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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The familiar sirens sounded while red lights flashed overhead in their typical irritating fashion. Shortly thereafter, as it always did, the heavy door slowly slid open, contributing even more to the annoying cacophony with its familiar melody of metal grinding on metal.

      Also familiar was the cadre of guards—seven this time—standing on the other side, ready to pounce if needed. They had good reason to be on the defensive after all. Things had gone poorly several times, and it was only after three of them received broken bones that more guards were eventually added to the daily event.

      That was weeks ago. Or years ago. It could’ve been either. When the only thing someone saw most of the time was the same four walls in a dimly lit cell, time lost all relevance.

      “Ellyne Thandaral,” one of the guards croaked in a deep, raspy voice. She recognized this one in particular—the guard she’d punched repeatedly in the throat. “It’s time for your daily activity period.”

      Ellyne stared at the opposite wall, where her bed and bucket lay, just as she’d been instructed to do countless times before. Even when she finally complied with their wishes, they still insisted on reminding her, barking orders incessantly, until they were apparently satisfied with their relative safety. It brought a smile to her face every time.

      “You may turn around now,” the guard continued. “You know the rules. Fail to comply and⁠—”

      Though they healed over, she still recalled the bruises given to her by her last transgression. Maybe it was time to earn fresh marks.

      Her snark was always lost on these brutes. And the other guards from this species she’d encountered appeared to share this same shortcoming. It may have been a language barrier, but she suspected they simply had no sense of humor.

      “The Kithrak have bestowed upon you your daily limited freedom,” another guard said in a much whinier voice. “Should you abuse this privilege, it will be revoked.”

      Ellyne slowly turned around, clasping her hands behind her back, and puffed a few strands of blond hair away from her face.

      “Freedom,” she laughed. “We do this every day. When are you planning to stop repeating the same garbage? I can practically lecture you guys word for word. How about, from now on, I give the speech? I’ve got some ideas that might add some⁠—”

      “When you comply,” throat guy grunted, followed by a coughing fit. “When you comply,” he continued, “maybe we’ll say something else.”

      “And yet, here we are, doing this again and you’ve yet to revoke this so-called privilege.”

      “Exit the cell and follow us,” a smaller guard commanded.

      “Exit the cell and follow us,” Ellyne repeated in a husky, mocking voice. She cautiously moved forward, taking in every small detail about these seven individuals. She knew very little about the Kithrak and anything she could glean was useful. She did, however, know quite a bit about their security methods, having tested them frequently. The stun batons they employed were painful and effective. The wicked blades at their sides were new, however. She scrutinized them closely as she approached.

      The moment she exited her prison cell, the guards surrounded her, clutching their crackling batons and boxing her in with little room to move. It was a smart tactic, and it was proof the Kithrak learned from their mistakes, even if the process was sometimes slow.

      The seven thugs led her slowly down a stark, brightly lit corridor with white walls lined with closed cells like hers. Each of her captors was heavily armored down to the purple helmets they wore, but every piece showed signs of serious neglect as if they hadn’t been used often, if at all. That was surely a response to her past behavior. The thought made her grin, but it also made identifying her captors more difficult.

      “I see you guys are obviously afraid of me these days,” she joked, staring intently at the mismatched colors of each part of their armor. “I mean, you’re all armored up and carrying such large blades—all for me. I’m flattered, really.”

      The guards said nothing and, instead, guided her down a corridor to the right—a corridor which looked exactly like all the others.

      “Come on,” she continued. “Ordinarily, there are only four of you. I appreciate the fandom but don’t understand the occasion. I mean, you guys must really like me or something, right?”

      Her captors remained silent. She wondered if they were making faces at her under their helmets. She would’ve. Maybe they had comms in their helmets and were cracking jokes about her on a private channel.

      “Someone must have serious feelings about me to give me such a … robust security detail. I’m guessing all your prisoners don’t get the same treatment. I’d be honored if I didn’t want to punch you guys in the throat again.”

      The one familiar guard started to move his hand to his throat, thought better of it, and dropped it back to his side. Ellyne smirked.

      The corridor—this whole complex—seemed familiar. Sure, she’d been led down the same path every day for … well, however long it’d been, but it felt like more than that. Maybe that was a memory from … from before her captivity. She wished she remembered more.

      The truth was, she only knew her name was Ellyne because that’s what the Kithrak called her. As far as she was concerned, they could’ve made that up. All other knowledge she had about herself was fragmented, like so many puzzle pieces scattered about, and most of that information came from dreams which were unreliable at best.

      It was better than nothing, but a trickle of memories might have been more frustrating than not remembering anything at all.

      “So, the fact that I get so much attention means only one thing—you guys like me.” Ellyne laughed and made exaggerated kissing sounds while mocking them with an amorous gaze. “I must be super cool or something. It does strike me as a little weird, though, since you’re not human like me. I’m unsure if we can make this relationship work.”

      “You’d already be dead if we had our way,” one of them growled. She wasn’t sure which one it was, but she smirked again. It was not only fun to get under their skin, but it was also incredibly easy.

      “Oh, I’m sure I would be. Big, tough Kithrak thugs in full armor with massive weapons just to keep little old me in check. Assuming the seven of you actually could keep me in check. Is seven the magic number?”

      She laughed as one of them slugged her in the stomach, cutting her revelry short. They didn’t stop marching through the hallway, so she staggered as they very nearly dragged her along with them, sputtering and gasping for air.

      “What I don’t understand,” she grunted, finally able to keep up with them, “is why nobody else gets an armed escort?”

      “You get one hour,” they told her as they stopped in front of the same door as always. One of them pushed a button and it slid open with the sound of metal grinding on metal. Then they pushed her into the yard beyond and sealed the squeaky door shut behind her.

      Ellyne knew what to expect—the situation was the same every day for countless weeks. She was led out into the same courtyard for an hour of “exercise.” And, every day, she scrutinized her surroundings, attempting to find something amiss—some opportunity for her to escape.

      “It’d be really nice if I could remember something,” she muttered. “Remembering anything would be nice, in fact. It doesn’t have to be an important memory, either—just something new.”

      She was a prisoner—she’d figured that much out immediately. But why and where were questions to which she had no answers. During the time she’d been captive, however long that was, she’d gleaned very little information, and it was beginning to frustrate her.

      The Kithrak were her captors, but she had no information on them. Though they may have resembled humans, they weren’t actually human—that much was painfully obvious. Some of them had extra arms or extra eyes … or both. The guards were large, hulking figures that dwarfed her size, and she knew enough to understand people didn’t grow that large.

      The “where” question was just as perplexing. She was being held in a secure facility but that’s all she knew. Staring into the sky, the sun was in the same position it always was. Though she had no way to tell what time it was, she assumed it was an hour or so before noon.

      What had been bugging her for some time now, though, was that very fact—the sun was always in the same spot. Seasons changed and the position of the sun shifted accordingly, but not here. Was that normal?

      She thought maybe they simply let her outside according to the sun’s position. Perhaps they had no standard of telling time? But then, the weather would also change. It would be warmer in the summer and colder in the winter. Again, not here. There was never a shift in temperature nor did it rain.

      Or had she simply not been here long enough for that to happen? Ellyne believed keeping track of the days would clarify some issues, but she didn’t trust her own mind. Several times, she lost count and was forced to start over, fighting an always-present haze within her brain.

      She gazed down at the soil beneath her bare feet and noticed how dirty her clothes were. The simple white shirt and pants she had been given were starting to look more a dingy yellow with brown dirt caked near her feet. Not that she cared, of course, but when she had such little variety in her life, Ellyne tried to fabricate her own excitement.

      “I hope laundry day is soon,” she joked. “I should always look my best for … well, the thugs who let me out to play, I guess. At least this outfit has no blood stains.”

      The truth was it had been a while since the Kithrak provided her with fresh clothes. They were hesitant enough to deliver her daily meals and never seemed to enjoy the task. It made sense they wouldn’t want to replace her dirty clothes. The fact that they all avoided her whenever possible amused her.

      “I promise I won’t break anyone’s arm if you guys drop off some fresh clothes for me!” she shouted with a smile on her face. “Though, I must admit, white’s not really my color—or maybe it is. But dingy, smelly brown definitely isn’t.”

      Her mind reeled and, suddenly, she saw herself clad in black boots, black pants, and a black jacket over a white tank top. The moment was fleeting, and she staggered backward into the wall as the image faded.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Ellyne reexamined herself, still clad in the same dust-covered clothes as before. Her gaze darted about, scrutinizing the courtyard she was intimately familiar with. She felt panic trying to set in and forced herself to relax.

      The area was exactly twenty-two steps long and twenty-seven steps wide with patchy grass dotting the ground, struggling to survive. She sat against the trunk of the solitary maple tree that grew in the center and sighed.

      “What if I’m not a prisoner? What if my brain is so broken the only option is to lock me away in a hospital to simply be forgotten and left to languish until I disappear? What if I’m the only human in a world of these … Kithrak guys.”

      She closed her eyes and rested her head on the maple tree’s trunk, exhaling deeply.

      “These … Kithrak call me ‘Ellyne’, and they’re quite obviously afraid of me. But what did I do to them? Well, besides breaking the occasional nose or arm … I mean, they feared me from the very first time they came to my cell.”

      That much she knew. In fact, it was about all she knew. Occasionally, she would have a dream, or her mind would conjure a brief illusion that felt familiar somehow, but in a strange way that seemed like a past life. Both these occurrences were rare and brief but, to her, they felt so real.

      One such recurring vision was that of a vast city filled with technological marvels and wondrous buildings that touched the sky.

      Dreams were one thing—the mind was a treasure trove of odd images and surreal plots—but, sometimes, they felt familiar, and Ellyne found that impossible to ignore. There had to be something there—some kernel of truth. Unfortunately, a feeling of familiarity was all there was. She never learned anything from these flashes of insight, but she held out hope that, one day, she might.

      While most of her episodes focused on places or things, there were occasionally people. Well, only two people, really, but they had appeared several times now. Ellyne didn’t understand their significance, but one of them—a girl dressed in red—made her happy. The other—a bald man in robes—aroused inexplicable rage within her.

      The Kithrak most likely knew more about her than she did, and that not only intrigued and confused, but infuriated her to no end.

      “Hey!” a raspy voice called through the speakers overhead, “your time’s up.”

      The door squeaked open.

      “Proceed slowly to the door with your hands in front of you and we will lead you back to your cell. If you attack or attempt to resist, you will be punished.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”
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      Ellyne gazed up at the buildings with their menagerie of multicolored lights—magnificent, illuminated tapestries reaching high into the sky that looked down upon the city streets and the people who traveled them.

      The city itself held a serene beauty Ellyne never failed to overlook every time she visited. It was certainly more beautiful than her normal accommodations.

      Though there was barely anyone about. The city was always quiet at night, which was how she preferred it anyway. It was easier to move around at night as opposed to the daytime hours when everyone was out, pushing and shoving on the sidewalks. It was quiet, too, and all this provided Ellyne with the benefit of operating largely unnoticed.

      None of this mattered, however, because this was a dream.

      She’d been here before. It always began here, with stark familiarity Ellyne couldn’t quite put her finger on. But had she actually been here before—sometime in the past? Or was this feeling simply because she’d previously dreamt it? Reality and dream blended until the boundaries of both were no longer discernible.

      It felt real enough—the chilly breeze, the low thrum of distant machinery, the delectable smell wafting from a restaurant somewhere close, two women making out by a dumpster in a nearby alley … and the whisper of the passenger train as it sailed past, quietly hovering above its travel platform.

      As she’d done before—whether it’d been dream or reality—Ellyne slowly walked forward, in awe of the vast cityscape. Most businesses were either closed or soon would be, and the streets were largely deserted, except for an occasional vehicle quietly passing by or another person on the sidewalk hurrying to their destination.

      It felt so real but, with every step she took, Ellyne became more convinced it was merely a dream. Even in this state, she remembered her bleak cell, her captors, the hour of solitary recreation each day … and her spirits sank. But, still, she felt a familiarity with this place—as if it were real and she’d truly been here. Even if it was all made up—fabricated within a mind that longed to escape—it was a respite of sorts.

      It was too vivid—too detailed and she couldn’t let it go. Something told her this place was real and whether she’d been here in the past, or whether she somehow traveled here in a dream, it held significance. It was important in some way, otherwise her brain wouldn’t keep dredging it up .

      It was something to cling to. It wasn’t an element that offered hope or salvation, or was it? Ellyne didn’t know, but she did understand there was more to this than a simple dream. Whatever meaning lay behind this recurring narrative, it provided the drive she needed to keep going. There was a puzzle, here, and she was determined to solve it.

      Hopefully, it would lead to answers. But how many more visits would she have to make before those answers became apparent?

      She passed a screen of some kind—a device she presumed broadcast messages. She saw one of them once when she fled her routine guard detail and ended up in a new area of her prison. Of course, she hadn’t been able to read whatever it said, since the words were in the Kithrak language, and she’d only gotten a quick glimpse before her captors caught up with her.

      This screen was dark. It was always dark. Every time she walked this way, she saw it and expected it to light up with illegible symbols but was met with the same disappointing result.

      Did this city belong to the Kithrak? Was this some sort of trick?

      Her captors—the Kithrak— there was no doubt they had all the information. Naturally, however, they were going to keep her in the dark. She was convinced they knew far more about her than she did which, admittedly, wouldn’t take much since she knew little more than her name—if she even remembered that correctly.

      Her attempts to glean little bits of information usually proved futile. The guards that interacted with her (and that was an overstatement) rarely spoke. When they did speak, it was usually to threaten her or insult her. Only once or twice did they ever offer up any useful information and Ellyne wasn’t sure they even realized their mistakes.

      The most intriguing tidbit she recalled was when one of them mentioned “magic.”

      Magic, of course, sounded like something dangerous, wondrous, and outside of reality, but they had once (and only once) spoken of it as if it were real. She didn’t know her captors to be the lying sort or to make up stories, so she filed this interaction in the back of her mind to explore later.

      Ordinarily, Ellyne would’ve assumed they were talking about simple card tricks or sleight of hand, but their tone and the related discussion hinted at more. She had to admit she was curious, but she also didn’t like the idea.

      And it was merely one of many thoughts she had while languishing in her solitary confinement. But here, in this dream, she was free. Fleeting as that freedom might be, she savored it, though her mind wouldn’t let her relax for long and she continued asking herself a barrage of questions she had no answers to.

      It was peaceful, this city, and Ellyne was free. She dreaded inevitably waking and staring at the four white walls—stark reminders of her plight. If only she knew why she was a prisoner—what did she do to deserve such treatment? Whatever it was, she surmised her actions must’ve been serious.

      Ellyne opened her eyes and sighed, staring at the white, featureless ceiling while still desperately clinging to the feeling of freedom from her dream. The feeling would fade as it always did, and she’d be left with nothing but despair mixed with sadness and a sprinkle of rage.

      “Business as usual,” she muttered, rubbing her eyes and sitting on the edge of the simple rather uncomfortable bed. She’d had worse, though … or, at least, that’s what she thought she remembered. Something told her that was a bit of a memory, and she chose to believe it.

      “What shall we do today?” she asked in the middle of a yawn. Something in her shoulder popped when she stretched, at first sending a brief but sharp pain down her back, but then she felt relief and moved her arm around to loosen it up. “I’m guessing we’ll be doing more of the same shit we did yesterday and the day before,” she mused. “And the day before and so on … and here I am, talking to myself yet again.”

      She waited for her usual breakfast to slide through the slot at the bottom of the door. It would inevitably be cold and barely edible. Most of the time, Ellyne couldn’t determine what kind of food any of her meals truly were. She ate it because she had to, but gagging from the flavor was common and unpleasant.

      Her breakfast never came. Instead, she heard the jingle of keys and the footfalls of several individuals approaching. Hers was the only occupied cell in this hallway, so she knew they were here for her.

      It was highly unusual for anyone to visit her for any purpose other than letting her out to play in the yard for an hour, so Ellyne was immediately suspicious and braced herself for whatever was about to happen.

      The key rattled in the lock as it turned, and the door swung open to reveal six large Kithrak. They were all armed with stun batons and clad in their usual multicolor, padded suits of armor with oversized blades at their hips.

      “It’s not already time for my play date outside, is it?” Ellyne quipped. “Did I oversleep or are you guys just ahead of schedule today?” She yawned but made no move to do anything. “I haven’t stretched yet, so I need to do that before any rigorous physical activity. If you guys could come back in a few minutes, that’d be great.”

      None of the Kithrak responded. For a moment, she exchanged stares with them, unsure if she should get up or remain on her bed. One wrong move would have her drooling on the ground from a stun baton.

      And if she was going to meet that punishment, she would make damned sure she earned it.

      “So,” she started, “are you going to tell me what I’m supposed to do? Or should I⁠—”

      “Step out of the cell,” the lead Kithrak grunted. “Slowly … with your hands up.”

      “This is highly irregular,” Ellyne argued, making herself as comfortable on the bed as she could. “It’s been quite a long time since anyone interacted with me other than the usual protocols. So, what do you want with me?”

      “We have come to collect you,” the Kithrak continued. “That is all you need to know.”

      “Oh, that’s cool. I’m a collector’s item?”

      “Go with them,” a soft voice whispered.

      “What?” Ellyne asked.

      “I said, that is all you need to know.”

      “No, not you,” Ellyne growled.

      The guards remained silent and motionless. Ellyne figured they were a bit confused which was fine with her because she, too, was a bit confused.

      “Go with them,” the voice repeated.

      Ellyne stared at the Kithrak who seemed to not know what to do with her. As far as she could tell, they hadn’t heard the voice.

      But she heard it. It was clear, lucid, and very real. And … there was a familiarity to it—something she couldn’t shake. But confusion overwhelmed all other thoughts as she grappled with what was happening.

      The voice in her head was very real, yes, but that didn’t necessarily indicate a good situation. Good or bad—it didn’t matter. The guards would get their way. The only choice she had was whether she remained conscious.

      “Fine,” she relented, silently mouthing the words without sound “I’ll go with them.”

      “Yes,” the Kithrak replied, “you will.”

      “Right. That’s what I said.” She held her arms aloft and slowly moved toward the group. “So where are we going?”

      “Wherever we tell you to go.”

      “You always say the nicest things to me.”

      The guards led her through several familiar hallways—familiar because each one was identical to the next. The only differences were the symbols on the cell doors. With each cell she passed she wondered if it was occupied. In however long she’d been here, she’d never seen another prisoner.

      It was solitary confinement within solitary confinement. If there had at one time been other prisoners, what happened to them?

      “Listen closely,” the voice continued. Ellyne resisted the urge to look around her. The Kithrak were still oblivious, and she wished to keep it that way. “There will be a shiny, glowing object somewhere nearby. It’s smooth and translucent, and its colors shift.”

      “Who are you?” Ellyne whispered.

      Several guards turned their attention to Ellyne and scowled.

      “We are the Kithrak,” one laughed, “your masters. Surely you already knew this.”

      “It’s called a tyrome. I need you to find it, and I need you touch it.”

      “Just … touch it?”

      “Touch what?” one of the guards asked, brandishing his stun baton. “You can touch this!”

      Ellyne convulsed and dropped to her knees as he briefly prodded her with the baton. Every nerve lit up as if it were on fire.

      The group of guards laughed and waited for her to struggle to her feet before continuing, still snickering quietly.

      “What the hell was that for?” she asked, wiping the spittle from her chin. “At least be decent enough to buy me dinner first.”

      “Because I wanted to,” the Kithrak laughed, his voice muffled by the helmet. Ellyne wished she could’ve seen his face and maybe earn another baton strike after she punched it.

      “Here’s a gift for you,” she replied, wiping her saliva-covered hand on the Kithrak’s padded armor. “When I get out of here, I’ll make sure to return the favor.”

      The guards laughed again, slugging insults and taunts her way.

      Ellyne balled her fists but did nothing. She was a formidable fighter—something she’d found out quite by accident the first time—but she had no hope against this many fully armed guards.

      “You need to touch it. Touch the tyrome. This you must do—whatever it takes.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ellyne said. “What do you mean, whatever it takes?”

      “What don’t you understand?” one of the guards laughed. “You’re never getting out of here. You’ll die before you leave and, even then, we’ll keep your corpse as a reminder! Maybe we’ll zap it every so often just for old time’s sake.”

      “Again, not talking to you,” she growled. “Wait … a reminder of what?” she asked, being careful to whisper her words.

      The guards fell silent, exchanging worried glances. Ellyne could feel the disapproval from the lead guard. She despised their helmets more than usual, so badly wishing to be able to read their faces.

      “Move along, human.”

      “No, a reminder of what? What aren’t you telling me?”

      They were hiding something—something related to her. Since she had no memories from before her imprisonment, she had to assume they were talking about something from her past, and she needed to discover what it was.

      “This will be your reminder!” another guard shouted, holding aloft his stun baton. “Now shut up and do as we say, or this will be far more painful than it should be.”

      Ellyne not only preferred to be conscious in the presence of the Kithrak, but she now felt a sudden purpose to do so. What was this tyrome and why was it so crucial she touch it?

      More importantly, why did the word sound familiar?

      “And who the hell is speaking to me?” she muttered.

      Ellyne wanted to scream. She also wanted to start a fight, but she knew better. She had to be patient. Though patience, she’d learned almost immediately, was not one of her strengths.

      “So, I’ll start a fight later,” she whispered to herself.

      “What was that?” one of the guards asked.

      “I said fine,” she replied, “lead on, oh wonderful Kithrak overlords.”
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      “Ow!” Ellyne shrieked. “You didn’t have to throw me into the chair!”

      “You shouldn’t have resisted,” the Kithrak responded, focusing all four of his eyes on her.

      “I wasn’t resisting,” she insisted, “I was merely referencing your mom and how much of a⁠—”

      “Hold her.” He motioned for the guards to restrain her, waving his four arms in the air. The guards obliged, holding Ellyne’s arms down and keeping her confined to the hard, uncomfortable chair.

      “So, what’s on the agenda today, fellas? Are we having a nice lunch together?”

      “You,” the Kithrak began, inspecting a needle, “are going to sit quietly while I draw some blood. Can you do that for me, Ellyne?”

      Ellyne winced. She had that same reaction every time her name was uttered. They always said it with disdain on their lips. And, though she didn’t remember much, there was something else about the way they said it—as if they weren’t pronouncing it right.

      It was disconcerting—the inability to remember even one’s own name, but she was pretty sure this Kithrak stooge was saying it wrong.

      The first time any of them called her that—Ell-een—she hadn’t recognized the name. For all she knew, they made it up and arbitrarily called her that. However, as time wore on, she not only grew accustomed to it, but felt its familiarity. But there was still something amiss.

      “You didn’t get enough blood the last time?” she quipped. “I’m afraid I’ll need to see your medical license before we go any further. I only have so much to go around.”

      “I would laugh and say you’re charming, but I don’t ordinarily enjoy lying, even for humorous purposes.”

      “Oh, that makes sense,” Ellyne scoffed, “because you tell me the truth so often.” She squirmed a bit, pretending to attempt an escape. What she was really doing, however, was trying to get a look around the room for this … tyrome thing. She wasn’t keen on listening to voices in her head, but she also had nothing better to do, having been dragged into this same room countless times.

      At first, she saw no glowing, pulsing stone device but during her phony resistance, she finally caught a glimpse of something that fit the description, sitting on a display stand of sorts—as if it were an heirloom or a piece of art. It was on a counter across the room, behind the doctor or whatever this four-eyed goon was.

      The two guards managed to restrain Ellyne to the point where she couldn’t squirm anymore, not that she didn’t continue trying.

      “Have you two been working out?” she laughed. “Last time, it took four of you. I’m impressed. Been doing some arm curls?”

      The guards’ faces showed no sign of any emotion but irritation which, as it so often did, made Ellyne smile. At least they’d removed their helmets when they entered the room. Not only could she read their facial expressions, but she could also punch one or two if it came to that.

      “So, tell me,” she said as the Kithrak with the needle approached, “why do you always need my blood? Are you vampires that are too shy to bite people? So, you take blood with a needle and make some sort of weird drink with it? I bet that’s it, isn’t it?”

      “You think you’re charming,” the Kithrak responded as he plunged the needle into her arm. She wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be painful or if he went out of his way to make it so. “But you’re really just an obstacle.”

      “First of all,” she said, wincing as she watched the first ampoule slowly fill, “I know I’m charming. And second, I’m always happy to be a thorn in your ass. I’ve been called worse than ‘obstacle’—at least, I assume I have.”

      The Kithrak returned a wry smile as he switched to an empty ampoule. “This would be so much easier if I could just use magic to do it,” he muttered, whispering to himself. Ellyne supposed he wasn’t aware she heard him, but she paid attention far more than any of them thought and, more importantly, their overconfidence and irritation with her made them sloppy.

      “You could’ve at least warmed up the chair for me,” she continued, trying to hold their attention on her while she scrutinized the glowing rock behind on the counter. It pulsed with light and shifted colors.

      After two more ampoules were full, the Kithrak withdrew the needle and threw a piece of gauze at Ellyne. She promptly grabbed it and put pressure on her arm while the Kithrak disposed of the syringe and put away some other items. They were both well-accustomed to the routine.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” he asked, his back to her as he tidied his work area.

      “Do I get a piece of candy now as a reward?”

      The guards, obviously also accustomed to the routine and believing it was over and done, released her with the assumption she would comply as they prepared to lead her back to her cell.

      They assumed wrong.

      Ellyne leapt from the chair and lunged for the tyrome on the counter, catching the guards by surprise. They stumbled forward, grabbing for her as she scrambled to stay ahead of them long enough to touch it. The doctor staggered backward, gasping and falling against the wall, apparently trying to avoid the fray.

      One of the guards got a hand on her, grabbing her right arm and trying to pull her back. The other guard grabbed her left arm, trying desperately to restrain her. “We will have to punish you, Ellyne!” one of them grunted, obviously having difficulty holding her as she wriggled and flailed.

      “This had damn well better be worth it,” she growled, straining to touch the glowing object.

      She somehow slipped her right arm free and elbowed the guard in the face, knocking him back past the chair and into the wall behind them. She then shifted her weight and stepped in front of the other guard, tossing him over her shoulder and onto the floor.

      “You can’t escape, Ellyne!” the doctor shouted.

      “I don’t intend to escape,” she replied as she ran forward and touched the stone with the tip of her finger. “I just want to touch the pretty rock.”

      She suddenly found herself standing amongst the towering skyscrapers once again, as she gazed up at the night sky.

      “Where am I?” she asked, gazing around the quiet city. “Is this all a dream again?” She shivered and wrapped her arms around her as a crisp breeze flitted by.

      Disappointed, she sighed, feeling hopelessness creep in. She wasn’t even interested in exploring the dream this time. Something had changed. The mystic aura of the city appeared muted.

      “Of course, it’s a dream, Ellyne,” she muttered, kicking a lamp post. “It’s always a dream. In what feels like a few minutes, you’ll wake up in your cell and be just as depressed as you always are when you realize you’re still a prisoner. Was that whole blood draw thing even real?”

      Ellyne inspected her arm, instinctively searching for the needle marks she knew wouldn’t be there. She would do the same when she
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