legs. “It’s comfortable!”

“Holy fuck,” Skye whispered, leaning into Vale’s ear. “She is you.”

“Hnn,” Vale murmured. Her chest rose and fell beneath Skye’s trailing fingers. “Told you,” she said in a quiet, half-sleep voice. Skye wasn’t even sure if she was truly awake. She slid a hand over her bicep, led a knuckle down her chin. Shane, Anya and Aija went on teasingly in the background, but Vale had wholly consumed Skye’s attention. She leaned in and pressed her ear to her chest, slid her eyes shut at its gentle pulse.

“I just can’t believe it,” Shane murmured, and his deep voice had been such a contrast to Aija’s slow, hypnotic one that Skye felt her eyes flash back open at the sound. She hadn’t even realized she’d begun to drift off as well. “I mean, I always knew there’d be something else out there.” He collected Anya’s hand and gave the back of her knuckles a kiss. “But this,” he went on, shaking his head in disbelief. “It’s not what I imagined.”

Anya looked just as tired as Skye felt. “Do you think we’re all connected somehow?” she asked, sounding dreamy. “Like maybe everyone’s got a counterpart in another part of the universe. My astronomy teacher was obsessed with that kinda shit. Multiple universes and stuff.”

“Universes?” Aija asked, leaning in on her elbow. She gazed off, lips slightly parted as she contemplated the word, likely sought its meaning. She must have come up dry, or been unable to understand it, because she just stared at Anya with a furrowed brow. “What are they?”

Anya seemed surprised. She turned on her side and propped her chin in her hand. “You know. It’s the biggest thing we know of, made of billions of galaxies, and the galaxies are made of solar systems and stars and―” She blinked at Aija’s bemused expression. “See, we’re on a planet,” she explained, creating a sphere with her hands. “And solar systems are made of planets, and they make galaxies, and galaxies make―”

“I think I see,” Aija offered, trailing her own finger over the floorboards in a lazy pattern. She gazed over her shoulder in the direction of Luka’s door. “I don’t remember much,” she told them again. “Wish I did. Wish I knew everything.”

“I still think Luka could help you,” Anya offered, pressing on the back of her hand. “If she’s anything like my sister, she’s just pouting right now.”

Skye eased upright at the sound of her name and squinted into the light. “Hey,” she rumbled, voice heavy with sleep.

“It’s true,” Anya chuckled. “You’re a grump.”

“Grump?” Aija tugged at the front of her hoodie again.

“Yeah. But don’t worry. Luka’s super sweet,” Anya promised.

“Yeah,” Shane agreed. “Actually, it’s kinda hard to believe she came outta Skye,” he joked.

Skye scoffed. Shane and Anya went on comparing their differences and Aija listened, wholly absorbed.

Vale let out a small puff of air, murmured something unintelligible and squeezed at Skye’s hand. Skye managed another smile and pressed her lips to the base of her ear. She reveled in the shiver that rolled through Vale’s spine, at the quiet breath that followed.

“Skye…”

Skye slid her fingers through her hair, entranced by the smooth pull of her lips, the delicate point to her nose. “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

Vale stirred further. Her eyes came softly open and she blinked her long lashes a few disorienting times. When she caught Skye’s gaze, her eyes were half-lidded and shimmering, knowing. A small smirk formed shortly afterward.

“You calling me beautiful?” she whispered, shifting upright and glancing around at the floor where Shane, Anya and Aija still sat clustered together and whispering among themselves. Anya glanced back at them with a small smile before averting her gaze.

“Thought you were asleep,” Skye admitted, tracing Vale’s ear with her lower lip. Vale tilted into her and sighed.

“So you only call me cute things when you think I can’t hear?” she asked with another smirk. She allowed her eyes to drift softly shut beneath Skye’s touch.

“Want me to call you cute things?” Skye smiled into her ear. Vale nodded. “Yeah?” Skye rested her forehead at the base of her ear and breathed deep.

“Yeah,” Vale murmured, and Skye knew she was falling asleep again at the quiet, dreamy tone.

“Like…darling?” Skye hummed in her ear, and Vale smiled.

“Yeah,” she said again. A small yawn escaped her and she twisted around just enough to lay on her back. She met Skye’s gaze with a quiet chuckle.

“Honey?” Skye teased again, smirking at the warm, mesmerizing amber that had settled itself in Vale’s irises. “It’s fitting,” she pointed out, grazing her finger over Vale’s collarbone. The slow, gentle touch coaxed a sigh from Vale; she went on gazing on Skye with a mischievous smile, a small bite to her lip. “I mean, nothing could beat Sunshine,” Skye went on with a small shrug. “You already stole the best one.”

“Mm,” Vale hummed, eyes fluttering shut all over. “Sunshine.” She inhaled another deep breath and settled further into the couch.

“Poor Vale,” Shane said in a low, amused voice. “Take the woman to bed, Skye. Shit. She’s passed out.”

“Am not,” Vale answered airily. She failed terribly when she attempted to upright herself and fell back on the couch with a soft puff of air. Aija chuckled, propped a hand under her chin and gazed on them both with a curious glimmer to her eyes.

“Take her to bed?” Skye chuckled, swinging a leg over Vale to slide off the couch. Vale twisted underneath her and grasped for her hand as if to coax her back. Skye grinned and slid her arms under Vale’s back and legs. She knelt just enough for Vale to close her arms around her neck. “I’ll take you to bed,” she whispered into her hair, lifting her with a small grunt.

Vale grinned at the sound and slanted her eyes back at her. “Am I heavy?” She slid an arm away from Skye’s neck, feigning dead weight.

Skye stumbled to catch her and tucked her in close to her chest. “Brat,” she laughed. She barely managed to keep hold of her as she staggered past where Anya had leaned back on the floor to watch them with a wide, goofy grin.

“Night, Skye,” she laughed as they went by. “Don’t drop her!”

“I wouldn’t if she would just hold still!” Skye grunted a second time, repositioning her arms.

Vale seemed intent on making the endeavor harder than it needed to be. She twisted around, reached up and flicked at a curl of Skye’s hair with an impish smirk. “Where’s the fun in holding still?” She leaned in to press their lips.

Skye stumbled beneath the kiss and braced herself on the wall as the three of them laughed at her misfortune. She exhaled another startled grunt at the sight of Aija’s intrigued expression, the curious arch to her brow.

“Night,” she whispered. She blushed at the surprise that colored Aija’s cheeks, quickly dodged Vale’s advances and told the girl, “When you get tired, you can sleep on the couch there. Okay?” Vale tickled her belly next, arching Aija’s eyebrow ever higher.

“We’ll get her a blanket,” Shane laughed. “Don’t worry about her.”

“Okay,” Skye managed. Her cheeks were on fire, though she felt like they might have been nothing compared to Aija’s. The girl’s freckles had nearly vanished beneath her blush. Skye cleared her throat and quickly rotated back around to her bedroom.

“Mm,” Vale hummed into her ear.

Skye snapped the door shut with her back and stumbled toward the bed. “I think you just embarrassed Aija.” She set Vale gently down before working her fingers over her boots and pulling at the laces.

Vale bit back a sly smile. “Did I?”

“Yeah. She was blushing. Really bad.” Skye tugged a boot free and flung it to the carpet. She pulled her sock loose shortly afterward and tickled her foot. Vale didn’t seem ticklish.

“Blushing? But she’s so…” Vale tilted her head. She smiled as Skye went on fighting with her other boot. “You know, there’s a zipper. Right there on the side,” she pointed out, and Skye found there was indeed a zipper running the length of her boot. She drew on it and quickly added it to the floor.

“Was gonna say, I don’t remember you ever having so much trouble getting those off,” she chuckled, leaning over to peel the sheet from the mattress.

“You putting me to bed?” Vale asked sleepily, gazing back on the pillows.

“I sure am.” Skye slid her arm back under her legs and led her under the covers. “And I’m joining you.”

Vale thudded softly into a pillow. “Are you?” She let out another sigh and grinned.

“Mmhm.” Skye unclasped her own pants and kicked them free.

Vale tugged at her lower lip and darted her eyes down Skye’s thighs. She didn’t say anything. She only continued to watch as Skye undressed. “Skye, you’re getting me all excited.”

Skye chuckled as she undid her bra. She added it to the pile before sliding in beside her, stirring Vale to sigh heavily, to reach out and grasp at her arms, her neck, her waist. “Excited to sleep?” Skye toyed with her, easing further in to bury her lips into the side of her neck. There were still several faint marks there, evidence of all the other times she had lost herself in the warm, intoxicating span of flesh.

She did so again. She slid her fingers into her wild, shimmering locks and Vale shivered underneath her, twisted around and tugged at her own pants.

“What are you doing?” Skye teased.

Vale gave her pants another tug. “Only you get to sleep naked?” she asked with a pout.

Skye uttered a small laugh and cleared enough space for her to undress. “I guess you could be naked, too. You know, after all our bonding. No big deal.”

Vale slid her shirt up from around her waist. “None at all.” Skye pulled it free the rest of the way before shifting forward to kiss her belly. She had almost forgotten about the slick line of indented flesh, and apparently Vale had too, because when Skye pressed her lips to its edge she managed a stifled, curious inhale. “Oh, mama―” She shivered, tensed a leg at Skye’s side and panted. “Dunno if I’m ready to experiment with whatever that is,” she panted, sliding a hand through her hair.

“Sorry,” Skye laughed. “Maybe we should take your piercing out before your body absorbs it or something.”

Vale grunted. “Good idea.”

Skye gently unscrewed the ball at its base, slid the piercing away and set it down on her nightstand. “Does it feel alright?”

Vale frowned. “Feels fine. Just gonna miss it.”

Skye trailed a hand over her shoulder and settled her head just above her belly. “Me too. It turned me on so bad when I first saw it.” Vale’s heart went on pounding, loud in her ear.

“Yeah?”

“So fucking bad,” Skye laughed. She released a puff of air, curled her fingers into Vale’s hair and smiled. “Still does.” Her eyes eased shut at Vale’s steadily slowing chest, at Aija’s faraway, lulling tone. She wasn’t even sure what time it was anymore. “Feels good, though,” she whispered. “Feels good to tell them everything.”

Vale chuckled. “Yeah, all we had to do was flash ‘em with my junk.”

“Your junk?” Skye grinned, sliding her fingers over Vale’s waist. She became mesmerized by her long wisps of dark ink all over again. “You mean Aija’s?”

“Eh.” Vale shrugged and crossed an arm behind her head. She gazed down on Skye where she began to twirl her finger in slow circles around her breast. “Same difference, really.”

Skye closed her lips over her nipple, gently smoothed the tip of her tongue over its metal rod. She grinned at Vale’s inhale, at the soft press of her hands. They fell into place on her waist.

“Is that why you were all embarrassed? You still see her as you, huh? Even though she’s walking around, a completely different person.”

Vale nodded. “She’s a bloody show-off,” she chuckled. “She woulda paraded around the house with it swinging around. You don’t just flash your bits to everybody. That’s not how you get a lady.”

Skye burst out laughing. She knew that wouldn’t have influenced Luka in any way. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Gotta keep ‘em guessing.”

Skye laughed, “You worried your counterpart won’t be able to charm mine?” She dragged her finger over Vale’s jaw. “Because if that’s the case, you shouldn’t worry.”

“That so?” Vale mused, smoothing her palm over Skye’s spine. She flit her eyes shut, exhaled a long, tired hum. “‘Cause yours seems awfully…distant. And…I mean, I know why and all…”

Skye sighed. She tickled her fingers along the inside of Vale’s forearm, gazed on the smooth swirls of ink there. They almost shined beneath her dim side light, pearly atop her golden skin. “She thinks Aija won’t love her anymore.”

Vale scoffed; it was a quiet, tired sound. “Girls,” she half-laughed. She dipped sluggish fingers into Skye’s curls and dragged them over the nape of her neck. Skye glanced up in time to catch her eyes flitting softly shut.

She could still hear Aija’s low, lulling voice humming in the background. She wondered what they were all still talking about. She knew Anya and Shane would have her awake all night if they could, and Aija probably wouldn’t have minded in the slightest.

Vale’s breaths lengthened and deepened. Skye allowed her own eyes to ease shut, entranced by the smooth rise and fall of her chest. She felt as though she were being carried off somewhere, like the two of them lay on some makeshift raft in the middle of the ocean―floating. Silent.

Darkness filled in around her, though it was smooth and warm, licking at her arms and legs. She was suddenly a little girl all over again, sprawled on her back atop warm beach sand and gazing on white, puffy clouds. They were thick and slow, skating sluggishly across a pale blue sky. The tide eased in, filling in around her neck and ears before receding. It was steady and lulling, driving her to ease her eyes shut.

“Nat, sweetheart. It’s time to go.” Her mother bent down to glide her fingers through her bangs.

Skye curled her fingers into the wet sand. “Can I stay?” She was sure there was an outline where her body lay; she’d been there for the entire visit, inhaling the scent of ocean and sunscreen. She opened her eyes to find her mom leaning over her, hair bright in the sun.

“I wish we could. But it’s time to go.” She helped Skye to her feet. “Did you have fun?”

“Yeah. I kept seeing pictures.”

Mom wrapped the towel around her shoulders. “In the clouds?”

“No, in my head.”

“The best kind,” Mom promised. She wrapped her arm around Skye’s shoulders and led her from the beach. Skye glanced up to find that it had suddenly been vacated, and the horizon was dark and dreary compared to how the sky had looked. She quickly glanced upward, finding an endless pool of black in its place―oil black, filled in with several thousands of massive stars, all clashing together and swirling into a fiery haze.

She clasped at her mom’s hand. “Mom―”

“Come on, Nat.” Her arm was suddenly gone from around Skye’s shoulders, as was the towel, the warm, wet sand beneath her feet and the cool hair from the back of her neck. She was surrounded by nothing but darkness, still and unending.

“Come on, Nat!”

The voice didn’t belong to her mom. It was low and grating, condescending. Pavement thudded underfoot, and the dim aura of street lamps flicked into view. Skye panted, gripped her dress up in a ball at her thigh and drove herself to run faster.

“Come on, Nat! Wait up!”

She sucked in a lungful of air and twirled around to face her pursuer: a willowy Prom teen with long, chestnut hair. He ran a hand through it and flicked his cigarette to the wet concrete before grinding it underfoot.

“What the fuck do you want?” Skye spat, gripping harder onto her dress. “I told you to fuck off―”

The boy clicked his tongue at her, tilted his head, narrowed his eyes. “Why you always have to be such a bitch, Nat? I’ve tried being nice. You know I heard Shane’s gonna give your little sis the pounding of her life tonight―maybe you just need a good fuck too.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Skye snarled, squeezing her hands into fists. The boy snickered and strode forward at a graceful gait.

“Come on. What happened to that massive crush you had on me? I always thought you were hot, even after you had that seizure in the middle of class,” he said with an angelic grin. Skye focused on the vicious scar that marred his chin and jaw: hard punctures a dog might have been responsible for. “It was something else, seeing your eyes roll back like that. I’d like to see that again.”

Skye backpedalled toward the street. “Fuck off―” She slid on the wet curb, staggered to one side and clutched at her dress. She suddenly felt cornered and alone; her only relief came in the form of the cars vaulting past. Her parents would be there soon to pick her up. Any moment, she told herself as the boy sauntered nearer.

“Wanna show me those eyes?” he asked. “I’ll even let you drool, too.”

“Fuck you.” A flash of white consumed her and she grit her teeth at the cold that siphoned into her veins. It locked her fists, her jaw, her knees. “Fucking touch me, I dare you.”

“Is that an invitation?” he leered, close enough to brush their chests. “I think that’s an invitation.”

Skye’s knee connected with his balls and he yelped, barking something akin to an expletive. She wasn’t done, however. She smashed her hand into them next, twisting the fleshy knots into one clenched fist.

“No―” she ground out, sneering at the look in his watering eyes, “―thanks.” Then she thrust him away and gazed on her trembling hand.

“Fucking bitch,” he snarled, shoving at her. She slipped on the pavement and threw out a hand to catch herself. “You think you’re a fuckin’ bad ass?” He shoved her a second time. She tried to stabilize herself but his shoe found her shoulder and kicked her over. Then it was on her neck, and she was grappling at it with her hands and swinging a leg out to topple him. He threw himself down on top of her and his hands found her neck. “You aren’t a fuckin’ bad ass,” he hissed in her ear. “Just another worthless bitch―”

There came a blaring horn, a screech of tires, a muffled shout. Skye couldn’t breathe. She could barely hear, barely see. She’d been overrun with a bright, pounding silver, a freezing vapor. It stilled her lungs, parted her lips in a spectral cry. A burst of light fled her body in a ear-splitting wave and there came the deafening crash of metal on metal, of tinkling glass. She was released from her episode, from the boy’s vice-like grip. She staggered upright, bleeding at the knees.

“Fuck!” the boy shouted, and he pounded down the sidewalk with a savage limp, leaving Skye to blink hazily at her surroundings.

Her heart plummeted and her lungs collapsed. She was suddenly deprived of breath, of thought, of feeling―

“Dad!” she sobbed, and her legs carried her forward as though in slow motion, eyes burning at the two bloated air bags. A low, drawling buzz stirred around her, becoming increasingly louder as time went on. At first, Skye mistook it for the faint buzz in her ears when all else fell silent, though as it progressed, she understood that it was something else entirely. It was the low hum of a swarm of insects, zipping in and out of her consciousness as an eerie blur. The sound developed into a wavering, faraway shriek, never ending. “Mom!”

The airbags, her dad’s Mustang, the pavement all flew into a spray of black around her, thrusting her into another endless abyss. She turned in place, finding nothing but darkness for a long, breathless amount of time in which her heart went on thudding painfully in her chest. She wanted to close her eyes, though she couldn’t. They were both hot and dry, sizzling away into the backs of her sockets as though an acid. She screamed at the sensation, though no sound made its way from her lips. She could still see somehow, though she wished she couldn’t.

It wasn’t my fault.

Dark, charcoal gray ridges materialized right in front of her, hazy and wavering amidst the black. It wasn’t until she’d been staring at them for a long, horrific amount of time that she realized they were the thin, hard ridges that made up Salence’s face.

She gasped at the realization, backpedaling in the darkness to put distance between herself and the monstrous entity, though the thing seemed glued to her. It was impossible for her to part from it; the face only continued to materialize, flying together one particle at a time until deep, void-like eyes had taken root just in front of Skye’s. They were drawing and consuming, sucking on her breath as a vacuum.

It wasn’t my fault!

“Mom―” Skye tried again, though her voice had abandoned her completely, freezing her lungs in one terrible wrenching sensation. “Dad!” There was a drag on her lower half, like every organ in her body had been torn clean from her in a long, wet line of cord. She crumpled forward, though Salence’s face never ebbed away. She only continued to hover there, ghastly and impending, like at any moment she might devour Skye with her eyes alone.

The hum had risen to a shrill, grating screech, never relenting. Her ears pounded beneath its onslaught, and for one terrifying moment, she thought she’d gone deaf. The sound simply faded away into the recesses of her mind. Salence’s face followed shortly after, though as it did, her eyes grew hard and murderous.

A faint scratching had her eyes peeling back open. She was blanketed in a light sheen of sweat, and for a long time, she was unable to even move. She simply stared up at the ceiling, slowly blinking and dragging her tongue dryly along her lower lip. Her head was buzzing; the sound was still there in her memory, driving her skin to prickle and harden.

The scratching went on. She finally managed to sit upright, though something was wrong. Vale was gone from beside her, and she was low to the ground, unbalanced atop a firm, swaying mattress.

She was Luka.


ETERNAL

Something went on scratching at the base of Luka’s door. She clambered upright and pulled at the front of her hoodie; it was like a wet sheet of plastic over her clammy chest. Ripley bulldozed her the moment the door came open and drove his head against her shin with a tiny squeak.

She smiled down at him and collected him in her arms.

“You wake me up for this?” she asked, voice heavy with sleep. He squeaked again, climbed onto her shoulders and made himself at home around her neck. He was way too big for her. “You’re silly.” She managed another smile and stumbled back to her mattress. It was still dark through her window, nowhere near dawn. She wondered how long ago everyone had gone to bed. It felt like she’d already been asleep forever. Ripley chirped, tilted his head and scraped his tongue over the inside of her ear.

She chuckled at the strange sensation, pried him loose from her neck and set him on the mattress. He padded around at the sheets, plopped himself down on one side and gazed on her with heavy eyes. She curled into a ball around him, slid an arm under his belly and dragged him into a hug. He went on purring, softly trilling and curling his toes.

It felt good to have something to cuddle. He was warm and soft, and laying her chin just on the top of his head made her happy. She found herself drifting off a second time, eyes fluttering softly shut at the small, barely-discernible snores that worked their way from Ripley’s nose.

There came the soft thud of footfalls just as she felt herself falling back asleep. They padded down the hall beyond her bedroom door―strange, timid, unsure. Luka sat upright at the sound, slid her eyes over the still-cracked door. She’d forgotten to close it.

She abandoned Ripley’s side to crawl over the carpet and peek back through the doorway. Aija was pacing up and down the hall with a hand in her hair, her eyes on the floor. She looked utterly lost, oblivious of her surroundings. Luka quickly glanced back at Ripley to find him sitting up on her bed, ears angled toward the door.

“She scared you?” she asked him, knowing full well Aija’s quiet, unusual pacing was probably terribly disconcerting for a blind cat. He buckled under a heavy yawn and slid back onto his belly.

Luka turned to the hall and froze. Aija had paused at the end of the living room and was simply gazing on her, lips parted in surprise. She quickly dropped to a crouch, as though she could disappear amidst the shadows.

“Sorry,” she apologized, leaning on her palms. “Didn’t mean to wake you up.”

Luka’s heart pounded at the sound of her voice alone; for a long while, she imagined it had all been a dream, that she had drifted off and only imagined Aija had appeared in their world. Though here she was again, gazing on her with those same bright, drawing embers for eyes. She soon lost herself in them.

It took her a moment to realize she hadn’t said anything. She’d only continued to sit there curling her fingers into the doorframe, staring back at Aija like some sort of feral, cornered animal. She quickly cleared her throat and pushed off from the doorframe.

“It’s okay. Something else woke me up,” she managed.

Aija edged closer, feet padding quietly atop the floorboards. She tilted her head, pooling her blazing hair onto one thigh. “Was it that…humming?” she asked. She cupped her hand over her ear as though searching for a sound.

Luka arched a brow. “Humming?”

“Yeah. That kinda…eee,” Aija imitated, glancing up at the ceiling. “Can hear it when everything’s quiet.” Luka trailed her eyes over her jaw, tilted her head and studied the girl’s perplexed expression. “There!” Aija hushed, turning in place. “There it is again.”

Luka chewed back a small smile. “Is that why you’re awake?” she asked, bracing herself on the doorframe a second time. She felt suddenly dizzy, as though her legs might wobble out from under her at any moment.

“Nah, I―” Aija paused and lowered her eyes to where Luka clutched at the door. She seemed caught off guard. “Hey, you’re talking to me,” she realized with a wide grin. She came forward a few more feet and slid onto her knees over the floorboard. Luka slid back on the doorframe with a rushed breath. “Ah―” Aija stammered, “―Sorry,” she apologized again, rushing a hand to her lower lip.

And then Luka saw it again: that lost, even piteous look in her eyes. She flinched and turned away. It hurt to be on the receiving end of that look, like Aija was afraid she might break her if she so much as breathed wrong. “Don’t look at me like that,” Luka murmured before thinking.

“Like what?” Aija asked, and Luka could hear her sliding forward, edging nearer.

“Like…that.” Luka tried, unable to tear her eyes from Aija’s sad, probing gaze.

Aija quickly screwed up her face; she jutted her chin out and furrowed her brow into a firm, unamused grimace. The beginnings of a smile twitched at the corner of Luka’s mouth and she chewed it back, fought to control it. Aija only twitched her nose in an attempt to keep the unimpressed look.

“That better?” she asked in a low grunt. A smile slipped through despite her efforts. It shattered her feigned, grumpy visage and flashed Luka with a set of pearly teeth. They were exactly as Luka had remembered them―just as bright, just as heart-warming. Her heart thumped in her chest, slowly blazing back to life.

“Yeah…” she finally managed, realizing she’d fallen silent for far longer than what was probably considered usual.

Aija must have noticed that she’d been staring at her lips because she quickly shielded them with her hand, went on plucking at her lower lip with her thumb and forefinger. “Are you okay?” she asked through her fingers.

Luka darted her eyes at the question, glanced back toward the mattress where Ripley flicked his ears between the two of them. “I’m fine.” Aija came even nearer, until they sat knee-to-knee inside the doorway. “What about you?” Luka managed, fighting the impulse to pull away. “You sure seem…okay with all of this.” She gestured around the surrounding hall. “Doesn’t it bother you? Just…appearing in a completely different world, not knowing a thing?”

Aija considered it with a tilt of her head. “I’m used to this,” she said in a low voice, twisting where she sat. She seemed uncomfortable, like she couldn’t get situated on the floor.

“How can you be…used to this?” Luka asked. She needed something to distract herself, something to gaze on other than Aija’s too-focused, amber eyes.

“Dunno. It’s not really all that different.” Aija eased into a cross-legged position. Luka gazed on her fingers as she toyed with the cords at her waist. “I woke up on Sifur just the same,” Aija said, thudding the back of her head against the doorframe. “Didn’t speak their language. Didn’t know where I was. What was going on. Every day was new and different. I’ve still never gotten used to it…maybe that’s why it’s easier for me, being dragged here.”

Luka curled her fingers into her knee. Aija had always been alone, in a way. Luka had at least begun to remember; she knew of better things and places, knew of where she came from. Aija was simply drifting without a home, forever searching.

“I see.”

“Were you scared, when you came here?” Aija asked with another tilt of her head.

“Terrified,” Luka admitted. “I thought I was dreaming.”

“When did you realize it was real?”

Luka flit her eyes back and forth between Aija’s knees. She thought back to the moment she’d manifested in the alleyway. She’d torn into the street, thudded painfully into a screeching car. Even then, it hadn’t seemed real. She’d expected to wake back up at any moment, she’d even closed her hands over her ears and sealed her eyes shut, imagining herself back atop the white sands of the Ajur. It wasn’t until Vale had dragged her from her stupor, wrenched her arm away. Luka had seen Aija’s eyes in her, had seen the bright, swirling gold deep within her irises, her same spark of warmth. She’d known then: she had to stay.

“Uh…” she tried, realizing she’d just been staring off again. Aija offered a small smile in her silence. “I saw…” Luka began, heart pounding. She lowered her eyes before continuing, “I saw…you. In Vale’s eyes. That’s when I knew. I wanted to stay.”

Aija fell painfully silent, dropped her hands in her lap and eased further in. “I don’t understand,” she finally admitted, sliding a hand over Luka’s knee. Luka tensed and flicked her eyes to meet Aija’s gaze. “Why would you want to stay, after seeing me in her? I’ve been nothing but a monster to you.” She bit back a grimace and slid her eyes where she rested her hand over Luka’s knee. She gave it a soft squeeze. “Was it just because I was something…familiar to you? In a place that was unfamiliar?”

Luka’s heart bolted into her throat. She wanted to tell her so badly, and the mere thought of doing so had her heart twisting further, had it pounding feverishly in her chest. Because I love you, she wanted to say. I love you so much. She slowly blinked back the sting in her eyes and managed a tentative smile. “It was kind of nice, to see you in someone that wasn’t trying to smash my face in.”

The words didn’t have the effect she had hoped for. Aija frowned and twisted around on the floor for a moment before finally pulling her knees to her chest. She glanced sidelong at the floor, sucked the corner of her lip between her teeth and exhaled a tiny, wavering sigh. “I…I’m so sorry,” she apologized again.

Luka quickly soothed her. “Don’t say that anymore.” She pushed against the doorframe and slid upright, offered Aija a trembling hand. “Here.” She gestured for her to take it.

Aija slowly curled her fingers into Luka’s palm with a twist to her lips, her eyes still infinitely sad. Luka wasn’t sure if she could handle the pained look even a second longer. She felt like doing something bizarre and insane just to get the girl to crack a smile, to flash her with just one familiar, playful smirk. Instead, she led Aija to her mattress and set her down beside Ripley. The cat stretched out alongside her and leaned over to sniff her knee.

Aija glanced around at the covers. “What’re you doing?”

“You were uncomfortable.” Luka fell into another crouch at the base of the mattress, slid her eyes over Aija’s bemused expression. Her blazing hair shined in the silver that poured from the window, taking on a strange, iridescent glow. She squirmed around on top of the mattress, though she didn’t look uncomfortable anymore. There was something else in her eyes, and Luka had a difficult time deciphering it.

Aija eased back on her elbows. “What was it like?” Ripley thudded onto her thigh with a small yawn. “When…cephai took you over? Did it hurt?”

Luka hadn’t expected the question. She tensed and dug her nails into her own knee in an effort to forget it. Though the visual was there in an instant: silver flying around her in a vicious, slicing maelstrom. It had fed on all her fear and anguish, had sucked her dry and left her winded. She had only been able to watch, terrified and seizing, as it tore through the creatures around her. She had only wanted to save her friend from them. He’d been surrounded and screeching, driven into a wall of rock. Lost. Alone. Terrified. She’d seen herself in the golden creature, as terrifying and even repulsive as the thing first appeared. She was sure the Ouru had looked on him just the same, seeing nothing but a monster. Just like they had looked on her.

“It hurt,” Luka finally answered, clutching at her own bicep. “I kept…screaming at it to stop, but it just…kept on. I still…lose control of it sometimes. It terrifies me, knowing what it can do.”

Aija grimaced. Her eyes filled up and shimmered, and Luka wished she could ease forward, collect the tears on the tips of her fingers and drag them away. Seeing Aija cry had her heart collapsing inside of her, screaming at her that it wasn’t right, wasn’t Aija.

“Why does it take us like that?” Aija asked in a soft voice. She turned her own hand over in her lap and gazed on her trembling palm. Luka wanted nothing more than to lean in and take it in her own, to kiss at the backs of her knuckles like she had long ago. It’s okay, she wished she could say. The words refused to come. They drifted dangerously in her mind, threatened to burst from her lips.

“I…don’t know,” she finally answered. “It’s new to me.” She slid her eyes shut and recalled the first moment cephai had ever burst free of her. It thread right out of her pores and wrenched her through a wall as if it weren’t even there. It was the first time she’d ever been delivered somewhere she shouldn’t have been able to go, long before it had ever taken her to the Ajur. “It’s still…new to me,” she repeated, not knowing what else to say about it. “Thought you might understand more, since you’ve always had―”

She tried to catch herself, but it was already too late. Aija had darted upright, back straight. “Always had it?” Aija finished for her, voice shaking. “That what you were gonna say? I’ve always had it? Cephai?”

Luka remained silent. She was suddenly sweating and clammy, fearful.

“You knew me. Before,” Aija pressed.

Luka sucked in a breath at the words, at the waver in her voice. She could hear Aija easing forward on the mattress, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from the carpet. She only bore into it, picked apart its individual threads in an effort to collect her thoughts.

“Yeah. I did.”

Her heart pounded at the admission. It was suddenly frantic inside of her, rocketing into her throat and thudding in her ears. She attempted to swallow it back, to quiet its painful thud.

“Luka.” Aija’s voice was soft, endearing. “Skai,” she corrected. Luka flinched beneath her hand, blushed profusely as it worked its way into her curls. “That’s your real name, isn’t it? Skye told me―” If Luka’s heart had been out of control before, it was close to bursting free of her chest then. She flung a hand to grip at her own hoodie and flapped cool air to her neck and face. Aija’s hand remained. Her fingers slid over the back of her head, infinitely gentle.

“Yes,” Skai whispered. “I’m Skai. And you…” She slowly blinked and shook her head. “You’re Aija.” Her voice wavered with disbelief—she was here. Aija was here and she was real, and she had just called her Skai―

“Tell me,” Aija begged, moving her fingers over the edge of Skai’s jaw. Skai convulsed at the gesture, curled her head into the fronts of her knees. She couldn’t force her gaze, afraid that she might faint should she look into Aija’s eyes. “Please,” Aija pleaded. “I have to know. Don’t you know? I’ve waited so long,” she gasped, and the pitiful sound had Skai rushing upright, had her darting forward to collect her hand.

Her heart lurched in her chest. Aija gazed on her through glistening, half-lidded eyes, lips slightly parted. She trailed a finger over Skai’s chin, eyes soft.

“Tell me,” she requested once more. The delicate, rumbling tone had Skai easing forward and pressing her forehead against her knuckles, afraid to meet her gaze. “Tell me how you knew me. I’m not afraid.”

“We were…friends,” Skai managed, mind reeling. She pictured Aija all over again, darting into an expanse of white and challenging her to a race. She smiled; it was still vivid in her mind, like it had happened yesterday. “We grew up together, I think. I don’t remember a lot. Just lots of little flashes of memories.”

Aija sighed and wrapped her fingers around a tendril of Skai’s curling locks. Skai shuddered beneath her touch; she never wanted her to stop, never wanted to be without her warmth again. She wondered how long she could keep her there, if she would stay for as long as she kept talking.

“What were we like, back then?” Aija asked, voice low and probing. She tugged at Skai’s hand, coaxing her gaze. Skai blushed beneath the intensity in her eyes. Her heart thudded further as Aija gestured for her to sit down beside her.

“You were…” Skai made her way onto the mattress and winced as it swayed beneath her added weight. Aija leaned forward, braced her chin in her hand and listened. “You were…” Skai tried again, thinking back. She smiled.

“What?” Aija chuckled. The laugh had Skai’s heart thudding harder; it seemed to overlap with the laughter from her memories, amplifying it.

Skai flopped back on the mattress. “You were annoying,” she laughed.

Aija scoffed and twisted around to face her, mouth ajar in mock indignation. “Annoying?” she demanded, sliding back to meet her. Ripley wobbled to his feet as they readjusted themselves, padded around at the mattress in an attempt to find another comfortable location.

“Yeah. You were always doing things like jumping on my bed or—” Skai grinned at the memory. “—shaking me around by my shoulders when I didn’t wanna do something.”

Aija laughed and turned on her side to gaze on her. “Hard to imagine.” She grazed her fingers over her own lip. “And…what were you like?”

Skai slanted her eyes up at her and curled an arm behind her own head. “Pissy,” she said with a smirk. “And you would always try to cheer me up. You’d drag me around with you places, and I’d just let you. But I’d complain about it the whole way.”

“I can definitely imagine that,” Aija chuckled. “You’re still pissy.”

Skai huffed and nudged her in the ribs. Aija chuckled and grasped at her hands. They fought for a moment, until both of them were sitting upright and slightly breathless. Aija had managed to pin Skai’s hands together at the wrists, but Skai didn’t fight it. She nudged her in one last, pitiful attempt to make their position slightly less insinuating. Her cheeks were already blazing beneath Aija’s gaze. She was quickly caught in her eyes, unable to focus on anything else but the smooth, golden amber that swirled in their depths. They were so different from the eyes she remembered, though she could still see the same spark of warmth she had so easily drifted off into so long ago.

Aija seemed to recognize something in Skai’s as well, because she tilted her head and gazed on her with a soft part to her lips. She freed Skai’s wrists with a slow drag of her fingers. “And…what were we like…together?” she asked in a slow, deliberate way.

Skai quickly lowered her gaze. Her heart darted back into her throat and she swallowed, unable to release the tightness that had formed there.

“Together?” she repeated, breath hitching as Aija’s finger grazed the bottom of her chin and redirected her gaze. Her eyes were suddenly magnetic, refusing to release her. Skai managed to lower her eyes enough to inspect the faint freckles lining the small expanse of skin just below her eyes. They were a deeper shade along the bridge of her nose, just as she had always remembered them.

“Together,” Aija said again in a soft, rumbling voice.

The breath nearly collapsed from Skai’s lungs as Aija closed further in on her and shifted the pads of her fingers over her jaw. She sweat beneath her gaze, sucked hard at the inside of her lip in an effort to remain sane.

“We were…” Her eyes fluttered shut. “We were just like this.” She tilted her jaw into Aija’s hand, smoothed her lip along the inside of her palm. Aija held her breath. They locked eyes once more, though there was a brightness in Aija’s ambers, a sliver of recognition, of certainty that hadn’t been there before.

“Knew it…” She cupped Skai’s jaw and eased forward to press their foreheads. “I knew it,” she repeated, voice shivering. “I’m so sorry, Skai…”

“No,” Skai pleaded; she couldn’t stand Aija’s sad, rushed pants, couldn’t handle the hard twist to her lips. “Don’t―”

“I’m sorry,” she went on, dragging her forward. “I’m sorry I don’t remember.” She grit her teeth at the gasp that broke her lips. “I’m sorry I ever hurt you,” she sobbed.

Skai smoothed her thumbs over the edge of her jaw. “Stop,” she begged. “Don’t cry. That doesn’t matter anymore.”

Aija sucked in a breath and a small hiccup worked its way free of her. Skai nearly smiled at the sound and drove forward to brush their noses. Aija blinked back at her with soft, imploring eyes.

Her chest shook beneath another silent hiccup. “It doesn’t?”

“Not at all,” Skai promised. “This is all that matters now.”

Aija darted her eyes over Skai’s cheeks. “This?”

“This,” Skai ensured, allowing her eyes to flutter shut once more. She drifted into her, tilting her head just enough to graze Aija’s lower lip. Aija shook beneath her and gasped into her mouth―but she didn’t pull away. She thread her fingers into Skai’s hair, tugged her further in and smoothed their lips together. Skai panted at their touch. Aija’s lips were both full and soft, impossibly warm on her own.

She wasn’t sure how long they kissed. She was only aware of the cool sheets on her back, of the smooth lengths of phoenix hair that shifted over her neck, of the warm, golden hands that traced the edge of her jaw. Aija was infinitely gentle and curious. She moved her lips in a slow drift over her cheeks, her jaw, her forehead. She kissed every part of her, until Skai’s heart was hammering painfully in her chest, until she felt winded and weightless, even eternal.




















THURSDAY


HUNTERS

A smooth length of golden skin bled into view beneath a waver of shimmering sunlight. It flicked in and out of sight as Skye blinked a pair of slow, bleary eyes. She darted them along Vale’s gently rising and falling chest, her twinkle of piercings and the soft pulse that thudded at her neck. She managed a small smile and curled her fingers through Vale’s hair where it tumbled over the pillow in blazing, feathered lengths; her fiery halo was brighter than ever, amplified by the sun’s rays.

Vale slowly stirred. She murmured something unintelligible and slid a leg between Skye’s thighs. She was still asleep, still breathing heavily into her pillow. Skye went on dragging gently on her hair, slid further up her abdomen and shifted her fingers over the outside of her thigh.

“Mm,” Vale hummed, voice husky with sleep. She stirred further when Skye trailed her fingers over her abdomen a second time. Her suya had developed further in their sleep. It accentuated her already taut abs, and the further Skye trailed her finger, the wetter it became.

Vale arched underneath her, rolled her hips forward and sighed. Her thigh slid between Skye’s legs in just the right way and Skye trembled, uttering a soft pant. A full-blown smile lit Vale’s face. Her eyes remained closed, and Skye took the opportunity to pad her lips over her eyelids, the bridge of her nose, her cheeks. She paused at the corner of her eye and smirked at the small, shivering breath that worked its way from Vale’s lips.

Vale curled an arm behind her head. “Damn…” Her fingers met with Skye’s and she held her there for a moment, eyes flickering open beneath her kisses.

“How the hell did we fall asleep last night without any of this happening?” she asked with a sly wink, a slow roll of her hips. Skye’s breath hitched as her thigh slid over her again, but this time it was firm and pinpointed, delivering a swift pang of heat between her legs.

She nudged her jaw along Skye’s cheekbone and steered her head to one side. “You were tired,” she reminded her. Vale tilted her head further back and sighed. Skye could feel her heartbeat pounding away beneath her adventuresome lips. She closed her eyes at the sensation, inhaled a deep breath of her wild scent and chewed at her neck.

Vale let out a startled groan and drove her leg further up until their thighs were flush against one another, entwined beneath the slip of sheets. “Can you wake me up like this every morning?” she panted, flicking her eyes open. She snuck a hand beneath the fabric, wound her way to Skye’s backside and gave it a firm squeeze.

Skye bucked at the second spasm that rolled through her. She hunched over Vale with a breathy gasp, flung the sheet away from them and scissored their legs together. “Then it wouldn’t be a surprise,” she murmured around her skin. She sucked another bite of it into her mouth and Vale jolted into her, sliding their wet centers. “And I like surprising you.” Skye cupped a hand over Vale’s shoulder and the other at her waist before grinding into her with a sharp intake of breath.

Vale groaned again, loudly enough for Skye to fling her hand to her chin and drag at her lower lip, gently quieting her. Vale panted around her, squeezed her eyes shut and managed a wavering breath, “Skye―”

Skye slid an arm under her knee, angled her leg further up and closed the small amount of distance that remained between them with another feverish grind. Vale convulsed underneath her and let out a low, shuddering groan. Her thumb found the curve of Skye’s hip and she whispered her name again, followed it with a quiet gasp. Skye slid quickly forward and sealed their lips in time to swallow the rest of Vale’s moan. Their bellies slid, and she felt the recoil of Vale’s euphoria in the frenzied crash of their tongues, heard it in her rumbling cry.

Skye suffered another jolt of arousal. It escaped her body as a slick wave and a mind-numbing crest of pleasure rolled over her. She tossed her hair back, hunched over Vale and ground into her slowly and feverishly, prolonging the sensation. Vale groaned beneath each press, flew her hands to Skye’s hips and sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. She met Skye’s movements with her own until they became harder, more carnal, more ravenous. Skye quaked beneath each blow. Her thighs tensed and she jerked, trembled, and bucked through the resulting shocks.

Vale had taken all control. Her hands moved up Skye’s waist, clawed over her back and cupped at her backside. Her hips spasmed out of control until she was panting and nearly winded, until she was unable to even kiss her, until she was arching her back and emitting small, breathless cries that were suddenly so uncharacteristic of her that Skye had to wonder if she was okay.

“Feels like I’m in you,” Vale burst between cries, body wracking and shivering at the mercy of her own ecstasy. “Feels like you’re―” Vale gasped, curled her arms around Skye’s lower back and dragged her in to press their abdomens. She shook there for one long, hard moment and dipped her forehead against Skye’s collarbone. Skye could feel her heart pounding dangerously between them, pumping sparks of heat into her flesh. They sifted into nerve and muscle, thumped at the underside of her navel. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before, like there truly was something tangible latching onto the magnetic, ethereal cords that bound them.

Her eyes fell shut as it shook their bodies. Vale quaked against her and dug her fingers into her hips with a broken gasp, a jerk of her hips. She collapsed underneath Skye with a sigh of release, her neck and chest glistening with perspiration. It took a long time for either of them to say anything or even move. They simply lay there, panting and shivering, perpetually locked onto one another’s eyes.

Skye felt another pull, this time on her heart and lungs. She hadn’t told Vale, yet―nothing about her and Luka’s bizarre connection, nothing of her nightmare. The desire to expel everything at once consumed her and she nestled into Vale’s neck, exhaled a spent gasp and rushed, “I’ve been sharing some things with Luka.”

Vale didn’t instantly react. Her chest heaved awhile longer and she panted through her nose, drew a lock of Skye’s hair past her ear and leaned into her. “Sharing things?”

Skye shivered and glanced back up to catch her eyes. They were warm and focused; she was still clearly experiencing the aftereffects of their climax. “Yeah. Feelings. Pain.” Bodies. She searched Vale’s eyes for a flicker of surprise, but there was none. She only smiled softly, tilted her head and gazed on her lips.

“I know.”

“Huh?”

“At the park. You two fell at the same time whenever Aija…” she trailed off and lowered her eyes. Skye caught her chin.

“Don’t worry about that anymore. They, uh…let’s just say they made up,” Skye offered with a shrug.

A small smile quirked at Vale’s lips. “You felt something?”

“Saw it,” she murmured. “Like a dream.”

Vale slid out from under her. “Fuck me sideways,” she near-laughed. “You can see them?” She knelt to the floor and pried through their pile of clothing in search of her pants. “Aija give her a good root?” she asked with a grin.

Skye’s mouth fell open. “No.” She kicked the rest of the sheets free, collected her own undershirt and pulled it over her head. “They kissed.”

“Kissed!” Vale whooped, punching at the air. “Good enough,” she chuckled. “Knew Aija wouldn’t be able to hold it in any longer after seeing us cuddling last night. How’d she make her move?” Vale went on, thoroughly excited by the whole thing. She hopped up and down in her pants a few times, tugged at the bit of fabric where it clung to her knee.

“Actually,” Skye began with a sly quirk to her lip, “Luka kissed her.”

Vale let out a low whistle. “Damn, really?”

“Really.”

“Wouldn’t’ve expected that.” She lifted a mischievous eyebrow. “Let’s spy on ‘em.”

“What?”

“Just a peek.”

“Vale, no!” Skye hissed, chasing her from the room. Vale slid down the hall with a finger over her bottom lip and mouthed a silent shh. She closed in on Luka’s door, clicked it open and peeked in. Skye swallowed and rushed a hand to her face. Vale clicked it shut again with a shrug.

“They aren’t in there.”

“Huh?”

“Well aren’t you two rude,” Anya murmured from behind them. Skye whirled to find her sister holding a cup of steaming coffee to her lips. She smirked around it, gave it a sip. “They’re out front,” she said. “Mollusk hunting.”

“Huh?” Skye blurted out a second time.

“Literally spearing snails on the ends of our metal marshmallow sticks and roasting them over a fucking fire,” she described. “I couldn’t find it in me to tell them we don’t do that kinda shit in this family.”

Vale barked a laugh and pushed down the hall toward the front door. “C’mon, Skye! Never tried mollusk before!”


HAUNTED

The street glistened, bright and reflective with a combination of the previous night’s rain and the morning sun. It was strangely quiet for the time of day; the birds had mostly fallen silent and the cars rushing down the highway beyond the hill had dulled to a muffled thud. Skye splashed, barefoot, through a puddle in her pursuit of Vale, who had barreled through the front door in a fit of laughter. Skye had never seen her so immensely happy before, and she couldn’t be sure which had been responsible: their morning romp or the knowledge that Aija and Luka were finally getting along.

The two had ventured about a block down the road; Luka perched herself on top of a clueless neighbor’s rock wall and Aija paced back and forth in front of her, going on animately with her hands. Aija had ditched Vale’s hoodie. Instead, she wore what looked like one of Vale’s sleeveless shirts―further torn than usual. They glanced up as Vale jogged over. Skye let out a huff of breath and slowed to a walk.

Vale braced herself on her knees and panted. “Just ditching us at the house, huh?”

Aija offered a half-hearted shrug and Luka looked them up and down. Her eyes found Skye’s, slid over her clumsily-dressed self and bare feet. She quirked an eyebrow.

“Hi.”

Skye flicked a curl of hair over her shoulder. “Hi?” she complained.

Luka feigned innocence. “Aija wanted to see outside again,” she explained. “We weren’t gonna go far.”

“We saw a…” Aija began, gesturing toward the trees. The pines were everywhere, wet and musky with the scent of rain. “Saw a―” Aija tried again, then shot Luka an expression that read help me.

“A deer,” Luka finished. “A little one. With spots. It ran away.”

“‘Cause he saw two bloody predators coming at him.” Vale collected Aija’s marshmallow stick from her hand and gave it a scrutinizing inspection. “It’s still slathered with the entrails of your last victim,” she pointed out, scraping it on the wall. “Fuck’s this?” she added, tugging at the tear in her shirt. “Fuckin’ up my clothes?”

“It was too tight,” Aija complained. “Oh!” she burst, collecting Vale’s wrist and tugging her toward the trees. “Look! Did you see? I think I saw!”

Skye smirked at Vale’s irritated gasp; she glanced back at Skye with a beseeching expression, gesturing at what remained of her abused shirt. She whirled back around when Aija gave her another tug. “I don’t see shit!” she complained, tugging back.

“Hey,” Luka murmured, and Skye flicked her eyes to meet her, finding a faint smile on her lips. She was staring off after Aija and Vale, hands dunked into the pockets of her white jacket.

“There! That!” Aija went on, exasperated that Vale still had not seen. Skye couldn’t see, either.

“Hey,” Skye repeated, returning a smile of her own.

“Thank you,” Luka said again, voice low. Skye edged nearer, unsure of what she’d just heard. Luka finally met her gaze, piercing Skye with her now-supernaturally blue eyes. Skye blinked back her surprise, confounded by how much they’d replicated her own overnight.

“For…what?”

Luka flicked her eyes away and back, chewed around at the bottom of her lip. Another small, curious smile stole her. “For…everything. If it weren’t for you,” she went on, voice soft, “I’d still be―Aija’d still be―”

Skye slowly shook her head and smiled. “Don’t thank me. You didn’t need me.”

“But,” Luka countered, exhaling a small breath of air. “It was nice. Having you, I mean.”

Skye gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze and breathed a teasing laugh. “It was nice having you too. Even if it gets a little awkward sometimes.”

“Tch,” Luka chuckled. “Yeah.”

“There!” Aija hissed a third time, jabbing in the trees’ direction. “See?”

The snap of twigs had all four of them straightening up and gazing into the forest where the fawn had reappeared. Skye slid a tentative hand to Luka’s shoulder, gave it another small squeeze and mouthed a shh. The fawn gazed on them all warily, but it kept flicking its ears back in the pines’ direction, eyes wide and searching. A flurry of birds burst loose from the treetops and screeched into the sky; it had been so loud and sudden that Aija let out an unintentional gasp and the fawn bolted, cantering off down the street on wobbling legs.

“Let’s chase it!” Aija shouted, and her feet pounded the sidewalk in her pursuit of the thing.

“Aija, wait!” Skye called after her. “Get away from the fucking road!”

“Fuckin’ shit,” Vale panted beside her, fighting to catch up. “She’s fast for how short―” Aija came to a halt down the adjoining street, paused and peeked over the bushes at where the fawn must have leapt.

Luka splashed to a stop and pointed. “Look, there it is.”

Aija went jogging after it, bulldozing through fallen trees and bushes. “Ah!” She yelped and hopped on one foot. “The ground is pointy.”

“Get the fuck outta there,” Vale sighed. “They’re pine needles, aren’t gonna kill you. S’what you deserve for running around barefoot.”

Aija stomped over with a hurt expression. “You’re barefoot too.”

“I can go in,” Luka pointed out, twisting her boot at the heel. She crouched low, tiptoed over some branches and peered into the trees.

“Hey,” Skye called her, and Luka glanced back with an arched brow. “Pick some of those blackberries right there,” she whispered, gesturing to the bushes Luka had stepped over. “Maybe you can tempt him with food.”

“Are you condoning this behavior?” Vale asked, prodding her in the arm.

Skye grinned. “Maybe.”

Vale clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and smirked. A car hurdled past on its way to the freeway, startling Aija into staggering backward. Skye grabbed her by the back of her hoodie and drove her further away from the street. “Those things will smash you into a million pretty pieces if you don’t watch where you’re going. Stay away from the road.”

“Look!” Luka whispered, gesturing into the woods. Skye followed her gaze to catch a glimpse of a large buck moving beyond the trees. It was slow and smooth, like a passing cloud. When it came to a stop, it turned its head and gazed on the four of them with black, glassy eyes.

Aija broke their silence with a quiet, awestruck breath of air, drawing further attention to just how eerily still the surrounding area had become. The wind had quieted, the birds remained still and the traffic lulled by like the cars were far below them in an underground tunnel. Even the trees seemed suddenly dangerous and looming, like one of them might snap and cave to the ground.

In a single hallucinatory moment, Skye’s mind tunneled in a sluggish wave, like the surrounding trees had morphed into dripping wax in her peripherals. She was experiencing double again, once from her own body and again from Luka’s.

The buck’s gaze became cold and hard, like its eyes had been swapped with ones belonging to a walled trophy. The fawn exploded from the bushes a second later, and Vale snapped upright and announced their presence with a resounding fuck! The sound tore Skye from her stupor, but she could still somehow feel herself on the backs of Luka’s eyes, could feel the echo of where she’d gone in the surrounding air.

She sucked in a startled breath and whirled to follow the fawn’s path. It ran blind, eyes wild and focused on the forest from which it had leapt. A motorcycle blared around the corner and screeched to avoid it; the man astride bellowed a startled curse and sped away.

“Fuck,” Skye panted, and Luka coupled her second painful inhale.

“Something’s wrong,” Aija murmured, kneeling to a crouch. “Skai,” she called, voice wavering. But Luka was wholly absorbed by the buck’s gaze. It took another eruption of panicked birds to sever her focus―the things moved in a cloud above them before turning around and plummeting, headlong, into the earth.

Their bodies hammered into the street and an unsuspecting car. Vale shouted something incoherent, collected both Aija and Skye and drove them into the bushes. The birds went on suiciding into the pavement, landing with sickening thuds and cracks. All at once, the wind turned back on and their feathers spiraled down the street in slow currents. There came another sharp screech of tires, but it was instantly blotted out by the screaming static in Skye’s mind and the heavy, jarring thud of a larger bird slamming headlong into an oncoming windshield.

“Skai?” Aija called again, suddenly frantic. “Skai! Skai! Come with―me!” she gasped, and Skye twisted around to find Aija towing Luka back to them by the crook of her arm. Luka went on blinking dazedly at her surroundings, eyes faraway. It took Skye several blinks of her own to work out the muffled sounds that made their way past Luka’s lips: It’s here.

“What is?” Vale burst, dragging Skye into her as another flock of birds burst into the air. “The fuck is going on?” Skye could only just hear her above the crackle in her mind. The front of her skull was suddenly pounding a rushing white on her eyes. She sucked in another breath at the resulting pain and rushed a palm to her forehead. She crumpled into Vale a moment later, was tucked into Aija’s side the next.

It’s here, Luka went on, but her voice was in Skye’s head, was mouthed on her own lips. She couldn’t differentiate their bodies, couldn’t separate their minds. The flurry of overhead birds rivaled a swarm of insects. Their movements matched the buzzing and snapping in Skye’s mind.

Luka flung a hand to Skye’s knee. “She’s here!” she finally wept, “She―she’s here! She’s here―” All at once, her strength, her pride had failed her, and the realization of what was coming had something cold and heavy flailing in the pit of her gut: terror.

Aija’s arms flew around her, dragged her in and pressed their foreheads. Skye could barely hear her through the sick sounds that consumed her mind. It was as though something thick and wet were being suctioned from her and splatting on the gravel. She went on wavering between bodies, clasping at Vale’s neck one moment and gazing on Aija’s pleading eyes the next.

A truck veered around the corner and, as if waiting on it, the buck plunged from the tree line and bashed into its windshield, shattering it completely. The vehicle came to a screeching halt and the deer flew over it as though in slow motion, caving in the roof and whirling to the street amidst a spray of glass.

“Holy fuck!” Vale shouted, voice muffled beneath the static, the buzzing, the sick, pounding thuds. Skye’s heart lurched at the sight of the deer gasping for breath in the middle of the road. It jerked over the pavement as its last painful breaths wracked its body, unable to even move its eyes or react to the driver that approached.

“Damn deer!” the man shouted, rushing a hand to his forehead. He snatched his hat, swung it to his side and glanced back at the four of them. “Bad place for an accident. Ya’ll better get outta the road,” he tried, gesturing toward the bend.

Luka exhaled a strange sound: a mix between a sob and a pained cry.

“Skai?” Aija tried, voice shaking. The street trembled at the same time, like an elevator jerking to a stop. The man must have felt it too, because he slid to a pause and capped his head with a strangled what the fuck?

Skye couldn’t tear her eyes from the deer’s body. There was something hard and dark behind its eyes. It morphed into something painful and drawing, something that had Luka hyperventilating at her side. There were voices all around Skye, but she couldn’t pinpoint which belonged to who. She could only register Vale’s hard intake of breath and the press on her back.

The deer was somehow moving again, but it was sluggish and unreal, popping upright at the chest and lulling its head lifelessly forward. A heat unfurled in Skye’s chest at the sight, watered inside of her mouth. She couldn’t hear the man’s shouts. She could only see his wild eyes and open mouth, the way he staggered back to his truck and flung the bed of it open to unearth a long rifle. He fumbled with it and turned to gaze on where the deer now towered above them all. It rotated slowly in place in a grotesque flap of bloodied parts, mouth hanging open and drooling blood. The gravel liquefied and rushed inward before siphoning up the creature’s legs.

The sight had the edges of Skye’s eyes blackening, phasing out all else but the corpse. The screaming hum returned in an instant, shattering her eardrums and forcing several more hot flashes on her eyes. Her hands began to convulse and clench and no matter how she tried, she couldn’t steady them, couldn’t calm them.

Muffled shots thudded in Skye’s mind; a mixture of blood and tar erupted from the thing’s chest beneath the force of each bullet, though it only swayed at the air and spasmed as though seizing. It was then that Skye saw the comparison.

She couldn’t help but visualize Luka’s own seizing body, churning in the air above them in the alleyway, supported by nothing more than a thick cord of cephai and an ethereal cloud of vapor. Skye wasn’t sure what kept them all rooted in place. She felt as though her entire body had gone numb from beneath her, like her arms and legs had simply vanished and been replaced with concrete, metal, ice. Vale collected her seizing hands, but they might as well have not been hers for all she felt.

The deer was screaming. Its mouth fell open into a visible gasp and a slew of tar gathered there, sewing it shut as several long, sticky cords. The scream became muffled and tortured and its eyes flew open into wide, searing portals. Skye convulsed at the sight and Vale held onto her, whispered frantic reassurances that Skye couldn’t hear.

Several more thudding bullets flew into the creature’s chest and face, but it seemed unfazed. It went on gathering up the tar around it in a way that was terrifyingly similar to Aija’s molten cephai. The matter chugged into its body in a series of sick slurps, further morphing it. The sounds were in Skye’s head, slopping back and forth between her ears.

The grotesque sounds finally wavered. They ebbed into the recesses of her mind and made way for the sharp pants that burst from Luka’s lips, the shouted dialogue the trucker was having with his maker.

“Lord Jesus, Lord Jesus―” he burst over and over, staggering away from the entity as it continued to amass in the street.

The thing, utterly unfazed by the man, whirled on its feet to stagger where the four of them crouched, paralyzed, beyond the bushes. Its eyes wept long cords of tar. The matter ate up the fur and meat there, transformed it into a hot billow of smoke―smoke that siphoned into the voids of its eyes as though they were gaping, inhaling mouths.

“Go,” Aija muffled, sucking back a gasp. “Run,” she said again, wrenching at Skye’s arm. Skye slid upright, though her legs were exhausted, shaking and threatening to fall apart underneath her. Vale gripped at her shoulder, panted in her ear.

The thing stumbled forward and belted out a long, drawn out cry. It was low and morbid, sending hard tremors through the air and ground. The man shouted something unintelligible before bolting. There came the slam of a door, the screech of tires and the spray of rain, and then the creature was thundering toward them atop a pair of quickly reforming, snapping legs. It screamed a second time, but the sound came out different, dull, coherent.

“Ckaji―”

There came a sharp snap to Skye’s spine and she arched her back and screamed at the convulsions that ran the length of her body. Another blast of searing white claimed her vision and she crumpled. She barely registered a pained scream and a shearing force on her back and sides. She could feel Luka tugging back and forth in her mind, blazing on the backs of her eyes. She could feel herself overlapping, could feel her arms and legs wavering beneath her and blurring alongside Luka’s.

She peeled her eyes open at the flash of molten light. She watched in thorough horror as the creature―Salence―wrenched Aija upright and dragged her in with a scream of hatred. Vale let out an exhausted cry and a blur of cephai ignited the distance between them in a hot cloud, tethered her and Aija in a fiery haze.

Skye flung an arm out to hold her, but her body refused to cooperate. Her hand convulsed at the air, painful and rigid. The same convulsions took hold of her lungs and she collapsed all over again―Vale! she tried to cry, but her teeth clattered shut and silenced her. She watched in muted terror as the black, flailing tendrils split from Salence’s shoulders, wrapped around and around Aija’s neck and crushed her into the ground. “Aija!” Skye burst, and her voice layered with Luka’s: light, young, spectral. Her body went on shearing and blurring, entirely out of control. “Aija, run! Aija!”

Vale’s own vibrant cephai burst into life around her. It all blurred into a mess of wet cords, a spray of fire and tar. In her pain, Skye could barely make sense of who had control of what.

“Run, run,” Salence ground out, ridiculing her. Her voice was low and reverberating, somehow deeply rooted in Skye’s mind―impossible to shut out. “RUN.”

Vale tumbled forward in a spray of scalding cephai, magnetized to Aija’s side and let out a startled shout. “Skye―”

Salence howled in sick, satisfying laughter, “SKYE. SKYE.” She glanced over her flailing, abominable shoulder with another wet laugh and thudded a fist into Vale’s midsection.

Vale!

Cold siphoned into Skye’s veins and stabbed through the length of her spine. Another shearing tug winded her, like something hot and sharp had been plunged into her heart. Its impact punched her forward with a strangled sob. Her eyes snapped to Vale’s twisting form, the blur of white-hot cephai that blended her and Aija’s bodies. Skye’s own arms layered on top of Luka’s, a mixture of white, flapping sleeves and bare skin.

She squinted back her burning rush of tears and drove her rigid, vibrating form forward. Her hand curled into a fist at the resulting agony and she grit her teeth, fought back the hard scream that knotted at the base of her throat. All that existed in that moment was Vale’s terrified cries, her writhing form and the blackened horror that closed in on top of her. Got you, she remembered Vale’s warm, soothing voice in her ears, could still feel their ethereal, vibrating pull. Got you―

She closed a hand over Vale’s outstretched arm and sucked back a hard gasp at Salence’s terrifying, all-consuming darkness. The thick tendrils at her neck and shoulders thrashed madly on, grappled onto Skye’s neck and reeled her in. Skye went on pushing herself between them with a terrified gasp―”Got you,” she promised in Luka’s light, shivering voice. She could hear something sick and wet slapping the pavement behind her, could feel the cold breath of Salence’s hard rasp on her neck.

A sob wracked her frame and she began to hyperventilate. Her stomach turned and she thought she might be sick, but vomit wasn’t what burst free of her in that moment. It was cephai, and it was massive, brilliant and seared the air around them in a cold, dizzying flash. Salence shrieked her outrage in Skye’s ear and slammed into the back of her head with a disabling assault.

“Skai―” Skye couldn’t tell who had said it, if it had been Vale or Aija or both, fused into one. She could only grit her teeth at the furious rage that consumed her, twist around on her back and dig her fingers deep into Salence’s rancid, gnashing face.

“Can’t take her,” she ground out. Her voice was just as ringing, just as spectral and panic-inducing as it had been in her dreams. “You can’t take her!”

And then it claimed her.

She could feel it―cephai―wrenching free of her spine all over again, snapping apart from bone and muscle and solidifying into something tangible and horrific. It tore free of her with a deafening, paranormal scream.

“Fucking ckaji!” Skye spat at the horror, and her cephai amplified, bursting into several thousands of convulsing, hair-thin limbs. They whistled, screamed and whirled their way down on Salence’s head as a series of transparent, shearing blades. The monstrous skull flew into a hot spray as dark and sticky as her cephai, though the broken bone and mist of blood swam in the air immediately afterward, quickly reforming.

“Fuck you―” Skye burst once more, and her cephai inhaled, consumed and transformed the air, the earth, the tar around it. It ate up everything it came in contact with save for Vale, save for her and Aija’s light and warmth.

Salence exploded beneath her continued onslaught, snapping apart into several twitching sets of gnarled appendages. A small, wavering cry tore through the following silence. It was something faint, something weak, even infantile.

A tiny, shaking fist broke through what remained of the creature’s rancid abdomen, followed by an arm, a shoulder, and the dark, almond-shaped eyes of a child. Skye held her breath as the thing coiled in Salence’s gaping womb. It was something sick, something dead.

It wailed, and a whole new slew of black cephai burst from its screaming mouth. The threads clustered and fought back, reassembled what was left of its mother’s body.

“Skye?” Vale begged, distraught. Her voice sounded faraway, hazy and dreamlike amidst the bright, unwavering light that burst into life around them. Skye sucked back a pained gasp and turned in place, half blind. A sob wracked her frame and she began to hyperventilate. She’d become wholly monstrous―a horror that rivaled Salence, a horror that had Vale’s voice wavering with uncertainty, or worse, fear. “Skye,” she choked, and her hands found Skye’s face, her jaw, her neck. Skye couldn’t focus on her. Her face was blurring and rapid, like the wind had torn through her flesh. Aija doubled on top of her, and then the gold of her eyes consumed Vale’s entirely.

Vale!

Skye’s voice had gone. She gripped onto Vale’s warm hands and called her name over and over again to no avail. Cephai united them, and it was all that existed around them in that moment―the only constant amidst a bright, unwavering realm.


GONE

Skye gasped at the force with which she slammed into the earth. She rushed a hand out to brace herself, not on the remnants of gravel or scalding tar, but atop a flurry of hot sand. She could hardly breathe through the mask that clung to her face: a damp and grainy press of what felt like a mixture of wet sand and molded glass.

The air came painfully. It worked its way through the grain one particle at a time, not nearly enough for her gasping lungs. Her body felt flayed and bruised, scorched and raw beneath the hot sun.

She could still feel Vale’s warm and slippery hand in hers. She squeezed at it and attempted another wracking breath.

“Skai,” Aija grunted from beside her.

There came a return squeeze to her hand before Skye was tugged forward onto her knees. The movement wrenched another muffled cry from her; sharp, disabling pangs wracked at her spine and backside, like freshly-sealed wounds peeling open.

“Skai!” Aija sobbed. She closed shaking hands over Skye’s jaw. “Skai, it’s okay,” she gasped. “I’m gonna get it off. I’ll get it off, okay?” She only went on murmuring the words over and over again as Skye sucked back another pained sob.

Aija huffed in her ear and smoothed the tips of her fingers over the mask’s edge. There came a burst of molten light and it tore free from her lips and eyes, thudded heavily to the ground and lifted what felt like ten pounds from her shoulders. Her eyes were blurred, and the colors that made their way to them came mottled and heavy. One of them refused to respond; the lid felt swollen and caked with sand, and when she rushed a hand to it she panicked, worried that it might be gone entirely.

“Skai,” Aija sobbed, “No―” Shaking hands brushed over Skye’s battered flesh and she stifled another cry, attempted to upright herself. Her good eye swept the surrounding landscape, frantic.

“Vale,” she tried. Her voice came out pained and hoarse as though she hadn’t spoken for several days, even weeks. Her tongue pulled strangely at the roof of her mouth with her second try, “Vale!” She whirled in place, but she was alone with Aija. Alone, battered, and completely nude.

“They’re…not here,” Aija managed. She curled her fingers over Skye’s waist and pulled her gently forward. Her hands found her ceru and she quickly began to loosen it from around her waist.

“No―Vale!” Skye sobbed, wincing at the jerk that tore Aija’s ceru in two. The sound was strangely loud across the desolate landscape. “Vale,” she rushed, squeezing at Aija’s shoulder in her weakness. She could barely stand, barely function through her rapid breaths.

Aija hurriedly unraveled a cord from her waist. She fumbled with it several times before looping it around Skye’s and tucking a shredded portion of her ceru down her front. “Skai,” she whispered, tugging her in to press their foreheads. “It’s okay. We’re gonna find them, okay? We’ll find them. Shh,” she whispered, shifting her fingers over Skye’s jaw.

Skye winced and pulled away―“Stop!”―The jarring movement had her rushing another hand to her backside and crying out. She brought her hand back up, stunned to find it slicked with bright, pearly blood. She flicked it away from her in her shock, twisted around in Aija’s grasp and panted. Fuck, she realized. Fuck, I’m Luka. I’m in Luka―

“Please,” Aija tried, holding onto her waist. “Skai, please! You’re hurting yourself,” she gasped, sliding a delicate palm over Skye’s hip.

“I’m not―” Skye tried again, trembling at Aija’s suddenly intrusive fingers gliding over her bottom. The intimacy of it had Skye bucking back at her and fighting her off. “Stop touching me!” she nearly snapped. She immediately regretted it at the pained look that overtook Aija’s soft features; her lips twisted into a hurt grimace, but she refused to relent.

She reeled Skye in by her waist, spun her around and smoothed her palm back over her bottom. Skye hissed at the resulting pain, but it was short-lived. A tingling warmth rolled through her and sealed the flayed flesh on her backside, her spine, her face. Her lips burned and resealed, no longer split and aching. The blood and sand that caked her eye crumbled away and she blinked back a slew of fresh tears, relieved to discover she still had both her eyes. She stared down at her own palms, unable to understand it all. Vale had already healed her, yet the wounds had returned.

She gazed over Aija’s shoulder at the surrounding landscape as her vision cleared. The world seemed endless. The sunlight wavered strangely on the horizon as though underwater, and the sky was far stranger than she had ever seen it in Luka’s memories. The clouds were creamy, long and stretched far across the expanse in a smooth band. It wasn’t until she felt Aija’s thumb on her cheek that she realized she was still crying.

It all hit her at once.

She’s gone, she sobbed. She’s gone. Vale’s gone. Aija’s hand found the back of her head and she held her close, ran her fingers through her hair and whispered, “I’m here. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Skye wasn’t even sure how long she cried. Eventually, she was only sucking back dry gasps. “Skai,” Aija went on, tugging at Skye’s half of the ceru. “I’m just gonna fix this, okay?”

Skye chewed back a grimace and breathed an exhausted huff. Aija repositioned the ceru between her legs, paused and gestured for Skye to take the fabric instead.

“Here, take it. Just pass it…uh,” she tried, voice shaking. “Just pass it under.”

Skye finally met her gaze. Her heart thudded at the sight: Aija’s eyes were just as black as they had been upon first arriving in her world, yet there was something warm and drawing about the particles of amber that made up her irises. The light begged her closer. She gently cleared her throat and whispered, “Aija, I’m not Luka.”

Aija shot her a bemused glance and offered the fabric a second time. “Please.”

Skye blinked, took the ceru in hand and passed it between her legs. Aija collected it from the other side, slid it over the braided cord there and patted it down. It fell like a curtain over the backs of Skye’s legs, cool and soft on her heated skin.

“Better?” Aija asked, and the sound of her voice had Skye’s heart twisting painfully. It was somehow Vale’s and not, both familiar and strange, soothing and terrifying.

“Yeah,” she managed.

Aija circled back around, gathered Skye’s abusive mask in one hand and held it out for her to inspect. It was strangely solid, smooth and black as thick glass. The bottom half looked like it had molded with her face, even taken a cast of her jaw. Skye shivered. “What is it?” she asked.

“Yours,” Aija answered, gesturing for Skye to take it. She did, but held it at arm’s length. “What do you see inside?”

Skye sucked in another shaking breath; the reflection wasn’t hers. It was Luka’s, and the girl’s face was paler than she’d ever seen. Her eyes were tired, downcast and outlined in dark circles. Bright, swirling galaxies formed her irises. She leaned in to get a better look and they clustered into one smooth, silvery ring of light.

“What do you see?” Aija asked again, voice wavering.

Skye rushed a hand to her chest and flinched at the series of foreign slits and ridges. She tensed beneath Aija’s wandering eyes. “I’m not…” she murmured, unable to believe what she was seeing, feeling. “I’m not Luka,” she said again. “I’m Skye.”

“Skye?” Aija took the mask back. “Skye―Vale’s Skye?”

Vale’s Skye. Skye bit her lip and flit her eyes over the ground. “Vale’s Skye,” she affirmed. Her heart shriveled further at the title: Vale’s. She was Vale’s. And Vale was gone.

Skye followed Aija’s hand, shifted her eyes up the woman’s golden arm and neck. Her jaw was both strong and soft, her cheekbones high, her eyebrows thin and arched. She looked so much like Vale that it hurt. Her eyes flicked back and forth between Skye’s, taking her in with equal intensity. Beyond the breathtaking, golden rings Skye was met with, there existed a small, flickering fire, and beyond that, a shimmer of green. It lit up like a faraway oasis, bright and colorful amidst the reddened world around them.

“Vale,” Skye whispered, eyes watering. She could feel her there, buried deep inside the wild young woman that stood before her. She squeezed her eyes shut as she allowed herself to adjust, as realization slowly began to settle in. She was on Aija’s home world, in Luka’s body, and Vale…

She flicked her eyes to meet Aija’s once more, and once she found the flicker of green, she knew: Vale was there, buried deep inside of her. Waiting. She felt suddenly unstable, dizzied by it all. And just as she feared she might topple, Aija caught her.

“You don’t remember, then?” Aija begged. “Anything that we said to each other?” Skye could hear the pain in her voice, could feel it in her hands and arms where they trembled over her shoulders.

She allowed her eyes to slide over her, to shift softly along Aija’s smooth, golden skin. She trembled at the wave of hot wind rolled over them, at the sand stirred at her legs. She was long gone, so far away from her own home and family that they might as well have never existed. All of her home, all of her life and love lay trapped somewhere deep inside Aija, and the realization hurt―a hurt that was reflected back at her from Aija’s own watering eyes.

“I…” Skye began, voice shaking. “I remember some.”


SIFUR

Skye couldn’t concentrate. Her eyes drifted over Aija’s lightly trembling hands, at the reflective mask in her hold. Her eyes swam with tears when she met the young woman’s gaze, the question still fresh on Aija’s lips and in her pleading eyes.

“You do?” she repeated, and Skye slid her eyes over the mask a second time, bit back a twitching frown. Aija followed her gaze, held the mask in one hand and stared at it with a heated grimace. Then she simply flung it, sailing, into the dunes. It fell with a cloud of dust in the distance. “Tell me what you remember,” Aija requested one more time, slowly and deliberately. Skye’s heart twisted at the plea. She squinted into Aija’s vibrant eyes in an attempt to find herself in that warm, familiar place again.

“I…” she managed, clearing her throat. “I remember last night,” she told her, averting her eyes. “I don’t know if Luka told you, but we’ve…been sharing some things. Feelings. Memories.” The more she spoke, the drier her mouth became. Her stomach churned at the same time and she clenched her fist, sealed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath.

“You remember last night?” Aija repeated, a small smile pulling at her lips. Skye could have collapsed at the tiny movement. It was so small, barely recognizable but just that―recognizable. Familiar. Vale. She eased slowly forward and tilted her head in an attempt to see the smile from another angle.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I remember that. She told you some memories about her home,” she went on. “And, uh, you kissed―” A flicker of something lit in Aija’s eyes and Skye quickly barreled on, changed the subject, “But, uh, Aija―” Aija lifted her gaze with a small blush. “You need to tell me. Where are we?”

Aija blinked and turned to survey their surroundings. “Sifur.”

Skye huffed at the simple answer. She knew they were on Sifur. She recognized the hot, stinging winds and the heated sands. What she couldn’t understand was how they’d gotten there. “I gathered that. But…how?” After gazing on Aija’s furrowed brow for several more seconds, she quickly realized Aija had less of a clue than Skye.

Aija turned in place, shielded her eyes and squinted into the distance. “This looks like the expanse, but…”

Skye slid a palm over her ridged abdomen as she spoke, introduced herself to its new curves and lines. She didn’t feel all that different. She simply felt empty and aching. Weak, tired. Done.

“…There,” Aija said, gesturing to a faraway outcrop of rock. “I think I know that place.” She flicked her eyes back, studied Skye’s roving hands and slid a thumb over her lip. Skye quickly dragged her fingers away from her suya and dropped her hand.

Aija kept watching her, entirely unabashed. The gaze wasn’t discomforting. There was something sad about it; the longer Aija gazed on her, the more and more of her faint smile slowly faded. It wasn’t until Skye trailed her fingers over her sides that she realized why: Luka’s body had been whittled down to the point of emaciation. She slid an arm over herself, suddenly ashamed beneath Aija’s wandering eyes. “Please don’t look at me like that,” she whispered.

Aija shifted into her side, trailed a hand over her bare arm and asked, “Like what?”

Skye caught her intense, probing gaze and quickly lowered her eyes. “Like that.”

Aija’s hand moved from her arm to her shoulder, smoothed over her back and down her side. Skye shivered and jerked away, but not quick enough to evade Aija’s grasp. Her hands found her wrists, tugged her around and forced her gaze. Skye chewed back her discomfort, flicked her eyes past Aija’s jaw and focused on her blazing hair. Aija’s hands slid away from her wrists, reattached at her waist. They moved up, over her ribs and down the front of her torso.

Skye fought back a shiver and made to jerk away, but Aija was strong. And Skye was weak. She was so weak, and broken, and worthless that she could barely look at herself, and it wasn’t until a small sob parted Aija’s lips that she lifted her downcast eyes, settled them on Aija’s twisting grimace.

“She―” Aija stifled another cry and traced her thumb over one of Skye’s pronounced ribs. “She starved you, didn’t she?”

She. All at once, the monster that tortured Skye came blaring back into her consciousness. Her mind raced to the moment that brought them there, the swirl of vapor and her echoing cry. It seemed faraway and unreal in her muddled state, but she could still feel her and Luka’s blending limbs and the snap to her spine. She could still hear Vale’s frightened voice calling after her, could feel the searing cold of her cephai bursting free of her pores and consuming her entirely. She could still hear the thing that tore from Salence’s womb, screeching that terrible, raking cry. And she remembered the savagery with which she’d brought her rage down on them.

She stumbled, gasped, and pushed off from Aija in her terror―”No! No, don’t―” she gasped, falling to her knees. “Don’t touch me, don’t touch me! I’ll hurt―” she sobbed, dug her fingers into her own arms and wished she could wrench the horror from her veins. All she could imagine was it resurfacing and claiming everything around her. It hadn’t burned. It hadn’t ached. It had cleaved and slaughtered without mercy and yet―

Aija slid to her knees beside her, eyes watering. A tremor ran through her spine and she lifted a tentative hand, hovered it over Skye’s head.

―and yet as brutal as Skye’s cephai had become, it hadn’t hurt them. It had spared Aija and Vale, despite them being in the center of it all. She slid her eyes shut, exhaled a shaky sigh and slowly shook her head. Aija’s hand descended on it next, and she tilted her head as delicate fingers smoothed their way over her forehead and down the bridge of her nose, collected a tear and slid away.

“Do I look insane to you?” Skye finally murmured, and Aija nestled her forehead to her temple, rocking her head from side to side.

“…No,” she whispered.

A long, mournful howl resonated along the landscape. It was eerie, cold and stilled the breath in Skye’s lungs entirely. Aija drew in a quiet breath and shifted further into her.

Skye licked her lips and dared ask, “What was that?”

“Ckaji,” Aija answered, voice barely above a whisper.

Skye’s heart sank at the word, at the pitiful, faraway cry that had been linked to it. She had always assumed the word was only an offensive slur. The idea that it belonged to something real, something tangible―it had her lungs twisting inside of her and terrified to breathe. She winced at the second low cry that split the atmosphere. It sounded like it was getting closer.

“Skye,” Aija began in a soft voice. She squinted into the horizon, at the dark jut of rocks. “Are you strong enough to reach those rocks?”

Skye managed a nod.

“Okay,” Aija whispered. She slid a hand around Skye’s waist and helped her stand. “Just walk slowly and quietly with me, toward that.” She gestured toward the large formation in the distance. The sun shimmered against them, outlining them in a gold that rivaled the light in Aija’s eyes. They were a strange shape, like several tall, knotted ram horns.

“Okay.”

They walked for a long, quiet amount of time. A time in which a thousand questions must have raced through Skye’s mind, none of which seemed coherent enough to formulate real words. She opened and closed her mouth, licked her dry lips and gave one a try: “What’re they? Ckaji?”

Aija cleared her throat and glanced sidelong at her. “They’re kinda…empty,” she tried to explain. “Empty and confused.”

“I don’t understand.”

Aija tried again, “Aevin tried to explain it to me but I’m not very…” She tucked a thumb into her corded waistband, ran it back and forth a few times. “I don’t know much,” she said again, but Skye was of the opinion that Aija knew a lot more than she let on. “Sometimes people are born…without ai,” Aija began. “Sometimes.”

“So they’re soulless?” Skye guessed.

“They start that way,” Aija corrected. “Aevin said when we die, our ai goes through the Ajur and comes out in another place, in another body. All new,” she described. “But our ai here on Sifur…it doesn’t go anywhere, anymore. It gathers in―” She gazed skyward. “―clouds, kinda. Clouds of ai. They float all over the world looking for bodies, ‘cause they can’t get to the Ajur. And the bodies they fill become ckaji.”

Skye blinked in an attempt to wrap her head around it. “Are they dangerous?”

“They can be if they…” Aija trailed off and scratched at the side of her neck. “Yes,” she decided. “Aevin said ai are like threads,” she began again, drawing a thin line in the air. “And the longer your ai has been around, the more it grows. And it branches off―” She opened a fist, unfurled it in the air. “―like roots.”

Skye studied the palm of her hand, entranced by it all.

“Little things have little ai. Like bugs an’ stuff,” Aija verified. “Aevin said those were the first to die, and they died in these…huge numbers that flew all across the world filling new bodies like they were nothin’ but empty vessels.”

“New bodies?”

“Babies,” Aija murmured. “The tiny ai filled them up in clusters, and they just turned into these…”

“Ckaji,” Skye finished. “Abominations.” Aija cleared her throat and glanced sidelong at her with a small twist to her lips.

Skye swallowed back the sick in her throat. “Salence has one in her,” she realized.

Aija slowly nodded. “Aevin…never told me.” Another wave of silence rolled over them, filled in with the light pad of feet over rock. Then Aija went tentatively on, “Skye? Remember when you said, ah, that you and Luka were part of each other? She told me that…she came out of you, back there. In your world.”

“…Yeah,” Skye murmured, already having an idea of what Aija was about to ask.

“You’re inside her body, now. Does that mean that…you’ll come out of her somehow, that she’ll come outta you?”

Skye grunted. She didn’t want to come out of Luka. She wanted to go back home. “I don’t know, Aija.”

“Did Luka, ah…” Aija trailed off again, voice shaking. “Did she have…consciousness when she was inside of you? Before she came out?”

Skye winced. She wasn’t sure that Luka had ever had consciousness in her, not like Skye had now. “No,” she answered simply.

She squinted into a flicker of flapping white, a shimmer of water. Several thinner, smooth rocks towered in tight clusters all around them, broken only by small, wavering streams and before that―

“Luka’s jacket,” she realized, stooping down to gather it up from where it had been weighted down by a smooth boulder. She found the girl’s pants and long, flowing sash a moment later, crumpled tightly beneath the rest. Her boots lay knocked over at the rock’s edge.

Aija twisted around to study the landscape. “What’s it doing here?”

Skye found it hard to focus on her words. The trickle of water had her stomach churning, had the tip of her tongue gliding over her lip. She slowly opened and closed her mouth, edged between the smooth rocks and braced herself on one of them to follow the water’s origin. The rocks eventually thinned in numbers. They buckled in a slow dip, stretching far out into the horizon. The entire landscape glittered beneath clear, shallow waters.

“Is this…safe to drink?” Skye asked as Aija came up behind her.

“Ah, yeah. Yeah,” she quickly answered, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, padding forward. Her hand found the small of Skye’s back and she led her toward the water’s edge. “You’re thirsty.”

Skye cradled Luka’s clothes to her chest, leaned down and cupped a handful of the shimmering water. She lost most of it down her front in her attempt to suck it down, blushed and quickly turned her back on Aija.

Aija chuckled and ran a hand over her shoulder. Skye tensed, but she couldn’t help but imagine for one moment that it had been Vale at her side. The playful hum that followed rationalized the thought. She gently cupped another palmful to her lips before gazing back up at the young woman. Aija was simply staring at her again with a small, somehow sad smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. A shadow slid over her at the same time. It was accompanied by a light splash, a sound that had both of them darting upright.

Aija gestured for her to stay low with a quick flick of her eyes. She became suddenly intense, crouched low to the ground and darted her eyes at the small gaps between the jutting rocks. Skye clenched her fists, terrified to even breathe in the silence that ensued.

There came no low, rumbling cry, only the quiet slosh of something making its way through the shallow pools. Aija moved through the stream without making a single sound. A small, unexpected smile tugged at her lip. Skye raised an eyebrow and followed her gaze with a creak of her neck. She caught sight of something large and pale trundling atop the mirrored surface. She exhaled softly at the sight. It wasn’t a monster of any kind from what she could see. It was wide and ungainly, swaying left and right atop thin, wobbling legs. Skye wasn’t even sure if it had feet; she only caught a glimpse of what looked like tapered nubs. Several more appendages lined its rounded belly, similar to the long, flicking trunks that curled at its mouth.

Its skin was pale and fleshy, though there were dark, waving patterns on its sides. They were as dark red as the sands beyond, as was its rugged mane. The hair trailed all the way down its spine toward the tip of its short tail. It ruffled in the breeze, delivering a strange, musky scent Skye’s way.

Aija uttered a light clicking sound and a whistle and the thing lifted its head. It whirled its trunks in small, curious circles before its eyes landed on her. They darted back and forth between the two and its haunches tensed, ready to bolt.

“Ss, ss―” Aija whistled again, and Skye couldn’t help but feel like she was tempting a disinterested cat out from underneath a couch. “Ui’ui,” she said with a chuckle, and the creature flicked a long, red and white ear at her with an affronted snort.

Skye barely had a chance to study the creature further before Aija launched forward and splashed into the shallow pool. She leapt at the creature before it could act on its surprise, swung herself onto its back and grasped at its mane. Skye staggered backward as the thing grunted and attempted to dismount her, eyes wild and rolling beneath its scruffy locks. It made a low, trilling sound before rolling onto its side, intent on getting Aija off of it.

“Aija!” Skye rushed, flinging a hand to her forehead. Aija laughed and climbed over the creature’s side as it tossed in the pool, sending waves of clear water in Skye’s direction. “The fuck are you doing?” she hissed, glancing over her shoulder at the billowing expanse. It was still relatively silent; a dark, rusty red beneath the shimmering sun.

“Getting you―” Aija gasped, flinging herself onto the thing’s stomach as though she were about to tickle it. It fought to upright itself, but only managed to kick its strange, lanky legs at her as though in slow motion, already giving in. “―food!”

“Food?” Skye belted out, suddenly nervous. Her heart raced as Aija went on grappling with the poor creature. She yanked at the strange, flying appendages that lined its belly. “You’re gonna kill it?” Skye barreled on, rushing forward.

“Nah,” Aija managed between breaths. Skye ducked next to her rock as another wave came rolling her way. One of the strange appendages came flying loose, slid free of Aija’s grasp and landed with a splat on the rock.

Skye shot upright at the sight. Aija flung herself from the animal and landed with a loud splash. The thing whined at them both, uprighted itself and trotted into the shimmering horizon, tail swaying.

“You just―” Skye blurted out, darting her eyes between Aija and the dismembered part. “―yanked it off?” Her stomach churned at the glistening hunk of flesh. She thought she was going to be sick for a moment, but the sensation was vanquished by a flare of heat. A molten band appeared at Aija’s side, flashed onto the hard rock and splashed onto its surface. It erupted into a smoldering fire, ate into the rock as though an acid.

“It’ll grow back,” Aija said, nudging the slimy appendage over the blazing stone. She glanced back up at Skye with a tentative smile. “They pop off on their own all the time,” she said, gesturing for Skye to sit down beside her. “Just poked it a bit. You know, to encourage it.”

“Poked it?” Skye stammered, squeezing Luka’s jacket so tightly to her chest that her knuckles had gone numb. She sidled up beside Aija, unable to tear her eyes from the hunk of flesh. It darkened at the edges, emitting an odd, musky scent. It suddenly reminded her of a roasting marshmallow and she made a face before twitching upright beneath Aija’s wandering hand; she’d settled her palm over Skye’s knee, gently tapped it with the tip of her finger.

She slanted her eyes at Skye with a bright grin. “Poked it.”

“We’re gonna eat it?” Skye stammered on. She hunched over the rock to get a better look. “What the fuck is it?”

“Ah…mouth?” Aija assumed, seemingly unable to find a suitable comparison for the body part. “They wander around the water out here―” She kicked her pointer and middle finger like they were a pair of swimming legs. “―Sucking up all the good stuff.” She further reenacted the creature’s trek through the water with a playful sucking sound.

Skye made another face. “Fucking disgusting.”

“They’re delicious,” Aija quipped. Skye’s stomach squirmed further at the concept of food―she was so hungry that it had become a profound ache, one she could only compare to her worst stomach aches in recent memory, the kind that ended with her gripping painfully at her stomach and hurling into the toilet. She’d never been so hungry before; there was no other pain she could compare it to. All she knew was that she was suddenly contemplating wolfing the body part down before it was even finished cooking.

She licked her lips and edged nearer, twitched her nose and exhaled a tiny groan.

“They’re good,” Aija said again, leaning in beside her. “Trust me.”

Skye only managed another pitiful grunt.

Aija prodded it with one finger. “Promise,” she chuckled. “Shoulda seen the first time I tried that,” she went on, gesturing over her shoulder. “Grabbed the wrong part. Was a terrible day.”

Skye chewed back an amused smirk. “You grabbed its…uh, thing?”

“One of them,” Aija said with a grin.

Skye shook her head. “Tch.”

Aija echoed her quiet laugh, shifted forward and prodded the hunk of flesh further. Her thumb found her lip and smoothed across her slowly-forming smile. “Remember me wishing we could…?” she began in a low voice, eyes fluttering, “Wishing we could…just run around and catch our own food, sleep on the ground and…” She paused, tugged once at her lip and tilted her head further at the warm glow, seemingly lost.

Skye sucked in a breath as Aija’s recollection sank in. She remembered Vale imagining a world where neither of them would have to work, would have to part from one another ever again. It had been so long ago, so faraway, yet the daydream of Vale clumsily chasing a boar around with a spear was still fresh in her mind. It had her smirking dazedly, oblivious to the pain that gnawed at her stomach for one blissful moment.

“That was…strange,” Aija whispered, snapping Skye from her stupor. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that was.” The meat had begun to sizzle, but nothing could distract Skye from the young woman now. Had she just unintentionally summoned up one of Vale’s memories?

“Aija,” Skye whispered, drawing her gaze. “Is she in there…? Is she with you?”

Aija lowered her eyes and let out a soft puff of air. A strange, unexpected smile quirked her lips and she offered a light shrug. “Vale’s…been with me for a long time, I think,” she murmured. “There’s always been somebody in there―” She knocked on her temple, drew in a slow breath. “―telling me to breathe, and stay calm. Telling me everything’d be alright one day. That I’d remember, that I’d find my home. That it’d all make sense in the end.”

Skye crept carefully nearer. She wished she could reach out and touch her, draw Vale from her with a flick of her eyes. “Funny…” She settled herself down with a small puff of air. “Vale said the same about you.”

Aija hummed a quiet laugh. “Is it possible to be in two places at once?”

Skye’s heart thudded in her gut. She remembered thinking the same when she’d tried explaining her seizure to Vale. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

Aija gave their meal another poke, inclined her head and lowered her eyes to Skye’s lips. “I hope so,” she murmured. “I hope a thousand places.”

Skye gripped her hand into a single shaking fist, lost herself in the smooth blend of color that swirled in Aija’s gaze. “Why?”

“Because.” A small, sad smile quirked Aija’s mouth. “I could meet you again and again.” Skye’s heart nearly stopped, and it took a prolonged breath of air to urge it back to life. Aija tucked her knuckles under Skye’s chin, swept her multicolored eyes over her in a smooth arc and whispered, “And we would never end.”

Skye sucked back a startled breath, lowered her gaze and bit at her lip. Vale’s Skye. She slipped her eyes shut. Vale’s. When her eyes drifted back open, Aija had lowered her hand to her side and gone back to prodding their meal.

A small frown twitched in place of her smile. “I’m sorry,” she hushed.

Skye’s heart nearly shattered around the profound, agonizing lance of pain that hit it. She squeezed her eyes shut and panted through it, ran her fingers over her chest and breathed. “Don’t,” she whispered, voice trembling. Aija glanced back at her with shimmering eyes and another pang of sadness overwhelmed her. “Don’t be sorry. Not for something like that.”

“Something like what…?”

“Something…” Skye drew in another breath. Something Vale would say. “Don’t ever apologize for something you really mean. Apologies are for―”

“―things we didn’t mean,” Aija finished. She glanced sidelong at Skye through half-lidded eyes, drew in a shaky sigh and slid them shut. “Like when I―”

“Stop…” Skye edged forward, wrapped her hand around the back of Aija’s and gave it a squeeze. “I know,” she whispered.

Aija lowered her eyes to Skye’s hand with a small puff of air, flit them back over Skye’s and blinked back an unexpected slew of tears. She hovered her other hand over their hold as if unsure of whether or not she could touch.

“Luka knows, too,” Skye promised. She slid an arm between Aija’s, gathered up her other hand and settled her forehead on the backs of her knuckles. “She knows. You don’t have to be sorry anymore.”

Aija shivered, leaned tentatively in and brushed her lips over Skye’s hand. “…Thank you.” She inhaled a wavering breath, pressed her forehead to Skye’s temple and said it again and again, her voice a mere whisper.

Thank you.


SKAI

“It’s like a squishy tamale,” Skye decided, cradling a hunk of the strange meat to her lips. The stuff practically fell apart in her mouth, and there were several different layers to it, all body parts that she would rather not know the names and functions of. She simply stuffed her face with it.

“Gonna assume that’s a good thing,” Aija chuckled, poking a piece of her own into her mouth. She chewed at it softly and sluggishly trailed her eyes between Skye’s. Skye’s cheeks blazed at the attention; she couldn’t figure out if Aija made her nervous or comforted. She suffered an unusual combination of both, an emotion that had her heart flitting erratically against her ribcage.

She gazed on the sky to steady it. The clouds had split apart into varying silken threads, bright and creamy atop the endless blue. The sun was just as bright. It shifted further into the landscape, casting deep shadows at the base of the stones around them.

Skye suddenly felt very much like Luka, realizing the rate with which she plowed food into her mouth. She blinked down at her hands and lowered them into her lap with a faint blush.

Aija grinned. “Told you it tastes alright.” She flicked her eyes over Skye’s jaw and neck, leaned in on her elbow and bit at the end of her own thumb.

Skye swallowed nervously and lowered her eyes to the jacket in her lap. She felt as though Luka would show up at any moment and collect it from her, maybe even demand to know why she had it. It was strange knowing that she somehow was Luka now, wholly inhabiting her just as Vale had inhabited Aija back in the molten landscape. She kept expecting to wake up, to find herself rushing back into Vale’s arms amidst a melted street and contorted deer’s carcass. The thought had her equally anxious and frightened.

“…You okay?” Aija asked.

Skye glanced back up at her, sniffed and rubbed at her cheek. “I smell like dirt and stomach tentacles,” she complained.

Aija burst into a fit of quiet laughter. “C’mon,” she chuckled. She collected Skye’s hands, pulled her to her feet and plucked Luka’s jumbled outfit from her arms.

Skye suddenly felt barren and exposed. She slid an arm to conceal what she could of herself, but Aija didn’t look. She led her around a few slick rocks and toward the water’s shallows. It stretched on for as far as the desert behind them had, glistening brightly beneath the slowly-setting sun.

It was cooler than Skye imagined it would be. The temperature change came in strange pockets, like they were being released from somewhere below the rocks. She dragged her feet carefully through and cringed at the spongey plants that found themselves underfoot. She tucked a foot against her shin and peered into the crystal depths. Small tufts of white fuzz shifted lazily along the surface.

“They’re alright,” Aija said with a poke of her own foot. She tugged Skye further in until they were standing thigh-deep, several feet from the shore. Skye spotted hundreds of small, round pebbles filling the cracks between the rocks, almost as pink as the cherry blossoms back home. Aija slid a palmful of water over Skye’s shoulder.

“This is weird,” Skye whispered.

“What is?” Aija rumbled, scooping up another handful of water. She led it over Skye’s arm, dragging loose a line of crusted sand and, from the smell of it, some of Luka’s white blood. “This?”

Skye tensed, but she didn’t pull away. She stared after the water that fell away from her, at the cloud of milky white that swirled beneath the surface. She felt bad for contaminating it, but she was sure she wasn’t the first thing to be washing or…doing other things in it. She frowned at the thought, remembering just how much of it she had chugged upon seeing it.

She cleared her throat. “Um…” They were simply standing there in awkward silence all over again. Aija slid another palmful of water over her midsection. “No,” she tried, and while it was weird for Aija to be standing there bathing her, it wasn’t what she had thought was weird. “The water,” she pointed out, gesturing at where it expanded toward the horizon. “This whole place looks like a desert. But there’s…so much water too. And nothing green. It’s weird.”

Aija ran a hand over Skye’s hip. “Yeah?”

Skye overcame the urge to smack her hand away. She quickly collected a handful of her own and splashed it over herself in an attempt to hasten the process. “Is that normal?” she barreled on, gesturing to the sea.

Aija tilted her head at Skye’s hands and nodded. Skye blazed beneath the intense stare. She twisted around where she stood, pawed at her own thighs and gave another shake. She was astonished by the amount of blood that brushed loose from her. She hadn’t even realized how much there had been; it was just as bright, just as pale as her own skin.

She leapt upright as another warm hand smoothed over her bottom. She twisted back around, blushing furiously at the startled gaze Aija wore.

“What?” Aija rushed, visibly put off by Skye’s apprehension.

“You keep touching me.”

“You said it wasn’t weird.”

“It is―a little,” Skye stammered, rushing another hand to her own midsection. She splashed herself several more times.

“I’ll stop,” Aija whispered, sinking to her knees atop the stones. Her hair fanned out around her and darkened.

“Sorry,” Skye apologized. She blinked back at Aija before following her lead and dousing herself. Only the surface seemed relatively warm. Anything around the crevices where the smooth pebbles lay had her shivering bodily and curling in on herself.

“My fault,” Aija mumbled before completely submerging herself. She shot back up, sprayed water in every direction and shook her hair. Skye shielded her eyes and managed a soft laugh. Aija’s hair flew around her in a dark, spiky mane that rivaled Vale’s with a passion. “I keep forgetting you guys are…shy about touch.”

“We’re not shy,” Skye managed, submerging herself up to her chin. The silver hair that veined into the water around her had her flinching upright; she’d nearly forgotten who she was again. “There’s just some places that are strange for other people to be touching. Like my butt, for starters.”

“Mmph,” Aija huffed, giving her hair another furious shake. “For us, it’s not where you touch that’s strange. It’s how.”

“What would be considered a strange touch here?” Skye wondered aloud.

Aija laughed, “I’m not gonna show you now.”

Skye cleared her throat and scrubbed at her cheek with the back of her hand. She had no idea how she and Aija had gotten into the topic of touching one another strangely but it had an equally strange heat rushing to her cheeks and―stranger still―curling into a tight ball in her lower abdomen. She flew a hand between her legs at the bizarre reaction, not wanting to know what the fuck was going on in that region of Luka’s body. Not now, not ever. Stay the fuck in there, Skye demanded of it, a thousand times hotter.

Aija ran a hand through her hair and swept through the shallow pool at a slow, graceful stride. She squeezed the water from her hair, gave it a final wild shake and glanced sidelong at Skye with a curiously raised brow and the tiniest of smirks. “Are you okay?” she asked again.

Skye shivered and quickly masked it with an explanation, “It’s fucking cold down here.”

Aija grinned and waded back over. “You swear a lot,” she murmured. She reached out, collected Skye’s arms and delivered a blazing warmth the likes of which had Skye shivering bodily all over again. “Is it because you’re angry?”

Skye flit her eyes over her with a startled intake of breath and tried to pluck her arms from her grasp. “I like to―fucking―swear,” she fought, successfully tugging an arm free and rushing a hand over her crotch. She didn’t like the movement going on down there and she sure as fuck didn’t want Aija to see or feel it.

Aija laughed, “Ne’mau.”

Skye blinked back at her.

“Ne’mau,” she repeated. “It’s what we say when we’re irritated or annoyed by something. Like your version of―”

“Fuck all,” Skye laughed.

“Yes,” Aija said with a nod. “The perfect swear for your situation.”

“My situation?” Skye spluttered, rushing another hand over her crotch.

“Do you have to pee?” Aija asked.

Skye could have screamed. She stumbled back on the rocks and fell into a wild splash. “No!” she blared as soon as she uprighted herself. She thrashed around a moment longer, trying and failing to push her ceru back into place.

“Why are you so embarrassed?” Aija strode nearer. “Your people are―” she paused, slid a thumb over her lip and went on, “―fucking bizarre.”

“I’m not embarrassed,” Skye hissed. Her hands went on swaying dumbly around in the rocking currents, fumbled over the ceru and combed it back between her legs.

“Just shy?” Aija guessed. Skye jerked around and turned her back on her. She squinted down at the clear, rippling water, at the blurring pebbles below. Her arms prickled at the sound of Aija sloshing nearer. “Do you know if…Luka was as shy?” Aija asked. A hand closed around Skye’s shoulder, warm and tingling. It slid down her arm and a hot, snapping current followed.

“Probably,” Skye burst with another hard shiver. She squeezed her eyes shut at the second hand that moved over her side, the warm press of Aija’s smooth body on her backside.

“Damn, Sunshine,” she breathed in her ear. Skye shot upright and nearly smacked her head on Aija’s jaw. She flew into the water a second time, scrambled around and grappled with her own chest at the furious pounding that had taken hold of her heart.

“―at did’you just―” she stammered, tongue thick in her mouth. Aija strode nearer with a slow shake of her head, collected one of Skye’s flailing arms and uprighted her. “―call me?” Skye blurted out. “What’d you call me―?”

Aija squinted down at her with a furrowed brow, fought to stabilize Skye’s still-flailing arm. She gathered it up, tucked it into her own chest and held her still. “I asked you if Luka was just as shy. I’ma just call you Shy from now on,” she said with another low snicker and a playful twitch of her nose.

The curious change of her accent had Skye blinking numbly back at her and fighting to strengthen her suddenly jellied legs. Her eyes burned with an unexpected bout of tears and she squinted them back, thudded her forehead into Aija’s jaw and sought to control her shaking breaths.

Aija’s hand found her jaw, her neck, the back of her head. She held her there for a moment, brushed her lips over her ear and whispered, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to―”

“It’s okay,” Skye choked. “I just―” She curled her hand over the back of Aija’s neck, squeezed back the hot stream of tears and blubbered on, “I miss her, I miss her―” And then they burst free of her. They scorched down her cheeks, ran into her mouth with a salty sting, opened up an unwanted gateway to her shakes and gasps, her trembling knees.

Aija moved her lips back over her ear with a soft breath, “Skye, I am her.”

Skye drew back and sucked at the inside of her lip, unable to breathe with the way Aija was suddenly staring at her, like all the breath had been drawn from her lungs. Another flurry of warmth unfurled from somewhere inside her. Skye could feel it snapping between them and gathering beneath her fingers. She sucked in another breath at the intensity of it all―of her gaze, of her shimmering, swirling irises.

“You’re shaking,” Aija went on, voice trembling.

Skye couldn’t look on her any longer. She slid her eyes shut and inhaled a stabilizing breath, infuriated with herself for losing all control―again. There came a soft thud to her forehead, coaxing her eyes back open. Aija’s eyes blazed just inches from hers, shining with the threat of tears.

“Don’t be afraid,” she whispered. Skye choked back another sob, leaned fully into her and slid her eyes shut. There came the soft pad of fingers over her jaw, the gentle squeeze of a lightly sweating palm. Aija’s warmth gathered where their foreheads touched, dulled Skye’s terrified thoughts and muddled her senses. She let out a low, quiet breath and slid her thumb into place between their foreheads. “Don’t be afraid,” she said again.

Skye’s eyelids became instantly heavy and she drowned in the familiar, numbing darkness. Her mind whirled with color and she became floating, bodiless, and then cold. Glass pressed in on her back and sides and a cold gust of air washed over her face. Muffled, howling screams nearly deafened the soft, lulling voice that coaxed her eyes back open.

“Don’t be afraid, Skai,” Aija whispered. She cupped another hand over her cheek, led her back into her glass chamber and kissed her softly, breathlessly. Movement stirred all around and behind her, of glass-bodied beings rushing back and forth and steering several more crying, desperate people into their respective chambers. The screaming went on and on in the background, guttural and haunting. The hard, squelching thump of fists on metal broke their gaze.

Aija glanced over her shoulder at an approaching, bright-eyed being. “Aija, you too!” it rang in a low, metallic voice. “You must be safe. Get in, get in―” She was steered away by one shoulder, glanced back at Skye with a desperate, furrowed brow and watering eyes.

“Aija!” Skai cried. Her capsule had already begun to close in on itself, and the grating scream of the ckaji just outside became louder. “Aija!”

“Don’t be scared,” Aija said again, but she looked terrified herself. Skai’s capsule sealed shut with a hiss of cold air and a spray of mist. Aija pressed a hand to the inside of her own and muffled, “See you soon, so soon―”

“Soon,” Skai found herself whispering. She met with Aija’s warm, amber eyes and huddled into the glass. The muffled screams dulled to a faraway, nightmarish thud as the mist went on spraying over her. She inhaled it, coughed on it and squinted through the burn in her eyes.

Soon.

She sucked back a hot, stifling breath at the burst of white that enveloped her eyes. She spiraled backward in time, twisted around in a blaze of frost and whipping cold. She flashed a hand out and grasped up a fistful of the white, powder sands of the Ajur―cephai’s home―that strange, spectral place between life and death, beyond space and time. Its dust spiraled gently at her legs, clustered at the crease of her arms and flew into her hair. She squinted into the massive, oil black sky where it stretched on and on around her, alive with the swirling, clashing worlds.

“Skye.”

Skye flicked her eyes at the flap of white, the clink of metal. A pearly hand eased into view and collected her own. Luka stood there, gently tugging at the back of her hood and unleashing her windswept, mirrored locks. Skye lingered on her round, probing eyes, the swirl of silver that formed her irises. She looked on her as though she’d never seen her before, drank up every detail: the gentle curve of her jaw, her slightly upturned nose and the hard, almost irritated arch to her brows. Her lips pulled gently back to flash her with a bright incisor, an uncharacteristic half smile that had Skye blinking dazedly back at her and wondering if any of it was even real.

Luka gave her hand a tug. “Skye,” she repeated.

Skye fumbled upright to find herself wholly naked. “Luka.” She flicked her eyes over the hard, metal clasps that lined the front of Luka’s jacket. It looked real. There was nothing fuzzy about their surroundings, nothing disbelieving about the warm brush of sand that circled them.

Luka rushed forward, threw her arms around her and dragged her in. Skye let out a startled huff, eased her eyes shut and allowed herself to return the embrace, to wrap her arms around the cool flap of fabric at her back.

“Thank you Skye.”

Skye’s heart clenched and formed a hard knot in her throat. “For what?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer.

“Everything.”

She squeezed at the back of Luka’s jacket in an effort to stifle the small, aching breath that escaped her. She winced at the hard pull that materialized between them. It snapped at her flesh, drove into her body with an electric, vibrating pulse. Luka curled her fingers into her back at the same time, though the pressure didn’t stop the air from crackling around them or the white, glistening fog from materializing beneath them.

“Luka,” Skye gasped, heart pounding as the entity went on wrapping around them. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Luka chuckled, though her voice was inside of Skye now, swirling strangely at the underside of her skull. Her coat snapped beneath the whirling entity, clinked and fluttered against Skye’s own damp flesh. Skye lurched forward as their limbs began to blur and blend, as the flap of fabric molded to her wrists and arms, flew and wrapped around her waist in a tight hold. She smiled down at their merged hands, at the light dust of the Ajur where it collected on their palms, her palms.

“For everything,” she finally answered, and her voice came out clear and ringing, young and light.

A final burst of white consumed her, wrenched her free of the bright, whirling sands and its dark, contrasting sky. She squeezed her eyes shut as the realm flew into a blur around her, as she dematerialized into nothing more than a sifting band of light before reforming, before crashing forward into a splash of cool water and a warm, frantic embrace.

Aija sucked back a shaking gasp and curled in around her. “Ne’mau,” she burst. She was vibrant and drawing beneath the waning sunlight; her scent was just as overwhelming, intoxicating.

Skai exhaled a lifetime of anguish and heartache in one long, agonizing breath. “Aija, I remember―” she panted. “I remember. It’s me, it’s me―” She rushed forward at Aija’s stifled sob, squeezed her eyes shut at the frantic press of lips over her jaw. Her heart pounded beneath the onslaught, hardly able to keep up with the rush of emotion that overcame her.

Aija’s lips were everywhere at once. “Skai―” She exhaled a mix between a laugh and sob, panted lightly into her mouth and sealed their lips. Skai sank into her in an instant. She fluttered her eyes shut at the warmth that swam over her, at the hot tongue that swept over her bottom lip.

She was quickly oblivious to all else, wholly consumed by Aija’s tongue, the seal of her lips and her hard, shuddering breaths. All that existed in that moment was her molten warmth and silken skin, her wild, ravenous hair. Skai rushed a hand into it and gathered up a fistful of the flaming locks in an effort to ground herself. She was lightweight and floating, her heart soaring out of control.

And then it hit her―

“Vale!” she nearly shouted. Her chest heaved at Aija’s startled gaze, her breathless, parted lips and furrowed brow. “Is she―?”

Aija lowered her eyes, brought a hand to her own lip and ran a thumb over it. “I thought I―” She slowly shook her head, looking lost all over again. “I thought I felt her and then―”

Skai reached out and collected her chin. “She’s in you,” she whispered. Aija met her gaze and went on plucking softly at her own lower lip. “She is. I’ve seen her.”

“I know,” Aija whispered. “I feel her, I just…can’t. I can’t find her.”


PHANTOM

It took Skai’s heart a long moment to slow its frantic pace, for her to collect her sanity and draw in a steady breath. She inhaled Aija’s wild, unforgettable scent, fluttered her eyes tiredly shut and breathed. The sun’s waning rays bled into a golden, wavering diamond between her lashes. The darker it became, the more color seemed to unfold around them. Skai met the brilliant, luminescent moon that showed itself with an awestruck gaze. It was ghostly and blurred with an array of colors that had her heart slowly pounding, had the reality of where they stood finally sinking in.

Her mind flickered with the merged images of her combined lives, of the endless, lonesome hours spent in anguish and pain, of her imprisonment within stifling walls of black glass, of her forced, tiresome trek through blistering dunes. It all flew into a mess in her mind and throbbed at the backs of her eyes. She squeezed them shut and further entwined her fingers into the cords at Aija’s waist.

“It’s beautiful,” Aija murmured, bringing an end to their awed silence. Skai turned into her and peeked over her shoulder at the darkened landscape. The water stretched out around them in one endless, reflective expanse. It mirrored the phantasmal sky, and for one breathtaking moment it felt as though they were somehow hovering in the clouds, impervious to gravity. It wasn’t until another cold bout of water shifted up underneath them that Skai came out of her stupor.

She shivered and eased further in. “Yeah,” she whispered. “It is.”

Aija tilted back to gaze on the spectacle with her. “My head is pounding,” she whispered. Skai found herself slowly nodding and gently grazing her fingers over Aija’s arms. She couldn’t get enough of her warmth, couldn’t fathom taking her hands off of her ever again.

“Mine too. It’s all fuzzy in there,” she mumbled, giving her temple a slow tap.

Aija glanced sidelong at her with a quiet chuckle. “Fuzzy?”

Skai’s heart thudded at the flicker in her eyes. She couldn’t count how many nights she’d fallen asleep with those eyes imprinted on the backs of her own eyelids, wondering how long she would have to wait before truly looking on them again. Soon hadn’t been soon. An entire lifetime had gone by, had left her feeling disoriented and out of place, out of time and space.

She swallowed and swept her eyes back over the prismatic landscape. It was both eerie and stunning, and she had to slowly blink and attempt to work out how they’d even gotten there.

She squinted harder into the black. “Fuck.”

Aija followed her gaze. “What is it?”

“This is…” Skai began, backpedaling further into the water. “This is where Salence…this is where I killed her the first time.”

Aija fell silent. For a moment, all Skai could hear was the light breeze of wind, the spray of sand and shifting dunes. A light splash caught her attention and she whirled to find another creature like the one Aija wrestled watching them with a curious flick of its trunks.

Aija twisted around to gaze at the surrounding rock. “Right here?”

“No” Skai shook her head. “Out there, where we first woke up. I was here, but―” She squeezed her eyes shut at the memory. It was faraway and hazy, as if it had only ever happened in a dream. She preferred it that way. “She came after me while I was here, dragged me away out there.”

Aija grazed her knuckles along the back of Skai’s arm. “Skai…”

Skai slid her fingers over Aija’s hand. “Where is she, Aija?” For a moment she imagined Salence staggering around in the middle of the street, half contorted, half dead. Perhaps she was simply frozen there as she had been amidst the molten place―waiting, honing in on them even now.

“Maybe she stayed dead this time,” Aija hoped.

Skai slid her eyes shut and tried to forget the monster’s shrieking rage, the spray of blood and sick splat of organs. “I ran again,” she quickly admitted. “It was me. I opened up the Ajur, dragged you through. I didn’t mean―”

A strange, ringing sound echoed across the landscape, cutting her off. She squinted into the black and held her breath in an attempt to recognize it.

“Hear that?” Aija whispered.

Skai slowly nodded, and although it was familiar, her still-muddled mind couldn’t pinpoint what it was. They listened in complete silence for awhile longer, strangely mesmerized. “Sounds like Ip,” Skai realized, voice barely above a whisper.

“Ip?”

“My Ip,” she repeated, unsure of what else to call the creature. Then she froze. Her heart pounded as another shrill ring echoed across the landscape. A sick heat clenched inside of her for one long, paralyzing moment before rushing upward and filling her throat with a stinging gasp. “Ip,” she repeated―but it couldn’t be.

She splashed forward, quickly gathered up her pants from the rock and stuffed a leg into them.

“Skai?” Aija managed, voice soft―scared. “What is it?”

Skai nearly tore a sleeve loose where she jammed her arm into it. She tripped over her other pant leg, struggled to stuff her wet feet into her boots. “This has happened before,” she hurried, dashing forward to collect Aija’s hand. Another cry raked the air. “This happened already,” she said again, knotting her sash around her waist as they went.

Aija leapt up beside her and tugged back at her hand. “Skai―” Skai went on leading her through the rocks at a hurried pace. “Skai, what’re you talking about?”

Skai grasped at her own head as they ran, clenched her teeth at the painful sounds. They were becoming clearer now, more recognizable. Aija must have made sense of them at the same time, because she skidded to the rock and dragged on Skai’s hand a second time.

“I know where we are,” she burst, though Skai could only fathom pressing on.

She couldn’t handle the pained cries. They drove her to scramble atop the stones, dig her fingers into each curve of rock and launch herself further up into the dark outcrop. Aija had no difficulty keeping up with her. She seemed just as frantic, just as intent on closing in on the disturbing sounds.

And Skai understood why. She could hear them, then: the Ouru’s shrieks in addition to Ip’s. They were loud and gut-wrenching, a mixture of fury and pain. Skai had heard it all before, relived it in her nightmares and forced it from her consciousness, refused to accept who and what she was because of what she had done here, in this moment―

“Skai!” Aija cried, skidding to a halt atop the outcrop’s edge. Skai flew upright beside her, unable to tear her eyes from the scene that unfolded far below them. A massive, serpentine creature writhed just beyond the jagged crop of rock, casting a long, gnarled shadow on its wall. It reared onto its legs, sprayed its mouth open and belted out a winded, paranormal scream.

Skai’s hair flew on end. “Come on,” she rushed, taking Aija in hand.

“How is this happening again?” Aija asked. “How am I here with you and not―?”

Skai squinted into the orange flicker of light as they neared the edge of the gorge, rushed forward and latched onto its rocky edge. The Ouru were shouting and frantic. They parted around Ip’s thrashing throes in a flurry of darkened cerus and hooded capes.

“Skai,” Aija gasped, squeezing at her hand. “We have to―”

Another shriek raked through the air as the golden, serpentine creature was impaled yet again. He twisted around and kicked several armored legs out at them in an attempt to free himself from the Ouru’s enclosing numbers, to upright himself and mount the inside of the gorge’s wall.

“―Save them?” Skai cried. Her face went cold as Ip went on writhing over the ground, as the Ouru closed further in on him. All she could imagine was a sea of silver in their place, of knotted, grasping hands and breathless cries. Each glassy spear that tore into Ip’s body had her tensing, had a heat and pain unfurling inside of her that she couldn’t hold back. To them, he was a monstrous creature, to Skai, he was her friend―one that had saved her life when she probably hadn’t deserved it.

Ip finally managed to upright himself. He flew into a massive, shining arc of gold and bashed his back half into the approaching cluster of Ouru with a force that had them flying back and thudding heavily to the ground.

Aija sucked in a breath, quaked in Skai’s hold. She seemed just as conflicted, just as unsure to act. There came another shriek, though it belonged to something―someone else. Ip had grasped up a small Ouru, slung him back and forth with a furious shake and launched him into the air. The child landed with a thud on the rock.

Aija cried out, flung herself free of the gorge’s edge and led her descent with a flurry of molten cephai. Skai shot upright on shaking legs. She felt powerless to act, terrified to summon up her own power. She could feel it pulling taut in the air around her, already feeding on her anguish and her fear.

She sucked back a horrified breath at the sight of Aija closing in on the flailing creature. He turned on her, reared up at the sight of her blazing cephai and belted out a supernatural cry. Aija threw her hands up in a peaceful gesture, but it was too late. Skai grit her teeth at the thud that followed, flinched at the heat that boiled beneath her skin. It was sharp, dragged on her veins, threatened to burst free of her. And then it did.

Her body twisted and sheared beneath the force of it, flashed her over the cut of rock in a swirl of cold fog and liquid. She darted through the air one impossible leap at a time until she thudded to Aija’s side with a heavy, metallic spray. The earth jolted beneath the force of her landing, tossed up rock and sand amidst a choking cloud of dust.

The Ouru trilled and gasped all around her and Ip went on screaming and backpedaling away. Dozens of pointed, glassy spears flew in Skai’s direction but her cephai pillowed up around her and sucked them in.

“Ne!” Aija cried. “Ne’sit cel―” She slid upright, braced herself on a shaking leg and held another hand out, chest heaving. “Skai,” she hushed. She grazed a careful hand over her shoulder, eyes pleading. “I’m fine.”

Skai flinched, wrenched her head back and squeezed her eyes shut at the silver that threatened to engulf her. It took every fiber of her being to restrain it, as if it had simply been gestating inside of her, waiting to unleash at the opportune moment. The Ouru went on trilling and grunting at her, but they seemed disoriented and unsure.

“You can control it, Skai,” Aija went hurriedly on. “I know you can.”

Skye fought to blot the memories from her, of the Ouru that had dragged her down the Arc’s abandoned halls, that had kicked her, spat at her and shoved her into her glassy enclosure, so tight that she was unable to even bend her knees. She couldn’t remember how long she’d been there, could only visualize their ridged, charcoal-gray faces peering in on her, aware of her anguish and doing nothing.

Her cephai went on inhaling the earth around them. It spread into the rock as a series of tangled roots, flailed over them like a knotted ball of thrashing snakes.

Aija’s hand slid over her seizing arm, collected her hand and pulled her in. “Skai.” A small, wavering cry escaped Skai. She slid her eyes shut and attempted to breathe. “You can do this. Breathe. Breathe―”

“It hurts,” Skai burst. She squeezed her eyes further shut at the lancing agony in her spine, at the stabbing pricks at the undersides of her skin, and the voltaic currents that snapped up and down her arms and legs. She could feel everything her cephai could, and it was ravenous and all-consuming, hell-bent on claiming everything around it in a siphoning cold.

You’re mine, Salence’s ravenous voice echoed in her memory.

Skai’s cephai was just the same. Skai was nothing but a vessel for it, nothing but the carrier for its rage. She was its flesh and it was her hateful ai―

Another bout of it tore loose from her back and flew around her in a massive, flaying arc, though it was met with a flurry of molten lava. The entities twisted around and around in the air until she was wrenched forward and forced to peel her eyes open. Aija gazed back on her, mere inches from her face, reaching, pleading. Skai’s eyes fluttered beneath the soft gaze, beneath her warm, soothing palm. A warmth swelled inside of her, swirled at her heart and rushed to the ends of her arms and legs.

“No,” she cried.

Aija dragged her into a firm embrace. “You can do this.”

Skai flit her eyes at the soft rumble. It was as though time had slowed to a crawl around them. Their cephai seemed to hover on the air, folding in on one another in a flurry of fire and silver. Through it, she could feel Aija, could feel her warm, thudding heart and steady breaths. She could feel every part of her threading and vibrating against Skai’s own form through some otherworldly network―beyond time, beyond space.

Skai squinted back at the thrash of silver and grit her teeth. Can’t have me anymore, she heaved. Not anymore. She wouldn’t, couldn’t let it consume her. Skai could only be one thing―she flicked her eyes over Aija’s warm, pleading ones with stunning realization―hers. She could only be hers.

Aija’s cephai bled into the air around them, scorched like fire beneath the sky’s prismatic glow. It was slow, mesmerizing, and drew the surrounding Ouru’s gaze. Skai exhaled a pained gasp as her own began to ebb away. It emitted a strange, sapphire aura, slowed to a gentle wave and thread back into her veins with a wave of light.

Aija eased in to press their foreheads. “It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered. Skai’s eyes fluttered at the added weight, at the smooth bands of molten light that closed in around them. “Just breathe,” Aija hushed. She grazed her fingers over her jaw. “It’s gonna be okay.”

Skai inhaled a steadying breath and gripped at the back of her neck. Ip twisted upright and clacked tiredly at the air. Skai squinted back at the flurry of golden light that reflected off his carapace. He was bright and otherworldly, terrifying and beautiful. Aija’s cephai made its way through the air in soft currents. He shot up at its approach, eyes frantic and rolling.

Aija gave Skai another soft, tentative smile before coaxing her toward the wounded arthropod. She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, a sound that seemingly meant something to the watchful Ouru, because they drew in a collective breath and cleared more space around them.

Skai glanced back at Aija before progressing onward. “Hey Ip,” she hummed softly, earning a quiet trill in response. He slid over the ground at her approach and managed to upright himself. “Remember me?” she went on in a gentle voice, further stirring him forward. He whined and flicked a set of wild, amethyst eyes at the sight of Aija’s approaching cephai.

Skai curled a hand over his smooth, pitted carapace and gave it a playful knock. Ip snuffled at the backs of her knuckles with a half-hearted grunt. Skai let her eyes drift shut at his warm breath, at the pooling heat that eased in around her shoulders. She could still feel Aija’s energy on her back. It shifted up over her shoulder as she pet the creature, flicked heatedly along the undersides of her arms and joined her hands where they smoothed over Ip’s damp flesh. Ip flared his slitted nostrils, lowered his head and enjoyed its warmth.

Skai felt just as at ease. Aija came up behind her, pressed against her back and folded her arms around her torso. Skai sighed at the smooth press of skin, quickly entranced by the rush of molten lengths that encompassed her arms. They slicked over Ip’s body and rushed to stifle his gaping wounds, to reverse the damage the Ouru had done.

“Shh,” she hummed at his soft whine. “All better, right?”

Aija chuckled, drawing the creature’s gaze. He trilled further at her appearance, eased slowly forward and nudged the smooth side of his mandible over her arm. One by one, the Ouru joined them with a few wary steps at a time. They were oddly short compared to the ones Skai had known, standing just as tall as Aija, some of them even shorter than herself.

They lowered their hoods as they approached and set down their glassy javelins. The child that had been slung to the rock stood before them all with his cloak gripped tightly around his body. Skai studied him as he came up to Aija with a questioning trill, accepted the warmth of her cephai with a small shudder. His face was wrinkled and ridged, but his eyes were wide and bright. Without his spiraling irises, he might have resembled a young, far less terrifying version of Salence. It was difficult for Skai to not make the comparison as she stared at the three slits that formed his nose. When he neared her, they flared and sealed in a rapid manner, evidence of his nervousness and fear.

He reached out with an upturned palm before emitting a strange whirring sound and trilling in anticipation.

“He says hi,” Aija translated.

Skai glanced sidelong at her and cocked an eyebrow at the realization that Aija could actually understand the odd clicks.

The Ouru child bumped her knuckles in another gesture for Skai to take his hand. She unintentionally winced at the rough drag of his skin, swallowed back her nervousness as he clasped at her fingers and raised another hand to drag the pad of his thumb across her palm.

An older Ouru approached and raised one elongated arm to touch the boy’s shoulder. His face was darker and even more wrinkled, but his eyes were just as bright and appreciative. He extended a hand Skai’s way and bowed his head.

And then Skai was surrounded. They came at her from all sides, reached for her, touched her, bowed their heads and echoed their strange trilling sounds. Several more Ouru closed in on Aija, tousled her hair, padded at her forehead with small, chortling trills. She wrestled them playfully off, intent on keeping Ip sated and at bay. The creature seemed to be bathing in a stupor of his own, eyes half-lidded and sedated. His eyes only just barely grazed over the collection of Ouru that moved around him in waves. They moved in and out, took turns holding Skai’s hands and smoothed their fingers over her skin. One of them stood on tiptoes to peer into her eyes.

“Uh, Aija.”

Aija hummed. She suddenly had a difficult time wrenching one of the smaller Ouru from her leg. The child fought her back and attempted to climb up her thigh.

“This is getting a little weird.”

The same boy approached Skai a second time, collected her hand and gave it a light tug. He glanced back across the gorge and pointed a finger.

“They like you,” Aija laughed.

“Yeah, I gathered that.” But the concept of them liking her went right over her head. The Ouru had always treated her like some undesirable thing, some monster. Yet here they were, gazing on her like she was something exciting and new. She leapt upright, convinced she’d just felt a hand graze her bottom, and it definitely wasn’t Aija’s. “Fu―”

Aija collected her hand with another low chuckle. “C’mon, I want to take you home.”


MARKED

Fire flew into the air in wild, swirling arcs across from where Skai and Ip sat. The Ouru had led them to their home: an expansive cave with a high ceiling and bioluminescent walls. Bumpy columns dotted the entire inside of the cave, many of them lit with torches or decorated with wooden masks and strings of fabric. It all looked like a crude, rusted version of Aiur’s own insides; both of them were vast, hollow caverns, but Aiur was cold and glossy, bright and shining in comparison.

A large bonfire blazed in the midst of it all. The Ouru stomped and twisted their feet around it in a chaotic dance, whirring and clicking in their strange language. A heavy, lulling thud accentuated their steps, reverberating from somewhere beyond where Skai could see.

She expelled an exhausted sigh and leaned back into a curve of Ip’s smooth carapace. It had been a chore getting him into the Ouru’s home. A series of wide, twisting tunnels had led them there, the walls of which had been sculpted and painted to look like living, breathing things, a sight that had both Skai and her odd, monstrous companion cringing in discomfort. Though Aija’s cephai had succeeded in lulling him into a strangely euphoric daze, a state in which he remained nearly oblivious to the several dozen Ouru that danced not far from where he lay.

Skai wished she were just as calm. She had already lost all amount of composure back at the cave’s entrance. The sculptures had done something to her, made her feel as though there were something beyond the rock gazing back on her. And they didn’t end at the tunnels. The entire cavern was filled with them. They were tall and intimidating, jutted away from the damp walls as strong, chiseled faces or toned, extraterrestrial bodies. They glistened beneath the fire’s warm glow, eyes eerie and flickering.

She quickly averted her gaze and instead focused on where Aija spoke with one of the Ouru in the distance. Skai tried not to stare. She tried to remain silent and inconspicuous, to do what Aija had asked of her: Stay here, she’d said. Wait for me.

Skai furrowed her brow at their conversation and examined the Ouru in more detail. His skin glistened like copper beneath the fire’s light, as dark and coarse as the sand that shifted over the landscape far above them. His hair cascaded down his back in a jumbled mess of braids, several of which had been tied back with a colored strip of fabric. He wore a long length of fabric around his waist, as bright and reflective as Aija’s own ceru. It was an emerald green and knotted several times where it swung between his legs.

Skai had never had the opportunity to study them in such great detail before. Now that she was surrounded by them, it was hard not to notice all of their little differences, from their odd, thumbed feet to the several extra appendages that lined their bellies.

The copper Ouru―Red, Skai decided she would call him―and Aija went on in their mostly wordless conversation as the other Ouru passed weighted jars in a long line toward the massive bonfire.

A small clatter had Skai glancing sidelong at where Ip lay. An Ouru child sat hunkered down beside him, staring up at them both with squinting eyes and widening nostrils. He sneezed up a long glob of snot that rivaled the thickness and color of a string of rubber cement.

 “Oh my fucking god,” Skai whispered. She watched in disturbed fascination as he wiped the back of his arm over it, plopped a large, ceramic saucer on the rock and skidded it forward a few feet. Ip eased upright at the bowl’s approach and sniffed.

“Ne!”

Skai twisted back around to find Aija striding toward them. She jabbed a finger in the fire’s direction with a small hiss.

“His tekek aub, y cel wa’ku’elf tek,” she warned. The child exhaled an audible gasp, flung himself free of the rock and bolted back to the safety of his fellow Ouru.

“Ip will not eat him,” Skai fought, defending the creature. Ip was oblivious. He only continued to munch at whatever the child had supplied him with, drawing on the bowl’s contents with an unpleasant spatter.

 “Gotta tell ‘em something terrifying, or else they’d be all over him,” Aija complained, sinking to one knee. She flashed Skai with a bright, mischievous smile. “I’ve already had three of them begging to ride you around.”

Skai shot upright and wrinkled her nose.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Aija chuckled. “I told ‘em that was my job.” An unexpected, furious heat rushed to Skai’s cheeks at the visual. She quickly darted her eyes away, scooped up a stray rock and squeezed at it. Aija settled down next to her and glanced back at Ip’s furious slopping. “Noisy mal’ru,” she laughed. “Why would you call him Ip? He’s not short at all.”

“For the same reason you call me Sunshine,” Skai chuckled softly. “Sarcasm.”

Aija flit her eyes over her and drew her hair over her ear with a small frown. Skai swallowed back her unease; she hadn’t even realized what she’d said until it was too late. Not Vale, she remembered.

She cleared her throat and asked, “What were you talking about over there?”

“You.” Aija leaned into her and sighed. “They said Aevin came back here looking for me…apparently I just vanished while we were out. And now he’s back out there looking for me again.”

“Vanished,” Skai repeated. She visualized the burst of light that had delivered Aija to her side, the warm, ethereal cords that dragged her through. “You got pulled into the Ajur.”

“Yeah, I didn’t know how to explain that,” Aija chuckled. “I hope Aevin comes back soon, though. Then I could ask him…” she trailed off, slid her hand over Skai’s shoulder and whispered, “I could ask him about Salence. About the ckaji in her…”

Skai tensed. She didn’t want to think about it.

“Maybe he knows. Maybe he knows what we could do to stop―”

“Aija,” a trilling voice called. Skai turned back on the fire to find Red standing there with his knees slightly bent and gesturing both of them forward. Aija collected Skai by both hands and drew her upright. Skai suffered a sudden head rush and numb legs.

“What’re we doing?”

“Gonna go see Alku,” Aija murmured as they approached the fire.

The Ouru seemed to have no concept of personal space, the children especially. Skai nearly stepped on one as he reached out to pull at one of her pant legs. She snatched it back and his hands went straight for her flap of ceru instead. Aija grabbed it from him next and scooted him out of the way by the back of his head.

“Haven’t they already met me?” Skai whispered.

“Sorta. You’ll see.”

Skai furrowed her brow. “I’ll see?” She didn’t like the sound of that. They closed the distance on where Red stood by the fire and she quickly realized he was Alku. He was the next to be reaching, touching, pulling her in by her hands. She flinched away, but Aija was quick to soothe her. She leaned in, pressed her lips to her temple and led her in by the small of her back.

“Aija,” Skai pleaded, suddenly panicking. She slid over the rock and braced herself against Aija’s chest. Aija let out a startled huff and swung her arms out to catch her.

“It’s alright,” she ensured as another persistent Ouru herded them further toward the fire. Alku clacked his cheek, leaned in and squinted suspiciously into Skai’s widening eyes. He tugged at her jaw, angled her head and tilted his own back and forth several times in careful inspection.

“Aija,” Skai whispered, hands shaking. She had no idea what was going on, and Aija’s silence was far more disconcerting than the stranger groping at her jaw and ears, clicking and whirring. “What’s he doing?”

Alku clicked at her response, furrowed his brow and glanced up at Aija. Skai had the distinct impression that he was requesting translation. Aija gestured back and forth between them several times, curled her hand in on her own chest and neck and pointed. Skai still had yet to understand their method of communication. It went from sign language to clicking, and rarely, actual words.

“Tek,” Alku finally managed in a deep, lulling croak. He pointed at Skai and whirred, apparently finding it difficult to voice the words with whatever existed beyond the tight slits in his face. They gaped and twitched, “Tek Sayo.”

“Eh?” Skai murmured. Several more Ouru gathered at her sides, pressed in on her from every direction. She felt overwhelmed by them, unable to think through their incessant clicking and whirring.

“He’s naming you,” Aija answered, voice soft.

Skai slanted her eyes back at her. “I have enough names,” she ground out.

“It’s more of a title.”

“Title?” Skai asked. Alku eased further in on her with a hard squint. Another Ouru handed him a small clay pot. He took it, arched a brow at its contents and probed a finger inside.

Aija’s trailing hands weren’t enough to distract Skai from the stranger that went on sealing the space between them and standing far too close for comfort. She flashed her eyes over his nearing hand, squinted into the mess of sticky, strangely luminescent gold that coated his finger. He pressed it over her cheek, dragged it over the bridge of her nose and chin. She squeezed her eyes shut at the invasiveness of it all. She focused instead on Aija’s soothing touch, the press of her chest on her back, her slow inhale.

She was suddenly hyper aware of everything going on around her, of the Ouru that brushed along her arms and legs, of the heavy thud of drums. Aija’s hands wandered up Skai’s sides, cupped at her jaw and angled her head back. Skai held her breath as Alku dragged a cold, wet finger from the base of her throat to the bottom of her chin.

“Sayo,” he repeated, voice low. “Tek ke’mith.”

She flicked her eyes open to find him dipping his fingers into a second jar, this time coating them in a layer of vibrant, luminescent orange. He led it over her cheekbone in a smooth arc.

Skai wasn’t sure if she was allowed to speak. She was fully convinced she’d been coerced into some sort of initiation ritual. She glanced at the surrounding Ouru and squinted into the swaying, thumping crowd. She finally spotted a drum between the shifting bodies. An Ouru lay hunched over it, beating and tapping on its head with wholehearted enthusiasm.

Alku lowered his hands and gestured for Aija to come forward with a tilt of his head. “Aru,” he went on.

His hand was on her next. He dragged long, glistening lines of silver over her forehead, a perfect contrast to the dark, fiery lighting all around them. Skai couldn’t help but stare, too entranced by the brightness that materialized beneath Alku’s touch.

Alku caught her gaze and let out a soft, trilling chuckle. He tugged Skai’s hand in a second time. “Wha―” she blurted out. Aija tilted her head back at her with a small, curious smirk.

“Tek,” he said again, leading Skai’s hand to an outstretched pot. The Ouru that held it beamed back at her with bright eyes. She chewed at her lip and sank her fingers into its depths. They came back up radiating a bright, glistening blue.

Aija chuckled, “I like where this is going.”

“Uh?” Skai mumbled. Aija caught her gaze and gently tugged at her own bottom lip with a soft bite, a slow smirk.

Alku took Skai by the elbow and steered her hand around toward Aija’s bicep. “Tek ord cel,” he chuckled, gesturing forward once more. Skai blushed and smoothed her fingers over Aija’s arm. The lines flashed in the fire’s light, vibrant and drawing. He pressed the pot into her hands with another trill and urged her on.

Skai quickly grasped it up and squeezed it to her chest with a small puff of air. She couldn’t drag her eyes away from Aija’s. They’d become dark, heavy, enticing.

“Go on then,” Aija murmured, offering herself.

Skai blushed further, unable to help but feel that things had somehow become intimate. She glanced sidelong at the Ouru around her and quickly realized they had given her some space, had collected the probing child from her leg and wrenched him back toward the fire. There were suddenly all different kinds of pots and bowls being passed from hand to hand. They floated around amidst the sea of bodies and were eventually delivered to the coals lining the fire’s edge. Alku and another Ouru delivered several more to Skai’s feet.

Aija drew her gaze with a gentle clear of her throat. Skai sucked at the inside of her lip and clutched the pot further into her chest. “You going to color me or not?” Aija questioned with an expectant tilt of her head.

“What does it mean if I color you?”

Aija chuckled and lowered her gaze. She bit at her lip again, slid her eyes over Skai’s neck and collected a heavy breath. “Means I’m yours.”

I’m yours. The words had Skai’s heart thudding hard in her chest, had a furious heat rushing to her cheeks. She let out a puff of air at Aija’s soft, knowing smirk.

“Am I?” Aija pressed on, voice husked. “Yours?”

Skai’s heart went on pumping heat to every corner of her body. She found herself slowly nodding and cradling Aija’s jaw in one hand. Aija slipped her eyes shut and tilted her head to one side with a small exhale. “Yes,” Skai whispered. Her voice was shaking, her hands and her legs were shaking, but she went on trailing the color over Aija’s jaw, slid her thumb over her bottom lip and said it again, “Yes―”

The Ouru erupted into a series of trills and Alku hummed in approval, slapped Skai once on the back and vanished into the cluster of bodies. Aija chuckled and dragged on the crook of Skai’s arm with a bright grin.

Heat rushed to Skai’s cheeks all over again. “Did I just marry you?”

Aija burst out laughing and leaned in to press their foreheads. “If that’s what you wanna call it.” She flicked her eyes between Skai’s with another bright smile, slid her hand over her jaw and tilted her lips into her cheek. “But…” Her bottom lip was still wet with paint, cool on Skai’s heated flesh. “You gotta finish if you wanna be mine.”

“Finish?” Skai tried. Her voice died somewhere in the back of her throat. Aija collected the jar from her hands, pulled her in by the wrist and led her to a crouch. She set the jar down alongside the others before pointing to each of them with a slow, purposeful drag. Skai peered at their contents: the gold and orange that she had been marked with along with Aija’s blue and silver.

“Finish,” Aija confirmed, flashing her with a small, enticing smirk. “Want to?”

Skai’s breath stilled in her lungs. She flicked her eyes over Aija’s tiny smirk, the bright flash of silver on her lips, the warm blaze of her hair. She forced herself to breathe and slowly nodded.

Aija drew in a shaking breath of her own and dragged her eyes between Skai’s in a sluggish, disbelieving way. She slid forward on her knees until they pressed alongside the outsides of Skai’s legs. Skai watched, thoroughly entranced, as Aija reached toward one of the clay pots. Aija slanted her eyes back at her with a small, mischievous smile. “Off,” she directed, motioning toward Skai’s jacket with a flick of her fingers.

Skai blazed at the demand. She shot a glance at the surrounding Ouru, but the creatures seemed far more intrigued by the food being passed around in that moment.

“Don’t look at them.” Aija’s hand found her jaw and redirected her gaze. Skai’s heart lurched into her throat at the fire in her eyes. “Take it off,” she repeated, voice soft.

Skai was suddenly aching beneath the heat that rushed to her cheeks. She could feel it twisting around in her abdomen and thudding in time with her rapid heart. She became overwhelmingly self-conscious, felt as though a thousand eyes were on her at once―none of which were more intimidating than Aija’s. She somehow managed to focus only on her, to ignore the mass of bodies that went on moving, dancing, trilling, feasting.

She gave her sleeves a slow, hypnotic drag and pulled her coat loose from around her. It pooled at her waist, exposing her back to the fire’s heat. A shiver rolled through her spine at the stirring flames in Aija’s own eyes. Her heart gave a spasmodic flutter, jolted into her chest and nearly burst.

Aija pursed her lips into another small smirk. She dipped her hand into the jar of gold and swirled it around and around, her eyes never leaving Skai’s. She brought her palms together, coated them both in the luminescent paint with a slow swirl of her wrists and curled her fingers into Skai’s shoulders with a pressure that had the breath stilling in Skai’s lungs, had her eyes easing to mere slits. She gazed down at her own body, transfixed by the swirls of ink, by the gentle drag of Aija’s fingers.

Then they were all over her, squeezing and twirling at her skin in tune with the beating drums. She was soft and mesmerizing one moment, wild the next. Skai drew in a sharp breath and became a thousand times hotter at the sudden press of her nails. She bit back a quiet pant and flicked her eyes to meet Aija’s burning gaze. She lost herself in her bright, golden rings and their increasingly vivid swirl of emerald. They were soft and warm, shadowed beneath dark lashes.

The cool press of ink around her fingers drew her gaze. She hadn’t even realized that Aija had gathered up her hand, had dipped it into the silver pot. She swirled her hand in it, awed by its glow. Aija led her hands between them, smoothed her fingers over the backs of her knuckles and transferred the silver light from one hand to the other. It slid down the sides of her palms, her wrists, her arms.

Another visible shudder swept over Skai. She gripped onto Aija’s shoulders, dragged her fingers over her biceps and down her forearms. She became quickly enamored by the rise and fall of Aija’s chest, by the faint shimmer of sweat that accumulated on her collarbone. She trailed her fingers there next, dragged her nails over her front and neared the slick, ribbed part to her chest. Aija drew in another small, stifled breath as Skai’s thumbs grazed its edge.

Her hands were on Skai again, trailing and gentle. Skai mirrored her touch. She smoothed her hands all along her abdomen, her neck, her arms. The two of them went on and on, until they’d dipped their hands into the colors several more times, until Aija had twisted around and offered her back, until Skai was gazing down at an entire canvas of swirling silvers and blues. She trailed her palms over her waist, her hips, her thighs―claiming every part of her.

I’m yours.


DANCERS

A smooth, trailing hand moved over Skai’s side, slid over her arm and collected her hand. Her eyes threatened to ease shut at the fire’s snapping heat, at Aija’s warm, encircling arms where they curled in over her waist. Aija sat pressed into Skai’s back with her legs parted around her, knees bent at her sides. Skai ran her hands over them, drifted her thumbs along the blue and silver crust of paint. Her own paint was just as vibrant. It gleamed over her now-bare thighs, a sharp contrast to her own colorless skin and the silk of Aija’s torn ceru where it still rested between her legs.

The drums went on thudding all around them, deeper and heavier than ever. Several more instruments had added to the fray, though Skai wasn’t sure what she could call them. They were deep and metallic, electric and dizzying. They thrummed at her eardrums, shook the ground beneath her.

A small Ouru sat beside them, tapping his thumbed foot against the ground and gently bobbing his head. Skai liked the little guy; he was relatively respectful of their space, maintained their level of silence and simply gazed on the fire with them. He seemed intent on mirroring their actions. He would rub at his arm whenever he caught Skai doing it, ran a hand through his braids when Aija did.

Ditto, Skai decided she would call him.

Every so often another Ouru would approach, slide an enormous bowl of dried herbs and sugary fruits in their direction and thump back off to join the fray.

Skai held one of the sweet fruits to her lips. “This is bizarre,” she half laughed. “I never thought they’d be the kind to dance,” she went on, chewing idly.

Aija leaned into her, selected a fruit from the bowl and took a bite. “I told you they dance,” she chuckled with a tap of her own foot. She hummed along to the music with a dazed, euphoric look and a small smile. She found a beat and ran with it, moved her hand in a gentle wave at Skai’s side. “You like my family?” She gestured toward the swaying Ouru.

Skai glanced sidelong at them. “They’re…interesting,” she managed, and immediately afterward she wondered if it came across as rude. Aija’s Ouru had been nothing but welcoming of her, had taken her into their home without question, named her, accepted her into their tribe. Ip still lay comfortable and warm at the opposite end of the cavern; even he had somehow been able to forgive them, perhaps able to let go of the fear that had gripped them both.

“Interesting,” Aija repeated.

Skai turned dazedly around to catch the flicker of bright green that swirled amidst her irises. Aija darted her eyes over her lips with a quirk of a smile. “Interesting,” Skai repeated, eyes heavy. “A good kind,” she went on. “They’re…very nice. I see where you get your, uh…” she paused, careful not to accidentally insult either Aija or her people, “…your touchy-feely…”

Aija let out a puff of a laugh, sparing Skai from having to finish. “Seems like you’re picking a bit of that up,” she pointed out. She ran her fingers along the back of Skai’s hand where it still rested on her thigh.

Skai blushed and gave it a squeeze. “I could get used to touchy-feely.”

Aija chuckled, turned into her ear and gave it a tentative kiss. “Could you?” she whispered. Skai shuddered and tilted her head to one side.

“Yeah…but I don’t know about walking around with my, uh―” she paused again, “―with my python out for everyone to see.”

Aija burst out laughing and thudded her forehead to Skye’s temple. “Python?”

Skai laughed, “Something Vale said once, when she…saw mine.” She cleared her throat and suffered another bout of fever. It was strange to be talking about something that happened between the two of them when they were Vale and Luka. She could still remember Vale’s stunned look of disbelief, the flush to her cheeks. She could also remember having thrown quite a few things at her and ransacking her entire bathroom.

Aija chuckled softly. “Wish I could remember.”

Skai slid her eyes shut at the pounding in her head, the bright flash of light on the backs of her eyes. She grasped onto the memories with every fiber of her being, of their whirling ride aboard the Ferris wheel, the smooth press of Vale’s lips, her husky, accented voice and teasing banter. Skai became terrified that she’d lose them at any moment, that they were nothing more than memories from some long ago lifetime.

A small trill jerked her head upright.

The small Ouru, Ditto, pushed to his feet, glanced sidelong at them and leaned over their bowl of fruit with a tentative sniff. A third, tiny arm reached out from behind his ceru and grabbed a piece before grinding it into the rock with his knuckles.

Skai fell silent and watched with one arched eyebrow as he lifted the mashed piece to his belly and shoved it away somewhere beyond the glistening fabric. She pursed her lips and tried very hard not to outwardly laugh; she was sure the Ouru had found it just as strange that she was simply plunging food into some hole in her face like it was the most normal thing ever. They managed not to stare, though perhaps they’d grown used to it from their time spent with Aija.

“…Interesting,” she said again, biting back another laugh.

Ditto glanced up at them, whirred softly and offered Skai a hand.

She hesitantly accepted. “What’s he want?” she asked Aija.

Aija chuckled and pressed her lips to Skai’s shoulder. “You’ll see.”

Skai wasn’t sure if she like you’ll see.

Ditto pulled her to her feet and tugged her along behind him. Aija stood, clasped onto Skai’s other hand and together they weaved through the crowd of twisting bodies. Heat came off of the Ouru in waves. They glanced up at her, bowed and whirred, reached out and touched their arms and shoulders. They went on dancing, never tiring, never falling silent.

The drums hummed around them, reverberating along the cavern floor and echoing back from the smooth walls and expansive ceiling. Some of the Ouru abandoned their dance to follow them, clicked at the boy, nodded vigorously and skipped on their feet. Aija answered Skai’s baffled stare with an amused smirk and gestured her forward.

They came upon the fire’s edge and the large, blazing embers that skittered across the rock. Dozens of clay pots and jars lined the coals along its base, heavy with the scent of warm spices. Ditto dropped Skai’s hand, edged toward the spiraling flames and withdrew a large basin of warm, amber liquid. He brought it to his face, leaned in and whiffed at it before offering it to Skai.

He nudged her arm when she didn’t immediately take it.

“What is it?” Skai asked.

More of the Ouru approached and motioned for her to drink with a flurry of eager clicks and hums. Aija chuckled further, holding true to her you’ll see. Skai hummed suspiciously, slanted her eyes up at her and gave it a sniff.

“Smells like honey,” she mused before pressing her lips to the corner and taking a long sip. It was warm and numbing, and it took her a moment to realize what it reminded her of, but the aftertaste obliterated all doubt from her mind: it was like Aija’s strange, otherworldly scent. The effect it had on her was instantaneous. It rushed heat to her cheeks and sent a hard shiver rolling down her spine.

Aija arched a brow and lowered her eyes with a tiny smirk. “Must taste good.”

Skai swallowed. She was suddenly driven to inhale Aija’s own scent, to lean in and taste her, claim her.

“It, uh―” She leaned into her and fluttered her eyes half shut as she drew in a deep, shaking breath. “Tastes like you,” she admitted, heart thudding.

The Ouru trilled, grasped at one another and nodded, clearly elated with Skai’s response. Skai cleared her throat and pulled softly away from Aija’s stunned face to pass the basin to her.

“I’m not drinking unknown substances on my own.”

Aija chuckled, chewed back a smirk and drank. Skai couldn’t help but focus on her glistening neck, damp with the cavern’s humidity. She studied her pulse with deep fascination, blinked a few delirious times as Aija lowered the basin and met her gaze.

Her eyes were hooded and intense, her lips parted, her breathing labored.

“Are you okay?” Skai laughed.

Aija expelled a small breath of air. “Yeah,” she chuckled.

Another jolt ran up Skai’s spine at the hint of accent change. “What did it taste like?” Skai pressed, curious as to how Aija would describe something that was so similar to her own scent.

“Like…” Aija shifted her knuckles over Skai’s jaw, tilted her head and gazed on her lips. “Strawberry soda,” she decided with a small smirk.

Strawberry soda. Skai couldn’t help but drift back, but imagine the moment Vale had pinned her to the floor, tore through her comfort zone and swallowed up her shaking breaths with one probing kiss after another. She felt the same feral heat gripping at her now. It had her hands shivering and her breaths ragged.

Aija chuckled and passed the basin off to a pair of outstretched hands. The thing went on making its rounds, drifting from one pair of hands to the next as the Ouru stooped to snuff at its contents. And then they were off again, thumping and crushing their feet into the damp rock in sluggish, unified waves.

After a short while, all Skai could focus on were Aija’s eyes. They slid back and forth over Skai’s cheeks, nose, lips―sluggish and unfocused, profoundly hot. Skai felt just as hazy, and in that instant she wondered if she’d just ingested a drug.

The thought quickly flit away a moment later, mere background noise to the thud that took root in her mind. She flicked her eyes over Aija’s mouth and the sight of her tongue dancing softly along her bottom lip had her cheeks blazing. Her body felt increasingly responsive to everything going on around her: the thud of drums shaking at the earth beneath her, the steady wave of heat that swirled around them, the light, tentative press of Aija’s palms. Then, the world slowed to a crawl.

“Oh,” she murmured, realization settling in. She’d only been startlingly drunk once in her life, but the way her vision had trouble keeping up with her eyes and the way she swayed on her feet was perfectly reminiscent of that moment.

Aija chuckled and tilted her jaw into Skai’s neck. “Yeah. Like it?”

Her hands smoothed over Skai’s waist, somehow both gentle and ravenous. Colors swirled and blurred across Skai’s eyes as she inclined her head, easily mesmerized by Aija’s golden skin, the bright flash of blue and silver ink that lit it. She felt heavy, eyes laden, breath loud in her ears.

“Uh,” she murmured. Her heart was already pounding, voicing the heat that unfurled in her abdomen. It spread at Aija’s touch, threatening to consume her. “Yeah,” she managed.

Aija’s lips closed over her neck and her breath stilled. A fresh wave of warmth rushed between her legs, pounded at the underside of her navel and sparked something to tighten and coil inside of her, something that had her groaning softly and sucking at the inside of her lip. She felt like she should have been embarrassed, and she was. She was so embarrassed. But it didn’t stop her from rushing a hand to Aija’s hip, from digging her fingers into the skin there.

Aija’s breath quaked in her ear. “You know how to dance?” she managed, voice low. She lowered her eyes with a gentle, enticing smile and Skai’s eyes blurred over her already-swaying hips, her heavy, shifting ceru and the bright, magnetic blue that colored the length of her body.

“I, uh, haven’t ever…”

Aija closed in on her, slid her palms up Skai’s waist and fed her racing heart. She tilted her head with another small, teasing smirk. “Thought so,” she hummed. She pressed their hips and Skai swallowed, gazed on their cool slips of fabric and their bare, glistening abdomens. Aija was already slowly twisting the heel of her foot against the rock. She leaned in to graze Skai’s ear, voice soft, “It’s easy.” She took Skai’s hip, slowly swayed them, rolled onto the ball of her foot and gave her knee a quick bend. “Just move your feet, watch.”

Skai did. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to look away even if she wanted to. She was thoroughly fascinated by Aija’s slowly moving hips, the fluid dip of her knee, the roll of her glistening shoulders and the thrumming, stringed instruments.

Aija uttered a low laugh and slid her palm over Skai’s cheek.

Skai blinked, suddenly aware of her own paralyzed expression. She cleared her throat, lifted a hand. It lingered between them; she wasn’t sure what to do with it. She opened and closed her mouth as her senses went on blurring, her skin tingling.

“You look terrified,” Aija chuckled. “It’s just dancing.” She cupped a hand at Skai’s neck and curled her fingers into her hair. “Close your eyes. Just listen. Does your head feel heavy?”

Skai nodded and slipped her eyes shut. She inhaled slowly, still overwhelmed by the honey’s unmistakable flavor, by Aija’s swirling, intoxicating scent.

Aija dragged on the back of her neck with a gentle press. “Let your head just kinda…sway.”

Skai did. Her head rolled forward, then went slowly from side to side. Her body became heavy and loose, easily manipulated by Aija’s gentle sway.

“There you go,” Aija chuckled. Skai blushed, but she was far too comfortable, too warm and hazy to cease her gentle movements. “See? Not so hard,” Aija went on. She gripped onto Skai’s hip, came slowly forward and slipped her thigh between Skai’s.

Skai fought back a small gasp. She flicked her eyes at the feel of their pressed ceru, their slick skin. Aija went on guiding their movements with a slow, mesmerizing sway. She gathered up Skai’s other hand, laced their fingers and held them locked between them.

She snickered, “You’re pretty good, Skai.”

Skai eased her eyes open and fixed her with an unamused, even sarcastic gaze. “‘Cause I’m drunk,” she murmured.

“Not drunk. Happy.”

Happy. Skai offered a small smile and studied Aija’s quirked lips. The music picked up and Aija gripped onto her harder, rolled her hips to the beat. She glided back enough to pull their arms taut between them before stepping back in.

“We dance when we’re happy―” she panted. She cupped Skai’s cheek, pulled back, dipped a knee. “It’s natural.”

Skai’s mouth had eased ajar, and she wasn’t even sure when. She drew in a shaky breath and closed it again. She was thoroughly entranced, her eyes heavy, her head swaying. Her body moved entirely on its own, matching Aija’s rhythm with ease.

Aija lowered her eyes with a bite to her lip. “Watch this.” She withdrew a hand from Skai’s hip and pulled their arms tight between them. She swooped into a bow and held her arm straight behind her―and then a flurry of cephai burst free of her. It unfurled at her back with a blooming, fiery aura.

Skai leapt at the sight, though Aija only laughed, pulled her further in and twirled her. Her cephai swirled at her back and pulled at her other hand as though some kind of third dance partner. Skai could feel it moving their bodies and guiding them into another gentle spin. The Ouru had almost no reaction; they only went on dancing as though used to the thing, entirely caught up in their own movements, the heat, the music.

“Show off,” Skai laughed.

Aija grinned and flicked her eyes over Skai’s lips. She said nothing, only allowed the entity to go on guiding them, moving them. Skai sweat beneath its heat, shivered at the feel of Aija’s slick skin pressing back on her. The ground was hot and wet underneath them, and the mud they worked up felt strangely good.

Aija swirled her again, and they moved in a spray of liquid fire before Skai was pinned to her side and slightly winded. “You like it when I show off,” she whispered in her ear, breath shaking. She moved around Skai’s backside, settled her hands on her waist and rolled her hips.

Another tremor rolled through Skai’s body. She sighed, slipped her eyes shut and leaned her head back on Aija’s shoulder. “I do,” she admitted. She reached up, ran her fingers through the back of Aija’s wild mane and uttered another startled breath. Aija had ground her hips in, pressed them firmly into Skai’s backside and shivered in her ear. Skai hissed through her teeth, tilted her head to one side and gazed on her with blurring eyes. Aija’s swirling ambers were furious and bright, her eyebrow playfully arched.

Her cephai unfurled around them in a smooth arc. Skai could feel it sinking into her flesh, snapping and hot against her muscle. It was euphoric, unconstrained, and somehow mended even more than the scars that had previously marred her backside. It delved further, filled out her frail form and returned it to its vibrant, pearly figure. She moaned at its warmth, stirring Aija to groan in turn and curl her fingers into her hips.

She chuckled again, though this time it was low and throaty, dangerous. She slid her thumbs over Skai’s backside with a firm grip and pressed her lips to her neck. Skai’s eyes nearly rolled back at the nip that followed, at the hot press of her tongue. She ran a trembling hand over the back of Aija’s as another spasm rolled through her. It tensed in her abdomen, hard and constricting.

All she could focus on was the press of their skin, the furious blaze of Aija’s cephai, the unexpectedly wet length that slid from Aija’s ceru. She nearly fainted at the press of its serpentine heat, at the scalding blush it delivered to her cheeks. Aija met her with another smooth thrust and her insides responded with a lancing throb.

“Aija.”

Aija tugged her back, tilted her head and went on nipping at her neck and shoulder until Skai was near-collapse in her hold. Her length went on sliding upright between her legs, powerful and constricting between her thighs. A nervous sound burst free of her, a mixture between a whimper and a groan.

“Fuck, Aija―”

Aija trailed her lips over her ear, gave it a hard suck and pressed their jaws with another smooth roll of her hips. She collected Skai’s hand, turned her slowly around and met her with half-lidded, glistening eyes.

“Come with me.”


WHOLE

Skai drifted along behind Aija at a dreamlike traipse, entranced by her backside and the slip of glistening fabric sliding back and forth between her thighs. They walked for what felt like ages in her slowed state, sliding along the muddied rock and carelessly bumping into frenzied Ouru. The creatures were just as oblivious. They went on twisting and grinding on one another in their perpetual dance, and Skai had the distinct feeling that they were doing far more than just dancing.

She wasn’t sure where Aija was taking her, and she didn’t care. She could have gazed on her all night, forever entranced by the sway of her hips, the glow of ink she’d marked her with, the wild, phoenix locks tumbling down her back. Skai felt inclined to run her fingers through them, but Aija had turned quickly around, grasped onto her hip and wrenched her in.

Skai muffled her surprise into her open mouth. Aija sealed their lips entirely and sucked on her tongue with a low growl. Her hands were at Skai’s back, clutching and squeezing, raking. Her cephai splashed over the rock as though in slow motion, molten and rippling at their feet.

Skai pulled back with a startled yelp. Aija wrenched her back in with one hand and pushed her back on the vibrant anomaly with the other. Skai went on panting as it unfurled into warm, molten bands around her. Her sluggish gaze found Aija’s lithe, luminescent form as she thudded forward onto one knee, slid the other to clamp around Skai’s waist and crawled over her, mesmerizingly slow.

A low groan escaped Skai at the sight alone. She tossed her head back, closed her eyes and willed her lungs to breathe, her heart to slow. But she was blurring and out of control, and the hot press of Aija’s slick body had her jerking and trembling, had her hand flying out to grip at her shoulder with a rough squeeze.

“Skai,” Aija rumbled, coaxing her eyes back open. Skai nearly fainted at the sight of her hovering between her legs. A surge of heat tingled at her cheeks and knotted up as a firm press deep in her abdomen. Aija ran the tip of her tongue over her bottom lip and met her with a heavy, all-consuming gaze. Skai lost herself in her golden, ethereal swirl easily. “Skai,” Aija repeated, voice husked.

“Uh?” Skai murmured. The soft pad of Aija’s lips had her chewing back another quiet whimper. They trailed a tingling line down her belly, along the edge of her suya and eventually paused at her hipbone. Her heart rammed into the underside of her ribcage at the faint tickle of hair that carried over her thighs, at the wet, blazing warmth of Aija’s tongue. It traced her suya with a slow drag, jolted Skai’s hips forward with a rushed breath.

Aija caught her eyes with a heavy-lidded gaze and asked, “What do you feel…when you look at me?”

Skai slipped her eyes shut at the unexpected rush of emotion that overcame her, at the stinging heat on the backs of her eyes. It had been so long ago: the smooth slope of white rock and the floating, bioluminescent orbs that floated overhead. She could still visualize it all in perfect detail. She’d been entirely incapacitated by the warm glow of Aija’s skin, the curious arch of her brow and her long, dark lashes.

“Breathless,” she near-whimpered.

Aija smoothed a hand up the outside of her thigh, dipped her fingers beneath the braided cord that held Skai’s ceru in place and twisted it once, then twice, then tugged. Skai’s hips inched upright at the commandeering pull, and Aija slid another hand around to cup at her backside. “You like my hands on you…?”

Skai found herself instantly nodding, head sluggish. “Yes.”

Aija hummed a quiet laugh, led her lips over her hipbone and the silken span of her inner thigh. “How would you…” she began with a careful flick of her tongue, “…like my lips on you instead?”

Skai ran a shaking hand through Aija’s hair and panted, “I’d like that.”

Aija offered a quiet chuckle, collected her legs and led them apart with a smooth press of her hands. She twirled another delicate hand around and around Skai’s slip of ceru, tugged it to one side and closed her lips over her with a hot breath. Skai’s hips jerked instantly forward at the tongue that slid between her legs. A hard suck followed, coaxing something scalding and wet to slide free of her.

She grit her teeth and curled her fingers into Aija’s cephai in her delirium. “Aija,” she moaned, voice pleading. Aija groaned around her and smoothed the pad of her thumb over her abdomen. She slid her tongue over the coiling, tensing muscle with a low hum, a breathy pant. Skai nearly cried out at the lance of arousal that shot through her. It stretched free of her as a long, tapered length and she flung an arm over her mouth, beyond embarrassed even in her heavily intoxicated state.

Aija grasped for her hand, dragged it away and panted, “Wanna hear you.” She dug her nails into her hip, tightened her fingers in Skai’s grasp and went on, “I wanna hear you, Skai. I wanna hear how I make you feel―”

“―Hunh,” Skai burst, rushing her hips forward. Aija caught her backside, gave her a rough squeeze and took her back into her mouth. Skai tossed her head back with a desperate moan. She curled her fingers into Aija’s locks and gasped, “Don’t wanna hurt you―” She could feel herself pressing on the back of her throat, nearly passed out at the sound of Aija’s answering hum. It resonated through her length, delivered a jolt of pleasure somewhere deep inside of her.

Aija pulled away with darkened cheeks, ran a tongue over her bottom lip and crawled over her. Skai sweat at the firm press of her body. She could feel Aija’s own long, snaking arousal shifting past her ceru in a slow trail. A strange sound escaped her: a mix between a gasp and moan, something she couldn’t quite name or explain, something that had Aija smirking down on her with a feral bite to her lip and a dangerous slant to her eyes.

She curled an arm around the back of Skai’s neck, gripped Skai’s length firmly in one hand and slid down on it with a hard shiver. Skai squinted back tears at the firm press, at the tight, molten warmth that sealed in around her. Aija’s breaths came out rushed and feverish, labored somewhere between pleasure and pain. Skai sucked in a hard breath as it stretched free of her, as it stretched Aija. She groaned at the fire that sucked her in, at the weight of Aija’s own arousal where it coiled over her hip.

Another low moan burst free of Aija, though it wasn’t alone. Skai echoed her euphoria, arched into her and buried her lips in her neck. She went on grinding into her until Aija slid upright, planted a hand on Skai’s shoulder and another over her neck. She massaged into her jaw with a breathy pant, rolled her hips powerfully forward and rode her.

Skai magnetized her hands to her waist and met each roll of her hips with a shaking thrust of her own. She could feel her own pulse thudding deep inside of her, pounding in time with Aija’s own rapid beats. She could feel Aija’s muscles clamping around her, overwhelming her in both agony and bliss. They went on and on, until her eyes blurred and welled up, until the only thing that existed was Aija’s tensing body, her shuddering, audible cries and the slick pull between them.

Then Aija was pushing up onto one side, collecting Skai’s thigh and sliding between them. She went on grinding onto her, gazed on their union with heavy-lidded eyes and tossed her head back beneath Skai’s answering thrusts. “I wanna―” she panted, guiding one of Skai’s legs over her shoulder, “―wanna be inside you.” She scissored their legs together in a damp seal and swallowed back a soft cry.

Skai nearly cried out at Aija’s snaking press. It moved between them, slid alongside Skai’s own length and pushed into her with a lancing jolt. The resulting pleasure was unreal. It slammed into her all at once, rendered her arms and legs numb and blinded her. She could only go on convulsing as Aija piled further into her, stretched her to her very limits and matched the same deep, penetrating curl.

Skai squeezed her eyes shut at the inferno that snapped between them. It amplified with each roll of Aija’s hips, overwhelming her to the point of tears. A bright, all-consuming flash of silver burst into the air around them and hovered onto their skin as floating, sapphire particles. Aija’s cephai swelled around them and merged with it. It was profoundly hot, and Skai nearly winced before her body gave in to another involuntary jerk. It only spread and transformed, thread them together in a mess of raw, primordial energy. It was all at once molten and voltaic, a strange blend of light and darkness―both feral and sublime.

“I―ah!” Aija gasped, tossing her head back and crying out. “Ah! Fuck―” Skai gave another euphoric jerk and flew a hand to the back of her head.

“Are you okay?” she gasped, clenching around another of Aija’s feverish thrusts. Aija’s eyes were blazing, focused, intent―the same look Vale had given her the night they met. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips slightly parted, her brow furrowed. She tilted her head down at her and ran a shaking hand over her jaw.

“Fuckin’ shit, Sunshine―” she gasped, and she plowed her hips forward, slid into Skai with a heavy, winded thrust. Skai’s heart nearly burst free of her at the change in her accent, at the furious, carnal gaze Aija shot her.

“Vale―” she sobbed, and a laugh burst free of her at the same time. She grasped onto her shoulder, her waist, her hip. “I knew you were…I knew you were there,” she panted.

Aija lowered her gaze with a soft, mischievous bite to her lip. “I never left. Been here all along.” She rushed a hand to Skai’s hip and gave her neck a ravenous bite.

“Fuck, I missed you―”

Aija gave another low, breathless chuckle. She wasn’t exactly Vale or Aija; she was a stunning fusion of them both, someone who knew Skye inside and out, her past and present, had seen her at her weakest and most terrifying. The realization had Skai feeling overwhelmingly entranced, dizzy with euphoria.

“I never left,” Aija said again, voice a mere whisper. She pushed forward, mounted Skai’s thigh and hugged the other against her chest. “You’re stuck with me, remember?” She kissed up and down Skai’s leg as she ground into her, fluttered her eyes shut beneath the rewarding jolts and moaned.

“I remember,” Skai gasped. With each wet thrust, she became more and more feverish, more and more out of control. Her eyes blurred at the vibrant orange and cyan at their sides, at the crisp, luminescent blue that glistened along Aija’s face and arms, her flexing abdomen. She raked her nails down Aija’s leg, unable to handle the ripples of pleasure lancing through her length, coursing up and down her suya, bursting in the pit of her abdomen.

She squeezed her eyes shut as something beyond her wracked her frame. It drove her hips to jerk, to meet Aija’s several times before sealing the gap between them with a long, lung-wrenching cry. She fired off one quaking spasm after another, filling Aija up with a hot, rushing warmth.

Aija sucked in a labored breath, clamped around her throes and jerked in turn. Skai’s legs fell apart around her and twitched at the sudden rush of Aija’s own heat. Aija expelled a long, labored breath and thudded their foreheads together. Their cephai vanished from around them, as if they’d simply exhaled it. Skai eased her eyes shut as they held each other, as their breaths began to slow and their insides recoiled, spent and aching between their thighs.

It took a long moment for reality to sink in. She flit her eyes open and dragged them over the hard rock and the strange, cauliflower protrusions that coated the boulders at her side. “Shit.” She squinted at the blazing fire in the distance, at the mass of bodies that went on dancing and grinding.

Aija trailed her finger over her jaw. “How’s it feel to have your python swinging out?”

“Hnn.” Skai exhaled a puff of air and rushed a hand over her eyes. “I could get used to it,” she admitted.

Aija whispered a tired laugh, gathered her up in her arms and pressed her lips to Skai’s throat. Skai eased her eyes shut and fell victim to the exhaustion that tore through her. She’d become fully immersed in Aija: the silk that was her skin, the rise and fall of her chest, the small, winded puffs of air that made it to her ear. It was everything she’d ever wanted, to lay there trembling in her arms. She wished time could simply crawl to a stop around them, cocoon them in their embrace.

She could tell Aija was falling asleep, and she didn’t want to stop her. She went on petting at the back of her head and gently combing her fingers through her hair, coaxing her to dream. She couldn’t fathom why Vale’s consciousness had woken up just then; it seemed the young woman had always been tied to those kind of moments; drawn to their love, their lust, their passion. Her cephai was just the same, whereas Skai’s had always been borne of her fear, her anguish and rage.

And then she realized they were never truly meant to be the same, but opposites―forever bound and dancing―beautifully eternal.

“Can we do this forever?” Aija murmured, voice nothing more than a whisper. Skai smiled, fluttered her eyes shut and pressed her lips to her temple.

“Always, forever and ever.”

Skai wasn’t sure how long she simply gazed on her. She was only aware of the gentle thud of Aija’s heart, the flick of her eyelids, the brilliant gleam of their combined luminescent paint. It all bled into a swirl of warmth and color, until her own eyes were easing shut and her breaths had slowed. It was all she could hear and feel: their shared inhales, exhales, the weight of her body and the squeeze of her hand. It didn’t take her long to drift off, though when she did, she couldn’t immediately tell that she was dreaming.




















FRIDAY


DEITY

Skye could feel something moving around underneath her skin, wriggling and straining to get out. She squinted down at her hands and ran the pads of her fingers shakily together in an attempt to ward off the uncomfortable sensation. Then she saw them: translucent, hair-thin worms flicking and squeezing their way free from the swirls of her fingerprints.

She jerked and panted, gripped them up and attempted to wrench them loose. They only transferred from one finger to the other with sharp, nauseating pricks until she was sinking to her knees and hyperventilating, until there were bodies and unfamiliar voices pressing in on her from all sides. She gazed up at the approaching strangers: all-white, luminescent beings with bright, sapphire eyes and lithe, angelic forms. They wanted to help her. She could see that they wanted to help her.

No, she gasped. Get away, get away!

The words wouldn’t come. They choked off at the base of her throat, exploded into a fit of terrified sobs. Hands went on closing in around her, and the worms sprang loose from her and took root.

They spread.

They spread and spread. They sank into the luminescent beings and darkened the bright flesh around their entry with a sick, oil-black spray. One by one, the beings doubled over and rasped. One by one, they transformed.

Sick, skeletal things reared up in their place―gaunt and eyeless, ravenous and angry. Salence was among them, and when she landed her hands on Skai, their entire surroundings burst into a spray of white and black, of gold and silver, light and darkness.

Skai shot awake and crushed her hand against the rock at her side. Aija mumbled in her sleep, shifted underneath her and curled her fingers into Skai’s back.

“Ungh,” Skai murmured.

She swiped a finger over the back of her arm, startled by the sheer amount of cold sweat that blanketed her. The cavern was dark and quiet, moist and thick with the scent of ash and sweat. She squinted into the dying embers of its fire. Bodies littered the rock all around, lightly trilling and humming in their slumber.

Skai had to pee so bad that it hurt. She glanced sidelong at Aija, ran a hand between her legs and uttered a disgruntled sigh. “Aija.”

Aija murmured something incoherent, grinned into Skai’s arm and kissed it.

“Aija, gotta pee.”

Aija’s eyes fluttered open, wet with sleep. “Hnn?”

“I gotta go. Where can I pee?”

Aija answered her with a quiet laugh. She pushed slowly upright, blinked around at the darkened cavern and collected Skai’s hand. “So cute,” she whispered, wobbling upright. She yawned, rubbed a tired fist over one eye and led Skai through the cavern.

“Sorry,” Skai murmured. “Couldn’t wait.”

“It’s okay,” Aija whispered. She stepped over a passed-out Ouru with a swing of her leg. “Nothin’ wrong with a little midnight tour,” she added with a chuckle. Skai peeked at her with a small smile, curled her fingers further into her palm and trailed behind her at a tentative traipse. It was still strange to hear that blend of accents, that in-and-out of Vale.

A loud trill drew her attention. She darted around to catch Ip sliding upright and wobbling left and right in an excited canter. Skai quickly hushed him and gestured for him to lay back down. “Quiet―”

“Ss, ss,” Aija chuckled softly. Ip slid over the ground, half-snake, half-insect. He clacked a pair of mandibles and flashed them with a bright, amethyst gaze.

“Get down,” Skai complained. He’d already closed in on her and gone to work feathering her with a pair of uncomfortably moist mouth parts.

“Yeah, Ip―” Aija pushed him back by the top of his head. “―can’t come in here.” She tugged Skai toward a rounded corridor. It looked like it had been dug out by something slightly smaller than Ip.

“Why not?” Skai asked.

“He’d eat all my babies,” Aija answered airily.

Skai balked. “Babies―?”

Aija laughed and pushed her down the hall. “Not my babies, babies―” Ip stuffed his face in after them and gave an affronted snort. Each time he attempted to squash himself in, his horns clattered noisily against the rock.

“Hush!” Skai hissed. He whined, lowered his head and watched them disappear down the torch-lit tunnel.

“You thought I’d have babies?” Aija pressed, poking Skai in the side with another quiet laugh.

Skai shrugged. “Maybe.” She studied the corridor’s walls, quickly entranced by the white, luminescent paint that colored them. The drawings depicted generations upon generations of Ouru wielding spears, dancing around fires, doing battle with the mal’ru―Ip’s species, she realized with a grimace.

“‘Ey,” Aija grunted, twirling Skai around to face her. “Who’d I be making babies with?” she demanded. Skai laughed and peeked around her at the wall.

“You still missing some of those memories?”

Aija furrowed her brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Skai went on studying the wall in further detail. A bright, orange being had drawn her attention: a very clear depiction of Aija. Aija gathered up her hand and reclaimed her gaze. “Are you trying to say there was someone else back then?” she blurted out, offense written all over her.

Skai uttered a teasing laugh and gave her hand a small swing. “No,” she whispered. “I’m trying to say that wasn’t the first time we…”

Aija blinked back at her, and after realization dawned, released a puff of air. “Oh.” She led Skai further down the hall, brushing her fingers over the wall as she went. “No,” she murmured. “I’ve never…ah―” She cleared her throat. “―had any babies.” They went on down the hall awhile longer, until she paused at a strange slit in the wall and gestured toward it with a small shrug. “Here you go.”

Skai peered into it with a raised brow. “You pee here?”

Aija managed a small laugh. “Yeah.”

“Where does it go?”

“Does it matter?” Aija chuckled. “Just go.”

Skai angled herself over it. “Don’t look,” she laughed.

“Really?” Aija laughed. Skai glanced back at her with a shy smile and fought to bar Aija from view of her stream. “Don’t look?” Aija went on. “You still shy, Sunshine? After all that?”

Skai leaned into the wall with a quiet laugh. “Yes.”

Aija leaned back on it, crossed her arms and shot her a curious smirk.

“Don’t look!” Skai hissed, barring her further.

Aija came up behind her, gripped onto her hip and hummed a quiet chuckle into her ear. “How’s your arse capable of spanning lifetimes?” she wondered aloud, smoothing a palm over one cheek.

Skai hunched further over herself and willed her body to hurry the fuck up. “I’m trying to pee―” she burst, stuffing her ceru back into place. She turned around to find Aija biting back another low chuckle, eyes wet with mirth.

“Why’re you so adorable?”

“Why are you so―” Skai inhaled a shaking breath as Aija closed in on her with a dangerous slant to her eyes. “―hot?” Skai barely finished, knees weak. A sharp clatter and whinnying trill had them both darting upright and glancing around the dimly-lit tunnel. “What was that?”

“My babies,” Aija chuckled.

At Skai’s quirked brow, she snagged her hand and led her further in until they reached another small, rounded entrance and a wide, dipped cavern. Several open tunnels riddled its ceiling, and the stars gleamed down on them, hazy beyond the sifting, phantasmal clouds. Sloping pathways lined the cavern’s walls, all of them eventually leading to the world’s surface. A small herd of creatures like the one Aija had tackled wandered around the chasm’s floor, picking at what looked like beds of milk-white moss.

“I take care of ‘em,” Aija said with a nod in their direction. At the sound of her voice, one of them reared up and cantered over on a pair of unstable legs. It was far smaller than any other Skai had seen, with large round eyes and smooth trunks. It whirled them around in a few playful circles before slathering Aija’s arm with a band of snot. Skai wrinkled her nose.

“So you farm their stomach tentacles?”

Aija fought the creature back with a startled laugh. “Yeah, an’ I go out and catch more―” She grabbed for the baby’s flailing trunks and attempted to thrust them off of her. “―wild ones from the surface, tame ‘em and all.” She finally pushed the creature off and gave its backside a soft pat. It trundled away with a playful trill.

“I had no idea it was like this,” Skai murmured. She studied the cavern’s insides in further detail, surprised to find even more paintings. These were larger, more intricate, fresh. “I always saw them as these…monsters,” she tried. “Not people.”

Aija came in behind her, sealed their bodies with a warm press and combed her fingers through Skai’s loose curls. Skai slid her eyes shut and leaned back on her. She reached over her shoulder, collected Aija’s jaw in one hand and lost herself in her smooth flesh, in the small wafts of breath that tickled her ear.

“It’s okay,” Aija whispered. “We changed it. Look,” she whispered, gesturing over her shoulder. “Look where we are.” Skai gazed up at the ceiling, at the whistle of cool desert air overhead. It was hard to believe she’d ever been lost up there before, ever been terrified and pleading for her life, for her death. She couldn’t imagine ever wanting to die, not anymore.

She turned into Aija’s warmth, slid her arms around her waist and buried her face in her neck. Look where we are. She did. She slid her eyes over the cavern walls, at the stories their paintings depicted. They landed on a wide, colorful mural. Its contents had her jerking upright and giving Aija’s arm a tug.

“What’s wrong?” Aija asked.

“Look.”

Together, they bent at the waist to study the blend of orange and blue, gold and silver. Aija’s depiction was nothing more than a barely-humanoid lightform, blooming from the depths of something silver and broken, huddled and dark. Skai couldn’t understand the writing.

Aija ran her thumb over it. “Sayo,” she read for her. Then she tapped a knuckle over her own vibrant depiction. “Aru.”

“Are they supposed to be us?” Skai asked.

“Ouru gods,” Aija said with a shrug. “They always thought I was blessed by her,” she said again, gesturing toward the molten light form. “She’s their god of the spark, all into life an’ healing.”

Skai swallowed and lowered her eyes to the frail, broken form at the base of Aru’s feet. “And Sayo? Why’s she all crippled and shit?”

Aija didn’t answer right away. She leaned in, collected the back of Skai’s head and pulled her closer. Her lips met with the edge of her jaw, grazed her ear and gave her a slow kiss. “Because Sayo’s the god of the void.” She burrowed further in at the jerk to Skai’s spine. “And the void and spark are s’posed to fight.”

“They named me after a fucking bad guy?” Skai burst, rushing a hand out to push at the wall. Aija collected it, dragged it into her chest and hugged her close.

“Sayo isn’t bad,” she tried. Skai gave another jerk, sneered down at the pitiful, crumpled form and felt the urge to cave the wall in. “She’s not,” Aija whispered. “She’s…just feared.”

Skai squeezed her eyes shut and willed her heart to slow. She could only remember the hated expressions the Ouru wore when she’d come awake, the way they’d backed against the wall and fled from her before she’d even mouthed a word. She could only remember the distaste with which Salence spat at her, the sick fury with which she’d punished her―

“Sunshine.” Aija held the back of her head, slowly swayed her and whispered in her ear, “It’s okay, Skai. C’mon, it’s gonna be okay…”

Skai choked out a startling sob and buried her face in Aija’s arm as she led her back into the narrow corridor. She stumbled over the smooth bubbles of rock, braced onto Aija’s waist and cried.

“We can show ‘em, right?” Aija soothed. “That you’re not…bad. See? Look, all of them out there like you.” She collected Skai’s chin and smoothed her palm over her jaw in a warm arc. “Can show them all,” she went on in a soft voice. “Can show them how sweet you are.” Skai met her glistening, heavy-lidded gaze and frowned.

“Sweet,” she murmured.

“Yeah,” Aija whispered as they reached the end of the tunnel. “Sweet and shy.” She gathered up both sides of her face and sealed their lips in a long, heated press until Skai had to break for air. She ran the back of her hand over her cheek, irritated that she couldn’t seem to keep her tears stuffed into her face where they belonged.

“Sweet, shy, and a big crybaby,” she added. “Clearly not their void god.”

“Clearly,” Aija chuckled. She ran another hand through her hair and pulled her in close. Skai glanced over her shoulder at the towering columns of rock and flickering torchlight. A few Ouru wandered the cave amidst the sleeping bodies, collecting jars and bowls. She remembered, with growing anguish, Vale’s own mum and the way they’d cleaned up the dining room together. The harder she tried grasping onto the memories, the more they seemed to fade away. She wondered if they’d be stuck that way forever, permanently merged and torn from their other lives.

A deep, sinking pang of sadness overwhelmed her at the thought of never seeing Anya or her lovingly stupid boyfriend again, of never having Vale’s sweet, blind cat cuddling between them atop her feather blankets. Her eyes welled up all over again and she sniffed back another sudden bout of tears.

Aija smoothed her thumb through them and gave her cheek another slow, warming kiss. Her lips moved down her jaw, to the bottom of her chin and over her lips. “Please don’t cry,” she pleaded. “Fuck, it hurts when you cry.”

“I’m sorry,” Skai hushed. She pressed her lips to Aija’s shoulder, curled her fingers at the back of her neck and breathed. She let her eyes bob to mere slits and gazed on the cavern’s flickering warmth with growing calm. A hulking shadow had them peeling back open and turning her head to gaze on the Ouru that stood not far from where she and Aija embraced.

She blinked back at him and furrowed her brow at his substantial height, at the long, swaying braid of hair at his back and soft, almond-shaped eyes. He looked exhausted and windswept, appeared as startled by Skai’s presence as she was of his. It wasn’t until she dragged her eyes over his torso, along his glistening, golden armor and the whirring, brightly-lit contraption on his arm that she recognized him.

“…Aevin?” she managed, voice hoarse.

His eyes widened, their shock displaced by surprise. Then, just as quickly, fear. “Tss, ne’pan,” he whispered, voice hurried.

Aija glanced over her shoulder at him. “Aevin―”

Skai squinted into his eyes, trying to understand the terrified expression he wore, the ache in his voice. It wasn’t until he twisted around toward the dimly lit cavern with a sluggish whirl that she realized why.

Her heart crippled at the sight that awaited her, shrank away into something small and decrepit in her ribcage. She gasped for air, but it didn’t come. Her lungs simply froze in her chest, refusing to cooperate. She found herself slowly shaking her head in disbelief.

“N―” she choked, stumbling back in Aija’s arms. Aija held onto her, whispered hurried reassurances in her ear. “No, no, no, no―” Skai went on, losing all control as the monster gazed back on her with impossible, drawing portals for eyes. “Salence―” she finally managed to gasp.

“Salence!” Aevin ground out, evoking a sharp quiver from Skai’s spine. His voice had become terrifying all on its own. “Ne!” he roared, but it was too late.

Salence belted out a profound, paranormal shriek and slanted into a sprint, unfurling several dozen flying, tar-like protrusions from her back, her sides, her arms. Aevin flashed forward to meet her, swinging his arm up in a glistening, snapping arc of electricity. The pygmy Ouru were leaping awake and screaming, parting around the fray to duck behind columns of rock. Aija’s own cephai unfurled around them in a vibrant orange, flecking the rock and walls with a light that had Skai squinting and dizzy.

She rushed back a few more steps in her terror, unable to tear her eyes from Salence’s voids. They morphed, contorted into something beyond nightmarish, something that had her gut twisting inside of her and threatening to expel the contents of her stomach. She watched in thorough horror as the monster went plowing through Aevin’s crackling electricity, seemingly immune to whatever pain it was meant to riddle her body with. She snarled and frothed at the slits in her face, absolutely feral.

“Salence,” Aevin pleaded. “Skai’pan―” Salence grasped him up by his neck and flung him into a tower of rock with a force that had it crunching in half and toppling in massive chunks to the cavern floor. Then she was on top of Skai as though there had never been any distance between them, as though she could simply disappear, reappear, pause time and bend it to her will―

“Skai!” Aija cried out, and there came a spatter of tar and lava, a hot shock of spray all coiling and tensing at the air around them. It all blurred into a mess of wet, heated cords, and soon Skai had difficulty telling who had control of what. She was only aware of the vice-like grip on her arm, the twisting, coiling vine of black that wrenched her forward. Aija’s arms were around her waist, refusing to let her go.

“Get offa her!” she screamed, jolting Skai into action.

She flung an arm out to hold her and slid over the mess of liquid at her feet. She couldn’t wrench her arm loose from the horror’s grasp, couldn’t sever the heated, furious gaze she and Salence shared. A hard, wavering static formed between them, dragging time to a crawl.

“Run,” Salence ground out. Her voice was low and reverberating, deeply rooted in Skai’s mind. “Run again,” she rasped, voice coupled with a hard, unrelenting thud. Skai grit her teeth at the white, popping spots that formed in her head and eyes, in the air around them. “I’ll find you,” Salence went on. “I’ll find her.” Skai cried out at the thought, at the hard twist to her arm. It ripped away from her and tore free a strip of flesh, tore free a loud, aching scream. “I’ll find her and I’ll take her,” Salence growled. “I’ll take her like you took my Ne’den.”

She could hear Aija crying out beside her, in pain or anguish or rage―Skai couldn’t tell. She could only seize at the air, at the blend of black and molten cephai that went on pressing on her from all sides, pushing and pulling. She could only squeeze her eyes shut as another spasm tore through her body. Cephai filled in her gaping wound. It snapped free of her bone, her muscle, slicked over her in a wave of cyan light.

Her ears thudded with Salence’s screams, deafening her to all else. Though she could feel everything. Not just Aija’s hand where it clasped hers, but her entire body, even her ai. It was like thousands upon thousands of little silken threads of light, all dancing and vibrating, bending and multiplying. She could feel the millions of threads that made up the Ouru around them, could feel Aevin’s ai where he struggled to close in on their pulsing anomalies. Then she could feel Salence’s ai, and the woman’s portal eyes flew open into a look of shock, of horror, even fear.

There came another swirl of black, a thud of tar, the whip of flesh being ripped from Skai’s sides, her back, her face. She was numb to it. Cephai led her on, unfurled around the shadowy horror at a slow, deliberate pace. It hissed and rattled at the air like some furious serpent, coiled over Salence’s rasping jaw and piled into her gaping eyes.

The cavern shred away from them into a timeless stream, and the white, shifting sands of the Ajur swept over them. It was blindingly bright, uninhabited and eerily silent until Salence’s muffled shrieks raked the air. She hunched over the sand, came upright with a choking gasp. Her eyes found Skai’s again, though they had lost some of their darkness.

“Aija,” Skai whispered. Aija tensed at her side, collected one of her hands in a shaking grasp. “I think I know what―” she tried, though Salence had rushed forward with a belting scream, swinging a tar-black appendage at Skai’s legs. The three of them skidded backward with a spray of sand. A molten arc materialized, flew out and collided with Salence’s boiling flesh. It sealed around her in a vibrant, pulsing orange. “Aija―” Skai choked out. “Aija, heal her!”

Aija glanced back at her in a mixture of confusion and disbelief. “What?”

Skai flung a band of her own cephai to bar Salence from closing in on Aija. “Heal her!” she begged. Salence flew to a stop beneath their onslaught. Their cephai sprayed over her, clustered and melded over her body.

An eruption of fire and silver illuminated the landscape, blotting out all else. Skai grit her teeth through it and made slow, painful steps toward where Aija stood, hair and ceru billowing amidst their combined exertion. Salence convulsed in the sand, emitting strangled gasps one moment, terrifying screams the next.

Skai finally closed her fingers over Aija’s arm. “Don’t stop,” she begged. And she didn’t. Her cephai went on and on, twisting at the sand and chugging into Salence’s writhing limbs. Skai’s bled into her at the same time, until the woman’s flying arms and blackened appendages came to a slow stop, until she lay gasping and winded, until her eyes softened and her eyelids―her eyelids began to bob and close over her void-like chasms.

Her belly burst apart beneath several twitching pairs of appendages. A small, wavering cry tore through the following silence, weak and infantile. Skai held her breath as she watched the tiny creature writhe and scream. “Don’t stop,” she whispered.

Aija sucked back a choked gasp. They went on and on until their combined cephai encompassed the surrounding area, until it had formed a silent, slowly whirling cloud around Salence and the thing that had torn free of her womb: Ne’den, Skai realized. Not dead. She squinted her eyes to mere slits and approached it, slid a trembling hand over its screaming head and stilled its relentless movements.

A swirl of cephai burst into the air around them. It had no real form, no body. It was simply there, all around them and in them. Through it Skye could feel the earth, and beyond it, its fiery core. She could feel the sky, its heat and its moisture, extending out around her in one colossal rift. Beyond it, she could feel the void of space, stretching on and on around them, though it was tangible and within reach in that moment, connected to her through a series of vibrating, ethereal cords.

Thousands of bright, vibrating threads swam into the air around them. They filled the Ajur with a web of glistening ai, all darting and merging, flicking and searching. They flew into beings of light, neither human nor corporeal.

Ne’den’s eyes came open with a tired flicker, alive with the cool, swirling lights Skai had come to recognize. They solidified into two cobalt rings, darted to meet her and slid carefully shut. Salence went on heaving and gasping until her hand slid over Ne’den’s head, until her bright, cyan eyes came open with a strangled cry―not of fear or hatred, but a strange mix of something else, something Skai couldn’t understand, maybe wouldn’t ever understand. She watched in trembling silence as their bodies flickered away into wavering webs of light, flit through a gust of powder sand and disappeared from the Ajur entirely.

“Skai,” Aija whispered. There came a warm press to Skai’s back, two trailing palms over her shaking arms. Aija dipped into her neck, gave her jaw a slow kiss and held her in a quivering embrace. “She’s gone,” she shivered, pressing her forehead to Skai’s temple. “She’s gone now, Skai.”

She’s gone.

Skai found herself slowly nodding and blinking back the hot tears that fled her cheeks. She suddenly wanted nothing more than to be gone from the desolate world around her. She only wanted to be in Aija’s arms, to be home, warm and whole.

To be free.


TIMELESS

The Ajur was gone from around them. They were drifting, weightless, soaring together as milky bands of light amidst the chasm of space. They swirled, entwined and danced amidst the ashy remnants of long dead stars. Yeah, she remembered. We can do this forever.

They did, and they had. They had been long immune to the void of space, of time and loss. She could feel their ethereal threads snapping taut between them, drawing them together and unifying them. And then she was plummeting, soaring through flying sheets of white. They slammed into her one at a time, stole her breath away through a series of winded gasps. It was all she could do to stay entwined with her, to twist around her opposites form with a fusion of light.

Skye thudded forward in a flash of fire and silver. She slammed headlong into something white and metal, something that clanged loudly beneath her and Vale’s weight. She threw her arms out to catch herself, sucked in a startled breath at the tile floor and the cool draft of air conditioner that blasted at her from somewhere above.

They were in a bathroom stall.

Skye darted her eyes to catch Vale’s. “Holy fuck.” It felt so good to see her again that she nearly cried out, rushed forward and flung her arms around her neck. “Vale―” She drew back enough to pad her lips over her check and forehead, rushed her hands into her wild locks, curled them into fists and held her―just held. “Fuck, Vale―”

Vale looked absolutely dazed. She wavered on her feet and thudded her back against the bathroom stall, eyes sluggish and heavy-lidded. She managed to focus on Skye with a soft, goofy grin and hot, rosy cheeks. Skye brushed the backs of her hands over them in an attempt to cool them down. She looked somehow different, but Skye couldn’t instantly put her finger on how. Her hair was slightly shorter, and on top of that she was wearing enough eye liner to step on Jack Sparrow’s toes.

“Vale…? Are you al―”

“Skye,” Vale finally realized, stumbling forward to curl her arms around her shoulders. Skye blinked at her late reaction, though she accepted the embrace nonetheless, glad to be back in her arms, to be…somewhere on Earth. There came the thud of music from somewhere in the background, further confounding her.

“Skye,” Vale repeated, somewhat slurred. “Er…” She drew back to drag her eyes over Skye’s lips and blushed further. “Why’m I…why’m I so drunk?” she slurred again, furrowing her eyebrows and poking her tongue over her bottom lip.

Then she lurched forward, slung herself down on the toilet and unloaded the contents of her stomach. Skye leapt upright in her shock and quickly bent to collect the hair from her shoulders. She nearly tripped, realizing all too late that she was wearing a…

“Dress?” she murmured, gazing down on herself. It looked very much a duplicate of the red dress from Resident Evil. She’d even donned a pair of combat boots to complete the look.

Vale went on retching and belting out winded apologies between throes. “Bloody hell―” She managed an exasperated laugh. “Why’m I so drunk?”

Skye didn’t know. She sucked at the inside of her lip, gathered up more of Vale’s hair and squinted around at the inside of the bathroom stall. It had been marked with various tags and love notes. She checked her own dress again. There was only one time in recent memory that she’d ever worn one―this one, specifically.

Her prom night.

“What the fuck…” she murmured, and Vale turned in her arms, apparently done with the toilet.

She held the back of her hand to her lips, still blushing furiously. “Skye.” Her eyes slid the length of Skye’s body before darting upright. “You’re inna dress.”

“Yeah.” Skye couldn’t help but smile. She gathered Vale up by her waist, fumbled with the stall’s lock and pushed the door open.

Vale squinted up at her and shielded her eyes from the bathroom’s light with a small grunt. “You’re wearin’ makeup,” she realized.

Skye ran a hand over her forehead. Her head was pounding. “Yeah, I’m wearing makeup,” she managed as she walked Vale to the sink and flicked the faucet on. It was strange to be looking at the sinks at her school’s bathroom again, even stranger to see her own reflection, to see Vale standing beside her, dipping her hand beneath the stream and rinsing her mouth. “And you’re…very drunk, Vale.”

“I’ma―” She hummed and slanted her eyes back at Skye. “I feel better.” She didn’t look better. She looked close to falling over. Skye caught her and rubbed her palm up and down her arm.

“Drink some of that,” Skye tried, gesturing toward the stream.

Skye wasn’t really sure what Vale was wearing, either. She definitely wasn’t dressed for a fancy event; her pants were just as torn as always, and the white, sleeveless top she wore revealed a great deal of her midsection, including her twinkling belly ring. She wore a pair of black, hanging suspenders and her signature motorcycle boots. It didn’t take Skye long to realize that several of her tattoos were missing. She blinked and slid her fingers over the exposed, golden flesh, all too reminded of Aija’s own bare arms.

Then everything hit her at once: the Ouru’s cave, the things she and Aija had done together, their bright, luminescent paint and their union amidst their cephai. How had they gotten…here?

Vale swayed underneath her, cupped at her elbows and slid her palms over the undersides of Skye’s arms. She was just as gentle and soothing as she’d always been, even while remarkably drunk, Skye noticed.

Skye drew in a shaky breath, coaxing Vale to cup at her chin and guide their foreheads to touch. She gazed on her for a long, heart-stopping amount of time. Skye lost herself in her multicolored eyes, in the warm burst of amber that encompassed her pupils. She lowered her eyes and grazed her jaw over Vale’s cheek. “Vale…”

The bathroom door banged open, admitting the loud boom of music going on in the room beyond. Two girls in shimmering dresses strode in, flashed startled looks in Vale and Skye’s direction and closed themselves into their stalls.

“Fuck are we?” Vale finally asked. She collected a strand of Skye’s hair and smoothed it behind one ear.

“Uh…” Skye swallowed and flicked her eyes between Vale’s. She didn’t think she’d be able to see them again. “Uh, my prom,” she managed, still in disbelief. “We’re at my prom.”

And then she realized it: it was her prom. She shot upright and probed around the front of her dress several times before realizing she didn’t have a phone yet. She grasped for Vale’s wrist and quickly dragged her toward the bathroom door. Vale let out a small, startled yelp and staggered behind her at a sluggish pace.

“Gotta find a phone,” Skye blurted out, though her voice washed away beneath the blaring music. She leaned into Vale’s ear and nearly shouted, “Gotta find a phone!”

Vale blinked back at her, momentarily entranced by the sea of people that danced all around them. They moved in flashing waves, clustered between countless round tables and prom decorations. Multicolored lights flicked and swirled in the darkness, thudding in time with the beating music.

Skye tugged on Vale’s hand, fought her way through the students toward the end of the gym and toward the public phones she knew were just outside. Vale met her with resistance. She tugged back on her hand several times before Skye twirled around to find her holding out a phone with a sheepish grin on her face.

“Why so flustered, Sunshine?” she chuckled, gesturing for her to take it a second time. Skye grinned and accepted it with a small chuckle of her own. She gazed down on the old generation iPhone, further evidence that they had somehow traveled years into the past. It had her head swimming and lightly shaking as she tapped in her phone number.

She gave Vale’s hand another tug and steered her poor drunken body into a corner. Her phone rang a few times before someone picked up.

“Hello?”

Skye’s heart leapt. “Mom!” she nearly cried. “Mom, Mom!” she shouted again, unable to believe the voice on the other end.

“Nat? What’s wrong? What’s going on? Are you alright? You sound―”

“No, no, Mom! I’m okay!” Skye blurted out. “I’m great! I’m perfect!” She paused and waited for her mom to say something else, to just speak―

“Are you…sure? Do you still want us to pick you up? We were just on the way out.”

“No, no!” Skye nearly shouted a second time. She cupped her hand over it and thunked down into the corner. Vale braced herself on the wall with a furrowed brow. “Don’t pick me up early. Don’t pick me up at all! I’m having a great time. Please, just stay home.”

“Uh…okay, sweetie. Are you…sure you’re okay? Did someone offer you alcohol? Are you drinking?”

Skye glanced sidelong at her very intoxicated girlfriend. “No, definitely not,” she laughed. Vale was dazedly picking at the front of her shirt, looking near cross-eyed. “I’m just…really happy, Mom. Don’t worry.”

Another short pause.

“Well, alright,” Mom huffed, clearly confused by her daughter’s bizarre behavior. “But if you need us to come get you, you know there’s no problem―”

“No!” Skye repeated, adamant. “I’m gonna…walk home. With a friend. We’ll be okay. It’s not far. I…hey, is Dad still there?”

“What frie―” she paused to shout over the phone. “Honey, Nat’s on the phone!” Then her voice was clear again. “He’s coming.”

Skye squeezed at Vale’s phone and fingers at the sound of her dad’s approaching voice, at his deep, curious tone.

“Eh? What’s wrong? She staying?” His voice became louder as he closed in on the receiver. “Hey sweetie, what’s goin’ on?”

“Dad!” she shouted. Vale beamed up at her and brushed her knuckles over her cheek. “Dad, hey!” she shouted, not knowing what else to say. She was sure she was freaking her parents out plenty, though she couldn’t help but just want to hear them.

Dad chuckled. “Hey,” he said again, and she knew that he was shrugging back at her mom. “What’s goin’ on?” he asked again.

“Nothing, I just…wanted to call and say that I love you two and I’m having a great time and―” she paused again, distracted by the way Vale was biting at her own lip. She tilted her head and gazed on Skye’s mouth with a small twitch of her lip. “And I love you,” Skye repeated. “Tell Mom I love her.”

“She heard,” Dad chuckled. “We love you too. Have fun, okay? Be safe.”

Skye rushed a hand out to glide her fingers through Vale’s locks. “I will,” she promised. Dad chuckled his goodbye before hanging up. It took Skye a long moment before she lowered Vale’s phone and gently set it down in her outstretched hand.

“So…” Vale smiled and tilted her head further. “I gather we’re…what, three years in the past?” she assumed, turning her phone over in her hands before dunking it back in her pocket.

“Yeah…” Skye’s head was still fuzzy with the realization. Vale quirked an eyebrow and slid upright. She was still somewhat unsteady, provoking Skye to reach out and collect her hands, her waist, her hips. She held her close and rested her forehead against her temple. “Just like when we went back to Sifur.”

“Well…” Vale thudded her head against the wall. She let out a long breath of air and lowered her gaze on Skye. “Can’t say it’s the weirdest thing that’s happened.”

Skye laughed and nodded. And adult strode by at the same time and swatted Skye on the shoulder with his magazine. She slanted her eyes back at him with an exasperated huff. It was her English teacher, her favorite teacher, Mr. Allen.

He nodded curtly and tipped his hat. “Orr,” he greeted. He was dressed in an old, solid black suit and tie, complete with a monocle and top hat. He bent down to speak with her, voice low. “Snuck your girlfriend in?” he asked with an arched brow.

Skye glanced sidelong at Vale and inwardly begged her to not burst out with something that announced her drunkenness. “Uh,” she murmured. “Sort of.”

“She’s not dressed up.”

“She…no, she’s not,” Skye admitted. Vale laughed and slid further down the wall with a tug at her own shirt. She failed to cover herself, and the sight of her toned abdomen had Skye blushing profusely. She flicked her eyes to the ceiling and willed her face to cool.

“It’s Hollywood themed,” Mr. Allen reminded her, gesturing around the gym with a shrug. “Make something up,” he added with a smile.

Skye grinned and gave Vale the up and down.

“See you in class, Orr,” he added before striding off with another tip of his hat.

Skye let out a long breath of air and shook her head at Vale’s increasingly goofy grin. She gave her lower lip another slow, tantalizing bit and flicked glazed eyes over Skye’s neck and jaw.

“Lara Croft,” she belted out. “Can I be Lara Croft? She’s hot.”

“Lara Croft wears shorts.”

“Whateva.” Vale shrugged and pushed off from the wall with wobbling legs. Skye rushed to catch her and shook her head. She couldn’t help but smile. Vale checked the inside of the dance hall with a waver to her step. “Now what?”

Skye led her over to the snack table. “Time for you to sober up,” she laughed. “Water. You’re drinking lots of water.”

“Aww.” Vale huffed and tilted her head back on Skye with a small pucker to her lips. She frowned. “I gotta?”

“Yes.” Skye pressed on the small of her back, brushed with her warm, honeyed skin and blushed further. It was hard not to notice the several glances being shot their way. Several classmates openly gaped and blinked after them with dumb expressions. “Where the fuck were you three years ago that you got this fucking smashed?” Skye almost had to shout in her ear as they closed in on the booming speakers a second time.

“Er…” Vale lulled her head onto Skye’s shoulder. She plucked at her own lip, looking so far gone that Skye wondered if she should just walk her back to the corner and sit her down. “Prolly some house party,” she chuckled. Her hand roamed and gently pulled at the slit in Skye’s dress.

Skye smacked her hand away and leaned in to whisper, “That’ll have to wait.”

“Ooh,” Vale cooed. She gave her lower lip another bite. “With the dress on?” she asked, tripping forward at the same time. Skye burst out laughing and rolled her eyes.

She tugged Vale upright, leaned back in and promised, “Whatever you like.”

Vale groaned and stumbled over to the snack bar. Both of them froze at the sight before them: Shane and Anya, bent and grazing. Shane held a plate in hand, and the two were snatching up everything within reach, even dunking things into each other’s mouths. They were both dressed very nicely, Shane with a dark gray tuxedo and Anya with a sleek, white dress.

Someone screamed Vale’s name from behind them, and they both twirled around and blinked dazedly at the bobbing redheaded girl that shoved her way through the crowd to reach them.

“Vale! What’re you doing here?” River nearly screamed. She slung herself at Vale and nearly toppled them both. Skye ended up standing at her back and bracing her fall. “Are you drunk? You’re drunk again, Vale?” River berated her. She smacked Vale several times on the arm, chest, then face. She slugged her in the stomach next, earning herself a solid oof.

“Fuck, Riv,” Vale slurred. “What’re you doin’ here? Innit for graduation?”

“A Senior asked me!” she piped. She peeked around Vale’s shoulder at where Skye hid. “Hi!” She flashed her with a bright grin. Skye never imagined she’d see a more rampant version of River. She was even shorter than before, still chubby in the face with childhood. The black, slimming dress she wore seemed beyond out of place. “Are you her date? Did you invite her?”

Skye slowly nodded. She found it extremely odd to be meeting River a second time, and she could see the young girl’s same reaction building in her eyes and cheeks all over again―

“Aww!” she cooed, slapping Vale once more and elbowing her in the stomach. Vale was slow to react. She took the full force of each hit with two more audible grunts. “Why didn’t you tell me, Vale?” River shouted at her. “She’s so adorable! Oh, she’s so cute, Vale!” Then she lowered her voice and leaned in, looking near-dangerous. “And you wore this?” she snapped, giving Vale’s shirt a tug. “How’d you even get in wearing that? What’s her name?” She went on plowing through one question after another, and Vale could only find it in her to blink, to open and close her mouth. “What’s your name?” River asked again, turning to Skye.

“Skye,” she managed in a small voice.

“Huh?” River eased in and cupped a hand over her ear.

Skye raised her voice, “Skye!”

River beamed and clasped at her hand. “I’m River! Vale’s sister,” she went on, and Skye could only slowly nod and chew at her lip. “You’re so cute!” River belted out a second time. “And shy!” she went on with a teasing snicker. “No need to be shy! You like Vale, huh?” she went on before Skye could even fathom answering. She felt winded just looking at her.

“Nat?”

Skye spun where she stood, glad to be distracted from River’s incessant questions. Anya stood with her hands on her hips, Shane at her back with a pleading expression. She closed in on the three of them, dress swaying.

“I thought you were leaving.”

“Uh…” Skye glanced sidelong at Vale, who looked just as overwhelmed as Skye felt. She slid her eyes over the snack table with a slow poke of her tongue. “Decided to stay.”

“Yeah? What happened to…he’s not right for you?” Anya berated with a toss of her long, platinum blonde hair. She crossed her arms. “What happened to he’s an idiot, and I’m leaving?” Shane’s eyes went wide from behind her. He slowly shook his head and held his hands up in surrender.

“Anya, Shane is fine,” Skye laughed, instantly shattering Anya’s furious gaze.

“…What?”

“I said he’s fine. He’s sweet. And I’m sorry.”

Anya stared at her with her mouth hanging open. After a long moment, Skye let out a puff of air and towed her in for a hug. The gesture only had Anya further confounded. “…Nat?”

Skye chuckled and slanted her eyes up at where Shane stood. He looked equally puzzled, and his eyes widened further when Skye curled a finger and gestured him forward. He dragged his feet over the floor in a way that was reminiscent of a scolded child. Skye took his hand and shook it up and down several times. She found it extremely difficult not to slug him in the chest.

“You can call me Skye now.”

The two of them simply stood there staring until River made herself known. She poked her head in between Skye and Vale’s shoulders. “Art club!” She grinned, reached out and collected Anya’s hand.

“Yeah,” Anya murmured. “…River, right?”

“River,” River confirmed. “Your sister’s dating mine.”

“Is she?”

“Yeah, aren’t they cute?”

“I…” Anya blinked back at Skye and Vale as River tugged her away. She collected Shane’s hand next.

“This your boyfriend?”

“Yeah.”

“I like you guys.”

Then they were gone, River tugging Anya along by one hand and Shane following them up with their plate of snacks. He glanced back at Skye with a furrowed brow, mouth still hanging ajar.

Vale made her way toward the snack bar. “We’re some awkward people,” she murmured. Skye lifted an eyebrow and slowly nodded as they closed in on an array of sausages, cheeses and cakes. There was even a stereotypical bowl of punch and what looked like blobs of floating ice cream on its surface. Skye wrinkled her nose at it, snatched a cardboard cup from the end of the table and poured some water out.

She delivered it to Vale’s hands. “Chug,” she instructed. Vale quickly downed it and Skye went to fill it again. “You’re gonna drink like twenty of these, until you piss all that shit out,” she demanded. Vale groaned, grabbed several crackers off a glass plate and stuffed them away.

“Craffers’ll helf,” she tried, and her eyes crinkled in laughter. “Why you sho mad?”

“I’m not mad.”

Vale chuckled and swallowed another cupful. “You look mad.” She slid her eyes up and down Skye’s dress and bit her lip.

	Skye glanced down at herself and quickly uncrossed her arms. She did look mad. “I’m not mad,” she said again, chewing back a smile. She leaned back on the table, crossed her legs and simply gazed on Vale as she went back to work downing several more crackers. “I am…quite the opposite.”

Vale poured out her own water this time. “Yeah?” she muffled. She brushed Skye’s knee and arched a brow. “I bet you’re floatin’ right about now.”

Floating, Skye mused. She slowly nodded and dragged her eyes over Vale’s neck, the edge of her jaw and landed on her lone, dangling earring. Skye couldn’t help but remember the first time she’d ever laid eyes on it back in the darkness of her car, awkward as all hell in the presence of an overwhelmingly mesmerizing stranger. She couldn’t believe all that had happened, all that they’d been through.

Vale nibbled at the end of her cracker. “We gon’ dance?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Maybe once.”

“Just once?”

“Then I’m going to wrap my legs around your head.”

Vale’s cracker went sailing and descended on an unsuspecting crowd of Skye’s classmates. Skye chewed her lip at the dazed look in Vale’s eyes, at the bright tint to her cheeks.

“That so?” Vale asked in a low, husky voice. She came slowly forward and leaned in to brace a hand over the table at Skye’s side.

“Mmhm.”

A familiar, mischievous glint flickered in Vale’s eyes. “Right,” she hummed. She took Skye’s hand, led her further out onto the floor and pressed their abdomens with a low chuckle. Skye managed a small breath as Vale leaned further in, grazed her lips over her ear and whispered, “Better get to dancing then, Sunshine.”

Skye shivered and curled her fingers into the front of Vale’s shirt as she was led into a tentative sway. She pulled her in close, let out a long breath of air and glanced over her shoulder at the sea of familiar faces, many of them staring with too-wide eyes. She didn’t care. She flit her eyes softly shut, inhaled a lungful of Vale’s all-consuming scent and dipped her chin into her neck.

She lost herself in the sway of her hips, the smooth press of her palms over her hip and jaw. She remembered the damp cavern floor, the pounding drums, the thrumming instruments. She remembered Aija’s long, phoenix locks, her glow of cyan paint and her shimmering ceru. She remembered the flash of their combined cephai, emulated the swirl of its cosmic body as Vale collected her and turned her.

When her eyes came back open, she was met with Vale’s multicolored gaze, her half-lidded eyes and slightly parted lips. A flash of gold circled her pupils as a spectral corona: a soft, even luminescent reminder of who she really was, where they had been, what they had become, and what they would be.
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