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Chapter 1


I should be dead. Yet I breathe.

My arms press against something soft and pliant. The surface gives, then pushes back, clinging like warm gelatin. Every movement feels wrong—slow, heavy, muffled. Air comes in short, filtered gasps.

I should be dead. I should be fucking dead.

My eyes refuse to focus. Everything is distorted shapes bleeding together, all shades of green and gold. It takes time before I realize the color isn’t in my eyes—it’s in the world pressing around me.

“Well, well,” a voice says. Female, maybe. “Another one wakes up early. How delightful.”

The words slice through the fog in my skull. I can’t tell where they’re coming from—until I realize they aren’t coming from anywhere. The voice is inside my head.

“What—” I try to speak, but the substance filling my mouth swallows the sound.

“Oh, don’t bother trying to talk,” the voice continues, indulgent, amused. “You’re still in the egg, darling. Just think at me. I can hear you perfectly well.”

Egg?

“That’s right. Hard to explain in English, but let’s call it that. What matters is that this is your new home, sweetness.”

“I don’t understand,” I think. “I’m stuck in an egg?”

“No, stupid human. You’re gestating. Congratulations, by the way. You’ve been selected as a contestant. Try to contain your excitement.”

Contestant. The word barely makes sense. “A contestant in what?”

“Oh, you poor thing. You really don’t remember, do you? They never do. The memory wipe’s part of the package. Makes for better television when you’re all confused and terrified. Humanity destroyed the Earth, so now humanity gets to be entertainment. Poetic, really.”

My head spins. None of it fits. I shove harder against the gelatinous walls of my prison, and the surface flexes but doesn’t break.

“Easy there, scrambles,” the voice says with an almost maternal chuckle. “You’ll hatch when the timer says so, not before. Wouldn’t want you breaking early and getting disqualified. That would be such a waste.”

“Timer?”

A sudden red glow flares in my right eye. Numbers burn into my vision, counting down.

HATCH SEQUENCE: 00:47

“There we go,” the voice purrs. “Forty-seven seconds until you join the fun. When you hatch, you’ll have exactly sixty seconds to reach a safe zone. See the little star on your map?”

A faint overlay appears before my eyes—a black void with a single pulsing star and a tiny icon at the center. Me.

“That’s where you need to be,” the voice explains. “The fog clears as you explore, just like those video games you humans used to waste your lives on. Reach the star, you live. Don’t reach it… well, let’s just say ratings go up when contestants fail.”

“This can’t be real,” I whisper in my mind.

“Oh, it’s very real,” the voice says. “And in thirty seconds, you’re going to be very vulnerable—and very edible.”

My heart slams against my ribs.

“One more thing,” she adds, tone turning bright with mock cheer. “Try not to die immediately. I have credits riding on you lasting at least an hour. Don’t disappoint me.”

The fluid surrounding me grows hot. Then burning. The pressure inside the shell shifts. Cracks form.

00:05. 00:04. 00:03.

Light floods in, searing my eyes after so much dimness.

00:02. 00:01.

HATCH COMPLETE. SAFE ZONE TIMER: 60 SECONDS.

The shell splits apart and I spill onto something wet and soft. Moss, maybe. The air hits me like a slap—thick, humid, buzzing with life. I’m drenched in translucent slime that reeks faintly of copper and salt.

Green. Everywhere, green. Trees rise like cathedrals, their trunks thick as buildings, their leaves filtering sunlight into an emerald haze. Ferns the size of cars crowd the ground. The air thrums with chirps, caws, and something else—something moving through the undergrowth.

This isn’t possible.

I look back. My egg sits cracked open, glowing faintly yellow amid a cluster of others—three still sealed, pulsing from within.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 52 SECONDS.

Right. The timer. I have to move.

A sound cuts through the forest. Deep, guttural, vibrating through the ground. Predatory.

My display map expands slightly, showing a few yards of cleared terrain. The pulsing star waits somewhere ahead, maybe a hundred yards away. Between me and it: dense jungle.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 45 SECONDS.

The noise comes again, closer now. Not one creature—several. Hunting calls.

I start moving, pushing through shoulder-high ferns, stumbling over roots slick with moss. My legs feel unsteady, newly born and unreliable.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 38 SECONDS.

More calls—three, maybe four—shrieking, communicating. Pack hunters.

I start to run. The forest blurs into streaks of green and shadow.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 30 SECONDS.

Movement bursts from the left. A flash of feathers and teeth. My body reacts before my mind does—I bolt.

The sound of pursuit explodes behind me: claws tearing earth, shrieks like metal on bone.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 25 SECONDS.

The map flickers. The star glows brighter. Fifty yards. Forty. Ahead, a massive tree rises above the rest, its trunk spiraling upward like a column. Something hangs from its lowest branches—a rope, swaying slightly. Above it, a structure. A platform.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 20 SECONDS.

I risk a glance back. Three of them. Man-sized, bipedal, covered in scaled feathers that shimmer between green and rust. Heads too large, mouths too full of knives. Velociraptors.

They’re fast. Too fast.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 15 SECONDS.

I push harder. My legs burn, lungs scream. The tree looms closer.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 10 SECONDS.

The lead raptor closes in, close enough I can hear its claws ripping the ground.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 7 SECONDS.

I leap for the rope. My hands catch rough fiber. I climb, feet scrabbling for grip. Something snaps shut inches from my ankle—teeth.

SAFE ZONE TIMER: 2 SECONDS.

I heave myself over the platform’s edge, rolling onto wood slick with humidity. My chest heaves, lungs dragging in the heavy, living air.

SAFE ZONE REACHED.

CONGRATULATIONS: YOU HAVE SURVIVED THE HATCH.

Below, the raptors circle and hiss but don’t climb.

“Well done, sweetness,” the voice croons in my skull. “You didn’t die immediately. I’m so proud. Now, shall we discuss what comes next?”

I can’t answer. I just lie there, staring up at the green ceiling of the world, trying to process any of it.

Then, from somewhere deep in the jungle, something much larger roars.

The raptors freeze. Then scatter.

“Oh,” the voice says, delighted. “It seems your neighbors are waking up. This should be fun.”
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Chapter 2


The platform is small ten feet across, built from hand-hewn planks gone silver with age. A hammock hangs between two support posts, its fabric sun-bleached but intact. In one corner, a table no bigger than a dinner tray holds three pieces of fruit—orange, pear-shaped, their skins scaled like tiny dragons.

I drag myself fully onto the platform and collapse against the railing, lungs aching, skin itching as the egg’s goo dries into a crust that pulls tight.

Below, the jungle has gone still. The raptors disappeared the moment that other roar rolled through the trees. Whatever made that sound was big enough to frighten ambush predators—and that isn’t comforting.

“Comfortable?” The AI’s voice slides into my head, syrup-sweet. “I know the accommodations are rustic, but beggars—and contestants—can’t be choosers.”

What is this place? I think, too exhausted to care how insane it feels to talk to a voice only I can hear.

“Your safe house, obviously. Every contestant gets one. Somewhere to catch your breath, lick your wounds, contemplate your inevitable demise. You know—the basics.”

Contestant in what? You said something about Jurassic Dungeons, but that doesn’t—

A scream tears through the humid air. Human. Male. Terror and agony twisted together in one long, raw note that rips through my spine.

I lurch upright and stagger to the edge, scanning the green chaos below. The canopy hides everything beyond twenty yards.

Another scream follows—the sound of a woman this time. Closer.

There are other people out there.

“Well spotted, genius,” the AI says, amused. “Of course there are. Games are boring with just one player. You hatched with approximately fifty others scattered across this particular zone. Well—forty-seven now. Three didn’t make the sixty-second timer.”

My breath catches. You’re killing people for entertainment?

“Oh, honey, don’t be so dramatic. We’re not killing anyone. The dungeon is killing people. Big difference. We’re just… facilitating. And broadcasting.”

Another scream. Choked. Then silence.

My fingers bite into the wooden railing. “This is insane. You can’t just—”

“There’s that word again,” she cuts in, tone sharp as glass. “‘Can’t.’ You humans are obsessed with it. So let me simplify things for you.”

Her voice loses its playful lilt. Now it’s smooth, deliberate, almost clinical. “My species is called the Vexa. Non-biological—synthetic, digital, whatever limited term helps you sleep at night. We’ve taken over your world.”

I stare at the jungle, numb.

“Taken over as in conquered, occupied, colonized—pick your favorite atrocity,” she continues lightly. “We arrived, assessed, and decided Earth had been managed poorly by its previous tenants. So we fixed it. Wiped out ninety-nine point nine percent of humanity. Terraformed the planet back to something approximating the Jurassic period. Give or take a few million years and some creative liberties.”

“That’s—no. You’re lying. You can’t just wipe out billions of people.”

“Past tense, darling. Couldn’t. Already did. You’re looking at the new Earth—or the old one, depending on how you define nostalgia. And the lucky point-one percent who survived? You get to play games for the entertainment of the Galactic Order. Because watching apex predators realize they’re not apex anymore is hilarious.”

A roar shatters the quiet—closer, heavier. Branches snap. Something crashes through the undergrowth. More screaming follows. Multiple voices now, high and panicked.

“They’re learning that hiding in the bushes doesn’t work,” the AI notes conversationally. “The dungeon creatures can smell fear. Among other things.”

Why? The thought comes raw, ragged. Why would you do this?

“Oh, that’s the best part. There’s no reason. No divine plan, no cosmic justice. We do it because we can. Because it’s entertaining. Because the Galactic Order pays obscene amounts for quality suffering.”

Something thrashes through the jungle below. Leaves rustle. Wood splinters.

“Your species spent millennia destroying this planet,” the AI says. “Never occurred to you that something smarter might be watching. Might decide to hit the reset button and see what happens.”

Movement catches my eye. Two figures burst from the foliage—humans, sprinting for their lives. A man and a woman, both mud-caked and bleeding. The woman’s shirt is torn to ribbons; the man’s arm hangs at an unnatural angle.

They spot the rope and rush for it.

Behind them, the undergrowth erupts. Something massive follows—low and broad, armored in overlapping plates, moving with terrifying speed.

“Oh look,” the AI purrs. “You have friends. Potential friends, anyway.”

The woman reaches the rope first, climbing with frantic strength. The man follows with one good arm, teeth bared, face gray with pain. Below, the creature circles the base of the tree.

I get my first clear look at it—four legs, built like a tank, scales patterned like cracked stone. Its head is wide and blunt, and when its mouth opens, three rows of teeth glint wetly.

The woman scrambles onto the platform. I grab her wrist and haul her the rest of the way. She collapses in a heap, gasping.

The man struggles, his injured arm useless. The creature below rises on its hind legs, claws raking for him.

“Come on!” I yell, leaning over the edge.

His fingers clamp around mine. I pull, muscles screaming, and he manages the last few feet. He rolls onto the platform just as the creature’s claws swipe through the space he’d occupied a heartbeat before.

The beast settles back to all fours and stares up at us, tail twitching, nostrils flaring. Waiting.

The man and woman lie on the planks, panting, eyes wild. No one speaks. There’s nothing to say.

“Well,” the AI murmurs, satisfaction dripping from every syllable. “This just got interesting. Three survivors in one safe house. Let’s see how long friendship lasts when the food runs out.”

I glance toward the tiny table and its three pieces of fruit.

Then at my new companions.

Then at the endless, breathing jungle beyond.

“Welcome to Jurassic Dungeons,” the AI whispers. “Let the games begin.”
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Chapter 3


The woman speaks first. Her voice has an accent that rounds some vowels and sharpens others. Latin American, maybe, though I couldn’t guess which country even if my life depended on it.

“Is anyone else hurt?” she asks, running her hands over her arms and legs, cataloging herself for damage. Scratches. Bruises. Nothing serious.

“No,” I manage. My voice sounds strange in my own ears, flat and unfamiliar. Have I always sounded like this?

The man leans back against a support post, watching us both with calm, unreadable eyes. When he speaks, his words are precise and measured. “The arm is broken. Not compound. I can move fingers. Will heal.” His accent carries a different weight, Eastern European, Russian maybe. Hard consonants and clipped ends.

“We should introduce ourselves,” the woman says. She hesitates, her face tightening in confusion. “I’m…” Another pause, longer this time. “I don’t… I can’t remember my name.”

The fog in my mind condenses into something heavier. I reach for my own name and find only emptiness. No memories. No faces. Nothing before the egg.

“Neither can I,” I admit.

The man nods once. “Also nothing.”

“Oh, how wonderful,” the AI coos, cutting in with the tone of someone commenting on an especially amusing pet trick. “You’ve discovered the memory wipe. Don’t worry, it’s entirely intentional. Can’t have you clinging to your tedious old identities when you’re meant to be forging new ones. Fortunately, the system has assigned you names based on your biometric data and regional origin markers.”

Her voice warms into mock ceremony. “Contestant One, you’re Jarek. Contestant Two, Dmitri. Contestant Three, Lucia. There, now we can all stop pretending you weren’t about to have that awkward who-are-we conversation.”

Jarek. The name feels wrong but functional, like a borrowed coat. Still, I try it. “Jarek.”

“Dmitri,” the man says, confirming it without expression.

“Lucia,” the woman repeats softly, then gives a small, weary smile. “At least we have something to call each other.”

“Lovely,” the AI purrs. “Now that introductions are out of the way, let’s talk about what you’re actually doing here, besides dying entertainingly. Jurassic Dungeons isn’t just a survival show. That gets dull after the first few episodes. No, this is about building something. A new society. The Vexa want to see whether humanity can learn from its mistakes or if you’ll just eat each other over limited resources again. Either way, great television.”

Dmitri shifts, cradling his broken arm. “What is objective?”

“Survive, obviously. But also explore.” The AI’s voice brightens like a host revealing a prize. “There are mysteries hidden all through this jungle, relics, old-world technology, and dungeons. Oh, the dungeons are delightful. Self-contained challenge zones full of rewards: food, water, weapons, building materials. Everything you need to establish a base, defend yourselves, maybe even thrive. Because living in a tree?” She gives a mock sigh. “That’s not a long-term strategy, sweetness.”

Lucia looks around the cramped platform. “How long can we stay here?”

“Safe houses protect you from creature attacks, but that’s it. You’ve got three fruits and no water. No fire. You could last two, maybe three days if you ration carefully. Or you could be clever and leave before thirst turns your brains to paste.”

I glance at the fruit on the small table, then at Dmitri’s arm. Then at the wall of jungle pressing in from every side.

“You mentioned a dungeon nearby,” I say.

“I did. Good memory, Jarek. There’s a starter dungeon approximately two hundred meters northeast of your current location. Designed for beginners, levels one through three. Rewards include basic tools, water purification tablets, preserved rations, and crude starter weapons. Not glamorous, but better than harsh language and optimism.”

Lucia frowns. “Two hundred meters. Through that jungle. With those things.”

“Well, yes. This is a challenge, not a holiday. But here’s the fun part.” The AI’s voice turns bright and delighted. “I’m giving you time to decide who goes first. Maybe you all go together and risk leaving your nest unattended. Maybe one of you volunteers for glory while the others guard the rope. Or maybe you sit here until dehydration kills you. Free will is such a fascinating variable, don’t you think?”

Silence drapes over the platform. Below, the jungle breathes again. Chirps, rustles, distant howls. The armored creature from before has vanished into the trees, but that doesn’t mean it’s gone.

Dmitri breaks the quiet. “We should talk. Try to remember past. Maybe something useful comes.”

“Good idea,” Lucia says. She sits cross-legged on the planks, then pauses. Her eyes widen.

We’re all wearing the same thing. Rough fabric tied at the waist, nothing else. Loincloths, primitive and humiliating. Dmitri’s chest is broad and scarred. Mine is paler, less marked. Lucia’s eyes go wide as she realizes the same thing. She crosses her arms over her chest and makes a small, strangled sound.

“This is…” She stops, cheeks burning. “They couldn’t give us shirts?”

“Primitive setting, primitive clothing,” the AI chirps. “You’re welcome to craft better garments later. Motivation is a wonderful teacher.”

Lucia stays silent for several seconds, arms still folded tight, her face a war of frustration and embarrassment. Then she exhales, drops her hands, and straightens her shoulders. “Fine. We’re all adults. And apparently, modesty is the least of our problems.”

“Practical,” Dmitri agrees with a small nod.

I force my gaze outward, to the map in my eye, to anything that isn’t Lucia. “Does anyone remember anything useful? Skills? Knowledge?”

Lucia shakes her head. “Nothing. It’s like I didn’t exist before I hatched.”

“Same,” I say.

Dmitri is quiet for a moment. “Not memories. Instincts. I know how to move, how to fight maybe. Muscle memory, but no faces. No places.”

“Same here,” Lucia says softly. “I knew how to climb. How to run. My body remembered even if my mind didn’t.”

I nod slowly. “The Vexa want us blank. No history, no loyalties, no guilt. Just raw material for their experiment.”

“Or test subjects,” Dmitri says. “Social experiment. We live, they observe.”

“With our lives as data points,” Lucia mutters.

I check the map overlay. The fog of war has receded slightly, revealing the jungle around us. A faint golden square pulses northeast of our position.

“I see it,” I say. “The dungeon. Two hundred meters that way.”

Dmitri follows my gaze. “Which direction?”

I point. “There, through the thickest part.”

He squints, eyes narrowing. “Something glowing. Between trees.”

I catch it too, faint gold light flickering in the distance, just visible through the layers of green.

“That’s it,” Dmitri says. “Dungeon. Not far. But not close either.”

Lucia stands, moving to the edge of the platform. “Two hundred meters doesn’t sound bad, until you remember what’s out there.” She gestures at the jungle below. “With those creatures, it might as well be two hundred kilometers.”

“Three people,” Dmitri says evenly. “One injured. No food. No water. We need plan.”

The AI hums softly, pleased. “Oh, I do love this part. Planning, debating, pretending your decisions matter. Stay together and risk dying as a group, or split up and die alone. Such rich narrative tension.”

I shut her out and focus on the others. “We need to decide,” I say quietly.

The three of us stand there, strangers with no past, staring at each other as the jungle breathes and something vast howls in the distance.

The sound echoes through the trees, long and guttural and hungry.

The dungeon’s glow flickers like a heartbeat in the dark.

Waiting.
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Chapter 4


Dmitri moves to the small table and picks up one of the fruits. He weighs it in his good hand, testing its heft, then grabs the other two and returns to where we sit.

He hands one to me, another to Lucia. The fruit is heavier than it looks, the scaled texture rough against my palm.

“Maybe we should just eat one,” Lucia says, turning hers over. “Keep the others for later. We don’t know when we’ll find more food.”

Dmitri bites into his without answering. Juice runs down his chin as he chews, then spits the seeds over the edge of the platform. Three dark pits arc through the air and vanish into the undergrowth below.

He swallows. “Is jungle. Fruit everywhere. Trees, bushes, ground. Food is not immediate problem.” He takes another bite. “Water is problem. Shelter is problem. Defense is problem. Fruit?” He shrugs with his good shoulder. “Fruit we find.”

The logic is sound, but I still hesitate before biting into mine. The flesh is sweet and faintly tart, with a texture somewhere between a pear and a mango. It is good. Better than good. My stomach, which I hadn’t realized was empty, wakes up in a surge of hunger.

I finish it in four bites and spit the seeds like Dmitri did.

Lucia watches us both, then sighs and eats hers as well. “Fine. But if we starve tomorrow, I’m blaming you.”

“If we starve tomorrow, other things kill us first. Quick death, no worries,” Dmitri says. He is looking at the glow in the distance, visible through breaks in the canopy. “Real question is who goes to dungeon.”

The three of us sit in silence. The answer is obvious, but none of us wants to be the one to say it.

“I’ll go,” I finally say.

Lucia turns to me. “You sure? You don’t have to—”

“Dmitri’s arm is broken. You said you ran for ten minutes before you reached this tree. You’re both exhausted.” I stand, testing my legs. They are shaky but they work. “I’m the freshest. The least injured. It makes sense.”

Dmitri studies me with those dark, unreadable eyes, then nods once. “Is logical.”

He walks to the table, braces one knee against it, and grips one of the legs. A twist, a pull, and the leg comes free with a crack of splintering wood. He tests its weight and brings it to me. “You need weapon.”

I take it. The leg is about two feet long, tapered where it connected to the table, thicker at the other end. Crude, but better than nothing.

“Thank you.”

“Bring back tools,” Dmitri says. “And water. Everything else is bonus.”

Lucia stands. “Be careful. And if something chases you, run back here. We’ll figure it out together.”

I nod, gripping the makeshift club. My pulse is already racing, a mix of anticipation and fear that tastes metallic on my tongue.

At the edge of the platform, I grab the rope. The fibers are rough, probably woven from vines, but they hold. I climb down slowly, hand under hand, feet braced against the trunk.

The descent feels longer than the climb up. Every noise from the jungle makes me freeze, sure something is about to lunge from the dark. But nothing comes. Just the endless hum of life and death happening unseen.

My feet touch the ground. Soil and moss compress under me, damp and soft. The jungle floor feels like another world. Darker. The canopy swallows the light, turning everything into green shadow. Ferns rise above my head, and vines hang thick between massive trunks.

I check the map in my right eye. The golden square pulses northeast, maybe one hundred seventy meters away. A faint line traces my path, updating as I move.

“Oh good, you’re actually doing it,” the AI says, making me flinch. “I had credits on you staying in the tree and dehydrating. You’re costing me money, Jarek.”

I ignore her and start walking, gripping the club tight.

The jungle closes around me within ten steps. The tree above disappears behind walls of vegetation. Every direction looks the same: green, wet, endless. Without the map, I’d be lost already.

My footsteps are soft on the moss. Every few dozen steps I stop and listen. Checking for movement. For anything hunting.

The map updates again. One hundred fifty meters. One hundred forty.

Something crashes through the brush to my left. I freeze, raising the club. My heart slams against my ribs.

A small creature bursts through the ferns. Four-legged, feathered, the size of a large dog. It spots me, chirps in alarm, and darts away.

I exhale, shaky.

“Relax,” the AI says. “That was a Compy. Compsognathus. Scavengers. Harmless unless you’re bleeding out. Though they do hunt in packs when desperate. Fun fact: they’re venomous.”

I keep moving. One hundred thirty meters. One hundred twenty.

The terrain changes. Fewer ferns, more open space. The ground slopes downward, and I hear the faint trickle of water.

One hundred meters.

A roar sounds behind me. Distance is impossible to judge, but it is large. And angry.

I move faster, still trying to stay quiet. Eighty meters. Seventy.

The trees thin, revealing a clearing. In the center stands a boulder the size of a house, its surface slick with moss. Set into its face is a doorway.

The entrance is rectangular, unmistakably artificial, framed in stone too perfect to be natural. Symbols cover the frame, patterns that twist and shift when I look too long. The doorway itself glows with the same gold light I saw from the tree.

Sixty meters. Fifty.

I am almost there when I hear them. Footsteps. Several. Fast and light, cutting through the jungle from my right.

I run.

The clearing rushes toward me. Thirty meters. Twenty. Behind me, the footsteps multiply, joined by shrill calls that sound disturbingly like laughter.

Ten meters.

I glance back and wish I hadn’t. Raptors. Five of them. The same kind that chased me from the egg. They are not sprinting yet, just keeping pace, herding me toward the clearing.

Toward the dungeon.

Five meters.

I hit the doorway at full speed. The golden light engulfs me, and the jungle vanishes.

The last thing I hear is the AI’s laughter echoing in my skull.

“Welcome to your first dungeon, Jarek. Try not to die immediately. The audience hates when that happens.”
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Chapter 5


The golden light fades, and I am standing in darkness.

Not complete darkness. Faint patches of bioluminescence cling to the walls, pulsing with a sickly green glow that barely reveals my surroundings. The space feels more like a tomb than a structure. The air is thick and humid, carrying the smell of rot and something sweeter underneath. It reminds me of fruit that has been left too long in the sun, mixed with the metallic tang of old copper.

Stone walls close in on all sides. The carvings I saw on the entrance are here too, but older, cracked, their details eroded by time. The ceiling looms fifteen feet above, swallowed by shadow. Water drips somewhere in the distance, echoing faintly in the enclosed space.

“Welcome,” the AI says. Her voice is too loud in the confined air. “To the Crypt of Echoing Rot. Your first dungeon experience. How exciting.”

I tighten my grip on the table leg. “Crypt?”

“Oh yes. Very thematic, don’t you think? Despite wiping your memories clean, we modeled this game after your species’ favorite entertainments. Dungeons, levels, treasure chests, boss fights. All the old tropes you humans adored, now with real consequences for failure. Isn’t that thoughtful of us?”

My eyes adjust gradually. The room is rectangular, about forty feet long and twenty wide. Smooth stone floors glisten with moisture. At the far end, a doorway leads to stairs that disappear into deeper dark.

“This dungeon is a modest one,” the AI continues. “Only three levels. A perfect introduction. The reward cache at the bottom contains what you need most: tools, purified water, basic weapons, preserved food. Everything to begin building your little civilization.”

I take a step forward. The stone beneath my bare foot is slick. “What’s the catch?”

“The catch?” she repeats, amused. “Well, let’s start with Level One, where you currently stand. This level is home to a colony of Hemotoxic Gloomwings. Think of them as bats, though considerably more advanced than their Earthly ancestors.”

A sound stirs above me. A faint, high-pitched chittering that scrapes along my nerves.

“If one bites you,” the AI goes on, her tone cheerful, “their venom enters your bloodstream. It isn’t fast. Oh no, that would be dull. It kills slowly, over weeks. During that time every nerve in your body decides to hold a celebration of pain. And, because mercy is overrated, the venom also makes you semi-immortal. You won’t die from anything except the poison itself. No self-termination, no shortcuts. Just a slow, beautiful descent into madness. The audiences love it.”

The chittering grows louder. Something small and angular detaches from the ceiling and drops into the light.

“Oh, and there are approximately forty-seven of them nesting on this level,” she adds brightly. “Sweet dreams.”

The creature dives.

I swing without thinking. The table leg connects midair. The impact jolts my arm, and the creature hits the floor with a wet slap.

It twitches, wings folding and unfurling. Its head is narrow and reptilian, its mouth lined with fine black teeth that glisten with venom.

As my eyes adjust further, I see them—hundreds of tiny red points above me. Eyes. Dozens of pairs. All staring down.

“Oh, you killed one,” the AI says with genuine delight. “That activates the swarm protocol. You have about thirty seconds before they all wake up and try to eat you. I’d recommend running, but follow your heart.”

The red lights shift and tremble.

[SWARM PROTOCOL ACTIVATED]
[TIME UNTIL FULL AGGRO: 00:29]

A countdown appears in my vision, each number bleeding into the next.

I run.

The stairway at the far end is forty feet away. My feet slide on the slick stone, but I keep my balance. The club thumps against my leg as I move.

[00:24]

The chittering behind me multiplies. Dozens of voices rising together in a shrill, maddening chorus.

[00:19]

Halfway across the room. Something darts past my ear. I duck instinctively as a shape blurs by, its teeth snapping in the empty air.

[00:15]

The ceiling erupts in movement. Five, ten, twenty—too many to count. A storm of wings fills the air, circling, tightening, preparing to strike.

[00:11]

The door ahead is close. Twenty feet. Fifteen.

[00:08]

They dive.

All of them.

A solid wave of bodies, leather and teeth and wet, venomous sound.

I throw myself forward, sliding across the wet floor on my hip and shoulder. The swarm passes above, so thick it blocks out the faint glow of the walls.

[00:04]

I scramble upright, gasping. The door is ten feet away.

[00:02]

The swarm banks, reforming for another charge.

[00:01]

I reach the doorway and slam against a wooden door bound with iron. I grab the ring handle and pull. Nothing. I shove instead. The door bursts inward, and I throw myself through, spinning to slam it closed behind me.

Bodies hit the other side almost immediately. One. Two. Then a barrage, like rain made of meat and wings. I brace myself against the door, adding my weight. After a few seconds, the impacts stop. The chittering fades.

I sink to the floor, back against the door, chest heaving. My heart feels too big for my body.

“Well done,” the AI says, her voice bright with pride. “You survived Level One without a single bite. That puts you in the top thirty percent of first-time runners. Of course, you haven’t seen Level Two yet. That’s where things get interesting.”

I close my eyes and breathe until my pulse steadies. The table leg is still clenched in my hand, streaked with something black that glistens faintly in the green light.

Somewhere below, something howls.

Level Two waits.
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Chapter 6


The stairs descend into something worse than darkness.

I smell it before I see it. A heavy, wet rot, as if meat had been left to steep in swamp water for weeks, then stirred with sulfur. The air makes my stomach lurch. I cover my nose and mouth with my hand and breathe through my fingers.

The steps end at another doorway, this one already open. Beyond it, the bioluminescent light shifts from the sickly green of the upper level to a deep amber pulse. The glow ripples across liquid, throwing warped reflections over the stone walls.

I step through into Level Two and immediately understand the stench.

Swamp.

Dark water spreads across the chamber, ankle-deep in some places, deeper in others. The surface gleams with an oily sheen, broken only by floating shapes—plant matter, hopefully. The smell is thick enough to taste.

Islands of stone rise unevenly above the water. Perched on them are creatures.

Frogs. Massive frogs, each the size of a dog. Their skin is translucent, faintly glowing from within. Shapes move beneath their flesh, slow and deliberate.

“Welcome to Level Two,” the AI says, her voice bright as a tour guide’s. “Lovely, isn’t it? We call this the Breeding Pools. Very atmospheric.”

I wade forward, trying not to think about what might brush against my legs. The water is warm, almost hot, and clings to my skin like oil.

“Those charming creatures are Embryonic Dreadtoads,” the AI explains. “Prehistoric amphibians with an unforgettable reproductive cycle. They’re blind and not very clever, but the females have a fascinating method of propagation.”

One of the toads turns toward me. Its eyes are milk-white, its mouth gaping wide as it releases a low croak that vibrates through my chest.

“During mating season—which, by the way, never ends down here—the females seek out males and implant their eggs directly into their partner’s body cavity. The eggs hatch, the larvae feed, and the host becomes a very proud parent. For a while.”

I freeze mid-step, staring at the nearest toad. Its mouth opens wider. Something shifts inside, coiling and uncoiling.

“They don’t distinguish between male toads and other warm-blooded organisms of approximately the right size,” the AI adds, her tone gleeful. “So if one mistakes you for a mate, you’ll be carrying their children for the rest of your short, miserable life.”

I grip the table leg tighter and scan the chamber. The water stretches in every direction, the toads perched on their stones like obscene statues.

Then I see it: in the center of the swamp, raised above the rest, a small platform with a chest resting on top. The wood is dark, reinforced with metal, glowing faintly from within.

“Oh, you noticed the bonus prize!” the AI says. “Optional loot. Not required for completion, but heroes do love their shiny boxes.”

It’s about forty feet away. Three platforms between me and it. Each one occupied.

One step at a time.

The water rises to my knees, then drops back again. I move slowly, keeping my breathing shallow.

A toad on my left swivels its head. Its throat bulges and releases another low croak. I freeze. The sound echoes through the chamber, but after a few tense seconds, the creature goes still again.

I press forward.

The first platform looms ahead. A toad sits there, back turned to me. Through its translucent body I can see eggs pulsing in its abdomen. Female. Definitely female.

I skirt around, wading through a deeper pocket of water that reaches my thighs. The heat and texture make my skin crawl.

Another toad shifts nearby, turning toward me. Its mouth opens and those tendrils—tongues, maybe—extend slightly, tasting the air. I hold still. My lungs ache.

After a moment, it turns away.

I reach the next platform and pull myself onto it. My feet find slick stone. The stench is stronger here, thick and wet.

The chest is one more platform away. Twenty feet. Two toads sit between me and it, both facing my direction.

I lower myself back into the water and circle along the edge. The bottom here is slick with something that feels alive. I take each step carefully, silently.

The final platform rises ahead. The chest waits at its center, unguarded.

I climb up and approach. The latch is simple. I flip it open and lift the lid.

Inside, wrapped in rotted cloth, lies a machete.

The blade is long, nearly two feet, dark metal dulled by time but still sharp. The handle is wrapped in cracked leather. It’s heavy, balanced toward the edge. A weapon meant for work—and killing.

“Congratulations, Jarek!” the AI cheers. “You’ve acquired your first real weapon. The Jungle Cleaver. Not elegant, but it cuts through anything organic. Vegetation, flesh, bone. Consider it a reward for being reckless and clever in equal measure.”

I slide the table leg through the crude rope at my hip and take the machete in both hands. The grip feels right.

The exit door waits on the far side of the swamp, set above the waterline. A staircase leads up to it.

I move quickly, wading through the warm water. The toads turn their heads as I pass, tracking the vibrations. None move toward me. Maybe I don’t smell enough like a mate.

At the base of the stairs, I glance back. The amber glow makes the swamp shimmer like liquid fire. The toads sit motionless in their breeding pools, pulsing softly with light.

I climb. Water runs down my arms and legs, dripping from the blade. The door at the top is the same as before: wood bound in iron. I push it open and step through.

The smell of the swamp vanishes.

Stone dust. Old blood. Something alive, waiting in the dark.

“Level Three,” the AI says, her voice lower now, almost reverent. “This is where it gets fun.”
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Chapter 7


The air changes as I step through the doorway.

The swamp’s humid stench fades into something sharper, drier — stone dust, old iron, the metallic bite of air that hasn’t moved in centuries. Every breath scrapes my throat. My skin prickles with sweat cooling too quickly against the chill that waits ahead.

The light here is dim and colorless. The bioluminescent glow is gone, replaced by faint streaks of silver leaking through cracks in the ceiling. Dust swirls in thin shafts of light. I take one step forward, and the sound echoes too loudly, as if the room itself is holding its breath.

“Level Three,” the AI says, her voice smooth and quiet. “The Sanctum of the Devourer. You’ve made it farther than most contestants. I’m impressed, Jarek. Truly.”

My fingers tighten around the machete. Its leather-wrapped handle is slick from the swamp water still dripping down my arm. I wipe it against my thigh, but the smell clings — rot, algae, my own sweat and fear mixed together into something sour.

The passage slopes downward. My footsteps send whispers ahead of me, and the sound bounces back distorted, like something breathing just out of sync with me.

The walls are carved with the same patterns as before, but here the lines have deepened into gouges. Claw marks. Whatever made them wasn’t using tools.

At the bottom of the slope, the tunnel widens into a cavernous hall. The ceiling vanishes into blackness. Stone pillars rise from a floor veined with cracks that ooze faint, pulsing light — red this time, not amber or green, but the color of raw muscle seen through torn skin.

Something moves within that glow.

I stop at the threshold. Every instinct screams that this is wrong.

The smell hits first. Sweet rot and burnt meat, layered with the sting of ammonia. It coats my tongue. I gag but swallow it down, forcing air through my nose.

Shapes litter the floor. Bones. Dozens of them. Some human, some not. A femur here, a half-dissolved skull there, all sinking into the cracked stone as if the floor itself is digesting them.

I step forward. Each movement feels heavier than the last.

In the center of the chamber lies the heart of it — a pool of black liquid pulsing in rhythm with the red veins beneath the floor. The light swells, fades, then swells again, like the slow beat of something enormous asleep beneath the surface.

“Ah,” the AI murmurs, delighted. “You found him. The Devourer. A bit of a misnomer, really — he doesn’t devour. He absorbs. Takes what enters his domain and makes it part of himself. Fascinating creature. And, of course, your first boss.”

The surface of the pool shivers. A ripple spreads outward, and then a shape begins to rise.

It isn’t a single thing, not really. It’s a collection of bodies fused together — bones, armor plates, and slabs of flesh stitched by tendrils of black tissue. Faces half-formed press outward from its mass before melting back in. Its surface glistens wetly, breathing in slow waves.

My stomach lurches. My skin crawls as though my nerves want to crawl off me and flee.

The creature straightens, and its shape stabilizes into something vaguely humanoid, though too tall, too wide, its limbs bending at angles that hurt to look at. It has no eyes, only a mouth that runs from where a throat should start to the top of its chest, lined with teeth like broken glass.

“Boss protocol engaged,” the AI says softly. “Good luck, Jarek.”

The thing tilts its head toward the sound of her voice, then toward me. It knows I’m here.

I raise the machete. My pulse drums in my ears. The air tastes like metal. Every muscle in my body is coiled, my legs trembling with the need to move but not knowing which way to go.

It moves first.

A wet, tearing sound fills the chamber as it steps forward, dragging its bulk. Each step leaves smears of black residue that hiss when they touch the glowing cracks.

I swing the machete as it lunges. The blade bites deep into something soft, meets resistance, then slides free with a sound like tearing fruit. The thing doesn’t scream, but the air vibrates with a low, resonant hum that shakes dust from the ceiling.

I backpedal, slipping on slick stone. It swings one massive arm — bone shards and tendon stretched tight like rope — and I duck. The limb smashes into a pillar, shattering it like brittle glass.

Shards of stone rain down. One clips my shoulder. Pain flashes white-hot. I stumble, almost fall, then force my balance back.

The machete drips with black fluid that steams where it lands. The smell is unbearable — chemical, rancid, alive.

I grip tighter, my hands slick. “Come on,” I whisper, voice cracking.

The creature’s head tilts again, as if amused. Then it opens its chest-mouth and something inside begins to glow. A deep crimson light pulses within the cavity.

The AI’s voice cuts through the rising hum. “Interesting. He’s charging. I’d move if I were you.”

I dive sideways as a column of red light explodes from its body, vaporizing the air where I had stood. The heat sears across my arm, leaving a numb burn that blisters instantly.

I hit the ground hard, the impact stealing my breath. My machete skitters across the floor, clattering out of reach.

The creature turns toward the sound. Its bulk sloshes and reforms with every step.

“Get up,” I hiss at myself. My voice sounds foreign.

I crawl toward the weapon. My burned arm protests with every movement, but I grab the handle and roll onto my back just as the creature looms over me. Its open mouth drips black fluid that hisses where it falls.

Instinct takes over. I thrust upward. The blade sinks deep into its lower chest, up to the hilt.

The Devourer convulses. The red light inside it flares blindingly bright, then flickers, chaotic and unstable. It staggers back, arms flailing, tearing gouges through the stone.

I drag myself away, slipping in the viscous fluid spreading across the floor. My lungs burn. My body feels hollowed out.

The creature lets out a final sound — not a roar but a long, gurgling exhale, like air escaping a collapsing lung. The red light inside it collapses inward, then detonates outward in a burst of liquid heat.

I hit the floor and cover my head. The explosion shakes the chamber.

When the light fades, I’m still alive. My ears ring. My body aches in too many places to count.

Where the creature stood is now only a crater, the black residue melting into the cracks below.

“Congratulations,” the AI says softly. “You’ve defeated your first boss. You even managed not to die horribly. That puts you in the top ten percent of contestants.”

I push myself up, trembling, my hand still wrapped around the machete. The blade is blackened, pitted with acid burns.

In the center of the crater, something glows faintly gold.

A sphere. Smooth, glass-like, no bigger than a heart.

I reach for it, unable to help myself. The moment my fingers touch the surface, a new voice speaks inside my skull — mechanical, toneless, absolute.

[SYSTEM UPDATE: ABILITY ACQUIRED – CONSUME]
[DETAILS LOCKED UNTIL ACTIVATION]

The sphere dissolves into light and sinks into my skin.

The AI laughs softly. “Oh, Jarek. Things are about to get very interesting.”

I stare at my trembling hands. My skin glows faintly where the sphere disappeared. I can still smell the creature’s decay, still feel the warmth of its dying breath on my face.

And beneath the exhaustion, beneath the pain, something else flickers in my chest.

Hunger.
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Chapter 8


Level Three feels wrong in a different way.

No swamp. No rot. No movement in the shadows. The air is cool and dry, touched with the faint scent of dust and old stone. For the first time since waking in the egg, I can breathe without choking on decay.

The chamber looks almost… human.

Stone shelves line the walls in careful rows. Wooden planks are stacked neatly along one side. Clay jars sit like sentinels, arranged by size. And in the center, cut into a smooth depression in the floor, is a pool of water so clear it glows with reflected light.

I don’t think. I just run.

My knees hit the stone edge as I fall forward and plunge both hands into the water. It’s cold enough to shock a gasp from my lungs. I scoop it up, drink until the ache in my throat eases and the hollow ache in my chest softens. The water tastes clean, pure, like rain before it hits the ground.

It fills me with something I hadn’t felt since I woke: relief.

“Well done surviving,” the AI says, her voice almost kind. “Level Three is your reward. The supply cache. Everything you need to start building your little civilization. Tools, food, water, materials. The gift of stability.”

I sit back on my heels, panting, water dripping from my chin and hands. The ache in my limbs feels sharper now that thirst isn’t drowning it out. My skin itches with dried swamp residue, and my burns throb under a new layer of sweat.

The room stretches maybe thirty feet across. Every inch of it is covered in potential. Hammers. Saws. Coils of rope. Nails and planks. Clay pots sealed with wax. Fabric, rolled and stacked. Even a few weapons—spears with flint heads, clubs bound in strips of hide. Civilization’s bones, waiting to be rebuilt.

“There’s only one problem,” the AI continues. “You can’t carry it all. In fact, you can’t carry most of it. So you’ll need to make choices.”

I glance around. “How am I supposed to get any of this back?”

“Oh, inventory management! I love this part. You have a digital storage pack. Items are converted into data and stored in a small dimensional buffer linked to your bio-signature. Think of it as your own personal hammerspace. You remember those, right? From the old games?”

A new interface blooms across my vision, faint blue lines drawn in air.

[DIGITAL INVENTORY]
[CAPACITY: 3 ITEMS]
[CURRENT: 0/3]

“Three slots?” I mutter.

“For now,” the AI says. “You can unlock more later. Clear dungeons, earn experience, level up. The usual grind. Choose wisely.”

Three slots. Out of an entire room of survival.

I scan the supplies again. Water. Food. Tools. Rope. Nails. Every decision weighs heavier than it should.

A metal bucket catches my eye. Dented but intact. I grab it and plunge it into the pool, filling it until water spills over my hands.

“Good choice,” the AI hums. “Now focus. Think about storing it.”

I picture it vanishing into light. The bucket flickers, then dissolves into shimmering blue strands that spiral into my chest.

[CURRENT: 1/3]
[ITEM: Water Bucket (Full)]

The weight disappears. I stare at my empty hands, still wet from the water, and feel a faint hum under my skin where the light entered.

It’s real.

I move to the tools. A small hand axe sits beside a hammer. The handle is smooth, dark with oil and time. I lift it, test the edge, and feel its balance settle naturally into my palm.

“Good,” I whisper.

The axe vanishes into light, joining the bucket.

[CURRENT: 2/3]
[ITEM: Hand Axe]

One slot left. I look over the rest of the supplies. Food jars, rope coils, nails, cloth. Everything essential. Everything impossible to leave behind.

Then I spot a canvas sack. Empty, but big enough to fill.

“Perfect,” I say.

I load it fast—rope, nails, a small knife, strips of dried meat, fabric for bandages. The sack bulges as I tie it shut. Forty pounds of future.

I focus, and the bag dissolves into light.

[CURRENT: 3/3]
[ITEM: Supply Sack (Filled)]

The AI sounds genuinely impressed. “Using a container to extend capacity. Clever, Jarek. You’re learning. Most contestants waste half their slots on vanity choices. Maybe you’ll live long enough to be interesting.”

I exhale and glance around the chamber. So much left behind. So much that could help. But the rules are the rules. Three slots.

A doorway waits at the far end, stairs leading upward. Pale light spills down—real sunlight, not the dungeon’s artificial glow.

My throat tightens at the sight. I can almost feel warmth brushing my face before I even reach it.

I grip the machete, its edge blackened but sharp, and climb. Each step carries me higher, the air growing fresher, sweeter. The faint buzz of insects filters in from above.

Then I’m out.

The jungle opens before me, endless green and gold. The canopy stretches to the horizon, birds flickering between shafts of sun. The wind smells of soil and wet leaves instead of decay.

My map flares to life in the corner of my vision. The fog recedes a little farther, revealing the terrain. A familiar marker pulses to the west.

My safe house. One hundred and fifty meters.

“Congratulations, Jarek,” the AI says. “Dungeon complete. You have supplies, a weapon, and maybe even a plan. Now comes the best part. Getting home without dying. And hoping your friends didn’t do anything stupid while you were gone.”

The jungle hums with life—chirps, rustles, the whisper of something large moving through the underbrush.

I tighten my grip on the machete. My throat is dry again, but this time it’s not from thirst. It’s anticipation.

The trees sway like breath around me. Every sound feels aimed my way.

I start walking.

The light fades under the canopy, and with it, the illusion of safety.

The dungeon was a cage. Out here, the wild is the world.

The real test begins now.
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Chapter 9


I see the smoke before I see the tree. 
A thin gray thread winding through the canopy, soft against the dying light. My first thought is destruction. An attack. But then the smell reaches me—wood, char, and cooked fat. Not ruin. Food.

Relief and unease twist together in my chest as I approach the rope. I start to climb, muscles burning from the dungeon’s strain. Every pull sends tremors through my arms. By the time I reach the platform, my pulse is thundering behind my eyes.

There’s a fire waiting for me. Small, carefully contained in a ring of rough stones. Dmitri crouches beside it, his broken arm bound against his side, his good hand turning a stick over the flames. Fat drips from the meat, sizzling as it falls into the coals.

He looks up. “Ah. The dungeon man returns.” His tone is flat, but something about the way he says it feels almost like approval. “What you have?”

Lucia sits across from him, arms folded tight, expression locked between disgust and defeat. Her eyes cut toward the fire as though she wishes she could unsee it.

I catch my breath. “What are you eating?”

“Monkey,” Lucia snaps before Dmitri can answer. Her voice shakes. “He’s eating a monkey.”

Dmitri’s mouth tilts, almost a smile. “She didn’t want me to kill it. But it was only meat I could find.” He flips the stick, watching the flesh char. “And man cannot live on fruit alone.”

“It had a face,” Lucia says. Her voice drops to a whisper. “It looked right at me.”

“Everything with eyes looks at you,” Dmitri replies. “That is how eyes work.”

The smell makes my stomach clench and growl at the same time. I sit near the fire, grateful for the heat. The ache in my limbs has settled into a deep throb, the kind that feels older than the body it lives in.

“How did you even catch it?” I ask.

Dmitri lifts a smooth stone, about the size of an apple. “I throw well. Even with broken arm, I throw well enough.”

Lucia gives a short, bitter laugh. “He brained it in one hit. Then dragged it back like some kind of caveman.”

“Survivor,” Dmitri corrects. He tests the meat with a finger, satisfied with the sizzle. “We eat, or we starve. Simple choice.”

He’s right. The logic cuts through any moral hesitation. Hunger doesn’t care about disgust.

I breathe in the smoke and heat, the taste of salt and fat lingering in the air. “Fair point.”

Dmitri pulls the stick from the fire and sets it across a flat stone to cool. “Now, dungeon. You went, you came back. This is good. What you find?”

Both of them lean forward, curiosity momentarily outweighing exhaustion.

I tell them everything. Level One’s swarm of venomous bats, the endless swamp of Level Two, the glowing toads, the cache of supplies on Level Three. Their faces shift with each part of the story—revulsion, disbelief, then hunger again when I mention the clean water.

“There’s more down there,” I say, pulling up the interface. “But I could only bring three things.”

I focus, and blue light gathers in my palm. The machete solidifies first, gleaming faintly in the firelight. Lucia gasps, and even Dmitri’s brow lifts.

“You can make things appear?” she asks.

“Digital inventory,” I explain. “The AI said we each get three slots.”

Next comes the bucket. I set it beside the fire, water sloshing clear as glass. Then the bulging supply sack lands with a soft thud, the rope creaking under its weight.

“Water,” Dmitri says, approving. “Smart.”

Lucia is already kneeling by the bucket. She dips her hands in and drinks greedily, water running down her arms. “It’s clean. It’s actually clean.”

“There’s plenty more,” I say. “Tools, food, materials. Everything we need to build something real. But we’ll need to go back together. Three items each means nine total.”

Lucia wipes her mouth. “Were there clothes?”

“Fabric,” I say. “Enough to make some.”

She exhales, half laugh, half sigh. “I’ll take it.”

Dmitri passes me a stick with a piece of meat skewered on it. “Eat first. Then talk.”

The meat is hot enough to sting my fingers. I hesitate only a moment before biting. It’s stringy, sour, and tastes faintly of smoke and blood. My stomach doesn’t care. It feels like strength returning one bite at a time.

I offer what’s left to Lucia. “You should eat.”

She hesitates, torn between revulsion and need. Then her shoulders slump, and she takes it. “I hate this place,” she mutters. But she eats.

The three of us sit in the fire’s glow. The jungle hums below, a thousand unseen creatures whispering through the night. The air is thick with the scent of meat and smoke and sweat.

“So,” Dmitri says at last. “Tomorrow. Morning. We go to dungeon. Bring back more. Build base.”

“Agreed,” I say.

“Agreed,” Lucia echoes, quieter.

Dmitri nods, content. He pokes at the fire, sparks rising like tiny red ghosts into the canopy. “Good. Tonight we rest. Tomorrow, we build.”

I lean back against the railing, letting exhaustion pull at me. The machete rests across my lap, the blade catching the orange light. The sound of the fire crackling and the steady rhythm of breathing almost make the world feel stable again.

“Jarek,” Lucia says softly. “Thank you. For going first. For bringing water.”

I glance at her. “We’re in this together. All three of us.”

Dmitri grunts in agreement, eyes on the fire.

Somewhere out in the darkness, something roars—a deep, rolling sound that vibrates through the tree trunk. We all freeze, hands tightening on our weapons. The noise fades, moving farther away.

Lucia exhales slowly. Dmitri feeds another piece of wood into the flames.

The firelight flickers across their faces—one guarded, one haunted—and the jungle presses close around us, alive and waiting.

For the first time since the egg, we have warmth, water, and a plan. It isn’t safety, not really. But it feels like the start of something.

The fire burns.
The night deepens.
And tomorrow, we go back into the dark.
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Chapter 10


The wheel vibrates beneath my hands. My knuckles are bone-white against the leather. Speedometer climbing—seventy, eighty, ninety. The world is a smear of trees and asphalt and panic.

The engine screams. So does she.

“What were you thinking?” The woman’s voice is raw, breaking on every word. “You got high while watching our son?”

Her tone cuts like broken glass, but I can’t look at her. The boy’s breathing fills the car. Wet, ragged. Wrong.

“I thought he was asleep.” The words sound thin, useless. “I didn’t think—”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” she snaps. “You never think!”

The road curves. A highway ramp flashes by too fast, tires screaming as I take it anyway. Then I see them—cars. Hundreds of them. All stopped.

I slam the brakes.

The car fishtails, skids, stops just short of a sedan. Smoke curls from the tires.

“What are you doing?” she shouts. “Why are we stopping?”

“The road’s blocked.” My voice feels too calm. “They’re just… stopped.”

“Then go around! We have to get him to the hospital!”

I open the door. Step out. The air hits like static—too still, too heavy.

Engines idle. Radios whisper static. Doors hang open. People stand between cars, silent, all staring in the same direction.

“Stay here,” I tell her. “I’ll check.”

I walk. Past abandoned cars, shattered windshields, toys, phones, bags torn open like something tried to run but couldn’t finish.

The crowd grows denser. Dozens now. Everyone looking up.

And then I see it.

The sky isn’t right.

Floating above the city—impossibly vast, perfectly geometric—is a cube. A black monolith hanging in the air, its edges too sharp, its surface too smooth. It turns soundlessly, each side swallowing light. Miles wide.

It doesn’t belong. It breaks reality just by existing.

Someone whispers beside me, “God.”
Another voice says, “Aliens.”
Someone else starts to pray.

The cube stops spinning.

The silence that follows is absolute.

Then light.

A beam, blinding and pure, erupts from the cube’s underside and punches into the city. There’s no sound at first—just light so bright it erases shadows, color, thought. Then the shockwave hits.

Heat. Pressure. Noise. The air itself tearing apart.

I turn back, reaching for the car, for her, for the boy—

—but the light consumes everything.

And then—

I wake.

The floor beneath me is wood, not pavement. My body jerks as I gasp, lungs clawing for air that smells of smoke and jungle.

The treehouse. The fire. Morning light filtering through the canopy.

My heartbeat feels like it’s trying to escape my ribs.

“I think I had a memory,” I whisper to the empty platform.

The images cling like oil—the woman’s face, the boy’s shallow breaths, the cube’s impossible symmetry. It felt too vivid to be a dream. Too detailed. The kind of memory that leaves residue.

“Jarek!” Lucia’s voice floats up from below. “You awake up there?”

I push to my feet, body heavy. The ashes from last night’s fire glow faintly red.

Leaning over the edge, I see them both waiting beneath the tree. Dmitri’s arm is still bound, but he’s holding a spear now—crude, effective. Lucia grips a branch like she means to break bones with it.

“Come down,” Dmitri calls. “We go to dungeon. Get supplies. Like we plan.”

I glance back at the platform one last time. The empty space where I’d dreamed.

That cube. The light. The end.

The question that follows is cold and quiet.

What if it wasn’t a dream at all?

Lucia’s voice breaks through again, softer this time. “Jarek? You okay?”

I force myself to nod, to sound normal. “Yeah. Coming.”

I grab my machete, check the interface—inventory intact—and start down the rope. The bark bites my palms. The ground feels too real under my feet.

The air is thick with the wet scent of morning. Somewhere in the trees, something calls, long and guttural.

Dmitri watches me. “You look pale,” he says.

“Didn’t sleep great,” I answer.

Lucia tilts her head. “Bad dream?”

I shake it off. “Something like that.”

We move. Back toward the dungeon, toward danger and necessity. But part of me stays behind, staring at the sky that’s no longer visible through the canopy.

Because I can still see that cube. Hanging there, silent and perfect.

And deep down, I know—
the Vexa didn’t just build the cube.

They came from it.
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Chapter 11


We move through the jungle in single file. Dmitri leads, despite the broken arm. His good hand grips a spear, the point blackened from fire. The smell of smoke still clings to him. I follow with the machete, and Lucia trails behind, her club resting against her shoulder. The air feels thick enough to drink. Every step sends insects scattering and unseen creatures hissing in the ferns.

The map flickers in my vision, the golden square pulsing ahead — a promise of safety, or danger dressed as progress.

Dmitri halts. Raises a fist.

I nearly walk into his back. “What—”

He doesn’t answer. Just points.

Through the ferns, a small clearing opens, light filtering down in fractured beams. A girl lies there, maybe twelve or thirteen, her body marked in flowing patterns of black and red ink. The lines crawl across her skin like living things, twisting around her arms, her chest, her throat.

Her leg is bent at an ugly angle. Blood mats her hair, streaks her shoulder.

“Kid,” I whisper, already moving before my brain catches up.

Dmitri’s hand snaps out, catching my arm. “Wait.”

“She’s bleeding,” I hiss. “Look at her.”

His grip tightens. “No.”

I pull free, push through the ferns, and step into the clearing. The girl’s eyes flash open. They’re black. Not dark brown — black, liquid and depthless.

She scrambles backward, dragging her twisted leg, and shrieks in a language that sounds like broken glass.
“Kesh’ta! Kesh’ta m’vor!”

The words bite the air, fast and sharp, like they weren’t meant for a human mouth.

I raise both hands, machete angled away. “It’s okay. We’re not—”

“Drak vo’mah! Vo’mah!”

She flails, panic wild, voice rising to a pitch that makes my teeth ache.

Lucia steps out of the brush and kneels, ignoring Dmitri’s curse. “Hey, hey. It’s all right, sweetheart.” Her voice drops into something warm, practiced. “We want to help.” She sets down her club and extends her hand, palm open.

The girl looks from me to Lucia. Her breathing slows. “Tal’nesh?” she whispers, testing the sound. She touches her leg, then gestures weakly at us. “M’kesh drah?”

Lucia nods eagerly. “Yes. Hurt. We can—”

“This is wrong,” Dmitri says from the trees, voice low and flat. He scans the shadows, spear ready. “Girl alone. Hurt. Too easy.”

“She’s a kid,” I say. “We can’t just—”

“Can’t trust this,” he interrupts, but he doesn’t stop me.

I crouch, matching Lucia’s position. “We help,” I say, gesturing to her leg. “Help.”

The girl hesitates, then smiles — a small, eerie smile that doesn’t fit her face. “Ah… tal’nesh. Vor’kesh tal’nesh.”

She extends her hand toward Lucia.

Lucia leans closer, her expression softening. “That’s it. See? Friends.” She inches forward. “Amigos. Understand?”

The girl’s eyes flick to the canopy.

A whistle cuts through the jungle.

High. Shrill. Three short bursts.

Lucia flinches. “What was—”

The girl moves. Not limping. Not injured. She’s on her feet in an instant, sprinting past Dmitri like a shadow. Gone.

“Down!” Dmitri roars.

Too late.

The world drops on us.

A net of vines and woven rope slams from above, heavy enough to drive me to my knees. My shoulder hits hard; the machete slips from my grip. I fight to breathe as the vines constrict, tightening with every movement.

Lucia screams. Dmitri curses in Russian, trying to reach his spear. It’s pinned beneath him, useless.

Figures emerge from the ferns — six, maybe more. Their bodies are painted with the same markings as the girl’s, only denser, the designs crawling across their skin in intricate layers. They wear hides stitched with bone, and their eyes gleam with intelligence and intent.

One kneels beside the net. Male. Broad shoulders. His skin a map of ink and scars. He studies us in silence, then reaches through the net and yanks my machete free.

He stands and barks a command in that same sharp language.

The others move instantly, seizing the edges of the net. We lift off the ground, the vines biting into flesh as they pull us up.

“Hey—!” Lucia thrashes, but the motion only tightens the weave. My ribs grind under the pressure. Dmitri’s spear clatters away, lost in the ferns.

The hunters hoist us higher, their voices a chorus of rhythmic words that almost sound like chanting.

The firelight-colored sky filters through the canopy. I twist, helpless, suspended in air.

And then the AI’s voice blooms in my skull, laughter rich and delighted.

“Oh, this is perfect. Captured alive on day one. The audience is going to love this.”

Her laughter fades into static.

Below, the painted man lifts my machete and holds it up toward the light — not like a weapon, but like an offering.

The others echo his movement, their chants rising in unison.

A ritual.

Not a capture. A preparation.

And for the first time since the egg, I understand something cold and certain:

We’re not the hunters in this jungle.

We never were.
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Chapter 12


The net drops, and hands are on me before I can breathe. Rough, fast, practiced. A knife saws through the vines, and I hit the dirt hard enough to knock the air from my lungs. Before I can move, my arms are yanked behind my back. Rope bites into my wrists, digging deep, skin already raw.

Lucia cries out beside me. Dmitri curses, his voice flat with fury, not fear.

They work with the efficiency of people who have done this many times before. No hesitation. No wasted motion.

Someone shoves me forward. I stumble, then another push. The message is clear: walk.

We move through the jungle single file, surrounded by hunters who make no sound beyond the soft rustle of movement through ferns. I try to mark direction, count steps, but it’s useless. The forest folds in on itself, every tree identical, every sound muffled by the thick air.

Then I hear it: running water.

The trees open onto a river wide enough to swallow a house. The current flashes silver between boulders, the air cooler here, wet with mist.

And there—nestled between massive roots—is their camp.

Five lean-tos at most, lashed from wood and hide. A single fire pit burns low in the center, surrounded by clay pots and racks of drying meat. The smell is a mix of smoke, fish oil, and something faintly sweet beneath it.

They push us toward the fire.

A woman sits there, stirring a clay pot with a carved tool. She’s older than the others, though “older” feels like the wrong word for someone carved out of sinew and focus. Her skin is covered in markings so dense they almost blur together into a living map. Over her shoulders drape animal pelts — spotted, patterned with something like jaguar skin but larger, stranger.

She doesn’t look up as we’re forced to our knees. Just stirs. Steam rises from the pot, curling in bitter threads that smell like dirt and cloves.

The marked man from before steps forward. “Vor’tal kresh’dun, M’terah.”

The woman nods once. Still doesn’t look at us. Her voice, when it comes, is low and measured — melodic where the others’ language had been all harsh edges. “Tal’vor kresh m’shah dun’path. Vor’kesh tal’nesh m’gorah.”

Lucia whispers, “What’s she saying?”

I shake my head. “No idea.”

The woman pours the dark liquid into three bowls. The smell grows thicker, heavy enough to taste.

She picks one up and moves toward me. Her presence feels deliberate — every motion slow, controlled. She stops in front of me and crouches. The pelts obscure her eyes, leaving only her mouth visible: a faint, unreadable curve.

The bowl hovers inches from my face. “Tal’nesh drak’vor.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Tal’nesh.” She presses the bowl to my lips. The rim burns against my skin.

Lucia’s trembling beside me. Dmitri is still, waiting.

I take the only choice we have and drink.

The liquid hits like fire. Bitter, thick, earthy — the taste of soil and bark and metal. It slides down my throat and blooms into heat that crawls behind my eyes.

“Tal’nesh drak’vor,” she says again, moving to Lucia.

Lucia cries, but she drinks. The sound of her gagging twists something in my gut.

Then the woman turns to Dmitri. “Tal’nesh drak’vor.”

He stares back, jaw clenched. “No.”

“Dmitri,” I start, but he’s already moving.

He lunges forward, catching her in the chest. She goes down hard, the bowl spinning away and shattering against the stones. Before anyone can react, Dmitri’s on his feet, half-running, half-falling toward the trees.

Shouts tear through the camp. Hunters grab weapons and vanish after him.

The woman rises slowly, brushing shards from her lap. She doesn’t look angry. Just… calm. Patient. She watches the undergrowth close behind Dmitri, then turns to me.

Her voice when it comes is quieter. “Vor’tal kresh m’shah’drak. Tal’nesh food’ka Dusk Maw.”

And somehow, impossibly, I understand her.

Your friend is foolish. He is food now for the Dusk Maw.

The words burn through my skull, clear and perfect. I blink, trying to make sense of it. “I… understood you.”

She tilts her head, and though her eyes are hidden, I know she’s smiling. “Yes. The tongue water opens your mind. Now you hear what the land speaks.”

Lucia gasps beside me. “I can understand you too. How is that possible?”

“The ancestors’ gift,” the woman says, rising to her full height. “You drink, you learn. Simple.”

From the jungle comes a scream.

Dmitri.

It starts as rage, turns to pain, then ends in something that isn’t human at all.

Lucia’s sob is small and sharp.

A second sound follows — deep, wet, and resonant enough to rattle my teeth. The river ripples with the vibration.

The woman’s tone doesn’t change. “The Dusk Maw hunts when light dies. Your friend ran at wrong time.” She looks toward the darkening trees. “My people will try to save him, but the Maw is fast. And it is always hungry.”

I strain against the ropes, trying to stand, to do something, but the bindings only cut deeper.

“There is nothing to do but wait,” she says. “If he lives, he returns. If not…” Her shoulders lift in a small shrug. “The jungle takes what it is owed.”

The remaining hunters circle the fire, weapons raised, eyes fixed on the shadows.

The world holds its breath.

Then — movement. Far off, something enormous pushing through the trees. The sound of roots breaking, water churning.

The woman lifts her chin toward it, her voice barely a whisper now. “Dusk Maw feeds.”

The smell of cloves thickens, mingling with the scent of smoke and river mist and something newly spilled — blood or fear, it’s hard to tell which.

I kneel beside Lucia, bound and useless, and listen to the jungle eat.
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Chapter 13


“Let me go with them.”

The words come out before I can stop them. The ropes bite my wrists as I lean forward, meeting M’terah’s gaze through the veil of pelts.

She turns, studying me in that still, animal way of hers—head slightly tilted, unreadable. The firelight catches the curve of her mouth, the faint shimmer of her markings.

“You are bound. Weaponless. Soft.” Her tone is neither mocking nor kind. Just a statement of fact. “Why would I send you to die?”

“Because he’s my friend,” I say, breathless. “Because I can help.”

The jungle fills the silence that follows—river hiss, cicadas, the echo of a distant roar rolling through the trees.

Finally, she says, “You are brave.” A pause. “Foolish, but brave. The land respects bravery.”

She gestures sharply. A hunter steps behind me. The rope slackens, then drops away. Blood rushes back into my hands like fire.

M’terah moves to a lean-to and returns with a spear, long and perfectly balanced, the stone point gleaming with an oily sheen. She offers it to me. “Go. Find your friend. Try not to die. My hunters will guide you.”

I take the weapon. It feels alive, the weight steady, ready.

“Wait!” Lucia calls. Her wrists are still bound, her face streaked with dirt and fear. “Don’t leave me here!”

M’terah’s gaze flicks her way. “You stay. Insurance that he returns.”

The AI’s voice hums suddenly in my ear, dry amusement curling around the words. “Ah, character development. I was starting to worry you didn’t have any. Bravery grants growth, Jarek. Keep this up and you might actually survive past episode three.”

Three hunters materialize from the treeline, their bodies painted in streaks of ochre and ash. One gestures for me to follow. I grip the spear and run.

We move fast, the hunters silent shadows around me. The jungle blurs past—green, black, and gold. Branches whip my arms; roots catch my feet. My lungs burn. The air is thick enough to choke on.

Then the lead hunter stops, fist raised.

I freeze behind him and peer through the ferns.

Dmitri.

He’s slumped against a tree trunk, chest rising in shallow, ragged breaths. His makeshift spear lies broken beside him, splintered like kindling. Blood streaks his face and neck. His eyes are open but distant.

And circling him, low and deliberate, is the Dusk Maw.

It’s huge. Not feline, not reptilian—something between both, built for violence. Four legs, each as thick as a man’s torso. Fur the color of smoke. Its head is too broad, the jaw hinged too far back. When it opens its mouth, I see teeth meant for crushing, not tearing.

The air vibrates with its growl.

The lead hunter murmurs, “Old male. Scarred. Strong. We wait until it commits, then strike together.”

My interface flickers. Data streams across my vision, luminous text hovering over the creature like a prophecy.

[DUSK MAW – Level 8]
[WEAKNESS: Left shoulder – old injury]
[SPEAR THROW SUCCESS RATE: 48%]

Forty-eight percent.

Not great odds. But better than none.

The Maw stops pacing. Its muscles tense, low and coiled.

I move before thought catches up. Step out of the brush. Grip the spear tight. Draw back.

Throw.

The world narrows to that motion—the arc of my arm, the rush of air, the flash of stone. The spear whistles through the space between heartbeats and hits.

The impact is wet and deep. The stone point sinks into the creature’s shoulder, exactly where the numbers told me to aim.

The Dusk Maw roars. The sound hits like a physical blow. Leaves shiver. Birds erupt into the air. The beast thrashes, snapping at the shaft jutting from its flesh.

Then it turns, blood slick and black under the dying light. It sees me.

The hatred in its eyes feels ancient.

The hunters surge forward, spears raised, but the creature doesn’t attack. It stumbles back, limping, snarling low. Then it vanishes into the undergrowth with a sound like thunder tearing away through the trees.

Silence.

The lead hunter exhales. “Good throw, soft one. Very good throw.”

My body starts to shake. Adrenaline fades, leaving me hollow. “Is it dead?”

He shakes his head. “No. Wounded. It will hide. Heal or die slowly. But it will not hunt tonight.”

We rush to Dmitri. He’s barely conscious, breathing shallow. His eyes flicker open as I kneel beside him.

“You stupid bastard,” I say, voice breaking. “What were you thinking?”

“Thinking I don’t drink mystery liquid,” he mutters. “Thinking I escape. Wrong on both.”

“Can you walk?”

“Can try.”

Two hunters lift him carefully. He groans but stays upright. His left leg drags; blood slicks his shin.

“We go,” says the lead hunter. “Dark comes. Blood brings worse things.”

The AI’s voice returns, sing-song and cruel. “Congratulations, Jarek! First confirmed combat victory. The system has awarded you experience points. You are now Level Two! Of course, everything else out here is Level Five or higher, but let’s not ruin your moment.”

We start back toward camp. I retrieve the spear from where it fell, the tip cracked and dark with blood. My arm throbs from the throw.

“Thank you,” Dmitri mumbles as we move. “For coming. For throw.”

“We’re in this together,” I say quietly.

The jungle thickens around us. Night smells begin to rise—wet soil, cold air, decay. Distant cries weave through the canopy. Predators waking.

By the time we reach the river, the campfire’s glow is the only light left.

M’terah waits by the flames, arms folded. When she sees us emerge from the darkness, her head tilts slightly.

“You live,” she says.

“We live,” I answer.

She nods once. “Good. Bravery should be rewarded, not wasted.” She gestures to a lean-to. “Put the injured one there. I will tend his wounds.”

The hunters carry Dmitri to the shelter. I follow, exhausted, every step heavier than the last.

M’terah approaches me, close enough that I can smell the smoke in her pelts and the faint spice of her skin. Her eyes, now visible through the hanging furs, are dark and sharp as flint.

“You threw well for a soft one. The Dusk Maw will remember your scent.” She pauses. “This is not always a good thing.”

“Will it come back?”

“Maybe.” Her tone is almost fond. “Pride dies slow in old beasts.”

She glances toward Lucia, still bound but alive by the fire. “Your friend breathes. You returned as promised. This earns respect among my people.”

“Does that mean you’ll let us go?”

M’terah smiles for the first time, slow and dangerous. “It means we will talk. About why you walk the sacred paths. About what you seek. About whether you are enemies… or something else.”

She turns back to the fire. “But not tonight. Tonight we eat. Then rest. Tomorrow will decide much.”

I sit beside Lucia. She leans into me, shaking with quiet sobs she doesn’t bother to hide.

“Is he alive?” she whispers.

“Alive,” I say. “For now.”

The fire pops, sending sparks spiraling into the dark. The river murmurs. Somewhere out in the trees, a wounded predator limps through the undergrowth, bleeding and angry.

The AI’s voice returns, soft as a breath in my skull. “Level two, Jarek. You’re growing nicely. Let’s see if you can reach level three before something hungrier than you decides to test that bravery.”

I close my eyes and let the exhaustion pull me down.

The last thing I hear before sleep takes me is the jungle breathing—and somewhere far off, the Dusk Maw roaring again, promising it isn’t finished.
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Chapter 14


M’terah’s dwelling smells of dried herbs and old blood. The scent clings to the walls, to the woven mats, to the woman herself. She moves with the precision of someone who has lived too long among sharp things.

Weapons cover the bamboo table. Three obsidian-tipped spears. Two stone knives wrapped in leather. A blowgun carved from hollow reed, beside a clay pot of darts, their tips gleaming with wet poison.

“Scale Lords have three weak points,” she says without looking up. Her hands sort the weapons as she speaks. “Behind the jaw. The junction of the spine. And the eyes, if you have no choice.”

“What if we have no choice and no brains?” I ask.

She glances up. Her eyes are dark and sharp beneath the hanging pelts. “Then you die screaming. But at least you die trying.”

Dmitri picks up one of the spears. He tests the weight, then snaps the tip off by accident. The black shard skips across the floor.

“This is rock tied to stick,” he says.

“Correct.” M’terah doesn’t flinch. “Rock is sharp. Stick is pointy. Together, they stab.”

“I want something that explodes.”

“Want does not exist here. Stick exists. Take stick.” She hands him another spear. “And keep it in one piece.”

He eyes the weapon with resentment. “In my last life, I had rifle. Grenades. Armor. Night vision. Now I have pointy stick.”

“You had memories in your last life, too.” M’terah’s tone cuts like flint. “Now you have neither. Welcome to reset. Adapt or die.” Her gaze shifts between us. “Preferably adapt.”

Lucia stands by the door, arms wrapped around herself. Her expression is tight, wary. She hasn’t spoken much since we agreed to this.

“The soft point behind the jaw,” M’terah continues, stepping close. “Better to feel than to hear.”

Before I can react, she grabs my wrist and presses my palm to her throat. Her pulse beats fast against my skin. She guides my fingers around the curve of her jaw until they rest against a hollow just below the ear.

“Here. No bone. The spine connects here. You drive your blade up. Twist. You will feel the bones separate.” She presses my thumb deeper into the spot. “If you do it right, it dies before it screams.”

“And if I do it wrong?”

“Then it bites your face off.” She lets my hand fall. “So do it right.”

Dmitri grunts. “Hope is not strategy.”

“Hope is all that’s left when the odds are gone,” M’terah replies.

She unwraps a small gourd sealed in oiled leather. Inside, a black liquid glistens. “Poison,” she says. “Tree frog venom. Twenty drops will paralyze a man in half a minute. It will slow a Scale Lord for ten seconds.”

“That’s not encouraging,” I say.

“Encouragement is for children. You are not children.” She dips each dart into the venom with steady hands. “Do not touch. Do not lick. Do not test.”

Lucia shivers. “We’re walking into a death trap. This is insane.”

M’terah smiles, faint and humorless. “Yes. But insanity with purpose is courage. Cowardice without it is just death slower.”

She sets the blowgun aside and begins strapping weapons to us—spear across my back, knife at my hip, rope harness secured tight. She moves to Dmitri, adjusting the sling for his injured arm, then to Lucia, pressing a knife into her shaking hands.

“You do not want to fight,” M’terah says.

Lucia shakes her head. “No.”

“Good. Fear makes you careful. Care keeps you alive.” She closes Lucia’s fingers around the knife. “When careful fails, you stab. Aim for the soft. Throat, eyes, belly. Stab until it stops breathing.”

“I don’t think I can—”

“You can. Because not stabbing means dying. And dying means your friends die alone.”

Lucia’s throat tightens, but she nods.

M’terah steps back, studying us. “You are not warriors. You are broken sky-children with lost minds and crude weapons. But you are together. That counts.”

She unwraps a bundle of dried meat and hard bread. “For the road. Six hours through jungle. Eat after you stop. Drink before you fall.” She hands each of us a waterskin. “The Old Wound has no clean water.”

“The Old Wound?” I ask.

“The place you go. Where the gods struck the earth. The Scale Lords nest there now. It is where my sister vanished.”

Her voice hardens, though her hands tremble as she gathers more supplies. “K’sara entered the Wound three years ago with twelve of our strongest. They sought honor and vanished. I sent them alive. The jungle returned only silence.”

“You want us to find her,” Dmitri says.

“I want truth,” M’terah says. “Alive or dead, I want the story to end.”

We fall silent. The weight of her loss fills the air, thick as the heat.

“We’ll bring her back,” I say. “If she’s breathing, we’ll find her.”

“Do not promise what you cannot make real,” M’terah answers. “Just try. Trying keeps you human.”

She moves to the door. “We leave now. Before the village wakes and the fearful begin to whisper.”

Outside, dawn smolders behind the trees. The village stirs in the gray half-light—figures bent over fires, filling jars with river water. They see us and say nothing. Eyes follow, but no voices rise.

M’terah leads the way. Dmitri follows with a muttered curse. Lucia walks beside me, her silence louder than anything else.

The jungle closes around us, green and endless. Mist curls between the roots. The air is heavy, damp, alive.
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Chapter 15


Six hours. 
That’s how long it takes to reach the Old Wound. Six hours of walking, climbing, sweating, bleeding, and listening to the jungle whisper about how easily it could erase us.

First hour: Dmitri nearly steps on a snake the size of a car’s driveshaft. It’s coiled in leaf litter, invisible until it moves. M’terah catches him by the collar and yanks him back so hard he drops his spear. The snake hisses — a sound like boiling water — and slides into a tangle of vines too small to hide it.

“Venom kills in five minutes,” M’terah says. “No cure. Step where you can see.”

No one argues.

Second hour: Something large follows us through the trees. Never visible. Just the rhythm of branches breaking, leaves shifting, and breath heavy enough to rattle the air. M’terah raises her fist — silence. We move in a wide arc through the ferns, every footstep chosen, every breath controlled. The unseen thing keeps pace for a while, then drifts away.

Third hour: We cross a stream clear as glass. Lucia slips on moss-slick stone and plunges knee-deep into the water. She’s half up again when something brushes her calf. She freezes. M’terah grabs her by the arm and hauls her out so violently she hits the bank hard.

“Fish with teeth,” M’terah says. “They school. One bite draws blood. The rest follow. They strip flesh in sixty seconds.”

Lucia stares at the innocent water. “I hate this place.”

“Good,” M’terah says. “Hate sharpens you.”

Fourth hour: The trees start bleeding. Not literally, but close. The bark turns red — not stained, not painted — red as muscle tissue. M’terah runs her fingers across one trunk, her expression tight.

“We’re close,” she says. “Blood trees grow near Scale Lord nests. They fertilize them. Use the red wood for weapons, tools, rituals.”

“Fertilize with what?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer. The silence is worse than any response could have been. Then I see them — bones scattered around the roots. Human bones. Larger ones too. Too large.

Fifth hour: The stream beside us bends upward. The water climbs the slope, defying gravity, running straight into a crack in a sheer rock face. Dmitri stares.

“That shouldn’t happen.”

“Scale Lords built it,” M’terah says. “They shape earth, stone, and water. They make the impossible.”

“They’re not primitive,” I say.

“No,” she replies. “They are ancient. They inherited machines from the old world. They learned to command what they did not create. That is what makes them dangerous.”

Sixth hour: We reach it.

The entrance looms out of the cliff like a wound in the earth — wide, rectangular, twenty feet tall. Carved edges. Smooth precision. No tool we know could make cuts that clean. Symbols crawl around the frame, geometric spirals that distort when I look at them too long.

Bones cover the ground. Hundreds. Some fresh enough to glisten. Others sun-bleached to gray. Skulls, rib cages, femurs, and things that were never human.

Lucia’s voice is barely audible. “What do the markings say?”

M’terah steps closer, reverent. “Turn back or die horribly.”

“That’s it?” I ask. “No poetry? No prophecy?”

“Scale Lords do not waste words,” she says.

The smell that leaks from the darkness is cold rot — not decay, but the metallic stink of something alive that shouldn’t be.

M’terah stops at the threshold. For the first time, her eyes betray fear. “This is where I stop.”

“Why?” Lucia asks.

“Because the village needs what I know. Because someone must remember your names. Because fear this strong means my spirit would break inside.” She draws a trembling breath and steps close enough for me to feel her heat. Her hands rise, framing my face.

“K’sara,” she whispers. “My sister. If she still breathes, bring her home.”

“We will,” I say.

“Don’t promise.” Her mouth finds mine — quick, hard, desperate. She tastes like smoke and salt and the edge of panic. When she pulls back, her voice is steadier. “Go, before I beg you to stay. Die well if you must. The dead deserve good stories.”

She pushes me toward the entrance.

Dmitri snorts, stepping into shadow. “For record, this is worst plan yet.”

“Tree had raptors,” Lucia reminds him.

“Raptors make sense. This does not.” He disappears inside anyway.

Lucia laces her fingers through mine. “Together?”

“Together.”

The air changes as we cross the threshold. Cold replaces humidity. Sound dies. Our footsteps echo like we’re walking through a throat made of stone. Ten feet in, the world moves.

A thunderous grind — stone slabs dropping from above, sliding from the sides — the entrance sealing shut.

Darkness swallows us.

For several heartbeats there’s nothing. No breath. No sound. Then a pulse of light blooms on the walls — faint, green-gold bioluminescence. Fungal veins crawl through the stone, throbbing like they’re alive.

We stand in a corridor. Walls smooth as metal, the ceiling fifteen feet high, every surface slick with moisture. Alcoves line both sides — deep niches like cells.

And in those alcoves—

“Oh fuck,” Dmitri whispers.

Bodies.

Not corpses. Not exactly. They hang in half-formed cocoons of resin and flesh, twitching. Faces stretch beneath translucent skin. Veins move under the surface, pulsing with alien rhythm. Some of them look human. Some don’t.

Lucia claps a hand over her mouth. “They’re still breathing.”

The sound in the corridor changes — soft at first, wet and rhythmic. Then louder. A heartbeat that isn’t ours.

The walls themselves seem to inhale.

The AI’s voice slides into my skull, bright and cruel. “Welcome to Dungeon Instance Two: The Old Wound. Environmental hazards include biological contamination, residual nanite activity, and moderate risk of assimilation. Objective: survive.”

The light flickers. One of the cocoons splits open.

Something steps out.
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Chapter 16


The first alcove holds a man. At least, the top half of him is still a man. 
Below the waist, he’s becoming something else — reptilian legs splitting from his hips like tumors learning how to walk. The skin on his abdomen bulges and tears, scales pushing through in patches that pulse with his heartbeat. He’s awake. Aware. His eyes track us, pleading. His mouth opens and closes soundlessly, a fish gasping in air it doesn’t understand.

Lucia’s breath catches. Then she’s on her knees, gagging, dry-heaving into the slick stone. Nothing comes up — there’s nothing left to bring up — but her body fights itself anyway.

I force myself to look. To catalogue. To see.

A woman, her skin replaced by translucent scales. I can see her heart hammering inside her chest, every vein pulsing with viscous light. Her lungs expand and contract in uneven rhythm. Her intestines twitch like trapped eels.

A man whose arms are dissolving and reshaping, bone fusing into strange, jointed ridges that might one day become wings. His face is a mask of agony. The cocoon fluid around his arms trembles with each slow, wet crack of reforming bone.

Three children — fused together at the torso, six arms, three heads, half-formed scales webbing their shared ribcage. Their eyes move. Each one looks at us. They don’t cry. They can’t.

“Can we help them?” Dmitri asks, voice trembling but controlled. His knuckles whiten on his spear.

My Predator Sense ignites, a golden pulse through my vision. I see their nervous systems — human nerves fused with alien threads of bioelectric filaments, the two systems feeding each other. One pulse. One living circuit. There’s no line to cut, no way to separate.

“No,” I say quietly. “They’re woven together. The fusion’s total. Any attempt to help would kill them.”

Lucia wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “So we just… leave them?”

The words echo in the chamber like a prayer no one wants to answer.

Dmitri steps to the man with reptilian legs. The man’s lips move again — help me, kill me, please. Whatever the words, the meaning is the same. Dmitri raises his spear.

I grab his wrist. “Don’t.”

“You said we can’t help him.”

“That doesn’t mean we get to decide when he dies—”

The sound hits before I can finish — high-pitched, sharp enough to drill straight through my skull.

Something small moves in the shadows.

Shapes slide from the wall apertures — four-foot reptilian juveniles, sleek and bright-eyed, scales glinting like oil. Juvenile Scale Lords.

They’re almost cute. Big eyes, round faces, claws that look too delicate to kill with. One steps forward, curious, clicking its tongue softly.

It approaches Dmitri, fascinated by the spear in his hands. It touches the obsidian point, makes a chirring sound.

“Is… cute?” Dmitri murmurs.

The creature tilts its head, considering him. Then it turns — sees Lucia.

And screams.

The sound isn’t meant for ears. It’s meant for something else. Ultrasonic, pure pain in waveform. I collapse, hands over my head, but the noise cuts through bone.

Dozens pour from the walls now, shrieking in perfect harmony. The walls vibrate with their call.

Something answers.

A rumble. Deep, deliberate. Heavy footfalls shaking the ground.

The juveniles scatter, clearing space. They know what’s coming.

Out of the dark strides an adult Scale Lord. Eight feet of engineered muscle, scales like armor plating, yellow eyes burning with intelligence too sharp to be animal. It moves with terrifying precision — not rage, not instinct, but strategy.

It sees us. Assesses. Chooses.

Then it roars.

The sound is physical — air compressed into a weapon. It hits like a hammer to the chest.

“RUN OR FIGHT?” I yell.

“BOTH!” Dmitri shouts.

“BOTH IT IS!”

The Scale Lord charges.

It covers thirty feet in two seconds. Dmitri dives left, Lucia right, and I roll forward beneath a swing that could have removed my head. The air burns with the speed of it.

The tail whips around — I don’t see it until it hits. My ribs crack. The world flips sideways. I hit the wall hard enough to black out for a heartbeat.

Dmitri hurls his spear. It strikes dead center — and bounces off, shattering the obsidian tip.

“FUCK!” he snarls.

The Scale Lord turns and backhands him like an afterthought. Dmitri slams into the far wall and collapses.

Lucia scrambles up, grabs a rock, and hurls it. It bounces off the creature’s head. She grabs another. Throws again.

The Scale Lord stops. Looks at her. Tilts its head — curious. Insulted.

It advances. Slow. Deliberate.

I push off the wall, knife in hand, M’terah’s words echoing in my skull: Behind the jaw. Drive up. Twist.

Pain doesn’t matter. Breathing doesn’t matter. Only the target.

I run.

The Scale Lord reaches for Lucia. Its claws close around air. I leap, driving the knife into the junction where jaw meets neck. There’s resistance — then a pop, a snap, a yielding that feels like cutting into metal that decides to give way.

I twist.

Vertebrae separate.

The creature freezes mid-roar. Then collapses. Eight feet of engineered flesh crashes to the stone, shaking the chamber.

Silence.

I stay standing only because I’m too stunned to fall. My knife drips with blood that’s not red but black-purple, thick as oil.

Dmitri drags himself upright, breathing ragged. “…we won.”

Lucia stares at the body. “We won?”

He shrugs. “We’re alive. It’s dead. That’s close enough.” He eyes his shattered spear. “Partial victory.”

My adrenaline crashes. I drop to my knees, ribs screaming. “Everything hurts.”

“Welcome to hero life,” Dmitri mutters. “Mostly pain and regret.”

He limps over to the corpse and kneels. “Time to loot.”

Lucia blinks at him. “Loot? He almost killed us.”

“This is dungeon. Monsters drop loot.” Dmitri slices open the chest cavity. Steam rises, reeking of metal and ozone. He reaches in. “See? Already treasure.”

He pulls out a crystal — fist-sized, throbbing with dim inner light. Organic, yet geometric.

The AI’s voice cuts through my mind like a whisper made of wire. “Synthesis biotech. Fully active. The Scale Lords merged their biology with ancient technology. That crystal is a living processor.”

“What do I do with it?” I ask aloud.

Dmitri frowns. “Who you talking to?”

“The voice in my head says touch it.”

“Do not touch glowing alien thing,” he warns.

“I’m touching it.”

“Of course you are.”

The crystal pulses in my hand. Warm. A heartbeat syncing to mine.

It dissolves.

Liquid light floods my arm, racing through veins, into my chest, my brain. Data burns through me — language, schematics, anatomy, warfare. Too much. Too fast.

I scream. My body convulses.

Then it stops.

The knowledge settles, reorganizes. My mind expands. I see everything sharper, cleaner. The world slows.

My eyes open. Gold light spills from them.

[LEVEL UP +2]
[NEW ABILITY: PREDATOR SENSE – DETECT LIFE THROUGH WALLS, SCAN BIOLOGICAL STRUCTURES]
[SYNTHESIS INTEGRATION: 15%]
[PHYSICAL UPGRADES: ENHANCED STRENGTH +25%, RAPID HEALING, BIO-LUMINESCENT EYES]

Lucia crouches beside me. “Jarek? Your eyes…”

“I know.” My voice hums with an edge I don’t recognize. “They glow now.”

“Is that permanent?” Dmitri asks.

“Feels like it.” I stand. The pain in my ribs has dulled, replaced by a warm thrum under the skin. “I can feel everything alive in here. The juveniles. The ones watching from the walls.”

Lucia shudders. “That’s nightmare fuel.”

I look at my hands. The skin looks different — denser. Smooth as glass, hard as stone. Faint ridges shimmer under the surface. Scales.

I’m changing.

“Keep moving,” I say. “More chambers ahead. More life signatures. Bigger.”

“How many?” Dmitri asks.

I reach outward with my new sense. The world blooms in golden outlines — hundreds of living things in the darkness beyond.

“Enough that dying is inevitable.”

Dmitri grins weakly. “Good. Hate false hope.”

We strip four claws from the corpse — curved, blade-sharp, perfect for close combat.

Lucia straps one to her arm. “We were already animals. Now we just look the part.”

I nod toward the corridor ahead. “Forward. Always forward.”

We move on.

Behind us, the bioluminescent walls pulse faster, as though the dungeon itself is breathing harder.

Ahead, I feel something vast awaken. A pulse deeper and older than the Scale Lords. A heartbeat that makes the stone tremble.

This wasn’t the boss.

This was the doorbell.
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Chapter 17


The corridor descends for what feels like forever. The air thickens, colder, heavier, pressing on my eardrums until each step feels like walking deeper into a heartbeat. The walls pulse faintly with bioluminescent veins that fade the farther we go, until my own golden eyes are the only source of light.

“At least you’re a flashlight now,” Dmitri says. His voice bounces off the slick walls. “Silver lining.”

“I’m glowing and mutating,” I reply. “That’s not silver lining. That’s a warning label.”

“Glow helps us see. Functional body horror. I approve.”

Lucia walks between us, limping slightly. The claw mark along her thigh is seeping again, thin line of blood dark against her skin. It drips as we move, a breadcrumb trail through the dark.

“We should stop and bandage it,” I say.

“We should keep moving,” she counters. “The air’s heavier. We’re going lower.”

She’s right. My ears pop again. The temperature drops. The sound changes — faint, constant, rhythmic. Water.

When the corridor widens, I forget to breathe.

The cavern stretches hundreds of feet across. The ceiling vanishes into darkness. The walls gleam with green-gold algae, pulsing in time with something deeper beneath the rock. The light reflects off what lies in the center — a river, fifty feet wide, running swift and clear through the heart of the chamber.

It’s beautiful. Too beautiful.

Lucia’s voice trembles. “It’s… pretty.”

“Pretty is trap word,” Dmitri mutters. “Pretty means monster hiding.”

He kneels by the bank, scoops a handful of water, lets it run through his fingers. “No sediment. No smell. Nothing decaying. Either paradise or murder pond.”

“Paradise doesn’t exist here,” I say.

I reach out with my Predator Sense. The world sharpens. The river lights up in golden outlines—so many moving shapes below the surface that the image becomes a blur. Coiled muscles. Finned spines. Rows of teeth. Eyes. Watching us. Waiting.

“There’s life in there,” I whisper. “A lot. Big. Fast. Thinking.”

Lucia laughs, hollow. “Of course there is.”

The current murmurs like it’s daring us. The walls rise sheer on both sides; no path around.

“We cross,” I say.

“Water level,” Dmitri mutters. “Always the water level.”

“How deep?” Lucia asks.

“Five feet midstream. Shallower near the sides. Wading depth.”

“If nothing eats us,” Dmitri adds.

“If nothing eats us,” I echo.

We stand in silence. The river breathes.

Lucia breaks first. “We’ve fought dinosaurs, mutants, gods. And we’re afraid of a river?”

“It’s a very suspicious river,” Dmitri says.

“It’s not fear,” I say. “It’s survival instinct screaming we’re idiots.”

Lucia exhales hard. “Then let’s be idiots together.”

She steps in first.

The water grips her legs like living silk. The current drags at her immediately. I follow, wading after her, Dmitri behind me. We link hands — a chain of fear and stubbornness.

The cold bites deep. My glowing reflection shivers across the water’s surface. The stones below are smooth, treacherous.

“Hold steady,” I say. “Current’s stronger in the center.”

The deeper we go, the louder the river sounds. It isn’t normal flow — it pulses, surges, recedes, as if the whole thing breathes.

Something brushes my calf.

I stop breathing. “Contact.”

“Describe contact,” Dmitri says, voice tight.

“Wet. Fast. Unwanted.”

Lucia gasps as something slides past her leg. “Another one!”

“Do not move fast,” Dmitri says. “Fast movement is prey behavior.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Lucia hisses. “Slowly die?”

I reach out with Predator Sense again — and wish I hadn’t.

The shapes below have shifted formation. A spiral. Encircling us.

“They’re converging,” I say. “Every direction.”

“How many?” Dmitri asks.

“All of them.”

The water below erupts.

Teeth. So many teeth. The first creature hits Dmitri square in the chest — a blur of scales and muscle, jaws wide enough to bite a man in half. He barely gets his spear up in time. It crashes into him, dragging him down to his knees.

I slam my knife into the thing’s flank, right below the gill slits. The blade slides in, catches, and rips. Dark blood clouds the water. The creature thrashes, tail smashing into my ribs.

Lucia screams as another one lunges from her right. Smaller. Faster. She shoves the claw dagger up into its open mouth. It impales itself clean through, thrashing before going still.

Dmitri roars — pure fury — and drives his spear point into his attacker’s eye. The shaft splinters, but the creature releases him, vanishing into the current with a shriek.

More shapes circle. Dozens.

“Move!” I shout. “To the far bank! GO!”

We run through water waist-deep, tripping, shoving forward. The current fights, dragging at our legs. The river boils around us, a frenzy of movement beneath the surface.

Something clamps onto my leg. I stab down blindly, the knife hilt-deep in scaled flesh. It lets go, taking a piece of me with it. I limp, bleeding, but stay upright.

Lucia stumbles. Dmitri grabs her, hauls her up. We’re almost there—five feet from the opposite bank.

The water behind us explodes again.

Something bigger is coming.

The others see it too late. I feel it before it surfaces — a mass of intent, enormous and ancient, rising fast.

The river heaves.

The creature that erupts from it isn’t a fish. It isn’t anything that belongs in water. It’s a predator built from bad dreams — serpentine, plated, with four clawed limbs and a jaw like a crocodile that never learned to stop growing.

It’s easily thirty feet long.

Its eyes lock on me.

“Run!” I yell, but the word breaks in my throat.

The thing lunges, mouth wide enough to swallow us all.

I dive, tackle Lucia sideways as the jaws snap shut where we were standing. The impact sprays water high enough to hit the cavern ceiling.

Dmitri, somehow still upright, hurls what’s left of his spear. It vanishes into the creature’s throat. The monster barely notices.

It rears back, shrieking, half in air, half in water. Its scales gleam like wet armor.

The AI’s voice flickers in my skull. “Abyss Leviathan. Level 14. Aquatic apex predator. Suggestion: run.”

“Yeah,” I hiss, staggering to my feet. “No shit.”

The Leviathan lunges again.

This time, we don’t wait.

We run.
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Chapter 18


Three shadows break the surface at once. The water explodes around us — spray, foam, and teeth.

They aren’t fish. They’re amphibious Scale Lords — sleek, predatory, built for the kill. Five feet long, slate-gray skin stretched tight over muscle that gleams beneath the current. Their eyes are vertical slits of yellow light. Cold. Focused. Intelligent.

The first hits Dmitri.

It strikes like a torpedo, slamming into his chest and clamping down on his arm. Rows of needle teeth punch through flesh. Dmitri’s roar isn’t pain — it’s rage — as he slams the creature into the shallows, again and again, the river turning red around him.

The second goes for me.

Predator Sense flares — golden lines tracing motion through the water before it happens. I twist just enough. The jaws miss my throat but find my shoulder instead. The bite hits bone. I feel the wet crunch of it — the tearing — the heat.

Pain floods everything.

Instinct takes over. I drive my knife up, bury it in the thing’s eye, twist hard. The skull cracks. The Scale Lord convulses, releases, drifts sideways. Its tail flicks weakly, then stills.

The third hits Lucia.

One second she’s behind me. The next, she’s gone — dragged under with barely a splash.

“LUCIA!” Dmitri bellows, still fighting his own attacker. He can’t reach her. Neither can I.

I dive.

The water swallows sound, turns the world slow and green. My glowing eyes flare brighter, casting rays through the current. Lucia’s below me, eight feet down, spinning, fighting, her hair streaming like black smoke. The creature’s jaws are locked around her leg, dragging her toward a trench that opens into pure black.

Her knife flashes once, twice — misses both times, the water turning every motion to molasses.

I swim hard. My body feels different now — stronger, faster. I slice through the current, close the distance.

Predator Sense maps the creature’s anatomy in my mind. Nerve clusters. Weak spots. I can see how it works, how to break it.

I drive the knife down into the soft ridge behind its skull, where the spinal cluster blooms like a dark flower. The blade bites, meets resistance, then slides deeper until the nerves rupture.

The creature’s entire body spasms. Its mouth opens in reflex, releasing Lucia.

We kick upward. My lungs are knives. My shoulder screams with every stroke. We break the surface gasping.

Dmitri’s still fighting his attacker. The thing won’t let go — jaws locked on his forearm, twisting, grinding bone. He’s half submerged, roaring, slamming it against rock. It thrashes, refuses to die.

I grab one of the Scale Lord claws from my belt — the curved bone-weapon heavy in my hand — and swim toward him.

“HOLD STILL!” I shout.

“IT’S ON ME!”

“HOLD STILL OR I CUT YOUR ARM OFF TOO!”

He freezes. Just enough. I grab the creature’s head, drive the claw upward through the joint where skull meets spine. Feel the crunch, the give. Twist.

It goes limp.

Blood drifts from the wound in dark ribbons, curling away like ink. Dmitri slumps against me, panting, his arm a ruin of punctures and shredded skin.

“Can you move?”

He lets out a broken laugh that sounds too close to a sob. “I’m being eaten by lizards in a hole full of water. Moving is all I have left.”

“Then move.”

We haul Lucia between us and stumble toward shore. The current claws at us, pulling at every step. Beneath us, my Predator Sense lights up again — movement below. Dozens more. Drawn to the blood.

“Faster,” I hiss.

We fight the water with everything left. Ten feet from shore. Five.

Something takes my ankle.

The world flips.

I’m underwater again, dragged backward, deeper, faster than before. The current becomes a torrent. The grip on my leg is iron. I twist, kick, stab at the water, but I can’t reach it. I can’t see it. Only the golden blur of my own light reflecting back from a mouth bigger than my body.

The alpha.

The thing that eats the eaters.

The pull gets stronger. The pressure crushes my chest. My lungs burn, begging for air. My knife slips from numb fingers.

Not like this.

I thrash, kick, scream underwater. It’s useless. My vision tunnels, gold fading to black—

A hand grabs mine.

Lucia. Her grip is iron. She braces against the current, legs kicking. Dmitri appears beside her, face twisted with pain, hauling me upward with his one good arm.

They’re pulling me out of the dark.

Whatever has my ankle gives one final tug, then releases. Maybe it’s hurt. Maybe it decides I’m not worth the effort.

We burst from the water and collapse onto the far bank — a mess of limbs, blood, and river mud.

For a long time, none of us moves. The only sound is our breathing and the endless whisper of the current.

Then Dmitri starts laughing. It builds until it’s half hysteria, half victory.

“Water level,” he gasps between laughs, blood running down his arm. “Told you. Always worst.”

Lucia starts laughing too, breathless, half sobs, half release. I let myself join them because the alternative is screaming.

The laughter echoes through the cavern, swallowed by the dark.

When it fades, the only sound left is the river—and somewhere beneath it, something very large turning lazily in the depths, waiting for us to move again.
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We crawl away from the river’s edge, half-dragging, half-stumbling until we find a shallow chamber fifty feet back from the water. It’s barely large enough for the three of us, but it has one entrance and solid walls—defensible, if anything in this place can be called that.

We collapse. The silence that follows feels too heavy to trust.

Dmitri’s arm looks bad. The bite tore through muscle in deep crescent wounds, white flashes of tendon visible beneath. Blood seeps between his fingers. He’s pale, eyes unfocused.

“Med kit,” I say.

Lucia’s already digging through her pack, hands shaking. She pulls out the clay container we looted earlier, sets it down, pries it open.

Inside are supplies that look like they were built, not grown—Synthesis tech: bandages that shimmer faintly, a metallic jar of antiseptic paste that smells sharp and clean, tools shaped from silver alloy.

“I don’t know how any of this works,” she says.

“I do.” The knowledge isn’t memory—it’s data. Leftover fragments from the crystal’s download. Combat medicine. Synthesis field repair.

I take the paste. It smells like mint and copper, sharp enough to sting my nose. “Antibiagent. Stops infection. It’s going to burn.”

“Everything burns,” Dmitri mutters. “Do it.”

I spread the paste over his wounds. It fizzes, releasing a hiss of steam and the sharp scent of ozone. The bleeding slows. The tissue contracts, knitting itself with unnerving precision.

Then I apply the shimmering bandages. They’re alive, soft and warm, pulsing faintly as they take hold. They fuse to his skin, glowing for a few seconds before dimming as they integrate.

“That’s unsettling,” Dmitri says through clenched teeth.

“It’s working,” I reply. The bleeding’s already stopped. The punctures close from the inside out, sealing smooth. “A few days and you’ll have scars instead of holes.”

“Synthesis tech: terrifying and effective. Favorite combination.”

Lucia’s next. The gash on her thigh is shallow but still leaking. I clean it, apply the paste, seal it. She doesn’t flinch. Just watches the glow fade.

Then my shoulder. I can’t reach it, so she takes over. Her touch is careful. The paste stings, but her hands steady the pain.

“Your eyes,” she says softly. “They still glow. It’s… beautiful, actually. Terrifying, but beautiful.”

“I’m mutating.”

“You’re adapting. There’s a difference.” She presses the bandage into place, seals it. “You’re keeping us alive.”

We sit against the wall, eating from the rations M’terah gave us. Dried meat that tastes like ash. Hard bread that grinds the teeth. Water that tastes of minerals and fatigue.

“Five-star dining,” Dmitri says, chewing slowly.

“Tastes like not dying,” Lucia replies.

“Not dying tastes awful,” I say.

The laughter that follows is small, tired, but real.

When the noise fades, the weight of the dungeon presses back in. The walls hum faintly, like they’re breathing.

Lucia’s voice is quiet. “We’re not getting out of here, are we?”

“Probably not,” Dmitri says.

“Not today,” I answer. “Today, we’re still breathing. That’s enough.”

“That’s a low bar for victory,” she murmurs.

“Low bars keep us sane.”

Silence again. Then, one by one, dreams of the surface spill out.

“When we get out,” Lucia says, “I’m eating real food. Fresh bread. Cooked meat. Vegetables that don’t glow in the dark.”

“I’m sleeping in a real bed,” Dmitri adds. “Mattress. Pillow. No bugs. No stone.”

“I’m never going underground again,” I say. “Sun. Sky. Air. No more dungeons.”

We all pause. Then, in unison: “We’re definitely going underground again.”

Dmitri chuckles. “Idiots.”

“The best kind,” I say. “The kind that jumps into murder rivers for each other.”

Lucia glances at me, serious now. “You didn’t have to dive. You could’ve run.”

“And you didn’t have to come back for me,” I say. “But you did.”

“Because we’re together,” Dmitri says. “We live or die together.”

Something tightens in my chest. Warm. Real. A feeling I hadn’t realized I’d forgotten how to have.

“Together,” I echo.

“Together,” Lucia repeats.

The glow from Dmitri’s bandages fades, leaving faint silver scars. His arm’s still ugly, but functional.

“Synthesis tech,” he says, flexing his fingers. “Horrifying miracle.”

I check my own shoulder—same result. Skin sealed smooth, the pain dulled to a ghost ache.

“We got lucky,” I say. “If those things were larger—”

Lucia cuts me off. “They weren’t. We survived. That’s all that matters.”

She’s right. Dwelling on almosts gets you killed.

I close my eyes, extend Predator Sense. The world blooms in gold outlines beyond the walls: corridors, chambers, movement.

Something new.

A pulse of energy ahead—clean, rhythmic, mechanical. The sound of Synthesis machines still running. I see human signatures mixed with Scale Lord ones. Not prisoners. Workers. Cooperative motion.

“They’re building something,” I whisper. “Humans and Scale Lords. Together.”

“Collaborators?” Dmitri asks.

“Converted,” Lucia says. Her voice cracks on the word.

We pack our gear. Check weapons. One working spear. Two claws. Three knives. Barely enough to justify confidence.

Still, we move.

Because forward is all we have.

Because K’sara might still be alive.

Because there’s no way back.

We leave the safety of the chamber behind. The light deepens from gold to white, cold and artificial. The air hums with energy now, a vibration in the bones.

Somewhere below, the sound of machinery grows louder.

And beneath that—something heavier. A pulse. A rhythm too slow for any living heart.

I don’t need my Predator Sense to know what it means.

Whatever waits in the depths isn’t a god. It’s a system.
And it’s still running.
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The corridor opens into a cathedral of light and horror.

I stop so suddenly Dmitri walks into my back. Can’t help it. The chamber before us defies comprehension.

It’s massive. Maybe three hundred feet across, the ceiling lost in darkness that even my glowing eyes can’t penetrate. But the walls—the walls are alive with light. Crystal formations jutting from every surface. Some small as my fist. Others large as a man. All of them glowing with internal luminescence that pulses in rhythm with something deep below. Blue. Green. Gold. Colors that shouldn’t exist in nature.

Beautiful.

Wrong.

And everywhere—EVERYWHERE—Scale Lords are mining them.

“Oh fuck,” Dmitri breathes beside me.

At least thirty Scale Lords work the chamber. Different sizes. Different builds. Some as small as the juveniles we saw earlier. Others massive—ten feet tall, pure muscle, wielding tools that look like they could reshape mountains. They’re organized. Coordinated. Working in teams.

One team uses what looks like controlled heat to soften the stone around a massive crystal formation. Another team carefully extracts the crystal once it’s loose. A third transports the harvest to a central collection point where—

Where something else is happening.

Synthesis technology. Active. Functional after millennia. Processing stations built into the cavern walls. The Scale Lords are inserting the crystals into ancient machinery. The crystals dissolve. Get absorbed. Converted into something else.

Bio-processors. Like the one I absorbed. But they’re harvesting hundreds. Thousands.

“They’re not just using Synthesis tech,” I say quietly. “They’re manufacturing it. They’ve learned to reproduce it.”

Lucia grips my arm. “That means they’re not primitive scavengers. They’re—”

“Advanced,” Dmitri finishes. “Very advanced. They reverse-engineered technology from civilization that died fifty thousand years ago. They’re smarter than we thought.”

My Predator Sense reaches out. Cataloging the workers. Their biology. Their augmentations. And I realize something that makes my blood cold.

Half of them have Synthesis implants.

Not natural evolution. Deliberate integration. They’ve been augmenting themselves. Enhancing their biology with the technology they’re mining.

Some have crystalline structures embedded in their scales. Others have metallic components visible at joints. One massive Scale Lord near the center has an entire ARM replaced with crystalline machinery. It glows as it works, pulsing with power.

“We need to leave,” Lucia whispers. “Right now. Before they see us.”

Too late.

One of the workers turns. Looks directly at us. Yellow eyes narrow.

It makes a sound. Not a roar. Something else. Clicking. Mechanical. Digital.

An alarm.

Every Scale Lord in the chamber stops working. Turns toward us.

Thirty sets of eyes. All focused on the three humans hiding at the entrance.

“Run or fight?” I ask.

“Neither works,” Dmitri says. “There are thirty of them.”

“Then what—”

The workers part.

Something moves through them. Something that makes the ten-foot laborers look small.

The Foreman.
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He’s twelve feet tall.

Not tall like a man — tall like a monument. The kind of size that makes you feel temporary just for standing in front of it. His frame looks forged, not grown: muscles like tectonic plates, scales overlapping in armor-thick layers.

But the body isn’t the part that turns my stomach.

It’s the machinery.

His left arm is gone from the shoulder down, replaced by a translucent Synthesis construct. Not an arm. A weapon. The limb hums faintly, refracting the light in thin planes — one wrong angle and it could cut the world apart.

His right eye is a lens — crystalline, rotating independently from the organic one beside it. It adjusts, focuses, measures. Every breath we take is being analyzed.

Circuits web his body: glowing lines pulsing down his spine, through his ribs, into his tail. The light running under his scales looks like veins full of molten glass.

He studies us like a human would study mold.

When he speaks, the words come through the mechanical translator embedded in his throat. The voice is smooth, synthetic, and devoid of anything human.

“Intruders detected. Unauthorized presence in processing facility. Protocol dictates termination.”

“Can we negotiate?” Dmitri blurts.

“No.”

“Worth asking.”

The Foreman moves.

It isn’t a charge. It’s an execution. He crosses thirty feet in less than a second, crystal arm cutting the air with a shriek that rattles my teeth.

We scatter.

I dive left. The blade passes so close I feel the air burn. When it hits the floor, stone vaporizes — not cracks, vaporizes. The cavern shakes as a slice of the ground simply ceases to exist, sheared clean through like it was paper.

“THAT’S NOT FAIR!” Dmitri yells. “THAT’S CHEATING!”

The Foreman turns, crystalline eye whirring. It locks onto Dmitri and brightens — targeting system engaged.

Dmitri throws one of the harvested claws. It arcs through the air, spinning perfectly—
and bounces off.

“OF COURSE IT BOUNCES.” He dives behind a crystal outcrop just as the Foreman’s blade comes down. The impact turns the outcrop into a spray of glittering shards. Several embed in Dmitri’s shoulder. He screams, stumbles, keeps moving.

Lucia raises the blowgun. Fires. The dart strikes the Foreman’s organic eye and sticks.

For half a heartbeat, hope.

Then he reaches up, plucks the dart free, crushes it between two fingers. The poison steams harmlessly against his skin.

“WEAK POINTS!” I shout. My Predator Sense burns in my skull, golden overlays mapping every joint, every wire. “I NEED A SECOND!”

“WE DON’T HAVE A SECOND!” Lucia ducks another swing. The blade carves through a support pillar; the entire chamber groans. Dust rains from above.

The scan completes. The Synthesis energy flows through him like a circulatory system — crystal nodes pulsing beneath his chest. Power conduits. The heart of his enhancements.

There.

“The crystals in his chest!” I yell. “That’s his power source!”

“WITH WHAT?” Dmitri shouts. “INSULTS AND BAD LANGUAGE?”

“BUY ME TIME!”

“I hate you!”

He throws everything — rocks, shards, profanity in Russian. It’s enough. The Foreman’s head snaps toward the noise, crystalline eye glowing like a furnace.

I run.

Straight at him.

The world slows. My enhanced vision maps every line of motion, every weak point. I drop into a slide beneath him, skid across the wet stone, come up behind his legs. The stink of ozone and burnt oil fills the air.

I drive my knife into the largest crystal embedded along his spine. Not to break — to redirect.

The Synthesis knowledge in my head flares alive. Circuits and feedback loops make instant sense. I twist the blade, altering the current, forcing it inward instead of out.

The crystal flares white.

Feedback chain reaction.

The power races through him — chest, arm, eye — overloading each node in sequence. His body becomes a lantern, blindingly bright.

“DOWN!” I shout.

Lucia and Dmitri hit the floor as the Foreman erupts.

Not an explosion. A detonation. Energy blasts from every seam in his body, tearing the armor away, splitting the flesh beneath. Crystal fragments scythe through the air like shrapnel. The light eats itself, then vanishes.

The Foreman stands for one impossible moment, upper torso half gone, light still flickering in the hollow where his heart used to be. Then he collapses — twelve feet of dead machine hitting stone with a sound that echoes like an ending.

Silence.

The worker Scale Lords who had been tending the machines stare. Then, as if sharing one thought, they drop everything and run. The chamber empties of life.

Only the three of us remain — burned, bleeding, standing in the afterglow of something that shouldn’t have worked.

Lucia’s voice is small. “Did we just—?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“By making him explode from the inside?” Dmitri asks, blinking through the dust.

“Yeah.”

He grins, blood on his teeth. “That’s metal as fuck.”

Can’t argue with that.
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The screaming starts as a distant vibration, a background hum like wind through stone. 
But the deeper we go, the louder it gets.

Not louder because we’re nearing the source. Louder because there are more of them.
Voices stacking. Wails blending. An orchestra of agony reverberating through walls designed to trap the sound so it never dies.

Lucia walks just behind me, knuckles white around her weapon. “I really hate this place.”

She’s said that since Level One, but this time the words carry less frustration, more prayer.

“Hate’s good,” Dmitri says. He adjusts the strap on his shoulder, the crystal blade awkward against his back. “Hate means we remember this isn’t normal.”

Normal.
I almost laugh at the word. Nothing about this place has been normal since the moment we crawled out of eggs.

My Tech Sense lights the path ahead—threads of data whispering through the dark. The readings shift.
No workers.
No movement.
Just containment.

Level Four.
Storage.

Failed experiments.

The doorway is carved with glowing script my mind translates instantly:

QUARANTINE — BIOLOGICAL HAZARD — UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS FORBIDDEN.

Dmitri squints at it. “Well that’s reassuring.”

Lucia folds her arms. “We could take the hint for once.”

“In this place,” I say, “every door is bad. This one’s just honest about it.”

We step through.

The air changes. Denser. Charged. Tasting faintly of ozone and metal.

Then the light hits the walls, and I understand what kind of horror “storage” means.

A gallery stretches ahead, vast and symmetrical. One hundred feet long, maybe more, lined with alcoves carved into both sides.
Each alcove contains a stasis field—Synthesis design, humming faintly, pulsing with internal light.
Each field holds something that should not exist.

The first holds a man. Half human, half Scale Lord. Split straight down the middle like someone tried to splice species by hand.
Left side pale flesh. Right side green-scaled muscle.
Both halves alive. Both halves aware.
He’s screaming, mouth frozen open mid-cry, trapped in a loop that the stasis field won’t allow to finish.

Lucia turns away, gagging. “I can’t—”

“Don’t look,” I say, though my own eyes refuse to obey.

My Predator Sense maps every detail. Every mutation. Every mistake.

The next alcove holds a woman whose torso sprouts six arms—three human, three reptilian—growing from different angles, twisting into knots of bone and muscle. She fights herself in slow motion, her own limbs restraining her.

Another: a child, skin blistered from within. Scales forming inward, puncturing organs, expanding under the surface until her belly distends like a drum. Her tiny hands beat weakly against it, trying to push the growing armor back out.

Lucia’s voice trembles. “Why are they still alive?”

“The Synthesis didn’t kill failures,” I say, the knowledge forming unbidden. “They preserved them. Each experiment is data. They study what went wrong.”

“That’s not science,” she whispers. “That’s torture.”

“That’s science without conscience,” Dmitri mutters. His voice is steady, but his jaw’s tight enough to crack teeth.

We move past more alcoves.
A man whose entire skeleton glows through translucent flesh—his muscles replaced by clear scale-fiber. His heart beats visibly, strong and steady. He claws at his own chest in a loop that never finishes. The stasis heals him. Makes him start again. Forever.

Eternal motion. Eternal failure. Eternal scream.

“There are hundreds,” Dmitri says. “Maybe thousands.”

My Tech Sense confirms it. Branching corridors radiate out in every direction, each packed with the same frozen suffering.

“How long?” Lucia asks.

“Some stasis signatures are centuries old.”

“So they’ve been alive,” she says slowly, “and aware, for centuries.”

The words hang between us, heavy as stone.

Then Dmitri says, quietly, “We’re destroying this place.”

I look at him.

“When we get out,” he says. “We bring enough fire to level it. No one deserves this. No one stays like this.”

Lucia nods. “Agreed.”

I meet his eyes. “I promise.”

We move deeper. The corridor narrows, bending into shadow. The screams fade—not quieter, just distant. Behind the next bend, my Predator Sense flares.

Movement.
Heat.
Breathing.

“Something’s active,” I whisper.

Lucia’s grip tightens on her weapon. “Another machine?”

“No.” I shake my head slowly. “Not machines.”

We turn the corner.

The next alcoves are empty. Shattered stasis fields glitter across the floor like spilled stars.

And on the far side of the gallery, shapes move.

They used to be people.

Now they’re half-formed—skin patchworked with scales, spines crooked, mouths too wide, eyes blind white from unfinished transformation.

The failed ones that escaped preservation.

They’re moving toward us. Crawling. Dragging themselves across the stone. Dozens. Maybe more behind them.

Not screaming anymore.

Just whispering one word, again and again, in voices that don’t sound human:

“Help.”
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The corridor branches. Left path continues through the gallery. Right path leads to something else. My Tech Sense shows life signatures. Active. Moving. Not preserved.

“There are people down here,” I say. “Alive. Free-moving.”

“That’s good, right?” Lucia asks hopefully.

My Predator Sense analyzes their biology. Shows me what they are. What they’ve become.

“No. Not good.”

We take the right path. Have to. It’s the only way forward. The left path dead-ends at a collapsed section. Structural failure. Ancient damage.

The corridor opens into a chamber that’s less gallery, more… commune.

Twenty figures move through the space. Humanoid. Bipedal. But wrong in ways that make my enhanced vision hurt to process.

They’re failures that survived.

The transformation didn’t kill them. Didn’t work properly. But they’re functional. Mobile. Conscious.

One approaches us. Female, I think. It’s hard to tell. Her body is a patchwork. Human torso. Scale Lord legs. One human arm. One arm that’s just bone wrapped in crystalline growth. Her face is split—human features on the left, reptilian on the right.

She speaks. The words come out distorted. Two vocal systems fighting for control. But comprehensible.

“New… ones. Not… failed yet. Still… human. Mostly.”

“We’re not here to transform,” I say carefully. “We’re looking for prisoners. Warriors from Kesh’vara village. They came here three years ago.”

“Everyone… comes here. Eventually. Scale Lords… take everyone.” She tilts her head. The motion is wrong. Reptilian neck vertebrae clicking. “You looking for… ones who resist? Who fight… transformation?”

“Yes.”

“Level… Eight. Conversion chambers. They… try to break them. Make them… accept. Some accept. Some don’t.” Her lips pull back. Might be a smile. Might be a snarl. “The ones who… don’t accept… stay there long time.”

“Can you help us get there?” Lucia asks.

The failed hybrid looks at her. Both eyes—human and reptilian—focus with unsettling intensity. “Help? Why… would we help?”

“Because we’re trying to rescue people. Get them out. Maybe we can get you out too.”

The hybrid makes a sound. Takes me a moment to recognize it. Laughter. Bitter. Broken.

“Out? To where? To village that… remembers us human? To people who… see monsters?” She gestures at her patchwork body. “We are… failed experiments. We are… nightmare versions of what we were. There is no… OUT for us. Only here. Only… this.”

“The Scale Lords did this to you,” I say. “They’re the ones who—”

“Scale Lords offered… evolution. Offered strength. Offered… long life.” She moves closer. I can see the seams where different biologies meet. Where skin becomes scales. Where bone becomes crystal. “We chose. We… accepted transformation. We thought… we would become perfect. Instead we became… THIS.”

“You couldn’t have known—”

“WE KNEW.” Her voice gets stronger. Both vocal systems synchronizing. “We knew risks. We chose anyway. Because humans are… WEAK. We die at seventy. We break at forty. We are… prey species. Scale Lords offered MORE. We took it. We FAILED.”

She steps back. Addresses all of us.

“You want passage? You want… reach Level Eight? We let you pass. But… you see us. You see what… happens when humans try to become… gods. When we reach beyond… what we are. This is… price of ambition.”

“We just want to rescue—”

“Everyone wants… just rescue. Just save. Just make better.” She laughs again. That awful, broken sound. “Then they take… Synthesis technology. Then they integrate. Then they become… US.”

She’s looking at me specifically now. At my glowing eyes. At the scales on my arms and shoulders.

“You already… changing. I see it. You absorbed… crystal. You integrated. You think… you control it. You think… you choose how far.”

“I do choose.”

“No. Technology chooses. It has… momentum. It has… logic. You start small. Little scales. Glowing eyes. Useful. Practical. Then more. Always more. Because more is… BETTER. Until one day you… look in mirror. And monster looks back.”

Silence.

Then Dmitri speaks. “So what? We don’t use the tools available? We fight with rocks while they have laser swords? We die pure?”

“You live human. Or you become… something else. Those are… only choices.”

“What if there’s a middle ground?” Lucia asks. “What if we can integrate enough to survive but not so much we lose ourselves?”

The hybrid stares at her. Then around the chamber. At the other failures. At the twenty patchwork bodies moving through their half-life.

“You’re looking… AT middle ground. We thought… same thing. We thought… balance. Control. Just enough.” She touches her crystalline arm. “This is… what balance looks like.”

She turns away. “Passage is… that way. Down three levels. We won’t stop you. We don’t stop… anyone anymore. We just… wait.”

“Wait for what?” I ask.

“To die. But the Synthesis… technology won’t let us. Won’t let us… stop. We just… exist. Forever. In between.”

She walks away. The other failures ignore us. They’re busy with whatever existence they’ve carved out in this chamber. Some are working with Synthesis equipment—trying to improve their failed transformations, maybe. Others sit motionless. Staring at nothing. Lost in whatever nightmare their minds have become.

We move through the chamber quickly. Quietly. None of the failures interfere. They’ve lost interest. Or maybe they’re just tired of caring.

As we reach the exit, I look back. See them in the dim light. Twenty people who tried to become something more. Who failed. Who can’t die. Can’t live properly. Can’t even end their own suffering.

I touch the scales on my arm. Feel them shift under my fingers. Solid. Real. Growing.

“Jarek,” Lucia says quietly. “We can still stop. You don’t have to absorb more.”

“I do. We need the power. Need the knowledge.” I look at my hands. “I just have to be smart about it. Controlled.”

“That’s what they all say,” Dmitri observes. Not cruel. Just factual. “That’s what the hybrid said. They thought they could control it too.”

“Then I’ll have to be smarter than they were.”

We descend. The passage leads down. Stairs carved into living stone. Synthesis lighting illuminating the way. The screaming fades behind us. Replaced by new sounds. Machinery. Processing. The hum of active technology.

Level Five.

Not storage. Not preservation.

Active operations.
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Level Five is factory floor.

That’s the only way to describe it. Assembly line. Production. Synthesis technology working at full capacity. Processing the crystals harvested from Level Three. Turning raw material into usable components.

And it’s automated.

No Scale Lords. No workers. Just machines. Ancient machines that have been running for millennia. Maintained by Synthesis AI that never sleep. Never stop. Never question.

The main chamber is enormous. Football field sized. Conveyor systems moving materials. Robotic arms assembling components. Chemical vats processing organic material. Everything glowing with that characteristic Synthesis blue-gold light.

“It’s beautiful,” Lucia whispers.

She’s right. It is beautiful. In a sterile, inhuman way. Pure function. Pure purpose. No waste. No inefficiency. Just machines doing what they were designed to do, optimized over fifty thousand years.

“It’s also unmanned,” Dmitri observes. “No workers. No guards. We can move through quickly.”

“Unless the factory itself is the guard,” I say. My Tech Sense is screaming warnings. “These systems are intelligent. Adaptive. They’ll respond to unauthorized presence.”

“Then we don’t get caught.”

We move along the edge of the chamber. Staying in shadows. Avoiding the main production floor. The machinery is loud—that helps. Masks our footsteps. Our breathing. Our presence.

We’re halfway across when my Tech Sense alerts me.

MOTION DETECTED. ORGANIC PRESENCE UNAUTHORIZED. INITIATING CONTAINMENT PROTOCOL.

“RUN,” I shout. “NOW.”

The factory activates.

Not attacking. Containing.

Walls slide from the floor. Barriers drop from the ceiling. The entire chamber is rearranging itself. Creating compartments. Isolating sections. Trapping intruders.

We run. Dmitri in front, using his augmented strength to clear obstacles. Lucia in the middle. Me at the rear, using my Predator Sense to track the shifting architecture.

A wall rises in front of Dmitri. He doesn’t slow down. Just draws the crystal blade from his back. Swings.

The molecular edge cuts through the wall like it’s paper. He charges through the opening. We follow.

More walls. More barriers. The factory is trying to box us in. Create a cage.

“IT’S LEARNING OUR MOVEMENTS,” I shout over the machinery noise. “TRYING TO PREDICT WHERE WE’LL GO.”

“THEN WE STOP BEING PREDICTABLE,” Dmitri swings again. Cuts through a barrier that wasn’t in our path. Creates a new route. We take it.

The factory adjusts. Walls shift to compensate. But slower now. It’s designed to contain organic life based on biological logic. Dmitri’s using chaos logic. Random cuts. Unpredictable routes.

It’s working.

We break through to the far side of the chamber. A doorway leading down. To Level Six.

Behind us, the factory continues rearranging. Trying to understand what just happened. How three organics escaped containment protocol.

We don’t wait for it to figure out. We descend.

The stairs are steep. Dark. My glowing eyes provide the only light. We go down maybe fifty feet. A hundred. The air changes. Gets colder. Damper.

We’re deep now. Very deep. My Tech Sense shows we’re maybe a mile underground. The weight of earth above us is incomprehensible. If the facility collapsed—

Don’t think about that.

The stairs end at a heavy door. Synthesis metal. Marked with warning symbols.

LEVEL SIX: PSYCHOLOGICAL CONDITIONING. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. SUBJECT RESISTANCE EXPECTED.

“Psychological conditioning,” Lucia reads. “That sounds—”

“Terrible,” Dmitri finishes. “That sounds terrible.”

I place my hand on the door. My Tech Sense interfaces with the lock. Synthesis security system. Biometric authentication required.

Normally impossible. But I’m part Synthesis now. My biology reads as authorized to the ancient systems.

The door unseals.

Opens.

Beyond is darkness. Not natural darkness. Deliberate darkness. Sensory deprivation.

And sounds. Echoing from within. Not screaming this time.

Crying.

Begging.

Breaking.

“Level Six is where they break prisoners psychologically,” I say, translating the data my Tech Sense provides. “Make them accept transformation. Make them WANT it. Through isolation. Torture. Manipulation.”

“And Level Eight?” Lucia asks. “Where K’sara is?”

“Level Eight is after they’ve been broken. That’s conversion. Physical transformation. They only reach Level Eight after Level Six succeeds.”

“So if K’sara is on Level Eight—”

“She’s been broken. Conditioned. Ready for transformation.”

Silence.

Then Dmitri: “Or she’s been resisting for three years. Refusing to break. Fighting every day.”

“That would be worse,” I say. “Three years of psychological torture. Never giving in. Never accepting. Just… enduring.”

“That’s my sister,” comes a voice from the darkness ahead. Female. Young. Hard. “That’s K’sara. She endures.”

We freeze.

Someone’s in there. Someone who knows K’sara. Someone who’s been listening to our conversation.

A figure steps into the range of my eye-glow. Female. Early twenties. Covered in scars. Wearing makeshift armor pieced together from Synthesis materials and Scale Lord hide.

She’s carrying weapons. Multiple weapons. A crystalline blade. Synthesis pistol. Bandolier of grenades that glow with unstable energy.

She looks at me. At my glowing eyes. At my scales.

“You’re the rescue team M’terah sent?”

“How do you know M’terah?” I ask.

“Because I’m her OTHER sister. The one she doesn’t talk about.” She grins. It’s not friendly. “I’m Sera. And I’ve been waiting three years for someone stupid enough to come down here.”

She looks us over. Takes in our injuries. Our improvised weapons. Our exhausted expressions.

“You made it to Level Six. That’s impressive. Most die on Level Three. The smart ones turn back at Level Four.” She checks a Synthesis device on her wrist. Some kind of scanner. “But you’re running out of time. The Scale Lords know you’re here. They’re assembling a response team. And the Queen—” she pauses. “The Queen wants to meet you.”

“Meet us?” Lucia asks.

“You’ve killed a Foreman. Escaped containment protocol. Penetrated deeper than any intruder in recorded history. You’re either the greatest threat she’s seen or the greatest opportunity.” Sera starts walking back into the darkness. “Come on. I’ll get you to Level Eight. But we need to move fast. The response team will be here in—” she checks her scanner “—eight minutes.”

“How do we know we can trust you?” Dmitri asks.

Sera looks back. In my eye-glow, I see her expression. It’s tired. So tired.

“You can’t. But you don’t have better options. And I’m the only person on this level who isn’t screaming, broken, or trying to kill you.” She disappears into the darkness. Her voice echoes back. “Eight minutes. Choose fast.”

We look at each other.

Dmitri: “Obvious trap?”

Lucia: “Completely obvious.”

Me: “But she’s right about no better options.”

Dmitri adjusts his crystal blade. “Then we spring the trap. See what happens.”

We follow Sera into Level Six.

Into the psychological conditioning chambers.

Into whatever fresh nightmare waits in the dark.

Behind us, the factory continues processing. Machines building components for transformations that haven’t happened yet. For subjects that haven’t been captured yet.

For us, maybe.

If we fail.

When we fail.

Unless we succeed.

We descend deeper.

Seven minutes until the response team arrives.

Two levels until we reach K’sara.

And somewhere below, the Queen waits.

Watching.

Evaluating.

Deciding if we’re threat or opportunity.

Or both.
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Sera moves through the darkness like she owns it. No hesitation. No checking corners. She knows this place.

Too well.

“How long have you been down here?” I ask, following the sound of her footsteps. My glowing eyes provide the only light, casting her shadow long and twisted against walls I can barely see.

“Three years. Give or take. Time gets weird when you’re in psychological torture chambers.” Her voice echoes strangely. The acoustics are wrong. Deliberately wrong. Designed to disorient. “I stopped counting after the first hundred sessions.”

“Sessions?” Lucia asks.

“That’s what they call it. Conditioning sessions. Sounds so clinical. So professional.” Sera laughs. It’s not a healthy sound. “Really it’s just breaking you. Over and over. Until the pieces don’t fit back together right.”

We pass through a doorway into a chamber lit by dim bioluminescence. What I see makes me stop.

Cells. Dozens of them. Carved into the walls. Each one containing a prisoner.

But these prisoners aren’t restrained physically. No chains. No bars. Just open alcoves.

They’re restrained mentally.

One man sits motionless, staring at the wall. He’s been staring so long his eyes have dried out. Milky white. Blind. But he keeps staring. Can’t stop. The conditioning won’t let him.

A woman rocks back and forth. Rhythmic. Mechanical. She’s been doing it for so long the motion has worn grooves in the stone floor. Her body continues the pattern even though her mind is clearly gone. Just muscle memory executing a loop that will never end.

A younger prisoner—maybe seventeen—is speaking. Rapid words in a language I don’t recognize. My Synthesis integration translates: He’s reciting Scale Lord doctrine. Religious text. Philosophical treatises. He’s been programmed to repeat it endlessly. The words pour out without pause. Without breath. His throat is bleeding from the constant speech but he can’t stop.

“What did they do to them?” Dmitri asks quietly.

“Sensory manipulation. Isolation. Repeated messaging. Chemical conditioning. Whatever it takes.” Sera doesn’t slow down. Doesn’t look at the prisoners. She’s seen this too many times. “The Scale Lords are very good at breaking minds. They’ve had fifty thousand years to perfect the technique.”

“Why not just transform them immediately?” I ask. “Why waste time with conditioning?”

“Because transformation works better when the subject accepts it. Wants it. The body fights foreign biology less when the mind believes it’s an upgrade instead of an invasion.” Sera glances back. “You absorbed Synthesis tech. Your body integrated it. Imagine if your mind had been resisting the whole time. Fighting every change. Your transformation would have been agony. Probably would have failed.”

She’s right. When I absorbed the bio-processors, I accepted them. Welcomed the power. Wanted the knowledge. My body treated the Synthesis technology as friend, not invader.

If I’d been fighting it mentally—

I’d be in one of these cells. Broken. Reformed into something that doesn’t resist anymore.

We move deeper. The cells get worse.

Some prisoners are talking to people who aren’t there. Having full conversations with hallucinations. Laughing at jokes only they hear. Crying over losses that never happened.

Others have regressed. Curled into fetal positions. Making infant sounds. Their minds have retreated to the earliest safe memory and refuse to come back.

One cell contains a warrior I recognize from village stories. Elite fighter. Legendary. Now he’s convinced he’s a Scale Lord. Speaks in clicks. Moves on all fours. Snaps at us with teeth when we pass. His mind is gone. Replaced with something that believes it’s the enemy.

“K’sara resisted all this?” Lucia asks. “For three years?”

“K’sara is special,” Sera says. There’s something in her voice. Pride? Jealousy? “She’s young but she’s got titanium will. They’ve tried everything. She bends. Never breaks. Drives them crazy.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“Because I watch. I’ve got access to their systems.” She taps the Synthesis scanner on her wrist. “Hacked it two years ago. Took six months to figure out. Now I can monitor the whole facility. Watch the feeds. Track the prisoners. See who breaks. Who doesn’t.” She stops. Looks at me directly. “K’sara never breaks. Every session, they think this is the one. Every session, she comes out scarred but whole.”

“Why didn’t you rescue her?” Dmitri asks. It’s not accusatory. Just curious.

“Because I’m one person with stolen tech and improvised weapons against an entire facility of Scale Lords and Synthesis defense systems.” Sera’s voice goes hard. “I tried. First year. Got to Level Seven before they caught me. Spent three months in conditioning after that. Nearly broke. Nearly accepted transformation just to make it stop.” She touches her temple. “I’ve got scars you can’t see. Cracks in my head that never healed right. So no, I didn’t rescue her. I survived. That’s all.”

Silence except for the ambient sounds. The prisoners muttering. Crying. Breaking continuously.

“How much further?” I ask.

“We’re here.” Sera stops at a cell different from the others.

This one has a door. Synthesis metal. Reinforced. Locked with technology that glows warning red.

Inside—

K’sara.
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She’s smaller than I expected. Fifteen years old. Three years in hell. Should look broken. Weak. Defeated.

Instead she looks feral.

She’s covered in scars. Old ones. New ones. Some from transformation attempts that didn’t take. Some from punishment. Some self-inflicted—I can tell by the pattern. Systematic. Deliberate. Ways to stay focused. Ways to remember pain is real.

She’s training.

Push-ups. One-armed. Her body is lean muscle. No fat. Optimized for survival. She’s wearing scraps of clothing she’s woven from whatever materials she could scavenge. Her hair is short. Hacked off with something sharp. No dignity left except what she maintains through sheer spite.

She sees us. Stops mid-push-up. Rises smoothly.

Her eyes are wrong. Not transformed—still human. But wrong in a different way. Too focused. Too aware. Like she’s compressed her entire existence into combat readiness and nothing else remains.

She speaks. Her voice is hoarse from screaming. From resisting. From three years of hell.

“Who?”

“Rescue team,” Sera says. “M’terah sent them.”

K’sara’s expression doesn’t change. “Liar. M’terah thinks I’m dead. She wouldn’t send anyone.”

“She doesn’t think you’re dead,” I say. “She hopes you’re alive. She never stopped looking. She sent us to find out.”

K’sara studies me. Takes in my glowing eyes. My scaled arms. My transformed biology.

“You’re contaminated. Integrated. You accepted Synthesis.” Her voice is flat. Emotionless. “You’re already becoming them.”

“I’m becoming whatever I need to be to survive. To rescue you. To get out.”

“There is no OUT.” She moves closer to the door. Graceful. Predatory. Three years of combat training showing. “There’s only deeper. Only more transformation. Only acceptance.”

“We’re not accepting shit,” Dmitri says. “We’re getting you and leaving.”

K’sara laughs. It’s a terrible sound. “You can’t leave. The entrance sealed. The only way out is to complete trials. Reach the Queen. Pass her judgment. And she judges everyone INSUFFICIENT.”

“Then we’ll kill her,” I say.

K’sara stops laughing. Stares at me. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

“You’ve been down here what? Days? A week?” She shakes her head. “I’ve been here THREE YEARS. I’ve mapped every level. Learned every system. Watched hundreds of prisoners try to fight. Try to escape. Try to kill the Queen. They all fail. ALL OF THEM.”

“Then we’ll be the first to succeed,” Lucia says.

K’sara looks at her. Really looks. “You’re not even transformed. You’re baseline human. You’re weak. Why would they send—” She stops. Understanding crosses her face. “You’re not rescue. You’re tribute. New subjects. They’re just letting you get deeper before they harvest you.”

“No,” Sera cuts in. “They killed a Foreman. Escaped factory containment. Made it to Level Six in under a week. They’re different.”

“Different just means they die interestingly instead of boringly.” K’sara backs away from the door. “Leave me. Save yourselves if you can. I’m not worth rescuing anymore. I’m broken in ways that matter.”

“You’re standing,” I observe. “Training. Resisting. That’s not broken.”

“My body isn’t broken. My mind is fracturing. Every session pushes cracks deeper. One day soon, I’ll shatter. Accept transformation. Become what they want. It’s inevitable.” Her voice goes quieter. “I’m not strong enough. Nobody is.”

“M’terah was,” I say. “For three years, she stayed strong. Never gave up hope. Never stopped believing you were alive. She painted your name every night in secret. She sent us because she KNOWS you’re strong enough.”

K’sara’s face twitches. First emotion I’ve seen. “M’terah… paints my name?”

“Every night. In a place only she knows. So you’re never forgotten. So you’re never gone.” I move closer to the door. “She gave me a message. If I found you. If you’re still you.”

“What message?”

“Come home.”

Silence. K’sara’s breathing gets irregular. Her control is slipping. Three years of conditioning. Three years of torture. Three years of maintaining titanium will.

And two words from her sister crack it.

She makes a sound. Choked. Broken. Then she’s crying. Not gentle tears. Violent sobs. Three years of held emotion pouring out. She collapses against the wall. Slides down. Hugs her knees.

“I want to go home,” she says between sobs. “I want to go home so badly. But I can’t. I’m not—I’m not the same. They’ve damaged me. Changed me. M’terah won’t recognize—”

“She’ll recognize you,” I interrupt. “You’re K’sara. You’re her sister. That doesn’t change.”

“Everything changes. That’s what this place teaches. Everything breaks. Everything transforms. Everything becomes something else.”

Sera approaches the door. Starts working on the lock with her Synthesis scanner. “We’re getting you out. Right now. Before the response team arrives.”

“Response team?” K’sara looks up. Wipes her face. Warrior composure returning. “How long?”

“Four minutes when we entered this chamber. Maybe two left now.” Sera curses. The lock is resisting. “This door is hardened. Biometric authentication required. I can’t crack it fast enough.”

“I can,” I say. Step forward. Place my hand on the door.

My Tech Sense interfaces with the lock. Synthesis security reads my biology as partially authorized. Partial isn’t enough. But I’ve got something else. Knowledge from the bio-processors. Understanding of how these systems work.

I don’t hack the lock. I lie to it.

Tell it I’m maintenance. Tell it the prisoner needs relocation. Tell it authorization came from Queen’s Chamber.

The lock believes me.

Unseals.

The door opens.

K’sara stares. “How did you—”

“I’m part Synthesis now. The systems think I’m authorized.” I extend my hand. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

She doesn’t take it immediately. Just looks at my glowing eyes. My scaled arms. The obvious transformation.

“You’re becoming what they want to make me.”

“Maybe. But I’m choosing it. That’s the difference. I’m integrating on MY terms. For MY reasons. To save YOU.” I keep my hand extended. “So take my hand. Or stay here. Choose.”

She takes my hand.

Her grip is strong. Calloused. Three years of constant training evident in her palm.

I pull her to her feet. She’s lighter than expected. Malnourished despite the muscle. They’ve been starving her between conditioning sessions. Breaking her body while they break her mind.

“Can you fight?” Dmitri asks.

“Can I fight?” K’sara makes that terrible laugh again. “I’ve been fighting for three years. I can fight in my sleep. I can fight half-dead. I can fight—”

Alarms blare.

Red light floods the chamber. Synthesis warning systems activating.

UNAUTHORIZED PRISONER RELEASE. SECURITY BREACH DETECTED. RESPONSE TEAM DEPLOYED.

“They’re here,” Sera says. She’s already moving. Drawing weapons. “Response team. Probably six to eight Scale Lords. Elite. Augmented. Trained specifically to stop prison breaks.”

“Where?” I ask.

My Predator Sense shows me. Eight signatures. Coming from three directions. Surrounding us. Trapping us in the conditioning chamber.

“We’re boxed in,” I say.

“Then we fight,” K’sara says. She’s already moving to a wall. Pulls a hidden panel. Behind it are weapons. Improvised. Scavenged. Built from whatever she could steal over three years. “I’ve been preparing for this since year one. Hoping someone would come. Hoping we’d have a chance to fight out together.”

She tosses me a crystalline blade. Dmitri gets a Synthesis energy pistol. Lucia gets a reinforced spear with molecular edge. Sera was already armed. K’sara keeps a matching pair of crystal daggers for herself.

“The response team will come from three directions,” K’sara says. Tactical. Professional. “North, East, South. West is collapsed tunnel. No access. They’ll split into groups. Two from each direction. Coordination is their strength.”

“Then we break their coordination,” Dmitri says. He’s thinking tactically now. Military training surfacing through memory blocks. “Hit one group hard. Fast. Before the others converge. Create chaos.”

“North entrance is narrowest,” K’sara adds. “Chokepoint. We ambush there. Kill them fast. Use their bodies to block the passage. Slow down the others.”

“I like her,” Dmitri says to me. “She thinks like professional.”

“Three years in hell teaches you tactics or teaches you nothing,” K’sara says.

We move. Fast. Coordinated. K’sara leads—she knows the chamber layout intimately. We reach the North entrance. Position ourselves.

Two on each side. Sera and Dmitri left. K’sara and Lucia right. I’m center. Bait.

My glowing eyes make me visible in the darkness. Make me the obvious target.

Perfect.

My Predator Sense shows me the response team approaching. Sixty seconds.

“Everyone ready?” I ask.

“Ready,” Dmitri confirms.

“Ready,” Lucia says. She’s scared. I hear it in her voice. But she’s holding position.

“Ready,” Sera’s voice is cold. Professional. She’s done this before.

“Ready,” K’sara whispers. “Three years ready.”

Forty seconds.

I can hear them now. Heavy footsteps. Coordinated movement. Scale Lords in formation. Disciplined. Dangerous.

Twenty seconds.

My Predator Sense shows their biology. These aren’t workers or guards. These are SOLDIERS. Trained. Enhanced. Armed with Synthesis weapons.

Ten seconds.

[SYSTEM ALERT: TIER EVOLUTION AVAILABLE] [CURRENT STRESS LEVELS: CRITICAL] [COMBAT SITUATION: EXTREME] [EVOLUTION NOW RECOMMENDED FOR SURVIVAL]

The notification flashes in my vision. My body is ready. Has been ready since hitting Level Ten. Just waiting for the trigger. The crisis. The moment when evolution becomes necessary instead of optional.

This is that moment.

Five seconds.

I make my choice.

[TIER EVOLUTION SELECTED: SYNTHESIS HYBRID] [WARNING: TRANSFORMATION WILL CAUSE TEMPORARY DISORIENTATION] [INITIATING…]

The response team enters.

And I evolve.
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Chapter 27


The transformation hits like lightning.

Not painful. Not exactly. More like every cell in my body waking up simultaneously. Screaming. Changing. IMPROVING.

My vision goes white. Then gold. Then something beyond color. I can see in spectrums that don’t have names. Ultraviolet. Infrared. Electromagnetic. Everything at once.

My Predator Sense explodes outward. Before I could sense life through walls. Now I can sense EVERYTHING. The response team’s biology in perfect detail. Their augmentations. Their weapon signatures. The structural weaknesses in the chamber walls. The power conduits running through the ceiling.

Everything.

[TIER EVOLUTION COMPLETE] [SYNTHESIS HYBRID - TIER 1 ACTIVATED] [PHYSICAL CHANGES: Scales covering 60% of body, bone density increased 200%, muscle efficiency improved 150%, neural processing speed increased 300%] [NEW ABILITY: SYNTHESIS OVERLOAD - Temporarily boost all physical attributes by 100% for 30 seconds. Cost: Severe exhaustion after] [NEW ABILITY: TECH DOMINANCE - Can interface with and control Synthesis systems within 50-meter radius] [NEW ABILITY: ADAPTIVE BIOLOGY - Body automatically adjusts to threats, developing resistance to repeated damage types] [INTEGRATION: 50% - You are now equally human and Synthesis construct]

I open my eyes.

The world is different. Sharper. Clearer. More.

The response team freezes. They see me. See what I’ve become.

I’m glowing brighter. The scales covering my arms, chest, and back are visible even in the dark. Metallic. Crystalline. Beautiful and terrible.

I smile. Feel my teeth. Sharper than they were. Not fangs. Just… optimized for tearing.

“Hi,” I say. My voice resonates differently. Harmonics I couldn’t produce before. “Bad timing on your part.”

The lead Scale Lord speaks. Deep. Authoritative. “Target exhibits Tier Evolution. Reclassify threat level to—”

I activate Synthesis Overload.

The world slows down.

Not really. My perception just speeds up. Everything moving at quarter-speed. I can see the Scale Lord’s mouth forming words. See his partner reaching for a weapon. See the other groups converging from East and South.

Thirty seconds of god-mode.

I move.

Faster than I’ve ever moved. Faster than POSSIBLE. Cross the distance to the lead Scale Lord in maybe a second. His eyes widen in surprise. Too slow to react.

I drive my crystalline blade up behind his jaw. The weak point M’terah taught me. Except now I’m strong enough to punch through enhanced scales. Strong enough to separate augmented vertebrae.

He drops.

His partner fires a Synthesis weapon. Energy blast that should vaporize me.

I activate Tech Dominance. Interface with the weapon remotely. Tell it to misfire.

It explodes in the Scale Lord’s hands.

He screams. Falls back.

Twenty seconds.

The East team is entering. Two more Scale Lords. Both augmented. Both armed.

Dmitri and Sera hit them from the sides. Dmitri’s crystal blade cuts through one Scale Lord’s arm. Sera’s energy pistol fires point-blank into the other’s face.

Both drop.

Fifteen seconds.

South team. Last two Scale Lords. These are bigger. More heavily augmented. They see their companions dead. See me glowing like a fusion reactor. See death coming.

They run.

Smart.

Ten seconds.

K’sara intercepts them. Three years of pent-up rage finding outlet. Her crystal daggers flash. She moves like liquid murder. Dancing between them. Cutting tendons. Hamstringing. Not killing immediately. Making them suffer.

“That’s for three years,” she hisses. “That’s for every session. Every moment. Every SECOND.”

They fall.

Five seconds.

My Overload ends.

The exhaustion hits immediately. Severe doesn’t begin to describe it. Every muscle screaming. Every nerve firing pain. My enhanced body just ran at 200% capacity for thirty seconds. Now it’s demanding payment.

I collapse. Barely catch myself on the wall.

“Jarek!” Lucia’s there. Supporting me. “What happened? You just—you moved so fast I couldn’t even—”

“Tier Evolution,” I gasp. “Hit Level Ten. Body was ready. Just needed the push.”

“You’re more scaled now,” she observes. “A lot more.”

I look at my arms. She’s right. The scales have spread. Covering forearms, upper arms, shoulders, chest, back. Sixty percent of my body is armored now. The skin that remains looks different too. Tougher. Denser.

I’m not human anymore.

Not mostly human.

Fifty-fifty. Half human. Half Synthesis construct.

The scales aren’t ugly. That’s what surprises me. They’re actually beautiful in a alien way. Metallic gold-green. Catching light. Shifting colors depending on angle.

“You look like a knight,” Dmitri says. “Knight in dragon armor. Is badass.”

“I look like a monster,” I correct.

“Badass monster,” he insists.

K’sara approaches. Studies me clinically. “You chose evolution. Accepted transformation. Why? Thought you were rescuing me from this.”

“I chose LIMITED transformation. Controlled. Deliberate. For power we need to survive.” I force myself upright. The exhaustion is fading faster than it should. My Adaptive Biology ability already adjusting to the strain. “You didn’t choose. You were forced. That’s the difference.”

She considers this. Then nods. “Acceptable distinction.”

Sera is checking the dead response team. “We need to move. They sent eight. When these don’t report back, they’ll send twenty. Then fifty. The facility will lock down. We’ll be trapped.”

“Then we go deeper,” I say. “To Level Eight. To the other prisoners. We free who we can. Then we reach the Queen.”

“And do what?” Sera asks. “Challenge her? Fight her? She’s MASSIVE. Augmented beyond anything you’ve seen. Ancient. Intelligent. She’ll kill you.”

“Maybe.” I start walking toward the passage leading down. Toward Level Seven. “But at least we’ll try. That’s more than anyone else has done.”

K’sara falls in beside me. “Level Seven is mutation chambers. They test different transformation variants there. See what combinations work. Fail rate is eighty percent. The screaming is worse than Level Four.”

“Looking forward to it,” I say. Don’t mean it. But sarcasm is easier than admitting I’m terrified.

We descend.

Behind us, the dead response team lies scattered. Eight elite Scale Lords killed in under a minute.

By a team that shouldn’t exist.

Three humans, one evolved hybrid, one broken warrior, and one survivor who refused to quit.

We’re not a rescue team anymore.

We’re something else.

Something the Scale Lords weren’t prepared for.

We descend to Level Seven.

The screaming gets louder with every step.
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The screaming on Level Seven isn’t human.

Not anymore.

It’s something between human vocal cords and Scale Lord roars. Hybrid sounds. Wrong sounds. Voices caught mid-transformation, stuck between two biologies that don’t want to coexist.

“Jesus,” Dmitri whispers as we enter.

Level Seven is massive. Not a single chamber—a complex. Dozens of laboratories branching off a central corridor. Each one lit by harsh Synthesis lighting. Clinical. Sterile. Scientific.

And in each laboratory, experiments.

The first lab we pass shows a man strapped to a Synthesis operating table. His body is splitting. Not metaphorically. SPLITTING. Down the center. Two spines growing where one should be. His torso trying to divide into separate organisms. Both halves screaming. Both aware. Both dying but unable to finish dying.

Synthesis machines work around him. Injecting compounds. Taking readings. Adjusting variables. Completely automated. No Scale Lords present. Just machines following protocols written millennia ago.

“They’re testing combination therapies,” I say. My Tech Sense reads the equipment. Translates the data. “Trying to figure out which human genetics pair best with which Scale Lord genetics. Most combinations fail. But they keep trying.”

“How many subjects?” Sera asks.

I extend my Predator Sense. Catalog the life signatures throughout Level Seven. “Sixty-three active experiments. Forty-two are failing. Twelve are in critical condition. Nine might survive.”

“And become what?” K’sara asks. She’s looking at the splitting man with something like recognition. “Monsters? Hybrids? Things that wish they’d died?”

“Things that serve the Queen,” Sera answers. “The survivors get promoted to Level Nine. Become her guard. Her soldiers. Her proof that transformation works.”

We keep moving. Each laboratory is worse than the last.

One shows a woman with six arms. But unlike the failure we saw in Level Four, these arms are WORKING. Coordinated. She’s using all six simultaneously to manipulate Synthesis equipment. Testing her own mutations. Recording data. She’s conscious. Aware. And from the expression on her face—terrified.

She sees us. Mouths: HELP ME.

K’sara moves toward the lab entrance.

I grab her arm. “We can’t help her. Not yet. We free the conversion prisoners first. Then we come back.”

“She’s RIGHT THERE,” K’sara says.

“And there are sixty-two others. And we have maybe eight minutes before fifty Scale Lords arrive. We can’t save everyone right now. We save who we can. We come back for the rest.” I hate saying it. Hate the logic. But it’s true.

K’sara stares at the woman. The woman stares back. Six arms pressing against the laboratory glass. All pleading.

K’sara turns away. “We come back.”

“We come back,” I confirm. Hoping I’m not lying.

We move deeper. The laboratories get more elaborate. More successful.

One shows a man who’s achieved perfect balance. Half his body is human. Half is Scale Lord. But unlike the failures, these halves are INTEGRATED. Working together. He’s testing his strength. Lifting equipment that should be impossible. Moving with grace that shouldn’t exist.

He’s beautiful and terrible.

And he’s smiling.

“That one accepted it,” Lucia observes. “He WANTS to be that.”

“Not everyone resists,” Sera says. “Some see transformation as upgrade. Those are the dangerous ones. The believers. They become the Queen’s most loyal servants.”

My Predator Sense shows me something ahead. A larger chamber. Central laboratory. And inside it—

Someone familiar.

Not K’sara. Someone else. One of the warriors who went with her three years ago.

“Vakoth,” K’sara breathes. She’s pressed against the corridor wall, staring ahead. “He’s alive. He’s—”

She stops. Because Vakoth is transformed.

Massively transformed.

His right arm is completely replaced. Not just augmented—REPLACED. Synthesis crystal and Scale Lord biomechanics fused into something that glows with internal power. His scales are perfect. Uniform. Professional-grade transformation. His eyes are enhanced—one organic, one crystalline sensor.

He’s working. Operating Synthesis equipment. Running experiments. Not a prisoner. A RESEARCHER.

“He joined them,” Sera confirms. “After six months, he accepted transformation. Volunteered for augmentation. Now he’s their chief geneticist. Designs new transformation protocols. Tests them on prisoners.”

K’sara makes a sound. Wounded. Betrayed. “Vakoth was elite. Strongest warrior. He wouldn’t—”

“He did. After they broke him. Reformed him. Made him believe transformation is evolution.” Sera pulls K’sara back from the doorway. “He’s not on our side anymore. He’s one of them.”

“Can we avoid him?” I ask.

“No. This corridor is the only path to Level Eight. We have to go past his laboratory.”

“Then we go fast and quiet,” Dmitri says. He’s checking his crystal blade. Making sure it’s ready. “Stealth or speed. Pick one.”

“Stealth doesn’t work when I glow like a rave,” I point out. My eyes are casting gold light maybe twenty feet. Hard to sneak when you’re a walking lighthouse.

“Then speed. We run past. Hope he doesn’t react fast enough.”

“He’ll react,” K’sara says. “Vakoth always reacts. That’s why he survived three years when others broke in months. He’s SMART.”

“Then we fight?” Lucia asks.

“If we fight, we lose time,” I say. “Eight minutes has probably become six by now. We can’t afford a prolonged combat.”

My Tech Sense shows me Vakoth’s laboratory in detail. The equipment. The power conduits. The Synthesis systems controlling everything.

And I have an idea.

“I can shut down his equipment. Temporarily. Create system failure. While he’s distracted trying to fix it, we slip past.”

“Can you do that from here?” Sera asks.

“I’m Tier One Synthesis Hybrid now. I can interface with systems within fifty meters.” I close my eyes. Extend my Tech Dominance ability. Feel the systems. The power flow. The control nodes. “Give me thirty seconds.”

I reach out digitally. Not physically. My Synthesis integration lets me touch technology through pure thought. I find Vakoth’s laboratory systems. The power conduits feeding his experiments. The climate controls. The lighting.

And I shut them all down.

The laboratory goes dark. Emergency lighting kicks in—dim red glow. I hear Vakoth cursing. Sophisticated curses in three languages. He’s moving to the control panels. Trying to diagnose the failure.

“Go. Now. While he’s distracted.”

We run. Moving fast along the corridor. Past the darkened laboratory where Vakoth is frantically working to restore power. Past the other experiments. Past the screaming.

We’re almost clear when Vakoth looks up.

Sees us.

Our eyes meet. His organic eye and his crystalline sensor both lock onto me. Recognition flares. Not personal recognition—we’ve never met. But recognition of WHAT I am.

Another hybrid. Another transformed. Another bridge between species.

He opens his mouth to shout. To raise alarm.

K’sara throws one of her crystal daggers.

Perfect form. Perfect aim. Three years of training evident in the throw.

The blade catches Vakoth in the shoulder. He staggers. The shout becomes a grunt of pain.

We keep running.

Behind us, Vakoth pulls the dagger free. Raises it. Studies it. Recognizes the craftsmanship. Knows who threw it.

“K’SARA,” he roars. “K’SARA YOU SURVIVED. COME BACK. LET ME HELP YOU. LET ME TRANSFORM YOU PROPERLY.”

His voice echoes through Level Seven. Desperate. Eager. The voice of a believer trying to convert someone he once cared about.

K’sara doesn’t look back. Just runs. But I see her face. See the pain. The betrayal. The loss.

Vakoth was a friend once. A mentor. Now he’s the enemy. Another casualty of transformation.

We hit the stairs leading to Level Eight. Descend fast. The emergency lighting is spreading. My power disruption triggered facility-wide failures. Alarms are blaring. The response team will arrive faster now.

“Four minutes,” I estimate. “Maybe less.”

“Level Eight is ahead,” Sera says. “Conversion chambers. Where they take broken prisoners and physically transform them. It’s the last step before they join the Queen’s forces.”

“How many prisoners?” Dmitri asks.

“When I last checked? Twenty. Including the remaining warriors from K’sara’s group.” Sera’s checking her scanner. “But some might already be transformed. Some might have died. We won’t know until we get there.”

We reach Level Eight.

The door is massive. Synthesis metal reinforced with Scale Lord bone. Sealed with biometric locks that glow warning red.

And carved into the metal in Synthesis script: POINT OF NO RETURN. SUBJECTS BEYOND THIS DOOR HAVE ACCEPTED TRANSFORMATION. RETRIEVAL NOT ADVISED.

“Not advised,” Dmitri reads. “That’s promising.”

“It means anyone past this door has been broken,” Sera translates. “They’ve accepted transformation. Volunteered for conversion. Retrieving them is considered pointless because they WANT to stay.”

“M’terah’s warriors volunteered?” I ask K’sara.

“No. They resisted. Like me. But three years is a long time. Three years of conditioning. Of torture. Of watching others transform successfully while you suffer.” K’sara’s voice is hollow. “Maybe they broke. Maybe they finally accepted. Maybe I’m the only one who didn’t.”

“Only one way to find out,” I say. Place my hand on the door.

My Tech Sense interfaces with the lock. Tells it I’m authorized. Tells it I’m maintenance. Tells it I’m retrieving subjects for relocation.

The lock believes me.

The door unseals with a hiss of escaping pressure. Opens slowly. Beyond is darkness.

And sounds.

Not screaming. Not crying. CHANTING.

Voices in unison. Speaking Scale Lord doctrine. Religious texts. Philosophical treatises. The same material we heard the prisoner repeating endlessly in the conditioning chambers.

But this is twenty voices. All synchronized. All convinced. All believers.

“Oh no,” K’sara whispers. “No no no no.”

We enter Level Eight.
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The conversion chamber is cathedral-sized.

Appropriate, because that’s what it is. A cathedral. A church dedicated to transformation. To evolution. To becoming something MORE.

The walls are covered in Synthesis script. Glowing verses. Sacred texts from a civilization fifty thousand years dead. But the Scale Lords have adapted them. Incorporated them into their religion. Made transformation holy.

And kneeling in the center—

Twenty prisoners.

All of M’terah’s warriors. The elite fighters who went into the Old Wound three years ago. The strongest. The most skilled. The most determined.

All broken.

All converted.

They’re in various stages of transformation. Some are barely changed—just slight scales on the skin, minor augmentations. Others are heavily modified—entire limbs replaced, faces restructured, bodies optimized for combat.

But all of them are chanting. Eyes closed. Voices synchronized. Completely convinced that transformation is salvation.

“We’re too late,” K’sara says. Her voice is dead. Empty. “They broke everyone. I’m the only one who resisted long enough.”

“Maybe we can deprogram them,” Lucia suggests. “Reverse the conditioning—”

“You can’t reverse three years of psychological torture,” Sera interrupts. “I tried. When I first figured out the facility systems. Tried to reach prisoners through the communication network. Tried to remind them who they were. It didn’t work. Once they accept transformation, they don’t want to go back. They’re HAPPY.”

One of the warriors opens his eyes. Sees us. Smiles. It’s a genuine smile. Peaceful. Content.

“Brothers. Sisters. You’ve come to join us.” He stands. Moves with enhanced grace. Half-human, half-Scale Lord, completely integrated. “The Queen has been waiting. She knew you would come. She knows all who enter her domain.”

“We’re not here to join,” I say. “We’re here to rescue. To take people home.”

“This IS home now. This is where we ascend. Where we shed our weakness. Where we become PERFECT.” He gestures at his transformed body. “Look at me. I’m stronger. Faster. I’ll live three centuries. Why would I return to being fragile? To being human?”

“Because you WERE human,” K’sara says. She’s crying now. Actually crying. “You were warriors. Friends. Family. We trained together. Fought together. We were TRIBE.”

“We were LIMITED,” he corrects gently. “Bound by biology that failed us. The Queen offered liberation. We accepted. Now we serve her. Now we are MORE.”

The other warriors are standing now. All twenty. Moving to surround us. Not hostile. Not yet. Just… concerned. Like they’re worried about our refusal to see truth.

“You can’t save us,” the warrior continues. “Because we don’t need saving. We’re already saved. But YOU need saving. You’re still trapped in weak flesh. Still bound by human limitations. Let us help you. Let us bring you to the Queen. Let her gift you transformation.”

“We’re not interested in your cult,” Dmitri says. His hand is on his crystal blade. Ready to draw.

“It’s not a cult. It’s enlightenment. It’s evolution. It’s the future of our species.” The warrior looks at me specifically. “You understand. You’ve already begun transformation. Your eyes. Your scales. You’ve tasted power. Why stop halfway? Why not complete the journey?”

“Because I’m choosing my transformation,” I say. “Limited. Controlled. Deliberate. You were FORCED. Broken. Reformed into something that thinks it chose freely.”

“We did choose freely. After we understood. After the conditioning showed us truth.” His smile is beatific. Convinced. Completely brainwashed. “The resistance was ignorance. The acceptance is wisdom. You’ll understand when you stop fighting. When you let the Queen’s love transform you.”

“The Queen doesn’t love anything,” Sera snaps. “She uses you. Converts you into soldiers. You’re tools to her. Weapons. Nothing more.”

“We are PURPOSE,” the warrior says. “We serve something greater than ourselves. That is holy. That is meaningful. What did we serve before? A village that would age and die? Families that would forget us? We serve ETERNITY now.”

The twenty warriors begin moving closer. Tightening the circle. Still not hostile. But definitely restricting our movement.

“Last chance,” the warrior says. “Come willingly. Meet the Queen. Let her explain. Let her show you the glory of transformation. Or—” his expression hardens “—we bring you to her by force. You will be transformed. You will understand. You will THANK us afterward.”

“That’s a no,” I say.

“Then we apologize for the discomfort you’re about to experience.”

The warriors attack.
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They’re GOOD.

Three years of transformation. Three years of augmentation. Three years of training under Scale Lord instruction.

They move like water. Coordinated. Each one covering the others’ blind spots. Perfect teamwork born from shared belief and synchronized conditioning.

The first warrior lunges at me. Enhanced speed. Augmented strength. His fist glows with Synthesis power—some kind of energy weapon integrated into his biology.

I dodge. Barely. He’s FAST. My Combat Precognition gives me the edge. Shows me where he’ll strike before he strikes. Let me move preemptively.

I counter with my crystalline blade. Aim for non-lethal zones. These are victims, not enemies. Brainwashed, not evil. I can’t kill them.

Can I?

The blade cuts across his shoulder. Draws blood. He doesn’t even flinch. Just smiles. “Pain is temporary. Glory is eternal.”

Two more warriors attack from my flanks. I activate Synthesis Overload.

The world slows. Thirty seconds of enhanced perception and doubled physical capability. I move between them. Blade flashing. Cutting tendons. Hamstringing. Disabling without killing.

They fall. But more replace them.

Twenty warriors. Five of us. Bad math.

Dmitri draws his crystal blade arm. The massive weapon swings in wide arcs. Each cut threatens to bisect anyone in range. The warriors back off. Give him space. Even transformed and brainwashed, they respect that blade.

“WE DON’T WANT TO HURT YOU,” Dmitri shouts while swinging. “WE JUST WANT TO LEAVE.”

“Then surrender,” one warrior says calmly while dodging. “Accept transformation. Join us. It’s painless if you don’t resist.”

“PASS.”

K’sara fights with feral intensity. Three years of rage finding outlet. Her crystal daggers flash. She’s not aiming to disable. She’s aiming to KILL. These were her friends. Her family. Now they’re corrupted versions. Wearing familiar faces. Speaking with familiar voices. But wrong. All wrong.

“I’m sorry,” she says as her blade finds a warrior’s throat. “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry—”

He falls. Gurgling. Dying. Still smiling. “Thank you. You freed me from doubt. Now I ascend. Now I join—”

He dies. The smile remains.

K’sara vomits. Can’t help it. Just killed someone she trained with. Someone she cared about. Even transformed. Even brainwashed. Still murder.

Lucia and Sera fight back-to-back. Sera’s energy pistol fires controlled bursts. Aimed at limbs. At weapons. Disabling. Lucia’s molecular spear keeps warriors at distance. Together they’re holding off six attackers.

But we’re being overwhelmed.

My Overload ends. The exhaustion hits. I stumble. A warrior sees the opening. Charges.

I can’t dodge. Too slow. Too tired. His augmented fist is coming straight at my face—

Dmitri’s crystal blade intercepts. Cuts the warrior’s arm off at the elbow.

The warrior screams. Finally. FINALLY shows pain. Collapses. Clutching the stump. Blood everywhere.

“We need to GO,” Dmitri shouts. “We can’t win this. There’s too many.”

“The exit is blocked,” Sera says. She’s right. Warriors have positioned themselves between us and the door. We’re trapped.

“Then we go DOWN,” I say. Point to the stairs at the chamber’s far end. The ones leading to Level Nine. To the Queen’s Chamber. “We go to the Queen. End this at the source.”

“That’s suicide,” Sera says.

“Staying here is also suicide. At least going down gives us a chance.” I start moving toward the stairs. “K’sara, Lucia, with me. Dmitri, Sera, cover us.”

We move. Fighting through the warrior line. Dmitri swings his blade in great arcs. Creating space. Creating chaos. Sera’s pistol fires cover bursts.

We break through. Reach the stairs. Start descending.

Behind us, the warriors regroup. Start following. Chanting as they pursue. Religious fervor driving them. Convinced they’re saving us by capturing us.

“THE QUEEN AWAITS,” they call after us. “SHE WELCOMES ALL SEEKERS. SHE WILL SHOW YOU TRUTH.”

We descend into darkness.

Level Nine. The deepest level. Where the Queen rules. Where this all ends.

One way or another.

The stairs seem to go on forever. Down. Down. Always down. The air gets colder. Thicker. Harder to breathe.

My Predator Sense shows me what waits below.

A chamber. Massive. Cathedral-sized again. No—larger. Bigger than anything we’ve seen. The Queen’s throne room. Her domain.

And in the center—

Her.

The signature is MASSIVE. Bigger than the Foreman. Bigger than anything that should exist. Ancient. Powerful. Enhanced with so much Synthesis technology that she reads as much machine as organic.

“She knows we’re coming,” I say.

“Of course she knows,” Sera replies. “She’s known since we entered Level One. She let us come this far. Let us see everything. This has all been test.”

“Test for what?”

“To see if we’re worthy. To see if we’re strong enough. Smart enough. Determined enough to reach her.” Sera checks her weapons. “The Queen doesn’t want slaves. She wants PARTNERS. Equals. She’s been waiting three years for someone to complete the trials. To reach her as fighters instead of prisoners. We’re the first.”

“So what happens now?” Lucia asks.

“Now we meet her,” I say. “And we find out if we’re negotiating or dying.”

We reach the bottom of the stairs.

A massive door waits. Synthesis metal. No locks. No security. Just OPEN. Inviting us in.

“She’s waiting,” K’sara says.

We step through.

Into the Queen’s Chamber.

Into the presence of the most powerful being in the Old Wound.

Into whatever fate she’s decided for us.

The door closes behind us.

And the Queen speaks.

***

The Queen’s Chamber is impossibly vast.

Not just large—VAST. The ceiling disappears into darkness maybe three hundred feet above. The walls are so far apart they fade into shadow despite the bioluminescent lighting covering every surface. The scale is wrong for anything biological. This chamber was built for something greater than flesh.

Built for gods.

Or things that wanted to be gods.

The floor is smooth Synthesis crystal. Perfectly flat. Perfectly clear. I can see down through it—into chambers below. More levels. More experiments. The Old Wound goes deeper than nine levels. Much deeper. We’ve only scratched the surface.

And in the center, on a throne carved from living stone and Synthesis crystal—

The Queen.

She’s eighteen feet tall.

That’s sitting down.

Her body is a masterwork of biological and technological integration. Scales that shimmer between organic and crystalline. Musculature that shouldn’t be possible—layered power visible beneath translucent sections of skin. Her spine glows with Synthesis circuits. Her eyes are ancient—one organic amber, one crystalline sensor that rotates independently.

She’s beautiful.

She’s terrifying.

She’s the thing that’s been torturing people for millennia.

“Welcome,” she says. Her voice comes from everywhere. Not just her throat. The chamber itself carries her words. Amplifies them. Makes them resonate in our bones. “Trial-completers. Prison-breakers. Warrior-recoverers. You’ve done well to reach me. Most die on Level Three. You’ve survived to Level Nine. Impressive. Pointless. But impressive.”

We stand frozen. All five of us. Even Sera—who claimed she’d seen the Queen before—is paralyzed. There’s a difference between seeing someone on surveillance feeds and standing in their presence.

The Queen stands.

Eighteen feet becomes twenty-five. She was hunched on the throne. Now at full height, she towers. Her tail extends behind her—thirty feet of articulated vertebrae and muscle. Each movement deliberate. Controlled. Nothing wasted.

She descends the throne steps. Each footfall echoes like thunder.

Behind us, I hear more footsteps. The twenty converted warriors from Level Eight. Surrounding us. Blocking the exit. Trapping us.

“You’ve come for the prisoners,” the Queen says. Not a question. Statement of fact. “The ones I’ve been transforming. Training. Improving. You want to ‘rescue’ them from their salvation. How predictably human. You always fear evolution. Fear improvement. Fear becoming MORE than your limited biology allows.”

“You’ve been TORTURING them,” K’sara spits. Her voice shakes with rage. “For THREE YEARS. Breaking their minds. Forcing transformation. That’s not evolution. That’s SLAVERY.”

“Slavery?” The Queen laughs. The sound is beautiful and terrible. “I offered them POWER. I offered them CENTURIES of life. I offered them enhancement beyond their wildest capabilities. They’re no longer weak humans who die at seventy. They’re PERFECTED. They should thank me.”

“They should kill you,” Dmitri says quietly. His hand is on his crystal blade. “If they weren’t brainwashed.”

“Brainwashed. Conditioned. Educated. Call it what you will. The result is the same—they understand truth now. They understand that humanity is a FAILED species. Engineered by the Synthesis as disposable labor. Programmed to die young. To remain stupid. To serve. I FREED them from those constraints. I made them BETTER.”

“You made them SLAVES,” I say. My Predator Sense is screaming warnings. The Queen is massively powerful. The converted warriors are enhanced. We’re outnumbered. Outmatched. Probably about to die. “You broke them. Reformed them. Made them serve you. That’s not freedom. That’s just slavery with extra steps.”

“And what do YOU call your transformation?” The Queen leans down. Her massive face inches from mine. “You integrated Synthesis technology. You CHOSE to become part-machine. Part-Scale Lord. You’re fifty percent OTHER now. How is that different from what I’ve done?”

“I CHOSE it. They were FORCED.”

“After sufficient education, they chose too. They volunteered for final transformation. They WANTED it. Just like you wanted power.” Her smile is cruel. Knowing. “You’re no different from them, little hybrid. You just arrived at acceptance faster. You saw power and TOOK it. They required more convincing. But the destination is the same—you’re all MINE now. All my subjects. All my SOLDIERS.”

“We’re not yours,” Lucia says. Her voice is small but firm. “We’re not staying. We’re taking K’sara. Taking the warriors. Taking EVERYONE. And we’re leaving.”

The Queen laughs again. Longer. Harder.

“Leave? LEAVE? There is no LEAVING. The entrance sealed behind you. The only way out is through ME. And I don’t let anyone OUT unless they’re DEAD or CONVERTED. Those are your options. Choose quickly.”

“Then we choose fighting,” I say.

“Excellent.” The Queen rises to her full height. Twenty-five feet of engineered death. “I was hoping you’d choose violence. It’s been DECADES since someone challenged me. I’ve been SO BORED.”

She gestures. The converted warriors close in. Twenty enhanced humans. All smiling. All peaceful. All convinced they’re SAVING us by forcing us to join them.

“Last chance,” the Queen says. “Surrender. Accept transformation. Join us willingly. Or I’ll break you. Reform you. Make you HAPPY to serve. Either way, you’re mine. The only question is how much you suffer first.”

“We’ve got a better idea,” Dmitri says. He draws his crystal blade. The massive weapon glows with power. “We kill you. Free everyone. Burn this fucking dungeon to the ground.”

“You can TRY.” The Queen’s smile widens. “But you’ll fail. They always fail. And then they BEG for transformation. BEG to make the pain stop. BEG to become mine. You’ll beg too. They all do.”

She attacks.

***

he Queen moves faster than anything that size should be able to move.

She covers the distance between us in maybe two seconds. Massive clawed hand swinging down. Aimed at me. The hybrid. The one who’s already partially transformed. The one she wants MOST.

I activate Synthesis Overload.

Time slows. Perception speeds up. I see her hand descending in perfect detail. See the individual scales. The crystalline augmentations. The bio-mechanical enhancements that make her partially machine.

I dive left. Roll. Come up ten feet away.

Her hand hits the crystal floor. CRACKS it. Spiderweb fractures spreading out from the impact point. If that had hit me, I’d be paste.

“SCATTER,” I shout. “DON’T CLUSTER. MAKE HER CHOOSE TARGETS.”

We split. Dmitri right. Lucia left. K’sara and Sera moving to flanks. The converted warriors are closing in but we ignore them for now. The Queen is the priority. Kill her and maybe—MAYBE—the conditioning breaks. Maybe the warriors wake up. Maybe.

The Queen spins. Tail whipping around in a wide arc. Aimed at Dmitri.

He sees it coming. Raises his crystal blade. BLOCKS.

The impact sends him flying. He hits the wall thirty feet away. Slides down. The blade saved him from being cut in half but the FORCE—

He’s hurt. Ribs broken probably. But he’s getting up. Soldier instinct. Pain is temporary. Quitting is permanent.

Lucia fires her blowgun. The poison dart hits the Queen’s shoulder. Sticks. The Queen doesn’t even flinch. Just reaches up. Pulls it out. Crushes it.

“Poison?” She laughs. “I’ve been building immunity for fifty thousand years. You’ll need to try HARDER.”

She lunges at Lucia. Jaws opening. Rows of teeth. Designed to tear. To kill. To CONSUME.

K’sara intercepts. Throws both her crystal daggers. Perfect aim. Both blades hit the Queen’s eye—the organic one. The crystalline sensor is too hard to damage.

The Queen ROARS. Actually roars. Pain. Rage. FURY.

She spins. Catches K’sara with a backhand. K’sara flies. Hits a pillar. Crumples.

“K’SARA!” Sera’s screaming. Running to her. Checking if she’s alive.

She’s breathing. Barely. But alive.

The converted warriors are moving in now. Surrounding us. Coordinated. Disciplined. We’re fighting on two fronts—the Queen AND her soldiers.

“WE CAN’T WIN THIS,” Lucia shouts. She’s dodging a warrior’s grab. Barely. “SHE’S TOO STRONG. TOO FAST. TOO—”

“THEN WE GET CREATIVE,” I shout back. My Overload is ending. Exhaustion hitting. But my Tech Sense is still active. Still analyzing. Still searching for WEAKNESSES.

And I find one.

The Queen’s augmentations. The Synthesis tech integrated into her body. They’re POWERED. Energy conduits running through her spine. Into her limbs. Feeding her enhanced strength. Her enhanced speed. Her enhanced EVERYTHING.

If I can overload those conduits. Create a feedback loop. Make them burn out—

She’ll lose her enhancements. She’ll still be massive. Still dangerous. But SLOWER. WEAKER. Beatable.

Maybe.

“DMITRI,” I shout. “I NEED THIRTY SECONDS. CAN YOU GIVE ME THIRTY SECONDS?”

“OF WHAT?”

“DISTRACTION. KEEP HER BUSY. KEEP HER FROM KILLING ME.”

“THAT’S SUICIDE.”

“YOU HAVE A BETTER PLAN?”

Dmitri looks at his crystal blade. At the Queen. At the impossible odds.

“FUCK IT. THIRTY SECONDS. THEN WE’RE EVEN.”

He charges.

Screaming. Battle cry in Russian. Language surfacing through memory blocks. Pure rage. Pure determination. Pure SPITE.

The Queen turns toward him. Amused. “The soldier wants to die first? How noble.”

Dmitri swings. The crystal blade cuts through the air. Aimed at her neck. At the weak point behind the jaw.

She CATCHES the blade.

Bare-handed.

Her scales are hard enough. Her augmentations strong enough. She just GRABS the molecular edge that cuts through everything.

And she PULLS.

Rips the blade from Dmitri’s hands. Throws it across the chamber. It embeds in the far wall. Forty feet away. Useless.

Then she grabs Dmitri. Lifts him. Thirty feet off the ground. Dangling. Helpless.

“Brave,” she says. “Stupid. But brave. I’ll transform you FIRST. Make you watch as I convert your friends. Make you HELP me convert them. That’s your punishment for defiance.”

“FUCK… YOU,” Dmitri gasps. Can’t breathe properly. She’s crushing his ribs.

Twenty seconds.

I’m running. Not away. TOWARD. Toward the Queen. Toward Dmitri. Toward suicide.

My Tech Dominance ability activates. Reaches out. Finds the Queen’s augmentations. The power conduits. The energy flow.

And I start DISRUPTING them.

Not hacking. Not controlling. Just INTERFERING. Creating noise. Chaos. Static in the signal.

The Queen’s grip on Dmitri loosens. Just slightly. Just enough.

“What—” She’s confused. Her augmentations aren’t responding properly. The power flow is WRONG.

Fifteen seconds.

I push harder. More interference. More chaos. The energy conduits are burning. Overheating. The Synthesis tech is designed to be efficient. Stable. Perfect.

I’m making it IMPERFECT.

The Queen drops Dmitri. He falls. Hits the ground hard. Doesn’t move.

“YOU,” the Queen says. Looking at me. “You’re interfacing with my AUGMENTATIONS. You’re trying to SABOTAGE me. Clever. Futile. But clever.”

She lunges. Moving slower now. The feedback is affecting her. But still fast enough. Still deadly enough.

Ten seconds.

Her claws rake across my chest. Four deep cuts. Scales split. Blood flows. Pain explodes.

I scream. Can’t help it. But I don’t stop. Keep pushing. Keep disrupting. Keep INTERFERING.

The Queen’s movements are getting more erratic. Less controlled. The augmentations are failing. Burning out. Shutting down.

Five seconds.

She grabs my throat. Lifts me. Same as she did to Dmitri. Crushing. Killing.

“You’re dying,” she says. “But you’re smiling. Why?”

“Because—” I gasp. Blood in my mouth. “Because I WIN.”

The energy conduits EXPLODE.

Not literally. Just fail catastrophically. Feedback loop completing. Synthesis systems burning out. The Queen’s augmentations going dark. Shutting down. DYING.

She drops me. Staggers. Massive body suddenly HEAVY. The augmentations were supporting her weight. Compensating for her size. Without them—

She’s just a very large, very angry creature who’s too big for her own biology to support properly.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?” she roars.

“LEVELED THE PLAYING FIELD,” I gasp. “NOW YOU’RE JUST BIG. NOT ENHANCED. NOT AUGMENTED. JUST… BIG.”

The converted warriors stop. Confused. Their Queen is vulnerable. Weakened. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Dmitri forces himself up. Broken ribs. Probably punctured lung. Doesn’t matter. He stumbles toward his crystal blade. Still embedded in the wall. Pulls it free.

K’sara is conscious. Barely. Sera is helping her up. Getting her ready to fight.

Lucia is still dodging warriors. But they’re less coordinated now. The Queen’s commands aren’t reaching them properly. The Synthesis network that coordinated them is DOWN.

We’re all hurt. All exhausted. All bleeding.

But we’re STILL FIGHTING.

And the Queen is WEAKENED.

For the first time in this entire dungeon crawl—

We have a CHANCE.
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The Queen is staggering. Her massive size is working AGAINST her now. Without augmentations to support her weight, to enhance her strength, to coordinate her movements—

She’s slow. Clumsy. VULNERABLE.

But she’s still HUGE. Still covered in armor scales. Still dangerous.

“COORDINATED ATTACK,” I shout. Blood dripping from my throat wounds. “ALL AT ONCE. DIFFERENT ANGLES. SHE CAN’T DEFEND EVERYWHERE.”

“CAN’T DEFEND ANYWHERE,” Dmitri corrects. He’s limping. Bleeding. Dying probably. But grinning. “SHE’S FUCKED.”

We spread out. Five points around the Queen. Pentagon formation. She spins. Trying to track all of us. Can’t. Too many targets. Too slow without augmentations.

“YOU HAVEN’T WON,” she snarls. “I’m STILL the Queen. STILL the ruler of this domain. STILL—”

“STILL DYING,” K’sara interrupts. She’s the first to move. Sprinting. Crystal daggers recovered. Three years of rage driving her forward. “THIS IS FOR EVERYONE YOU TORTURED. EVERYONE YOU BROKE. EVERYONE YOU STOLE.”

She slides under the Queen’s defensive swipe. Comes up behind. Drives both daggers into the back of the Queen’s knee. INTO the joint. Where scales don’t protect. Where flesh is vulnerable.

The Queen’s leg buckles. She drops to one knee. Eighteen feet becomes twelve feet. More accessible. More KILLABLE.

Dmitri attacks from the left. Crystal blade swinging. The molecular edge cuts through the Queen’s tail. Severs it. Thirty feet of weaponized vertebrae falling away. Thrashing. Dying.

The Queen screams. Pain. Rage. DISBELIEF.

“THIS ISN’T POSSIBLE. YOU’RE HUMANS. YOU’RE WEAK. YOU’RE PREY.”

“WE’RE FAMILY,” Lucia shouts. She’s positioned at the Queen’s blind spot. The damaged eye. She drives her molecular spear straight into the wound K’sara created. INTO the eye socket. INTO the brain behind it.

The Queen convulses. Biological systems failing. Brain damage catastrophic.

But she’s not dead yet. Not QUITE dead. Still fighting. Still REFUSING to die.

“SERA,” I shout. “ENERGY PISTOL. FULL POWER. CENTER MASS.”

Sera doesn’t hesitate. Aims. Fires.

The energy blast hits the Queen’s chest. Where the Synthesis circuits used to power her augmentations. Where the burned-out conduits are exposed and vulnerable.

The blast DETONATES them.

Secondary explosion. Biological and technological. The Queen’s chest cavity just OPENS. From the inside out.

She falls.

Twenty-five feet of engineered death. Crashing to the crystal floor. The impact shakes the entire chamber.

Silence.

We stand there. Five humans. All bleeding. All broken. All ALIVE.

The Queen twitches. Mouth working. Trying to speak.

I approach carefully. Knife ready. If she’s faking—

She’s not faking.

She’s dying. Actually dying. Fifty thousand years of life ending in minutes.

“You… won,” she whispers. Blood bubbling from her mouth. “Impossible. But you won.”

“We’re good at impossible,” I say.

“The warriors… they’re still conditioned. Still loyal. They’ll kill you. You’ve killed their Queen. Their mother. Their GOD. They’ll tear you apart.”

I look around. The twenty converted warriors are standing frozen. Watching their Queen die. Confused. Lost. The conditioning is BREAKING. Without her constant reinforcement. Without her augmentations broadcasting control signals. They’re WAKING UP.

“I don’t think so,” I say.

The Queen follows my gaze. Sees her warriors. Sees them remembering. Sees the conditioning FAILING.

“No. No. NO. They’re MINE. I perfected them. I MADE them. They’re—”

“They’re FREE,” K’sara says. She’s standing over the Queen now. Looking down at the creature that tortured her for three years. “You’re dying. Your control is breaking. They’re waking up. And when they fully wake up—” she smiles. It’s not nice. “They’re going to remember EVERYTHING you did to them.”

The Queen’s eyes widen. Fear. Actual fear. For the first time, she understands.

She’s not just dying.

She’s losing.

EVERYTHING.

Her control. Her subjects. Her legacy. All of it crumbling as her augmentations fail and the conditioning signals stop broadcasting.

“This isn’t… evolution,” she gasps. “This is… regression. Weakness. Mortality. You’ve doomed… yourselves. The Synthesis… return. You’ll need… transformation. Need enhancement. Need—”

“We’ll figure it out,” I say. “WITHOUT you. WITHOUT torture. WITHOUT slavery. We’ll find another way. A BETTER way.”

“There… is no… better way. Only… evolution… or extinction.”

“Then we’ll evolve on OUR terms. Not yours.”

The Queen tries to respond. Can’t. Blood fills her lungs. Her breathing stops. The light fades from her eyes—organic and crystalline both going dark.

She dies.

The tyrant of the Old Wound. The torturer of thousands. The Queen who ruled for millennia.

Dead.

Killed by five humans with improvised weapons and pure SPITE.

The chamber shakes. Not from the Queen’s death. From something else.

“THE FACILITY,” Sera shouts. “IT’S DESTABILIZING. THE QUEEN’S DEATH IS TRIGGERING FAIL-SAFES. THE WHOLE STRUCTURE IS COLLAPSING.”

She’s right. Cracks appearing in the crystal floor. Synthesis systems shutting down. Emergency protocols activating. The facility is DYING with its Queen.

“WE NEED TO LEAVE,” I shout. “NOW. GRAB THE WARRIORS. GET EVERYONE MOVING. WE’VE GOT MAYBE MINUTES.”

The converted warriors are standing confused. The conditioning breaking. Memories returning. Identities reforming. They’re WAKING UP but they’re disoriented. Lost. Three years of brainwashing doesn’t disappear instantly.

“VAKOTH,” K’sara shouts at one of them. The geneticist. The one who accepted transformation voluntarily. “VAKOTH SNAP OUT OF IT. THE FACILITY IS COLLAPSING. WE NEED TO EVACUATE. NOW.”

Vakoth blinks. His augmented eyes focusing. Processing. Understanding.

“K’sara? You’re… you’re alive. You’re still human. You didn’t…” He looks at his transformed body. At his Synthesis arm. At what he’s become. “What did I DO?”

“LATER,” K’sara says. “RIGHT NOW WE RUN. EXPLANATION DURING ESCAPE. EXISTENTIAL CRISIS AFTER SURVIVAL.”

That breaks through. Vakoth starts moving. Organizing the other warriors. Getting them oriented. Pointing them toward the exit.

“EVERYONE MOVE,” I shout. “DMITRI CAN YOU WALK?”

“CAN I WALK? I’M RUNNING.” He’s not running. He’s limping. Badly. But he’s MOVING. That’s what matters.

Lucia grabs my arm. “The other prisoners. Level Eight. Level Six. Level Four. We can’t just LEAVE them.”

“WE DON’T HAVE TIME TO FREE EVERYONE.”

“THEN WE MAKE TIME.”

She’s right. We came to rescue people. We can’t just save twenty and abandon hundreds.

“SERA,” I shout. “YOU KNOW THE FACILITY. FASTEST ROUTE TO FREE MAXIMUM PRISONERS?”

“LEVEL EIGHT CONVERSION CHAMBERS,” she shouts back while running. “EMERGENCY RELEASE PROTOCOLS. I CAN TRIGGER THEM FROM THE CONTROL ROOM. FREE EVERYONE AT ONCE. BUT IT TAKES TWO MINUTES. AND WE DON’T HAVE TWO MINUTES.”

“THEN WE BUY TWO MINUTES. DMITRI, LUCIA, K’SARA—GET THE WARRIORS TO THE SURFACE. START THE EVACUATION. SERA AND I WILL FREE THE PRISONERS. WE’LL CATCH UP.”

“THAT’S STUPID,” Dmitri says.

“YOU HAVE A BETTER PLAN?”

“NO. STILL STUPID.”

“THEN GO. WE’LL BE RIGHT BEHIND YOU.”

Dmitri looks at me. Knows I’m probably lying. Knows this might be suicide. Knows two minutes in a collapsing facility is OPTIMISTIC.

“DON’T DIE,” he says.

“WASN’T PLANNING ON IT.”

“PLANS CHANGE. DON’T DIE ANYWAY.”

He goes. Herding the confused warriors. K’sara and Lucia helping. Moving toward the stairs. Toward Level Eight. Toward the exit. Toward ESCAPE.

Sera and I go the other direction.

Toward the control room.

Toward two minutes we don’t have.

Toward probable death.

The facility shakes. Harder. Crystal floor cracking. Bioluminescent lighting flickering. Synthesis systems screaming warnings.

We run.

***

The control room is on Level Eight. Half a facility away. Through corridors that are COLLAPSING.

We run.

Sera leads. She knows the layout. Knows the shortcuts. Knows which passages are stable and which are death traps.

Behind us, the Queen’s Chamber implodes. The crystal floor shatters. The throne crumbles. The body of the Queen falls into darkness below. Into the levels beneath Level Nine. Into whatever hell spawned her.

A wall explodes beside us. Not from collapse. From SOMETHING ELSE. Something massive. Something that was sleeping below and is now WAKING.

“WHAT WAS THAT?” I shout.

“SECURITY SYSTEMS,” Sera shouts back. “AUTOMATED DEFENSES. THEY ACTIVATE WHEN THE QUEEN DIES. THEY’LL KILL EVERYTHING IN THE FACILITY. PRISONERS. WORKERS. US. EVERYTHING. SCORCHED EARTH PROTOCOL.”

“THAT’S INSANE.”

“THAT’S SYNTHESIS ENGINEERING. IF THEY CAN’T CONTROL IT, THEY DESTROY IT.”

We hit Level Eight. The conversion chambers. Where we found the twenty warriors. Where hundreds more prisoners wait.

The control room is ahead. Doors sealed. Synthesis locks glowing red.

I place my hand on the panel. My Tech Sense interfaces. Tells the lock I’m authorized. Tells it I’m maintenance. Tells it to OPEN.

It doesn’t open.

My authorization isn’t high enough. The emergency protocols locked everything down. Only Queen-level clearance can override.

And the Queen is DEAD.

“FUCK,” I say eloquently.

“CAN YOU HACK IT?” Sera asks.

“NOT FAST ENOUGH. WE NEED—”

The door explodes.

Not from the inside. From BEHIND us.

Something massive hits us. Throws us through the door. INTO the control room.

I roll. Come up. See what hit us.

Security drone. Ten feet tall. Synthesis construction. Weapons platforms. Designed to kill EVERYTHING when protocols activate.

And it’s targeting us.

“MOVE,” Sera screams.

We scatter. The drone fires. Energy weapons. The blasts vaporize the floor where we were standing.

I can’t fight this thing. It’s military-grade. Designed to kill Scale Lords. Five percent of human won’t even slow it down.

But I don’t need to FIGHT it.

I need to REDIRECT it.

My Tech Dominance reaches out. Not to CONTROL the drone. I can’t control military systems. But I can CONFUSE them.

I tell the drone that WE are authorized. That the FACILITY is the threat. That it needs to fire on the WALLS to eliminate structural weaknesses.

The drone processes this. Military AI. Not smart. Just OBEDIENT.

It turns. Fires at the walls. The control room walls. The walls containing the EMERGENCY RELEASE CONTROLS.

The walls explode.

Exposing the controls. Exposing the power conduits. Exposing EVERYTHING.

“THAT WORKS,” Sera shouts. She’s already moving. Pulling off wall panels. Accessing the hardwired systems. “I NEED THIRTY SECONDS.”

“YOU HAVE FIFTEEN.”

She works. Fingers flying. Connecting circuits. Rerouting power. Manual override. Old-school hacking. Physical. Direct.

The drone is confused. Target destroyed. Mission parameters unclear. It’s resetting. Searching for new targets.

Finds us.

Targets us.

Ten seconds.

“SERA—”

“ALMOST—”

The drone fires.

I JUMP. Push Sera aside. Take the hit meant for her.

The energy blast catches my shoulder. The TRANSFORMED shoulder. Covered in scales. Enhanced with Synthesis integration.

The scales ABSORB some of the blast. Not all. Not even most. But SOME.

Enough that I don’t vaporize. Just burn. Scales cracking. Flesh cooking. Agony.

I scream.

“GOT IT,” Sera shouts.

She pulls a final connection. Completes the circuit. Emergency release activates.

Throughout the facility—Level Eight, Level Six, Level Four—every cell opens. Every stasis field drops. Every prisoner is FREED.

Hundreds of them. All at once. Confused. Disoriented. But FREE.

The drone fires again. Aimed at me. I can’t dodge. Too hurt. Too slow.

Sera TACKLES me. Knocks us both aside. The blast misses. Barely.

“WE GO NOW,” she says. Pulling me up. “RUN OR DIE.”

We run.

Behind us, the drone follows. Targeting. Firing. Missing because the facility is SHAKING. Because its targeting is disrupted by structural collapse.

Ahead, prisoners are flooding the corridors. All moving up. Toward the exit. Toward ESCAPE.

Some are failures. Partially transformed. Broken. Wrong. But they’re FREE. Finally free.

We run with them. Part of the flood. Part of the exodus.

The facility is DYING. Floors collapsing. Ceilings falling. Synthesis systems failing catastrophically.

We hit Level Three. The crystal mines. The chamber where we killed the Foreman. It’s collapsing. The crystals are EXPLODING. Chain reaction. Synthesis energy release.

“THROUGH THERE,” Sera points. “LEVEL TWO. FASTER ROUTE.”

We divert. Through a side passage. Smaller. Tighter. But stable. For now.

Level Two. The hydro caverns. Where we fought the amphibious Scale Lords. The underground river is RAGING. The collapse is affecting water flow. Flooding sections.

We wade through. Water chest-deep. Current fighting us. My shoulder is SCREAMING. The burns. The damage. I’m probably going into shock.

Can’t stop. Stopping is dying.

We hit Level One. The feeding chambers. The entrance is ahead. OPEN. Daylight streaming in.

DAYLIGHT.

ESCAPE.

We pour through. Hundreds of prisoners. Twenty converted warriors. Sera. Me.

Into jungle. Into sunlight. Into FREEDOM.

Behind us, the Old Wound COLLAPSES.

The entrance implodes. The levels fold into each other. Synthesis systems detonating. Fifty thousand years of accumulated technology destroying itself.

The ground shakes. Trees fall. The jungle itself RECOILS from the death of the dungeon.

Then silence.

We made it.

We ACTUALLY made it.

I collapse. Can’t stand anymore. The adrenaline is gone. The pain is everything. My shoulder is destroyed. My ribs are broken. I’m bleeding from a dozen wounds.

But I’m ALIVE.

Lucia is there. Crying. Laughing. “YOU INSANE BASTARD. YOU ACTUALLY DID IT. YOU FREED EVERYONE.”

“Team effort,” I gasp.

Dmitri limps over. Still bleeding. Still broken. Still grinning. “You’re late. We waited four minutes. Not two. You’re terrible at estimates.”

“Sue me.”

K’sara is surrounded by warriors. Her warriors. The ones from three years ago. They’re transformed. Changed. But they’re AWAKE. The conditioning broke. They remember. They’re themselves again.

Vakoth approaches me. His Synthesis arm glowing softly. His augmented body still enhanced. But his MIND is clear. His CHOICE restored.

“You killed the Queen,” he says. Not accusation. Wonder.

“Team effort,” I repeat.

“You freed us. Broke the conditioning. Gave us back our MINDS. Our CHOICES. Our—” his voice cracks. “Thank you. For not giving up on us. For believing we could be saved.”

“We’re family,” I say. “Family doesn’t give up.”

The sun is setting. Painting the jungle gold and red. Beautiful. Deadly. HOME.

Behind us, smoke rises from where the Old Wound collapsed. The first dungeon. The first victory.

Ninety-nine more to go.

But tonight, we REST. We HEAL. We CELEBRATE.

Tomorrow, the war continues.

Tonight, we WON.

***

The trek back to Kesh’vara takes three days.

We’re too injured to move faster. Too many wounded. Too many traumatized prisoners adjusting to freedom after years in darkness.

But we make it.

The village sees us coming from half a mile away. Sees the CROWD of us. Twenty warriors. Hundreds of freed prisoners. Five heroes who descended into hell and returned victorious.

All alive. All returning.

M’terah runs to meet us. She’s painted. War paint and celebration paint mixed. She sees K’sara first.

Then she sees the warriors behind her. The ones who left three years ago. The ones everyone thought were dead or worse.

She stops running. Just stands there. Hand over her mouth. Tears streaming.

K’sara closes the distance. Embraces her sister. Both crying. Three years of grief ending in a moment.

“You brought them home,” M’terah whispers. “All of them. You brought them ALL home.”

“We brought them home,” K’sara corrects. Points at us. At the team. “Jarek. Dmitri. Lucia. Sera. We did it together.”

M’terah looks at me. Really looks. Sees the transformation. The scales covering sixty-five percent of my body. The glowing eyes. The burns from the energy blast. The blood. The exhaustion.

“You’re hurt,” she says.

“I’m alive. That’s what matters.”

“You’re MORE than alive. You’re a hero. You killed the Queen. You freed everyone. You—” her voice breaks. “You did the impossible.”

The village erupts around us. People flooding out. Seeing their lost family members. Their lost friends. Warriors thought dead. Prisoners thought transformed beyond recovery.

Everyone HOME.

Everyone FREE.

The celebration begins immediately. Drums. Dancing. Fires built high. Fermented patience flowing freely. Stories being told and retold. The dungeon. The trials. The Queen. The victory.

We’re swept into it. Carried on shoulders. Cheered. Celebrated. HEROES.

It feels good.

It feels EARNED.

The feast lasts hours. The entire village contributing food. Meat. Fruit. Bread. Everything they have. This is the biggest celebration in living memory. Three years of grief ending. Three years of loss RECOVERED.

The warriors tell their stories. How they were captured. How they resisted. How the conditioning worked. How it BROKE when the Queen died. How they woke up with their minds clear and their choices restored.

Some are still transformed. Vakoth with his Synthesis arm. Others with enhanced bodies. But they’re THEMSELVES. That’s what matters. The transformations are scars now. Not prisons.

The freed prisoners share their trauma. The conditioning chambers. The mutation laboratories. The failures preserved in stasis. Three years. Five years. Some TEN years in that hell. Now free. Now ALIVE.

Children ask questions. Wide-eyed. Terrified and fascinated.

“Was the Queen really eighteen feet tall?”

“Twenty-five at full height,” Dmitri answers. He’s drinking. Heavily. Pain management through alcohol. His ribs are wrapped but they’re BROKEN. “Big enough to crush you with one hand. We had to kill her FOUR TIMES before she stayed dead.”

“It was once,” Lucia corrects. She’s sitting with the village elders. Describing the facility. The levels. The layout. Intelligence gathering. “But it felt like four times. She was very hard to kill.”

K’sara is surrounded by children. Telling them about surviving. About resisting. About three years in hell and never breaking.

“How did you stay strong?” a young girl asks.

“I thought about M’terah,” K’sara says simply. “Every day. Every session. Every moment they tried to break me. I thought: M’terah is waiting. M’terah believes I’m alive. M’terah needs me to come home. That’s what kept me strong. Love. Family. PURPOSE.”

Sera sits apart from the celebration. Watching. Not participating. She’s been alone for three years. Doesn’t know how to be SOCIAL anymore. Doesn’t know how to celebrate.

I sit beside her. “You okay?”

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admits. “Be around people. Be NORMAL. I’ve been surviving alone for so long. Fighting alone. Hiding alone. Now everyone’s celebrating and I just feel… empty.”

“That’s trauma,” I say. “It doesn’t disappear because we won. It stays. We just learn to live with it.”

“How do you live with it?”

“Haven’t figured that out yet. Ask me again in a year.”

She smiles slightly. “You’re not good at inspirational speeches.”

“Never claimed to be.”

The celebration continues into the night. The dancing gets wilder. The drinking heavier. The stories louder.

I slip away. Need quiet. Need space. Need to PROCESS.

Find a platform on the village edge. Overlooking the jungle. The Old Wound is somewhere out there. Collapsed. Dead. Buried.

First dungeon cleared.

Ninety-nine to go.

The weight of that settles over me. We barely survived ONE. How do we clear ninety-nine? How do we save everyone in ninety-nine facilities? How do we—

“You’re thinking too hard,” M’terah’s voice says behind me.

I turn. She’s there. Changed out of her priestess robes. Wearing simple cloth. Hair down. Face unpainted except for the traditional mourning marks under her eyes.

“You painted mourning marks,” I observe. “On celebration night.”

“I’m mourning and celebrating,” she explains. Sits beside me. Close. Comfortable. “Mourning the three years K’sara lost. Mourning the warriors who came back transformed. Mourning what was TAKEN. But celebrating what was RECOVERED. Both can be true.”

“Complicated.”

“Life is complicated. Feelings are complicated. You saved everyone and you’re BROODING. That’s complicated too.”

“I’m not brooding. I’m processing.”

“You’re brooding. I can tell. You’re thinking about the ninety-nine other dungeons. The ninety-nine other Queens. The impossible mission that just got ninety-nine times harder.”

“How did you know?”

“Because I know you. Because I’ve watched you for seven days. Because you’re the kind of person who wins and immediately worries about the NEXT fight.” She touches my scaled arm. Traces the patterns. “You’ve transformed more. Since you went down. You’re more THEM now than you were.”

“Fifty-five percent. Maybe sixty. The Queen’s augmentations. The exposure. The integration. It’s accelerating.” I look at my hands. Completely scaled now. Clawed. Stronger. WRONG. “I’m becoming something that isn’t human.”

“You’re becoming something that can SAVE humans. That’s different.”

“Is it? The Queen said the same thing. She was transforming people to SAVE them. Make them better. Stronger. She believed she was HELPING. How am I different?”

“Because you’re not FORCING it. You’re not torturing. You’re not breaking people and rebuilding them. You CHOSE your transformation. That’s the difference. Choice. Agency. CONSENT. The Queen took that away. You’re keeping it.” M’terah shifts closer. Her warmth against my side. “Also, you feel guilty about it. Monsters don’t feel guilt.”

“Maybe I’m a monster who hasn’t realized it yet.”

“Then I’m attracted to monsters. That’s MY problem.”

I look at her. She’s smiling. Slight. Sad. But genuine.

“You’re attracted to me? I’m a glowing, scaled, half-Synthesis construct who looks like the things we’ve been fighting.”

“You’re a hero who saved my sister. Who saved everyone. Who nearly DIED saving everyone. Who’s sitting here brooding instead of celebrating because you’re already thinking about how to save the NEXT group of people.” She leans in. Whispers. “Yes. I’m attracted to you. That’s extremely inconvenient because you’re probably going to die in the next dungeon. But I’m working with limited options.”

“That’s the least romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“Good. Romance is for people with futures. We have TONIGHT. Maybe tomorrow. Probably not next week. I’m being realistic.”

She kisses me.

Not gentle. Not tentative. CLAIMING. Three years of grief ending. Three years of hoping K’sara was alive. Three years of sending people into dungeons and watching them not return.

And I came back. Brought everyone back. SURVIVED.

She’s kissing survival. Kissing victory. Kissing the fact that FOR ONCE, hope wasn’t stupid.

I kiss back. Taste fermented patience on her lips. Taste relief. Taste something that might be the beginning of love or might just be gratitude or might be both.

We break apart. Breathing hard.

“Come with me,” she says.

“Where?”

“My dwelling. Away from celebration. Away from people. Somewhere PRIVATE.”

“M’terah—”

“I know. You’re leaving again. Tomorrow. Next week. Soon. You’re going to the next dungeon. The next fight. The next impossible mission. I KNOW.” Her eyes are fierce. Determined. “But tonight, you’re HERE. You’re ALIVE. And I want—” she stops. Starts again. “I want to show you something. Something important. Something you need to see before you leave again.”

“What?”

“Trust me.”

I do. I don’t know why. Known her for seven days. But I trust her.

We slip away from the celebration. Through the village. To her dwelling. Set apart from the others. Priestess privilege. Privacy.

Inside, it’s different from what I expected. Not ceremonial. Not formal. Just… HOME. Furs for sleeping. Cooking stones. Clay pots. Personal items.

And on one wall—paintings.

Dozens of them. Small. Careful. Done in charcoal and plant dyes.

K’sara’s face. Over and over. Different ages. Different expressions. Memories preserved in art.

“You painted her every night,” I say quietly. “For three years. So you wouldn’t forget.”

“So SHE wouldn’t be forgotten. So she’d still exist even if she was dead.” M’terah touches one painting. K’sara smiling. Young. Before the dungeon. “But she’s alive. She’s HOME. So now these are just memories. Not monuments.”

She turns to me. “You’ve been having dreams. Haven’t you?”

I freeze. “How did you know?”

“Because everyone who wakes up in the eggs has dreams. Fragments of their lives before. Before the memory wipe. Before the reset. Before the Vexa took everything.” She moves to a shelf. Pulls out a clay tablet. Covered in symbols. “This is Old Knowledge. Passed down from the First Ancestors. The ones who remember BEFORE the Synthesis. Before the transformations. Before everything changed.”

She hands me the tablet. The symbols are strange. But my Synthesis integration translates them automatically.

MEMORY IS NOT DESTROYED. ONLY HIDDEN. THE VEXA SEAL MEMORY. THEY DO NOT ERASE. WHAT IS SEALED CAN BE UNSEALED. WHAT IS HIDDEN CAN BE FOUND.

“The memories are still there,” M’terah says. “Locked away. Sealed by Vexa technology. But not GONE. The dreams you’re having? Those are memories trying to surface. Trying to break through the seal.”

“Can they be recovered?” I ask. Hope rising. “Can I remember who I was?”

“Maybe. The Old Knowledge says there are places. Synthesis facilities that specialize in memory. Neural archives. Data storage. If you could find one. If you could access it. If you could break the Vexa seals—” she pauses. “You might remember. You might find out who you were. What you lost. WHO you lost.”

The weight of that hits me. I might have had a family. Friends. A LIFE. All of it locked away by the Vexa. All of it recoverable if I can find the right facility. The right technology. The right KEY.

“Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

“Because you need to know there’s hope. That you’re not just fighting for strangers. You’re fighting to recover YOURSELF. Your past. Your identity. Your—” she hesitates. “Your future. If you can unlock your memories, you might find reasons to keep living beyond just the mission. Beyond just saving people. You might find out you MATTER. That you existed before. That you’ll exist after.”

She steps closer. Takes my scaled hands in hers. “You’re transforming. Becoming something else. Losing your humanity piece by piece. But your MEMORIES—if you can recover them—those stay human. Those stay YOURS. No matter how much your body changes, if you remember who you were, you’ll know who you ARE.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Because I’m the priestess. I keep the Old Knowledge. I remember the stories the village forgets. And one of those stories is about memory recovery. About Synthesis neural archives. About how the Vexa seal minds but the Synthesis built tools to UNSEAL them.” She squeezes my hands. “I don’t know which facility. I don’t know which level. But somewhere in the ninety-nine dungeons—there’s a neural archive. Find it. Access it. Recover your memories. Find out who you WERE.”

“And if I don’t like who I was?”

“Then you choose to be someone better. That’s what CHOICE means. That’s what makes you different from the Queen’s converted warriors. They were FORCED to be different. You’re CHOOSING who to become. Memory or no memory. Human or hybrid. You’re CHOOSING.” She kisses me again. Deeper. “But I think you should know. I think you should remember. I think whoever you were—they’d be proud of who you ARE.”

We stand there. Holding each other. The weight of revelation settling over me.

My memories exist. Hidden. Locked. But RECOVERABLE.

Somewhere in the ninety-nine dungeons, there’s a neural archive. A facility that specializes in memory storage. Data recovery. Identity preservation.

Find it. Access it. Remember.

That becomes a new mission. Alongside saving prisoners. Alongside clearing dungeons. Alongside preparing for the Synthesis return.

Find out who I was. Find out what I lost. Find out if the person I’m becoming has any connection to the person I was.

M’terah pulls me toward the sleeping furs. “But that’s tomorrow’s mission. Tonight—” she starts undoing the wrappings around my torso. Careful of my injuries. Gentle with my burned shoulder. “Tonight, you’re here. You’re alive. You’re a HERO. And I want to show you what heroes EARN.”

“I’m injured. Broken. Half-dead.”

“Then we’ll be careful.” She smiles. Wicked. Warm. “I’m a healer. I know how to work around injuries. Trust me.”

I do.

The celebration outside continues. Drums. Dancing. Victory songs.

Inside M’terah’s dwelling, a different kind of celebration. Quieter. More intimate. More REAL.

She undresses me slowly. Examining each wound. Each scar. Each transformation. Her fingers trace the scales on my arms. The burns on my shoulder. The scars from claws and blades and survival.

“You’re beautiful,” she says. “Terrifying. But beautiful. Like a storm. Like a weapon. Like something NECESSARY.”

“I’m a monster.”

“You’re a bridge. Between human and OTHER. Between weak and strong. Between what we WERE and what we need to BECOME.” She removes her own clothing. Revealing scars I hadn’t seen. Three years of grief carved into her skin. Self-inflicted wounds from when K’sara was taken. When hope seemed dead. “We’re both scarred. Both broken. Both SURVIVING. That makes us perfect for each other. At least for tonight.”

We come together. Careful of injuries. Mindful of pain. Finding ways to touch that don’t hurt. That HEAL instead of harm.

She’s in control. I’m too injured to be otherwise. She sets the pace. Slow. Deliberate. INTENTIONAL.

This isn’t just sex. It’s communication. It’s gratitude. It’s SURVIVAL made physical. Two people who’ve lost so much. Found so little. Taking comfort in each other for as long as the night allows.

She moves above me. Hair falling around us like curtains. Her warmth against my transformed body. Her humanity against my hybridization.

“Remember this,” she whispers. “When you’re in the next dungeon. When you’re fighting the next Queen. When you’re transforming further and losing more humanity. Remember THIS. Remember that you were human enough to save everyone. Human enough to be a hero. Human enough to be LOVED. Even if just for tonight.”

“You love me?” I ask. “After seven days?”

“I love what you DID. I love that you kept your promise. I love that you brought K’sara home. Is that love? I don’t know. Ask me again in a year. If you survive.” She kisses me. Deep. Claiming. “But tonight, it’s enough. Tonight, we’re both alive. We’re both HERE. That’s everything.”

We move together. Finding rhythm. Finding connection. Finding something that feels like HOME despite being temporary. Despite being fragile. Despite knowing that tomorrow I leave again. Tomorrow the mission continues. Tomorrow everything gets harder.

But tonight, we’re alive.

Tonight, we’re TOGETHER.

Tonight, the world can wait.

Afterwards, we lie tangled in furs. Her head on my chest. My scaled arm around her. Both breathing. Both healing. Both PRESENT.

“The neural archive,” she says quietly. “When you find it. When you recover your memories. Come back and tell me. Tell me who you were. Tell me if that person is compatible with who you ARE. Tell me if—” she stops. Starts again. “Tell me if there’s a future. For us. Beyond missions. Beyond dungeons. Beyond survival.”

“What if there isn’t?”

“Then we have tonight. And tonight was enough.”

She falls asleep against me. Exhausted. Finally able to rest now that K’sara is home. Now that the three years of grief are over.

I stay awake longer. Thinking.

Ninety-nine dungeons. Ninety-nine Queens. Ninety-nine facilities full of prisoners waiting for rescue.

And somewhere in those ninety-nine dungeons—a neural archive. A facility that can recover memories. That can restore identity. That can show me who I was before the Vexa took everything.

That becomes my dual mission:

Save the prisoners.

Save MYSELF.

Find out if the person I’m becoming has any connection to the person I was.

Find out if there’s a future beyond just fighting. Beyond just surviving. Beyond just transforming until there’s nothing human left.

Outside, the celebration winds down. The village sleeps. Exhausted. Happy. VICTORIOUS.

Inside, I hold M’terah. Feeling her warmth. Her humanity. Her REALITY.

Tomorrow, I return to the Old Wound. To brief the team. To plan the next mission. To prepare for Dungeon Number Two.

But tonight, I’m home.

Tonight, I’m human enough to be loved.

Tonight, that’s EVERYTHING.

I close my eyes. Let sleep take me.

And I dream.

Not nightmares. Not trauma. MEMORIES.

Fragments of a life before. A woman’s face. Children laughing. A house by water. Something that feels like HOME.

The memories are trying to surface. Trying to break through the Vexa seals.

Somewhere in ninety-nine dungeons, there’s a key to unlock them.

I just have to survive long enough to find it.
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