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      Turning the key, my engine makes a clicking sound, and then the gears grind.

      “Oh, no. Not tonight, Rhonda. I really can’t take it.” I pet my steering wheel, hoping a bit of affection will fix this. Not only does the thought of walking home fill me with dread, but I absolutely cannot afford car trouble right now.

      Mentally preparing myself to be let down, I turn the key again.

      Whirring, cranking, sharp grinding.

      Shit.

      “Ok, Rhonda. I made exactly fourteen dollars and twenty two cents tonight. I’m supposed to pay rent in three days and I’m still a few hundred short. Please, I beg of you. Don’t do this to me.” I close my eyes and lean forward, resting my head on the steering wheel while I say my desperate prayer.

      Turning the key, hoping against all rational reason, the engine turns over, clunking a bit but turning on.

      “Oh, thank you!” I peel out of the empty parking lot onto the empty street.

      The only perk of working the graveyard shift is the traffic free commute. Everything else about it is absolutely awful. My grand total for a week of shifts is ninety two dollars and forty six cents in tips.

      Sinking into my seat, I focus on driving, not how I’m supposed to afford food, or gas, or rent.

      Looking up, I search for the moon. It’s extra dark tonight, eerily so. I’ve lived here my entire life, nothing about this place scares me. Tonight, I feel like a stranger in my hometown.

      As I putter down the road, a chill comes over me. It’s too cold for August. Even in the early morning hours, this is unusually chilly.

      Pulling up to one of the two stop lights on the main street, it turns yellow, then red as I approach.

      Of course it does. Why would the light stay green for the busier direction in the middle of the night when there are no other cars on the road?

      Tapping my fingers on the steering wheel, I wait. And wait. And wait.

      This is so ridiculous.

      “Come on!” I throw my hands up. “There isn’t anyone over there! Who are you green for?”

      I feel desperate to get home. Once I’m there, this lingering feeling will go away.

      Looking left, then right, then left again I search for a bored local police officer out  trying to meet his ticket writing quota. The last thing I need right now is a ticket.

      When I'm positive that there's no one else out here for miles, I creep out into the intersection running the red light.

      My radio buzzes crinkly static coming through my speakers, cutting off the peppy eighties song that was playing.

      My anxiety spikes. “Come on, Rhonda. We’re almost there.”

      Leaving the Main Street behind, I drive on the long, dark highway toward my shitty apartment—a studio above my elementary school principal's garage. My life is so pathetic.

      Groaning, I spin the dial to find another radio station. The knob breaks off in my hand.

      “Sorry, girl.” I cringe, trying to push it back into place. Rhonda requires a delicate touch. While I’m fumbling with the dial, trying to fix it and drive at the same time, I hear a sound, like a high-pitched whistle, that makes me swerve.

      My car skids into the irrigation ditch that lines the ditch.

      A blinding white light flashes, three times in rapid succession. My vision is spotty, and my head is spinning.

      There is a boom, like a bomb going off, and the ground shakes.

      The shaking only lasts for a second, but it was like it came from below me, like something exploded out of the ground.

      Using my body weight, I lean my shoulder into the car door, trying to push it open. It’s stuck in the thick, soupy mud my car is rapidly sinking into.

      Using the hand crank, I roll my window down and pull myself out. I’m knee deep in mud and long grass when I’m covered in something falling from the sky.

      Stumbling and coughing, I climb out of the ditch.

      It's dirt.

      Dirt is raining down on me.

      But just as suddenly as it started, it stops. I’m left in silence. There isn’t anyone around for miles. I’m so confused.

      Was it a bomb? Or did I get into an accident with another car?

      There weren’t any other cars.

      None of the pieces fit together into a scenario that makes any sense at all.

      Covered in dirt, grass, and mud, I stare up at the sky. “What the hell?” I try to wipe my face, but every part of me is filthy. It’s like trying to clean with more dirt.

      A sound from the field behind me catches my attention. There’s a crater. A huge circle of displaced dirt dipped into the ground.

      As I walk toward it, I can see that there’s something in the center of it. The closer I get to it the clearer it becomes that it’s a person. A man. He’s shirtless, and there are strange tattoos all over his back. They look like scales that move up from below the hem of his pants and fade as they reach his shoulders. To each his own, I guess...

      “Hello?”

      No movement.

      “Hello?” Please, don’t be dead. I creep forward until I’m close enough to really see him. He looks completely unharmed. It looks like he’s asleep.

      Poking my foot forward, I tap his leg. “Hello? Are you alright?”

      He still doesn’t move.

      “Shit. Mister, I’m going to get help, ok? I have a phone somewhere, I’ll find it and call an ambulance.”

      As I run through the field toward my car, I almost step on a snake.

      “Holy shit!” I scream. “Why are you like that?”

      The snake is coiled up with its head in the air, like it’s watching. It didn't move, even when I almost stepped on it.

      It’s just sitting there, perfectly still, looking in the direction of the man. Does it understand what’s going on here? It looks like it. It’s unsettling how it's just staring that way.

      Creeping past it, I continue toward my car.

      A chill runs up my spine. There is another snake here. And beyond it, another.

      Where are they coming from?

      Turning around, I search for a car or an airplane, or something. Where did this guy come from, and how did he get here?

      Maybe the snakes are his. He could have been transporting them and had an accident. And now they're just sitting here watching over him loyally like dogs. Maybe they're his pets. That would explain the tattoos.

      I don't know very much about snakes or snake behaviors. They could be very loyal and loving.

      I'm grasping at straws, trying to find an explanation that makes sense with what I'm looking at.

      Swallowing down the growing fear, I run back to my totaled car. Wading through the muck, I climb back in through the window and try to find my phone. I’ve looked everywhere. It’s not here.

      Frustration is about to get the best of me. Whatever the smallest unit of measurement is, that's how close I am to losing my shit.

      Falling out of my car again, I cautiously walk back to the man. There are more snakes.

      “I can’t find my phone. Do you have one in your pocket, maybe?” I bend down and touch his pants. The stiff material is cold and hard against my fingers.

      Just as I skim my fingertips over his pocket, his hand grabs my arm roughly.
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      A scream so loud that it scares even me flies out of my mouth. I stumble back, my ass hitting the ground hard as I try to get away.

      Scrambling to stand, I turn, face to face with a fucking snake.

      Another ear piercing scream, more clambering, more panic. This is straight out of a nightmare.

      “What fresh hell is this?” I look at the snakes that have now moved in on us, surrounding us completely. “Shoo!” I wave my hand at one of them, but it doesn’t budge.

      “Where are we?” His voice is so strange that it stops all of my panicking. It’s almost melodic. He has an accent I can’t quite place. He’s also so incredibly calm that it’s unsettling. He just woke up in a field, half naked, surrounded by snakes. He must be in shock.

      “W-What?” There is something dark and frightening about him. We aren’t close enough to touch, but there is a coldness to him that I can feel from here. Sitting up, awake, and alive, he looks less human.

      “Where are we?” He repeats, more slowly this time.

      “Um, Wyoming.”

      He doesn't look like that's registering to him—like he doesn’t know where that is.

      “America?” I try again with a broader answer.

      Still nothing.

      He looks up at the sky and points. “I need to be over there, there is too much cloud coverage here.”

      Now I’m the confused one.

      “Take me there.” He says very slowly.

      “What do you mean? Just in that general direction?” The longer I look at him, the more of a nightmare this is. He has modifications on his teeth. He has to. There is no way those are real. Where his canines should be, he has long fangs. And he’s wearing freaky contacts. Yellow colored eyes with vertical pupils… Everything about him is giving me pause.

      I need to leave. Even if it means walking home and calling a tow truck tomorrow, This guy is giving me a bad feeling. Each second that passes, I feel more unsafe here.

      “Yes. Take me there.”

      “Um, my car is stuck in that ditch.” I point across the field of snakes.

      He blinks slowly, a dead, cold expression in his strange yellow eyes. When he stands, all the snakes suddenly move. They lower their heads, almost as if they’re bowing. At least fifty snakes are sitting in the dirt crater with us, bowing their heads all at once. Again, I’m no snake expert, but this seems unusual.

      “Are - are you seeing this?” I gape at them.

      He doesn’t respond. When I turn to look at him, he’s standing. My body jerks, and my instincts kick into overdrive. I need to get the fuck away from him right now.

      My limited options make this mission a failure before it starts, but I do it anyway.

      Sprinting as quickly as I can, I make my escape. Dodging snakes really slows me down, though, and I’m barely able to make it out of the dirt before he tackles me to the ground. A full body, all of his weight tackle that lays me out.

      “Do not run. You won’t make it far.” He growls against my ear. There is a slight, almost imperceptible hiss in his voice.

      Running was a bad idea. He’s angry now, and to make matters worse, the snakes seem agitated.

      “I’m sorry, I won’t run.” Not yet, anyway, not until I have a clear route to escape.

      He drags me toward my car. “This is for transportation?” He looks disgusted.

      “Yes.” I feel defensive of Rhonda. She’s thirty years old, give her a break. “I crashed.”

      “We will find another.”

      I’m kidnapped and forced to participate in grand theft auto.

      Headlights shine in the distance, and relief washes over me. I’m saved!

      Down the lonely stretch of road, a semi-truck is driving toward us. The seconds that pass feel eternal. He’s still gripping my arm painfully tight, and the snakes have followed us to the roadside.

      The driver pulls his truck to a stop on the other side of the street. His brakes hiss, and the engine whirls loudly. “Are you alright?”

      “Oh, I-”

      In one second flat, with no warning whatsoever, the truck driver is flat on the ground. Screaming, I stumble back watching in slow motion terror as the poor good samaritan is beaten to a bloody pulp.

      I’m not sure if he's dead or alive when the monster sets his sights on me.

      “Come.” He’s not out of breath or disheveled at all.

      I hesitate. After seeing what he just did with such ease, I know I should just go with him. He was able to take that rather large man down with one hit. I don’t want him to turn that on me.

      “Come.” The hiss is back.

      My legs feel like they're about to give out as I walk toward the truck.

      “Take me there.” He points in the general direction of the sky to the east.

      “I don’t know how to drive a big rig!” I’m shocked. He expects me to hop behind the wheel of this thing. Under absolute circumstances, I wouldn't be able to drive this truck, but after being kidnapped and watching him beat a man to death, I'm definitely not going to be able to drive this truck.

      “You will drive it.” He takes a step toward me, and it's enough to have me nod my head in agreement.

      “O-Ok,  I'll drive it.”

      I’m not going to give him any reasons to hurt me.

      The cab of this truck is huge. There are knobs and switches, radios, buttons, screens, and shifters. I have no idea how to start this.

      My hands shake so violently that I can barely turn the key. “Um, I…”

      The gear shift is easy enough to spot, but when I move it into ‘drive’ nothing happens. “Oh, god.” I panic. “The break. I don’t know how to release the break.”

      His hand comes to rest on my shoulder, not a comforting touch but threatening. “Figure it out.”

      “Ok.” I can do this. My life depends on it.

      My eyes flutter closed, and I take a breath. Searching the dashboard, I find a few options. I’ll just try them until something happens.

      Three buttons later, a light changes from red to green beside the drive gear.

      “I’ve never driven anything this big before.” I creep toward the center of the road. This thing is a beast and having him stand over my shoulder, breathing down my neck, is making it much harder.

      The sun is rising in the sky as we drive past my apartment. I would give anything to be inside the safety of those shabby walls right now.

      Biting into my lip and blinking excessively, I hope to hold back my tears until I'm somewhere safe.

      If I'm ever somewhere safe again.

      Maybe it's the fact that I'm unsure about whether or not I'll be around to see this tomorrow, but everything around us is brighter and more vivid.

      I've never wanted my life more than I do right now.
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      The only positive here is that I’m so afraid that adrenaline is coursing through me. Under any other circumstances, I would have fallen asleep at the wheel.

      “How old are you?” He asks out of the blue.

      “Twenty-six.” I peek nervously at him without turning my head.

      “And you are female?”

      “Yes.” Where is he going with this?

      “Very good.”

      My heart rate speeds up. “Why is that very good?”

      “I find myself in a precarious situation. You might be able to assist me.”

      “Assist you, how? I thought I was already assisting you.” I can’t take my eyes off the road, but I can feel him looking at me. When he lets out a low hiss, I nearly veer into oncoming traffic.

      Swerving back into our lane, I look at him, waiting for an answer.

      “I believe Riven Adder would like you.”

      “Who is that, and why?”

      “Yes,” he hums quietly. “You will do.”

      Do what?

      With a white-knuckled grip on the wheel, I focus my attention on staying in my lane rather than the gnawing anxiety in my stomach.

      In the distance, pulled to the side of the road, I see a highway patrol vehicle. He might be running radar on people's speeds. I hope he is.

      Gently, I press my foot down on the petal, accelerating slowly.

      I'm trying to have the increase be so smooth and gradual that he doesn't notice that I'm doing it. After seeing what he did to the truck driver, I don’t know what a police officer would be able to do for me, but it’s worth trying.

      “You have accelerated, why?” He picked up on the slight change immediately. I moved between sixty and sixty-two, and he felt it.

      “S-Sorry. I didn't realize.” I ease off of accelerating, my soul dying a little bit. This isn’t fast enough to get pulled over.

      We whiz past the officer, and my lip trembles—the only show of emotion I will allow. Looking in the large side mirrors, I watch him fade as we continue down the road. Any hope that we will get pulled over shrivels up.

      Someone has to have found the truck driver now. There should be people looking for this truck. Where the fuck is everyone? We should be surrounded by a swat team right now. No one is going to save me.

      “Is the sky clear enough here?” Desperation is sinking in. My heart rate won’t slow down, and my pulse is pounding in my ears.

      “No.”

      He doesn’t offer anything else, so I continue driving.

      There is a fledgling sprout of hope in my chest that he will let me go when we get to whatever destination he deems right. I’ve been agreeable, I have done what he asked. He has no reason not to let me go.

      “You know, I can tell the police that you had blonde hair and blue eyes. I’ll tell them that you had a rose tattooed on your arm. I’ll lie for you to throw them off your trail.” I wonder if everyone in this situation says this. Obvious lies.

      When he starts to laugh, I feel sick to my stomach.

      “Your authorities will not be able to reach me where I’m going.” He is so sure, it makes me believe him.

      “I really need to go to the bathroom.” I squirm in my seat, both from the actual need for a restroom and from the fear that he will see this as an attempt to run. “There is a rest stop coming up; can I pull over?”

      “You may.”

      My tiny bud of hope grows slightly. If I can signal to someone at the rest stop that I’m in trouble, that might be my only chance.

      My hands tremble as I pull off the highway. There are a few cars and other big rigs here.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      He smiles, a sinister spine-chilling chuckle rumbling in his chest. “Do you take me for a fool? I will accompany you.”

      “Oh, right.” Of course.

      Slipping out of the truck, my eyes scan the area. Please, someone notice me.

      Each step toward the bathroom feels like a missed opportunity.

      The bathrooms are one concrete building divided in two. The doorway to each is nestled inside a small, walled-off area. Once I walk in, unless there is someone already inside, I’ll be alone.

      As we reach the door, my mind still reeling with the possible ways this might play out, he shoves me inside.

      He slams me into the wall, paying no attention to whether or not the bathroom is occupied. I press myself into the tile, trying to create space when there isn’t any. I hate the feeling of his body against mine.

      When he leans in, I freeze. My mind instantly starts to withdraw. Protective instincts are taking over to help me get through this.

      He nestles his face into the crook of my neck and inhales.

      “The King will be very pleased with you.” His voice makes my skin crawl. His breath hits my skin, and I want to disintegrate. “Do what you need to do.” He releases me. “Hurry. We are close now.”

      For the moment, I will focus my attention on how grateful I am that that didn't go where I thought it was going to go. Whatever he meant by the king will be pleased with you, I have to push that out of my mind.

      In the stall by myself, I take a few deep breaths. I have to keep myself calm. If I’m too panicked, I might miss the only opportunity to get away from him.

      The window has bars on it. I can’t climb out.

      Then an idea hits me. When we get to the truck, if he lets me walk to my side alone, I will run the length of the truck. When I reach the back, I can decide what direction will be best. It might not happen, but if it does, I’m seizing the chance.

      Outside of the bathroom, there is a small crowd gathered around the bathrooms, staring at the ground.

      “It’s the damnedest thing.” One of the older men laughs. “They just came right up here, all three of them together!”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it!” Another one laughs.

      Snakes. Three of them sitting perfectly still on the ground with their heads in the air.

      “I’ll kill all of them.” He whispers into my ear. “Don’t try anything.”

      In the small gathering, there is a woman with two small children. Shit.

      Nodding, I follow him past the group toward the truck. My heart breaks when he walks me, ever the gentleman apparently, to my side. Opening the driver's door, he smiles, waiting for me to climb inside.

      The next hour is a blur of frantic thoughts. We’re going to have to stop at a gas station soon. No matter what, I cannot get back in this truck once I get out.

      “Pull off of the road here, drive over to that hill.” He points to a hill in the middle of a field.

      “That’s where we’re going?”

      “Yes. It’s perfect.”

      Can he read my mind? Every time I have a thought or an idea, he seems to intercept the plan before I'm able to even put any of the steps in motion. There is no time to think of another plan. I’m going to have to take any opportunities as they come. It might be for the best.

      Driving the truck off the road is a bumpy experience. First gravel, then long grass. I push until we're stuck.

      “We’ll walk the rest of the way.” He opens his door. “Hurry.”

      Alone in the truck, I pause. The wheels are well and truly stuck in this field, but I decide to do the only thing I can think of. Jumping over into the passenger seat, I pull his open door closed and hit the lock.

      If he can't get into the truck eventually, he'll give up, right?

      Grabbing the handheld radio, I start pushing buttons, trying to figure out how to call for help.

      A voice comes through the radio, another driver is calling for a warning about a speed trap. “Hello?”  I hold down the button and frantically yell. “Please, help me!”

      The next voice is just someone thanking the first driver for the warning. They can't hear me.

      There's a sound outside of the door, like the handle being pulled. I breathe a very short-lived sigh of relief when the door doesn't open.

      With the next breath, the door is wrenched from the hinges, the metal bending and cracking before giving way completely. He tosses the door aside and climbs up. “Defy me, and you’ll regret it.”

      Sliding out of the cab behind him, I’m numb. He just ripped the door off with his bare hands.

      “What are you?” I whimper, staring at the gathering of snakes in the field.
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      “The general will be here soon. A distress call is met with utmost seriousness. We will not have to wait long.” He looks skyward.

      “What are you?” The volume of my voice grows slightly as my frustration starts to become unmanageable.

      “I am a Fen Warden.” His chest puffs with pride. “We are the best of the Ophidian races.”

      None of that made sense to me.

      “I- I don’t know what any of that means.”

      “Ah,” he smiles softly. “You will.”

      That sounds like a threat. Before I can ask any more questions, a whooshing sound stops me.

      A sleek silver pod comes down from the sky. I can hear myself screaming, but it’s not registering that it’s me. I turn to run, but he grabs my arm. Fighting is useless, but I do it anyway. I pull and yank, but his grip is like a vice around me.

      He drags me into the pod, and I drop to the floor. I’m on my hands and knees with my neck bent downward. I can’t lift my head. The force of pressure holds me down, like someone is pressing me into the floor. The dizzying vertigo sensation of shooting straight up makes me lightheaded.

      Slowly, the grinding force eases up enough for me to sit upright.

      There are two of them now. The new one has a shirt on to match his pants. From his collar, I can see tattoos on his skin as well, fading into his scalp. They are scales too, but they are the most vivid turquoise color. They look more like body paint.

      He turns around, and his eyes mesmerize me. Hypnotic blue, so light they’re almost clear against his tan skin. The blue scales wrap around his head at his temples, then fade into white hair.

      If I thought the first one was scary, there aren’t words to describe him. I’m so deeply unsettled that I feel my stomach tightening, and I’m sure I’m going to be sick.

      “Who is this?” He stands, an oily smile stretching across his lips. He has the same long fangs. The hiss is more prominent in his voice.

      “You know, I never caught her name.” He laughs.

      He moves toward me, his movements are so graceful, he glides over the ground. “What is your name?” He takes my face in his hand.

      I can’t respond. The word, my name, is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t say it. His crystal eyes are making me dizzy.

      “I’m General Hydriss. Welcome aboard our humble cruiser.” There is a hiss in his voice that makes me feel very small and afraid.

      “I brought her for Riven Adder.” My captor growls.

      The general laughs, but his jaw clicks. “Why would you give away such a pretty treasure?”

      “I need favor. I escaped a prison transport. He isn’t going to pardon my crimes for nothing. Maybe she will sweeten him up.”

      “You murdered six of his guards. You think a gift is going to make him more lenient on you?”

      “It is worth it to try. I could keep her until he inevitably finds me, then I will offer her as leverage.” He looks like he's considering his options.

      “You could give her to your general as a way to apologize for being caught on your last mission.” The general sniffs me, the same way he did. “He won’t forgive your transgressions so easily, but I will.”

      He takes my wrist, wrapping his hand around it. With one yank of his arm, I’m standing flush against his body. “I want her.”

      “General, I need her. She very well could be the only bargaining chip I ever get.” They talk about me like I’m an object, not a living woman sitting right here listening to all of this.

      “Give her to me.” He tucks his head into my neck, and his fangs scrape my skin. “We can get you another one for Adder.”

      “I want to give him that one.”

      They sound like children fighting over a toy. I don’t know anything about this Riven Adder, but here and now, standing with the general, I think I’ll take my chances. He can’t be worse.

      “Adder won’t appreciate you the way I will.” He whispers to me.

      Turning my head to escape him, I catch a glimpse of what is happening outside of this pod I’m in. We’re flying through space like we've been shot out of a cannon, hard and fast. We’re far beyond anything I recognize. Outer space.

      For a moment, just a split second, I consider finding a way to throw myself out of this thing. Surely, falling through the vast emptiness of the atmosphere would be better than staying with them.

      I catch my captor looking over his shoulder at us, a hard, angry look on his face.

      “She is for Adder.” He stands slowly. When he turns, I know what’s about to happen, like a premonition, I can see the whole thing. Scrunching up my face, I brace for impact.

      He grabs the general, who loosens his grip on me too late. I fly across the room with them. I hit the ground so hard that it knocks the wind out of me, and I can’t catch a breath. Choking and gasping, I crawl out of the way of their brawling.

      Clutching my chest, I sit beneath the control panel, watching madness unfold. The pod rocks from side to side as they wrestle on the floor.

      This is it. This is how I die.

      They fight forever, wrapping their bodies around each other. Squeezing and strangling. It’s brutal.

      The general is coiled around him so tightly that his eyes bulge. A sick feeling rises in my throat.

      He’s dying. Right in front of me, I sit motionless and watch it happen.

      The general's mouth opens, his jaw unhinging unnaturally to open much wider than it should be able to. His fangs grow—at least an inch—and he plunges them into his neck. I didn’t have any love for him—I hate him in fact—but the look on his face—the terror and pain—is burned into my memory forever. His eyes flood red, all of the blood vessels bursting at once. He gives one final moment of struggle, one last effort, grabbing the generals arms and trying to yank them from around him. Then the light goes out. I see it leave him.

      His body goes limp, and the general releases him, dropping him to the floor like discarded trash.

      “Now, where were we?” He smiles, licking his bloody lips.
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      On the floor behind us, my captor is starting to melt. His body, or what once was, is now a puddle on the ground.

      I can’t stop looking at it. It’s so disgusting and horrifying, I can’t stop turning around to see if it’s actually there.

      It started with his eyes, slowly, they started to ooze. Things only got worse from there. Now, there isn’t really any part of him that is identifiable.

      “That’s just my venom.” The general looks over his shoulder to see what I’m staring at.

      “Venom?” I watch a bit of liquified person roll across the floor.

      “You know, you never did tell me your name.” He ignores my disgust.

      “It’s Demi.” I swallow down the urge to gag. How did I get here?

      He hums, “That’s lovely. It suits you.”

      I don't thank him for the compliment. I've never hated my name until right now.

      In front of us, the darkness starts to fade from black to blue. On the horizon, we’re approaching a strange, swirling current in the sky.

      “Almost home.” He points to a screen with several holograms of planets on it. “Welcome to the belt.”

      The transition into the current is rough. The pod shakes violently as we burst through, and then the air around us is instantly calming.

      Holding onto my seat, I fight the urge to scream. Every time I think that I’m at the bottom of this hellhole and that there is no possible way for things to get worse than they are, they get worse!

      There are three planets, almost in a straight line, one after the other. They are very different, at least from this distance. The first is a beautiful blue, like crystal clear water. There are lush green land masses dotted throughout the blue.  We fly over it for so long that I wonder if we will ever reach our destination.

      At some point, despite my fear, I fall asleep. My body just gives out. So much adrenaline for such a long time has left me drained. I’ve felt the maximum possible quota of fear and anxiety. Now, I just feel numb.

      When I wake up, we’re still flying. The ground below us is mountainous and green. It’s beautiful. Like a rainforest. But I can’t look at it.

      Hunger gnaws in my stomach, and my head spins. I don’t remember the last time I had water. Closing my eyes, I try to make the dizziness stop.

      “I- I need something to drink.” I hear myself talking, but it sounds muffled, and I’m not sure if I’m actually saying words. “Help.”

      I feel a sharp pain, and I realize that I’m now horizontal. Forcing my eyes open, I’m face-to-face with the melted goo that used to be a snake monster man.

      Groaning, I try to sit up, but my body isn’t cooperating. I don’t know how much time passes like this, lying here on the floor.

      When I’m lifted off the ground, I almost start to laugh. My life—my real, awake reality—is a nightmare.

      Two more of the men, with the same scally tattoos and hypnotic eyes, are carrying me out. The humid air hits me immediately, and I feel nauseous all over again.

      We’re under a canopy of mossy trees, and as they walk, the sloshing sound of water moves around us. My arm, too heavy to hold, falls down, hanging. It brushes against wet grass and water.

      Everything here is too warm. I hate it.

      I’m set down too roughly on hard ground. At least there aren’t the remnants of a dead person all over this one, so I guess it could be worse.

      “Perk her up.” I recognize the general's voice. “What fun is a toy when it’s unconscious?”

      “Let me die.” I groan.

      “See!” He barks out a laugh. “She is going to bring so much amusement to us here!”

      Letting my head rest on the ground, I breathe in the sticky air. My lungs feel fuzzy, like there is cotton in my mouth each time I inhale.

      “Here, drink.” A voice cuts into my consciousness. As much as I want to spit the water back at them, my body won't let me. Survival instincts are kicking in.

      I gulp down the lukewarm water. I don’t even care that it tastes odd, and there are grainy particles of sand that grit against my teeth as I drink. I’ll be grossed out by that later. I drink until I think I might not be able to keep any more of it down.

      “Tie her up in my hut.” The general orders before walking out the door.

      I’m lifted up again, thrown over someone's shoulder, and carried out the same door. This time, I’m able to open my eyes enough to look at the thick, soupy, swamp we’re in. As far as the eye can see, it’s just marshland and trees.

      “Welcome to the Fen.” The man holding me like a sack of potatoes adjusts, bumping me so that my body bounces.

      We had to go to the swamp? The other planets we passed, the beautiful ones, what was wrong with those?

      He walks toward a small, raised hut with a thatched roof. It’s overgrown with moss and falling apart.

      The inside isn’t much better.

      “Get on your knees.” He drops me on the ground.

      “What?”

      “Knees. In the corner.” His eyes flicker.

      “Wait, listen.” I put my hands up. “I-”

      The feeling of his open hand making sharp contact with my cheek shuts me right up.

      “Get in the corner.”

      Dropping to my knees, I let him manhandle me into position. He ties my wrists together, then loops that knot through a chain hanging from the ceiling. There are worn areas and scratches on the flood, and the chain was already here.

      I’m struck with the horrifying realization that I’m not the first person he’s tied up here.

      No matter what happens, I’m getting out of here. This hot, horrible swamp is not going to be where I die.

      I will get out of here. The general can’t kill my spirit; I won’t let him.
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      Yanking against the chain, I struggle to slip my hands out of the restraints. Holding my hand as tightly closed as I can, I try to pull it through the ropes. I almost have one hand free.

      The door to the hut slams open, and the general staggers in. He looks drunk.

      “There she is.” The hiss in his voice is more prominent now.

      He starts to strip his clothes off. I don’t mean to look, but the turquoise scales cover his whole back. I’m not sure if they’re tattoos or a part of his skin.

      He sits on the cot beside where I am tied up. “My little treat.” His fingers hook under my chin, forcing my head back. “Why shouldn’t I get something for all of my efforts?” He huffs. “I picked him up! I made the journey to retrieve him when he got himself in dire straits! And what do I get? Nothing!” He seems to be getting more worked up. “Riven Adder is the king, but I am the general! I rule over the Fenlands! I train the Fen Wardens! I raised that ungrateful bastard! I taught him everything he knew, and he couldn’t think of giving me a gift?”

      When he stops ranting, we make eye contact. I don’t know how to play this, but it seems like he is feeling underappreciated. Maybe I can play to that.

      “Being a ruler sounds difficult.” I fake interest. “How do you train the Fen Wardens?”

      “The task is not for the faint of heart; I’ll tell you that much!” He leans against the wall. “In twenty years, I have done everything asked of me. Since the great wars, I have stood firm and unwavering. Whenever the Fen Wardens were called upon, we answered! Ready!”

      “Twenty years, wow!” I hope that my acting is good enough to fool him.

      “Yes! This was once a position of respect! Being a Fen Warden was no small thing. If we had support from other nests, we would have won, and I might have become king! I would have had the backing!”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about. Wars, nests—any of it—but I smile and nod along.

      “Riven Adder.” He growls, his eyelids taking longer to reopen each time he blinks. He grumbles, complaining about different people and things, until he finally goes silent.

      Frozen, I sit, unmoving, watching him breathe.

      When I’m sure that he’s asleep, as carefully and quietly as I can, I pull my hand out of the rope. It takes a layer of skin off with it, but I hardly notice.

      As soon as my other hand is free, I crawl across the floor, looking over my shoulder at him, until I reach the door.

      He hasn’t moved.

      It looks like he’s dead, but I don’t think I’m that lucky.

      My whole body is shaking, coursing with equal parts fear and adrenaline as I slowly open the door. It creaks loudly, like a squeaky front porch screen door that is more rust than anything else.

      Holding my breath, I open it just enough to slip out. My heart thunders in my chest.

      Without looking back, I run as fast as my legs will carry me. If it kills me, I’m going to get the fuck away from here.

      The soupy swamp water sloshes around my ankles, getting deeper until I’m up to my knees. Sinking down so that I’m chest-deep in the thick, slimy water, I hide behind a clump of tall grass. I don’t see or hear anything from his hut. I think he’s still asleep.

      In the distance, there are lights flickering over a splintered wooden dock. It’s old and crumbling, but there are several pods on it.

      From here, I can see at least five men loading things into one pod, directly in the center of everything.

      Moving slowly and quietly, I try not to let the mucky water make sounds as I wade out into the marsh. I can climb up, I hope.

      As I get closer, I can hear them talking. I know immediately what they’re talking about. Me. And my liquified captor.

      “He killed him?”

      “Ever since we lost rank, he’s been on edge.”

      “He should have known better than to bring a gift for Adder. Hydriss is obviously going to see that as a slight.”

      “The girl might have been worth it, though.”

      “I hope he lets us have a bit of fun when he’s done with her.”

      My stomach rolls.

      Pulling myself up onto the wooden posts below the dock, I wait. It’s probably not a good idea, but I don’t see any other way. I’m going to sneak into that pod.

      At this point, I couldn’t care less where it’s going, as long as it takes me away from here.

      Slowly peaking my head up, I plan my next move.

      “That’s everything.” One of the men, with brown scales and yellow eyes, closes the bottom hatch. “We need to get out of here. If we’re late, the buyer will leave.”

      “Hydriss will kill us if we mess up this deal.” Another one agrees.

      It’s now or never.

      Crawling onto the dock, I crouch behind a pod, waiting for him to turn around long enough to run inside.

      “Maybe you’ll find a female to bring back with you!” Another one laughs.

      When they start to laugh and joke, I use their loud noise and distractions to run inside. This pod is slightly smaller, but I can still squeeze under the control panel and hide inside the cramped area between the back of the console and the wall of the pod.

      The sound of footsteps inside the pod nearly has my heart stopping. I’m afraid he’s going to hear my heartbeat. It’s so loud in my ears.

      Two of them are seated at the controls. I could reach out and touch them.

      His legs stretch out beneath the console as it begins to buzz. The whirring sound is much louder under the controls.

      The same horrible, dizzy vertigo sensation takes over my senses. We’re airborne.

      Closing my eyes, I count in my head, trying desperately to hold on for a few more seconds, then a few more.

      When the feeling starts to fade, I focus all of my attention on just surviving this. I’ll worry about everything else later.
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      Time is standing still.

      I don’t know how long we’ve been flying, but it feels like days. It hasn’t been—likely only a few hours—but sitting here waiting for whatever comes next is unbearable.

      We started in the dark; at some point the sun rose, and we’re still traveling.

      I’m stuck in limbo. I can’t do anything, and I don’t know what's coming next.

      The men I’m with, from what I can gather, are on their way to an illegal, unsanctioned weapons deal that will have major consequences for not only the two of them but all of the Fen Wardens if they are discovered.

      What wrong choices have I made in life to wind up here? What horrible atrocities could I have possibly committed in this life or any other to deserve such a cosmically large, karmic bitch slap?

      As I contemplate the fact that nothing in the universe is the way that I thought it was just one day ago and how even if by some miracle I make it home, my life will never be the same again, I'm hit with that horrible sense of vertigo.

      We're moving downward.

      My heart is in my throat. This is it. All the waiting is over. Whatever is about to happen is happening now.

      The whirring comes to a slow stop, and all movement ceases. We’re on the ground somewhere.

      “Let’s unload before he gets here. I want to minimize the amount of time we’re around his guy.” One of them says.

      “He’s weird, right?” The other one chimes in.

      Their voices fade, then return, then fade again as they pull cases of weapons out of the pod.

      After several minutes of silence, I stretch my legs out beneath the console. I can’t see anything aside from a patch of green grass beyond the open door.

      Crawling out from my hiding place, I listen for any indication that they are nearby. Complete silence—not a sound anywhere. Then, suddenly, chaos.

      From every direction there is screaming, whirling, shouting, and gunfire.

      The pod rocks, a pinging sound echoing through it as tiny holes poke through one side. Beams if light spread across the floor, entering in through the newly formed openings.

      Crouching behind the console, I cover my head with my arms. Not that it will do much good, but it’s the only thing I can think to do.

      One of the men runs into the pod, huffing and puffing and shouting every expletive I’ve ever heard and some I haven’t.

      The door isn’t even closed as we start to lift off the ground.

      From where I’m seated, I can see the trail of blood on the floor.

      “Fuck!” He shouts. “Fucking close!”

      There is damage to the door. It won’t close.

      He yells again, and the pod shakes and leans hard to the left. More holes come through the side, and I’m left with no choice. I have to move. At this point, I don’t think it really matters if he knows that I’m stowing away here.

      Jumping up, we make immediate eye contact. He screams, and we start to spiral out of control. We’re not very high off the ground, so it only takes a second to impact.

      This is the worst day of my life.

      Sitting in the wreckage, I look around and wonder how the fuck I’m still alive.

      The pod held up surprisingly well. It almost doesn't seem like it just slammed into the ground from the air.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” The man sits up, lunging at me.

      Jumping up, my ankle and knee hurt, I think they might be sprained. It doesn’t matter. I run. As fast and hard as I can, I run out the half-open door into the grass.

      There are several men approaching the pod as I hit the ground.

      The sight of me startles them enough to give me a time to run into the dense treeline. We aren’t in the marshes anymore. This place is beautiful. If I had a second to stop and look around, I’m sure I would actually like this place. It’s stunning. Lush green grass covers the ground, blue, cloudless skies stretch across the horizon, and mountains in the distance look like something from a postcard.

      My thighs and lungs burn, but I push myself further. Only when I physically can’t take another step do I finally slow down. A trickling stream cuts through the trees—this seems like the best place to stop if there is one.

      I haven’t seen or heard anyone.

      I can only assume that they deemed me unimportant enough to let go. I don’t believe for a minute that I outran them.

      Sitting down on the rocky waters edge, I run my fingers over the smooth stones. The water is cold and shallow all the way across.

      Washing my face and taking a drink, I close my eyes and try to calm my breathing.

      Everything hurts, probably a mixture of being thrown around in the crash and running at full speed for much longer than I’ve run in years.

      Pulling my shoes and socks off, I examine the blisters on my heels.

      “Fuck.” I put my feet in the water, the cold instantly helping. I wash my severely bruised and scraped wrists too, hoping for anything to soothe them.

      A throat clears behind me, and I stumble to my feet, slipping on the mossy stones beneath the water.

      The man behind me puts his hands up. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Please, just leave me alone.” I don’t even try to get up from the water. I’m too exhausted.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Demi.” I sigh.

      “Are you injured?”

      This question surprises me. When I look up at him, really looking at him for the first time, I’m taken aback.

      He looks different than the others I’ve seen. Very obviously serpentine but different. His copper skin gleams in a lone ray of sunshine, cutting through the canopy of trees. His tattoos are much more subtle than the others. The scales on his bare chest fan up over his shoulders, and I can see them on the sides of his neck.

      He has fangs, but he isn’t being creepy with them—they aren’t pressing into his lip; he’s not licking them—they're just there.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” He looks at me like he knows I’m lying.

      “I’m fine.” I straighten my shoulders. Maybe he’s just trying to suss out if I’m injured enough to be an easy kill. Don’t snakes eat things whole? The thought makes me feel sick.

      “How did you get here?” His voice is so... nice. It’s low and raspy but soft.

      “I was kidnapped.”

      “By the Fen Wardens in that transporter?”

      “No. Not them.” I’m not sure what is happening. Maybe it’s his voice or the genuine concern in his face, but I break. “I was just driving home from work and I saw him. I thought it was an accident or something. I tried to help him! So much for being a good samaritan! He forced me to drive him, and then he made me get into his pod! He wanted to give me to Riven Adder because he killed someone and he wanted favor! Then the general—Hydro—or something like that decided that he wants me instead! And he killed the other guy. He melted! He chained me up in his hut, but I escaped. I snuck onto that pod, transporter, whatever, and then it crashed because, of course, it would crash!” By the end of my rant, I’m pacing and sobbing. “I just want to go home!”

      I didn’t realize he was coming closer until we’re standing toe to toe.

      “He was going to give you to Riven Adder?” He takes my hand gently, turning it to look at my wrist.

      “Yes.”

      “Come with me. Let me see if I can help you.”

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      “No.”

      For some reason, maybe it’s just the inability to fight anymore, I follow him.
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