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Violent Horizons

 

Sam Clover


To my friend Soli, whose support, enthusiasm, and creativity never cease to surprise me. And whose reaction to a particular wormy scene was one of my proudest moments as a writer.


01: Bitter Black Coffee

Silas was an abomination, and he didn’t even know it. The insidious guilt about Ehsan’s creation gnawed at him most in those dreadful, quiet moments when Silas was asleep.

Not that he ever let the guilt stop him. Even as it plagued his thoughts, his wayward fingers slid up the smooth, warm flesh of a calf and over the thin, barely there sheet that hugged those subtle curves of the thigh and hip in all the right places. The farther up he traveled, the harder his lust strained against his pants.

Sleepy eyes fluttered open to shine a clear crystal blue, completely indistinguishable from real ones, if a little brighter. Originally, he’d made them from resin, but that was a long time ago. Now those eyes and every other piece of that lithe body were synthesized from a material he didn’t completely understand. All he knew was how real they sparkled in the artificial sunlight. How real the soft flesh submitted beneath his hungry touch. And how merely gazing into that oblivious sea of crystalline blue made his knees weak.

He perched on the side of the bed. His touch travelled faster, gliding up over the firm muscle of Silas’s ass cheek.

“Daddy?”

Ehsan cringed. He hated that he taught Silas that word. When he was only a prototype—a vaguely sentient marionette with the intelligence of a lemming—it had been cute. But now… “You’re an adult. Please try to sound like one.”

Silas let out a sleepy groan. He shifted beneath the sheet as he rolled onto his side, stretching his spine in a curl and slipping a pale leg farther out of the sheet. Like he had no idea what it was doing to Ehsan. He pushed his messy blond curls out of his face and murmured, “You like it.”

Ehsan wrapped his hand around his soft thigh. He pulled the lithe young man closer, to the tune of a laugh, and fumbled with his own pants. “It’s creepy. Call me by my name.”

Silas’s plump, pink lips twitched with the beginnings of a lazy grin, enough to show the glint of his teeth before he grazed them over his bottom lip and breathily said, “Papi?”

Ehsan coughed out a laugh. “No–”

“Ay,” Silas ran a foot up Ehsan’s side, “mi papi chulo.”

“You—” Ehsan caught the foot. He chuckled as he pressed a teasing kiss to the curving arch on his way to climb onto the bed. He pushed Silas’s legs off to the side and pulled that round ass tight against his swelling groin.

Every inch of that warm flesh felt human, even the way the muscles clenched in anticipation of him. As he did in a thousand other moments like it, he was more than happy to forget what Silas really was.

He freed his cock and spat on it. The cool recycled air barely got a chance to touch it before he pushed inside.

Silas moaned softly. He curled his pale arms up over his head to grab fistfuls of the white sheets. So innocent, so willing, and without a clue how wrong it all was.

The guilt crept its way in, but the wet, tight heat enveloped him, melting those feelings clean away. His eyes rolled. His jaw slackened. He buried himself to the hilt before he began to rock his hips in shallow thrusts and dug his fingers into the pale flesh of Silas’s thigh, as if there were any chance he might slip away.

“Papi,” Silas panted out.

“Shush,” Ehsan ordered. “Don’t talk.”

“Daddy!”

Ehsan cracked his eyes open to glare down into those glimmering blues. But he found them wide and staring past him. His annoyance deflated. He glanced at the monitor on the wall as a ship pulled up alongside his.

“Shit!” Ehsan pulled out.

He stumbled off the bed and across the room. His erection slipped and bounced awkwardly from his fingers as he tried to stuff it into his pants. It was hard to think. Hard to remember the damn code he hadn’t used in months, but he tapped at the wall console anyway. Only took two tries to get it right.

The hiss of the airlocks filled the corridor. God, it grated on him, almost as much as the visitors the hiss announced. He cast a lingering glance at the blushing young man in his bed and sighed. “Just… Don’t move.”

“Sí, papi.”

Ehsan snorted. “Stop it.” He tore his eyes away and swept the curtains aside to go out and meet the opening airlock door.

A series of grunts preceded his guest. Took him all of two seconds to recognize the ship itself even though it had been nearly a decade since he’d seen it. Could use a decade more, if he were honest.

He leaned against his workshop counter and waited for the ox of a man to come bursting on through.

And sure enough, he did. Kaveh, his nephew, was a good six inches shy of the top of the seven-foot airlock frame, but he still ducked when he went under.

A light, ocean breeze cologne heralded his presence. As if it needed to, with all the drama of his walk and the flashiness of his clothes. This was a man who liked to stand out in a crowd, never mind a tiny room on a tiny station.

Kaveh flashed a quick smile at Ehsan and dropped a box on the counter beside him. “My favorite uncle! You look”—he paused and gave Ehsan a quick once-over—“older. I bring gifts!”

“Not really ‘gifts’ if I paid for them.” Ehsan folded his arms over his chest. The gesture came off a lot more insecure and a lot less intimidating than he intended.

“I brought what you asked for, but that’s not all.” Kaveh flicked open the latch. He carefully lifted the lid with both hands and gingerly pulled out a small glass vial. “This has been killing me the whole trip. You must tell me what it is. Medical or pleasure?”

“It’s not a drug.” Ehsan took it from him. “Where’s the book?”

“What book?”

Panic clawed up Ehsan’s spine. He gave his nephew a hard look. “It came with a book. A matchbox-sized book.”

Kaveh’s brows furrowed. “That thing with Chinese symbols?”

“It was Korean,” Ehsan growled.

“I threw it away. You don’t know Korean.”

Ehsan let out a frantic, humorless laugh. “I am fluent, you fuckwit.” He pressed the heel of his palm to his forehead as he stared at the vial in his hand.

This was bad.

That vial contained the code for a major update in his secret project. A very illegal update in a very illegal project, and one dangerous to discuss over comms. Without the patch notes, he had no way of knowing all the changes the code would make.

But what he did know about it set his heart racing with anticipation. He wasn’t sure how willing he was to wait another decade for the patch notes to be re-sent.

“Maybe this will help you relax.” Kaveh pulled things out. “Tea, whiskey, cigars, and”—he twitched his lips into a toothy grin as he brandished a box—“a doll to keep you company.”

Ehsan gaped at the box. “You bought me a blowup doll?”

“It gets lonely out here. She has a virtual intelligence that’s kind of charming, and you love tinkering so much, I thought you would—” Kaveh cut himself off. His gaze darted to the curtains.

Ehsan stiffened as his attention followed Kaveh’s to the naked body gliding out, unabashed under both their gazes with an erection in full view.

Kaveh was speechless. Briefly. It wasn’t long before his grin reappeared, and he gave Ehsan a you-old-hound-dog wink. He crossed the floor to offer Silas his hand. “Well, hello there! I had no idea my uncle already had company.”

Instead of taking the hand, Silas moved in closer. “Hello.” He ran his hands up Kaveh’s chest and pulled him down for a kiss.

“No!” Ehsan dove for them. He snatched Silas around the waist, tore him well away from Kaveh and gave him a push at the curtains. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Silas dragged his feet like he didn’t want to go. “I was greeting him.”

“We don’t greet strangers like that.” Ehsan cursed himself for not teaching Silas a goddamn handshake.

“He’s your nephew.”

“Get some pants on.” Ehsan yanked the curtains closed on his way back to his grinning nephew. “And you! Don’t say a fucking word.”

“Friendly guy, ain’t he?” Kaveh laughed.

Ehsan glared at him. “You got anything else in that box?”

“And here I thought you were just really excited to see me.”

*

Silas was sad to see the nephew leave. He loved Ehsan with his whole being, but the nephew’s lips were so much thicker and softer. His kiss tasted of sweet mint when Ehsan only ever tasted like bitter black coffee. And the nephew was so tall.

He liked tall.

He’d never say it though. Not out loud.

Ehsan sighed as he perched on the edge of the bed. His gaze drifted up Silas’s legs, and soon he followed with his calloused fingers, as he tended to do. But this time, instead of groping him, they pinched at the fabric of his pants. “Really? Pink? Where did you get these?”

“I made them.”

Ehsan’s lip curled with a hint of disgust that made Silas’s heart drop. “Take them off.” He dismissively turned his attention to a glass vial in his palm. “And burn them.”

Silas’s skin crawled beneath the fabric. He tried to push them off, but they were tight. He thought he liked tight, but was that bad too? Got them halfway down his thighs before he gave up. It was too hard. So he snatched a pair of sharp scissors off the cluttered bedside table.

He opened them up and sliced the blade through the bunched fabric on his thigh. It bit into his flesh with a sharp jolt of pain and sent uncomfortable chills racing up his spine, but he had to get those stupid, dirty pants off. He had to burn them until there was nothing left but ash.

He was about to slash again, but Ehsan caught him by the wrist.

“Hey,” Ehsan softly said. “You’re hurting yourself.”

Silas’s eyes stung with frustrated tears. “I can’t get them off.”

“Aw, baby.” Ehsan pried the scissors out of his hands and set them on the stand. His lips turned down in a deep frown as he dipped his head in and pressed a lingering kiss to the corner of Silas’s mouth. “You know what would be really sexy?” He gently tugged the bunched fabric up to smooth it out.

Silas sniffled awkwardly. “What?”

“Leather,” Ehsan purred. His fingers wove into Silas’s curls. His tongue delved into Silas’s mouth, flooding it with heat and the bitter taste of coffee. “I’m going to order some, and next time we have a visitor, we are going to get you decked the hell out.”

Silas giggled against the plying lips and the heated, demanding tongue. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means”—Ehsan pulled away to move down his body. Grabbed the pants by the ankles, and with three sharp tugs, slipped them right off—“you get new clothes! Yay!”

“Yay!” Silas grinned and when Ehsan climbed up his body again, he welcomed the man by wrapping his arms around his head and sucking that hot, bitter tongue into his mouth.

“Ngh,” Ehsan grunted.

He dropped onto his side, pulling Silas with him. He ran his hands down Silas’s back. Every inch of flesh he touched left a burning trail of need in its wake. And when his calloused fingers dug into Silas’s ass, it made Silas’s whole body curl.

Silas sucked harder. He wanted everything inside him. He wanted Ehsan under his skin. He rubbed his stinging, bloody thigh up Ehsan’s side and ran his hands over the short buzzcut on Ehsan’s sweating head and ground his hips against him. “Fuck me, papi,” he panted.

“Oh God,” Ehsan puffed out against Silas’s lips.

Ehsan’s hardening form strained against the seams of his pant leg. Silas rubbed against it insistently and made the man tremble. He liked it when Ehsan trembled.

“Jesus… St… Stop!”

Silas stopped. He didn’t want to. Lust surged through his veins, all hot and swelling, and his “stop” ended up amounting to a few inches between them and a ton of squirming. “But…”

“Christ, Silas.” Ehsan let out a winded laugh as he turned a small vial around in his fingers. “You almost broke it.” He tugged open one of the end table’s drawers and took out a large syringe. “This will…” He trailed off. He gave Silas a sideways look as he stuck the syringe through the vial’s cap and filled it until not a drop remained. “It’ll hurt.”

A sickly quiver fluttered in Silas’s gut. He bit his lip and locked on Ehsan’s heated gaze. Not only heat burned in those eyes, but a different kind of desire: a need, a guilt. Like he wanted something from Silas and felt bad about it, but Silas never wanted Ehsan to feel bad.

He plucked the syringe from Ehsan’s fingers.

“It goes in—”

“My eye.”

Ehsan furrowed his brows and glanced dubiously at the syringe. “How did you know?”

“It says so.”

There was a pulse of silence. Ehsan quietly asked, “You can read the code?”

Silas frowned at Ehsan. It was right there, floating in the liquid: intertwined threads of shimmering white symbols. Plain as day. Sure, the language was strange. Didn’t look human, and some bits were so jumbled, he couldn’t puzzle them together. Maybe that was why. Maybe Ehsan wasn’t great at puzzles.

“Here.” Ehsan tried to grab at the syringe, but Silas held it away from him. Ehsan scowled. “I should do it. You can’t inject yourself in the eye.”

“Yes, I can.”

“You’ll flinch.”

“Your hands are shaking,” Silas countered.

Ehsan glanced at his hands. And before he had the chance to protest more, Silas slipped the pointy end into the fleshy corner of his eye.

Pain seared across his face. He pushed it in deeper and deeper until a twinge plucked at the base of his spine. His skull ached. The hollow needle hit something and made his body jerk. A sharp jolt of pain rang through his teeth.

Had to be the right spot. It felt right, so he eased his thumb down on the plunger of the syringe.

The code jelly burned going in. A hand ran up his side, like it was supposed to be comforting, but the more he injected, the more his senses screamed at the touch. He wanted it to stop, but he didn’t dare speak or move to do anything about it. And soon that “comforting” hand was the least of his worries as the world melted away.

His body broke into convulsions as the burn spread through his veins, pumped through his heart. Something crashed and assaulted his eardrums like an explosion, radiating a violent agony. He wanted to cover them, but every muscle in his body seized.

Then it stopped.

Silence fell over the room. Not complete silence. Ehsan’s heart pounded loud as a bass drum. Silas stared up at the ceiling as his vision cleared. Every few seconds, his muscles twitched.

Ehsan gulped. It was so loud. His calloused fingers ran up Silas’s bloodied thigh and gave it a subtle squeeze that sent stinging ripples all the way up his naked frame. “How do you feel?”

Silas rolled his eyes to the side, and his head lolled to follow. He stared at the bloody syringe in Ehsan’s hand and quietly said, “He was tall.”

Ehsan furrowed his brows. “What?”

“I like tall.”

Then the world blinked away.

*

Ehsan didn’t like how long Silas slept. For the following twelve hours, he watched closely. Kept checking to make sure the slender chest still rose and fell nice and steadily.

He had made Silas. Sure, it wasn’t his design and it wasn’t his materials, but he’d always been able to fix problems he stumbled across. In this case, though…he didn’t know what was in that code. He didn’t know what kinds of conflicts it might create in that complicated and delicate system.

What would a conflict even look like? Would his heart stop? Would he get a fever? Maybe he needed a doctor, but in that hunk of metal in the ass end of the galaxy, the nearest hospital was three months away.

Not that a doctor was ever an option anyway. Silas may have looked and felt and tasted human, but Ehsan had no idea how his work would hold up under proper scrutiny.

The worst part, underneath all the concern and guilt, was a big, heated ball of excitement. What little he knew about the promises of this update plucked at every carnal inch of his body.

Muscles would be tightened and strengthened. Internal reflexes were to be made more responsive. Sensitivity would be heightened and their thirst would be insatiable. And most importantly, it would improve stamina. No more endless, long naps after every goddamn moment of intimacy.

Ehsan had to swallow before he drooled. An impatient lust flared through his body. He’d waited long enough.

He wandered over to the curtains to peek inside. And there, sitting upright and looking dazed, was his beautiful doll, Silas. Ehsan grinned, but a surge of need twisted it into a heated frown.

He paced inside as he pried his pants open. His swelling cock bounced out, and before Silas got a word out, Ehsan shoved him down onto his stomach and pushed right in.

“Ah!” Silas’s legs curled up. He gripped the pillow with both hands, and when Ehsan pulled him down to the edge of the bed, the pillow came with him.

Heat wrapped around him. It was hotter. Much hotter. And so tight it made him swoon. He pulled back and thrust in deep. Silas let out a ragged cry and squirmed like it hurt.

Ehsan didn’t slow. He needed more. He needed to get deeper. He needed to feel every inch of that new, tight body bend and submit to him. But he did manage to choke out a quick, “You okay?”

Silas wriggled against him. “Fuck me harder, daddy!”

Ehsan snorted. He clapped a hand over Silas’s mouth. “You are such a little bitch,” he chided as a tongue darted between his fingers. The muscles tightened around him. His body shook and collapsed against Silas’s with short, sloppy thrusts. It was so tight, it hurt. He stuck his fingers into Silas’s mouth and moaned as the young man ravaged them. He put another in. And another, until he had all four forcing that hungry mouth open.

Something thumped. He didn’t give a shit. Probably just a screw loose in the bed. So, he bumped and grinded into that body harder. He threw his head back and grunted at the ceiling. “Fuck, yeah!”

He thrust faster. His climax teetered. It was way too early–they’d only started, but what did it matter? Silas was his. That body’s whole reason for existing was to ride him; they could do this whenever he wanted, as many times as he wanted.

He came. Hard. His whole body shook. Silas let out a strained squeak as Ehsan thrust in deep and held it there, trembling as he filled him.

Until his muscles went slack and he collapsed onto his side. He met the bright-blue stare of his pet. Seemed bluer, but maybe that was the hormones.

Ehsan milked out the last few drops on the small of Silas’s back.

Another thump. His gaze lifted to the ceiling. “Jesus… What is that?”

“Someone’s on the shell,” Silas answered with a sleepy yawn.

Ehsan let out a lazy laugh. “It’s just a loose cable or something. Are you feeling better?”

Silas considered him quietly, before leaning over to press his swollen lips to Ehsan’s sweaty chest. “I feel amazing. Can I have another syringe?”

Ehsan let out a bewildered chuckle and ran his fingers through those loose, blond curls. “Didn’t it hurt?”

“Yes.”

Another thump. Louder. This time at the airlock. Ehsan jerked up. The monitor on the wall had gone dark. “What the fuck?”

“Someone is on the shell,” Silas reminded with a chiding tone as he slipped his arms around Ehsan’s neck.

Ehsan pried him off and pushed him away. “What the fuck, Silas? That’s serious!”

Silas turned his lips downward into a hesitant frown. “Why? You let in the last visitor.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, you are so fucking stupid sometimes!” Ehsan tore out of the room. He hurried to the airlock to hit the emergency lockdown button, but nothing happened. He stared at it. Hit it again. And again. Then with his fist. “Why the fuck aren’t you working?”

“Power supply,” Silas quietly answered, slinking by the curtains like a chastised dog.

“It has an internal power supply,” Ehsan snapped at him.

“Not anymore.”

Ehsan stopped. He stared at the airlock. Why was this even happening? He was only a tinkerer out in the middle of nowhere. He had nothing worth stealing. Nothing anyone should know about, anyway. An anxious ball of anxiety tightened in his chest as he glanced in Silas’s direction.

The airlock hissed. He stepped back and barked at Silas, “Hide.”

It popped open, and from the darkness beyond, out stepped a man he had never seen before. This one was so tall, he actually did have to duck under the airlock frame. As the light of the room illuminated the man’s face, the most striking dark green eyes Ehsan had ever seen made his blood freeze over.

They were mesmerizing. It took every ounce of self-control he had to tear his eyes away.

Ehsan darted for the scrap of metal in the corner that used to be a gun. The stranger darted after him. A shoulder rammed into his ribs and sent him crashing into the shelves. He groaned at the jolt of pain but forced himself to his feet only for a large hand to snatch him by the throat.

Ehsan growled. He grabbed at the wrist. Tried to punch at it but hit a shell that sent pain radiating through his knuckles. Fucker was wearing some kind of black, glossy exoskeleton. The man flung him violently against the shelves again. Books tumbled down over his head, and those dark green eyes peered menacingly into his.

“Where is it?” a deep, accented voice demanded.

Ehsan struggled for air. He clawed at the armored arm and rasped out, “What?”

The man jerked. His brows furrowed like he wasn’t sure what happened, and then he twisted to look. There was Silas with the syringe in his hand. It was missing the needle. Something hissed and a cloud of mist vented from the exoskeleton.

The large stranger let out a surprised laugh. “Well,” he purred. “Aren’t you a little troublemaker?” He whipped Ehsan against the wall.

The world blinked away. When it blinked back, Silas’s screams filled the air. The stranger dragged him across the floor by the hair, to the empty escape hatch. Silas kicked wildly at everything around him and desperately tried to grab at the walls.

As the escape hatch popped open, he let out one last “Daddy!” before he was stuffed inside, and the hatch slammed shut.

“No,” Ehsan choked out. He staggered to his feet. Every move sent waves of searing pain through his chest that made his lungs spasm desperately. He was suffocating. He tried to move across the room that seemed to expand by the second. “Silas…”

The stranger gazed out the hatch porthole. Ehsan faintly made out, through the thick layer of dust and grime, Silas’s hands pressed against it and his bright-blue eyes staring in pleadingly. The stranger stretched his hand out to hover over the eject button, and his eyes locked with Silas’s blues.

“Please,” Ehsan coughed out. “What do you want?”

“You received a package today,” the man murmured softly. He tilted his head, and Silas mirrored it.

So fucking innocent, he didn’t realize he was about to die. Ehsan choked out a sob. He grabbed the side of the counter to prop himself up. “Please let him out. You can take anything.”

“What is he?”

Ehsan wheezed. His eyes darted back and forth between them. “He’s just a guy. I don’t—”

“You are boring me.” The man slammed his palm down on the eject.

In big, flashing red numbers on the ceiling, the thirty-second countdown began, and with every second that slipped away, Ehsan’s heart shattered over and over. Tears stung at his eyes. He stared into those bright, puzzled blues as the looming stranger stalked ever closer.

“I’m sorry, Silas,” Ehsan sobbed. And then those big hands wrapped around his head. With a sharp twist, the snap that echoed through the red-flashing room was the last thing Ehsan ever felt.


02: Worms

For a long time, everything was cold and floaty. Days became months. Months became more. And more would have become forever, but something hit Silas. Hard. Made the floating stop. Made everything heavy.

Very heavy.

A crack resounded so loudly, it jarred his entire being. Something slammed against the cold, and the cold shattered into a million frigid shards.

Silas inhaled with a wheeze and his unpracticed lungs ached in protest. He popped open his eyes, but at first, blackness clouded his vision. Slimy fingers grasped at him. He jerked away. Words filled the air. Harsh, grating words he didn’t understand in a voice he didn’t recognize. Tremors shook through his whole body, and when those slimy fingers wrapped around his arm, he tried to yank away, but this time they wouldn’t budge.

The stranger scooped him up. He let out a strangled squeak and clung to smooth shoulders as he was carried off. Their frame emanated the vaguest warmth, but against his frozen flesh, it burned.

“Please,” he rasped. A bark answered, pried him off, and flung him away.

A scream tore from his throat. He landed hard on his side in something wet and gritty. Pain shot up his spine. His blindness cracked into fuzzy shadows of looming buildings, machines, and distant lights as he pushed himself up onto his trembling hands and knees.

His head hung between his shoulders. The thumps of things lumbering by shook through the ground. Lots of things. Everything smelled, and none of it was familiar. Voices surrounded him, murmuring, shouting, laughing.

Ehsan was gone. None of those voices would be his—no one would call Silas’s name and pull him to safety like he wanted them to, but he kept hoping. Kept expecting to feel those thick fingers wrapping around his thigh.

*

When his vision cleared enough to see, his stomach twisted at the throng of aliens milling by. So many eyes, scales, wings, and tentacles, every color of the rainbow, but washed out by the dim, fluorescent lights.

He rolled his eyes up to the massive metal crates rushing by overhead in the narrow spaces between buildings. Stacks upon stacks of conveyor-belts criss-crossed so high, so layered, whether it was a sky or a ceiling on the other side was beyond him. He’d never been in a room so big and yet so crowded, so cluttered and cramped with people, things, and machines. It was easily a million times more claustrophobic than the tiny capsule he called home.

He pushed himself to his feet. Didn’t seem like he should be able to. He didn’t know how long he’d been trapped in that ice, but it had been long enough, hadn’t it? His muscles should have atrophied at the very least.

He stared down at his trembling legs. Kept a hand against the sticky wall, expecting them to give out, but they didn’t.

When he lifted his gaze, he caught a dark, reptilian humanoid looking his way. A single bright amber eye glared at him from a massive head of slick black scales and spiky ridges. Large fangs glinted under the stark lights, and where its second eye should have been was a mess of scars.

“Hello,” Silas tried, but the roar of the crowd swept his voice away.

The reptilian looked his trembling frame up and down with a smouldering, hooded expression before it swung its big head away and strode off through the crowd.

“Wait!” Silas darted into the stream of strangers. It was tight and smelly, and some were so big they blocked his view of where he was going. A couple grunted at him. Someone snarled, but he squeezed his way through. “Please, can you help me?”

A body bumped his. He spilled out of the crowd, crashed against a brick wall, and dropped onto his side. A big, webbed foot stomped on his fingers. Pain shot up his arm and a shriek popped from his throat.

He scrambled back away along the wall to a nook and curled his legs up against his chest to cradle his aching hand in his knees. It hurt so bad: his hand as well as his head and his heart. What was he supposed to do? What would Ehsan tell him to do? For the life of him, no answer came, and he sat there, rocking himself and staring out, wide-eyed, at the flow of strange bodies bustling by.

*

A rumble roused Silas from a fitful sleep.

In the corners of his vision, vestiges of a dream lingered. It was Ehsan. Because of course it was. He lurked in Silas’s periphery with those panicked, tragic eyes. So big. So heartbroken. So not ready to die. Tears so bright and fresh, like it was happening right in that moment, like that strange man was right there, snapping Ehsan’s neck over and over and over again.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

Silas sat there, shaking and trying not to cry because he didn’t have the strength to stop once it started. He needed help, but how was he supposed to talk to people who wouldn’t even look at him?

“I’m hungry,” he called helplessly at the passing strangers. “I need to eat.”

Strange eyes peeked in at him. For a fleeting second of hope, he thought they’d heard, but then they were gone.

“I can cook!” Silas called out at them. “If you tell me where you keep the food!” He inched to the edge and peered out into the crowd. At least it had thinned. “Can you… Can you stop, please?”

“You is hungry, yes?” A hissing voice floated in.

Where did it come from? With all the noise, all the walls, clutter and dirt, it seemed to come from everywhere, to bounce off everything, and yet it was little more than a whisper.

He scanned the crowd. No one was looking at him. Not long, anyway. As it continued to thin, the crowd moved slower, and more of the aliens were willing to send disinterested and some downright disgusted glances in his direction.

“Yes,” he called out at the strange beings. “Please, can you help me?”

“Mayhaps,” hissed the voice. “And mayhaps you help me.”

“Of course.” Silas gripped the wall. He pulled himself to his shaky feet. “I’ll do anything you need. Are you lost too?”

There was a low, sinister chuckle. “Yes. Yes, you’ll do.”

Something brushed over his leg. He yelped and jerked away. A long and crimson red form slithered over his calf. Bright pink feelers along the bottom prickled and clung to his flesh as it crept ever upwards.

He trailed his eyes over its length, tracing it deep into the darkness behind him. The shadows merged with an inky black void that he was sure hadn’t been so dark when he first crawled in there. Even the scent had changed. Before it stunk vaguely of metal and rot, but now it smelled briny and humid.

“I feed you,” hissed the voice as the long muscle crept its way up Silas’s thigh.

His flesh tingled and fear quivered through his lip. Something was off, but the faint prickling of the feelers triggered a needy heat. It felt good. Maybe the weirdness was because it was all so new. Maybe if he gave it a chance…

The feelers squirmed against his flesh and made his cold skin feel hot. He gripped the wall with a gasp as they prickled their way over his sensitive cock and coaxed it to life.

“What is this?” Silas’s voice came out weak and breathless.

“Is me.”

He swallowed. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth like wet sandpaper. “What are you doing?”

“I feed you,” it repeated.

The crimson tip reached his belly. The rest of the long appendage traveled up between his legs, over his swelling arousal, tickling and prickling with those countless long, pink feelers. It covered his belly button and stopped. For a moment, it stayed there, the feelers drawing him away from the wall and toward the darkness. His legs trembled with each unsteady step. He ran his hands down the thick, crimson body. It was wet, but smooth and cool on the outside, while those feelers emanated a heat that made his head swim and melted his panicked thoughts away.

He ground against them. A pleading word teetered on the tip of his thirsty tongue, but never quite slipped out.

“Good human,” the hissing voice encouraged, closer now, bouncing off the walls around him.

A dull pain shot through his belly. His eyes popped open wide. It was gone almost as soon as it hit, and a dizzying wave of numbing pleasure surged through his veins, but he was already stumbling back. He ripped the thing off his belly.

“No!” the voice snarled.

It tore away with a Velcro-like rip and sent sharp pain stinging up and down his spine. Something hot sprayed across his stomach and on the ground as he staggered backward into the light.

And in the splatter wriggled hundreds of tiny worms.

Silas shrieked. He slapped the worms off his belly. A massive, jiggling shape darted out at him, but he ducked out of the way and tripped. His shoulder banged hard against the wall before he dropped like a brick. It latched onto his leg and dragged him over the filth and the puddles of worms to the darkness, but he kicked and clawed at the ground.

“Help!” He screamed at the passersby. “Oh god, please!”

He managed to get a good enough kick in that the thing hissed in pain and loosened. He kicked it again and wrenched his leg free. He launched up off the ground and darted into the crowd. This time some of the aliens stopped and watched him run.

He sprinted through the streets, through gates, by huge, scary looking machines that flashed yellow when he passed. He kept right on running until his legs gave out and his aching lungs could take no more, and he crashed into a wall and collapsed to his knees.

He retched. Had nothing to throw up, just dry heaved and spat at the ground until his heaves broke into a long, wretched sob. He cast a tearful look at the street around him. A few sad-looking aliens lurked around in doorways and on steps, but no sign of the crimson thing. Silent sobs wracked his shoulders as he poked at the wound in his belly with shaky fingers.

He felt like he had worms all over, under his skin, in his hair. Were they inside him?

A loud scrape made him jerk away from the wall. A couple figures emerged from the shallow shadows between buildings. Silas recoiled fast away from them, but they gave him an odd look and continued on by.

“Yeah, well it’s broken,” a deep, dry voice said.

Not English. Another language. One of the few alien tongues Ehsan had bothered to teach him.

Silas darted his wide eyes around at the street. A couple were murmuring secretively in the shadows, in a tongue he didn’t understand.

“Bullshit,” another voice replied. “You’re trying to rip me off.”

“I’m trying to rip you off? Funny. You’re hilarious.” It was coming from a window. “Give me my fucking refund, or I’ll take this down to Redtown.”

“Always with the threats.”

Silas slunk up to the square in the wall. It was much bigger than the portholes at home, but this one was grated with thick bars. Inside, shelves lined the walls, cluttered with strange, colorful things.

Something clinked. There was an unintelligible grumble and heavy, determined footsteps.

The door swung open. It banged against the wall, and out stepped a massive, looming body with a long, thick tail trailing behind. Slick black scales, a ridged, horned head and that one, reptilian amber eye.

“You!” Silas huffed.

The creature locked his eye on Silas. A thin lip covered in tiny, paler scales than the rest curled into an irritated grimace. He tore his eye away, slung a rainbow sack over his spiky shoulder and strode into the street.

Silas hurried after him. This time there was no crowd to get in the way. “You can understand me,” Silas accused.

“Go away.”

“Something put worms in me!”

“That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

“Am I going to die?”

“Do I look like a fucking fortune teller?”

Silas let out a frustrated huff. “Why won’t anybody look at me? Or talk to me? What’s wrong with me?”

The reptilian let out a low sigh. He slowed to a stop at the cross street, glanced both ways, and for a moment looked silently disappointed that both directions were deserted. He reluctantly turned to Silas. “You’re human.”

Silas sniffled. “I know that part.”

“We don’t like humans.”

“Why?”

The reptilian laughed humorlessly, exposing all those sharp, glinting teeth. He ran a scaly, clawed hand along his horned, ridged head and rolled his eye to the conveyor belts above. “Because you bombed us, you wiped out whole fucking colonies, and you stuck the survivors here, in this little slice of worm-infested paradise.”

“Oh… I’m sorry.”

The creature locked his amber eye on Silas. His scaled brow ridge dipped deep, and he grunted. “Whatever.” With a dismissive wave, he headed off down the street.

Silas stumbled on after him. His legs were so tired, but he didn’t want to lose this creature again. “Can you help me get the worms out?”

“Nope.”

“Can you show me where to get food?”

“No.”

“Do you know Kaveh? He needs to know ab—” Silas tripped and fell hard on his knees with a grunt. The creature kept going. If he wasn’t quick, he’d lose it for sure, but when he tried to get up, sharp pain shot through his leg, and he collapsed again with a ragged groan.

A few paces ahead, the reptilian slowed. He cast a glance over his shoulder and came to a reluctant stop. He turned sideways to grudgingly consider Silas’s weak, trembling form. “Know about what?”

“Ehsan’s gone,” Silas whispered, as if saying it any louder might make it any more true.

They were silent for a long moment. As much as Silas wanted to say more, he was tired. It was all he could do not to burst into tears.

The creature sighed and nodded bitterly to himself. “Okay. Get up.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“If you don’t, I’m going to leave you here.” He pointed at the nearby dark void between buildings. “And there’s a lot more than worms out there hungry for a bite-sized human.”

A shudder shook through Silas’s shoulders. He peered at the darkness, and with what little strength he had left, he climbed to his feet.


03: Collateral Damage

“What’s your name?”

The reptilian fixed his one amber eye on Silas. “Locetano.” He yanked open a metal box. Cool air flooded out as he shoved his claw in and thunked a thick, dark slab out onto the table.

Silas leaned forward to eye it from where he perched awkwardly on a chair too large and weirdly shaped for him to get comfortable. The lizard waited expectantly.

With hesitation, he gave the strange solid hunk a tap.

Frozen solid.

“You wanted food,” Locetano impatiently said. “Eat.”

“This is food?” Silas bit his lip and stared at it some more, but his belly rumbled a reminder of his desperate hunger. If the angry lizard said it was safe, it must be. So, with a determined frown, Silas grabbed the frozen slab with both hands and tried to drag it closer, but it was heavy and he was weak. It wouldn’t budge.

Time for plan B. He climbed up on his knees on the seat, stretched over the table and clunked his teeth on the thing.

Didn’t even make a dent.

He let out a frustrated huff, wrapped his arms around it so he wouldn’t fall, and tried gnawing on a blunt corner.

A faint grin twitched at Locetano’s scaled lip. He let out a low, dry chuckle so deep, it plucked at something primal inside Silas and made his breath hitch. He peeled himself off the frozen hunk, licking at the strange, salty flavor staining his lips.

He locked eyes with the one amber orb, and Loc’s crocodile grin faded.

“What?” Loc demanded.

“Why did you stop? When you saw me in the crowd, you stopped. Nobody else stopped.”

“You were on the docks. Folks there see dying creatures coming in all the time—stowaways, prisoners, pets. Most of them are prisoners themselves with their own lives to worry about.”

“You stopped.”

Loc sneered at the urging and settled his one-eyed gaze on Silas’s. “I don’t know… The longer I rot in this pit, the easier it is to look the other way, but it ain’t ever going to feel right. And I’ve seen more than enough pointless deaths in the wars.”

Silas offered a weak smile. “My heart feels like it’s withered and blackened, but… I’m happy because you’re kind.”

“Yeah, well…” Loc grabbed the frozen hunk. He bared his sharp teeth, sank them in, tore off a palm-sized sliver and spat it to the table. “Shut up and eat.”

*

It was hard not to stare, though Silas didn’t exactly make an effort not to. He hovered in that doorway for a long time, peeking around the large, arched frame at that massive, scaly body stretched out under the red glow of a heat lamp.

Locetano looked different naked. Silas hadn’t realized there had been clothes in the first place, but there they were, black, ridged plates in a heap on the floor.

Steely blue dappled the large, smooth scales on Loc’s exposed belly. Somehow the pale mottled color made his muscles appear even bigger than they already were. As Silas’s gaze traveled lower and lower, the scales tapered and faded. They blended together into almost human-looking calloused skin where a large, ridged cock lay across an obsidian thigh.

If not for all the scales and the ridges and the horns…and the teeth and the shape of his jaw…he might’ve appeared human.

“Human,” rumbled the deep, dry voice as if the reptilian man was reading straight from his thoughts.

Silas met the smouldering amber eye. He swallowed. He liked the feeling of that eye washing over him, the anticipation of it seeing all he had to offer, and the heart-pounding need for its approval.

He bit his lip and stepped inside. “Can I lay with you?”
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