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For those who’ve walked through fire and stayed—

who saw themselves in the wreckage,

who held on through every storm and silence,

who believed these broken souls deserved to make it home.

You are the pulse that kept this story alive.

Thank you for surviving with them.

“And once the storm is over, you won’t remember how you made it through, how you managed to survive. You won’t even be sure the storm is really over. But one thing is certain. When you come out of the storm, you won’t be the same person who walked in.”

—Haruki Murakami
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There are stories we tell to survive.

Stories that remind us of who we were before the breaking.

Stories that carry the sharp, quiet ache of what it means to lose everything and still choose to keep breathing.

The Price of Paradise is one of those stories.

I’ve often heard it said that survival is simple—you just keep moving forward.

But anyone who’s lived through loss, through hunger, through that relentless ache of wondering if the people you love are already gone... knows that survival is anything but simple.

Survival is messy.

It’s ugly.

It’s standing knee-deep in ruin, trying to stitch yourself back together with hands that won’t stop shaking.

This story was never meant to be clean.

It was never meant to be easy.

It was always meant to be honest.

When I first started writing the House of Teeth saga, I knew it wasn’t going to be a lighthearted journey. These characters have bled on these pages more times than I can count. They’ve burned down versions of themselves just to claw their way toward something that feels like home. And yet... they’re still here. Still fighting for each other. Still holding on, even when the world keeps trying to tear them apart.

The Price of Paradise asks the question:

What are you willing to lose to protect the people you love?

What happens when there’s nothing left to give, but you’re still breathing?

When “survival” stops meaning getting out alive—and starts meaning keeping who you are intact?

This book is a descent.

It’s a reckoning.

It’s the sharp, bitter truth of what comes after the fall.

It’s also a love story—not a clean or easy one, but a brutal, tangled thing made of sweat, blood, and quiet moments in the dark where one hand reaching out can mean everything.

I won’t promise you safety here.

I won’t promise you happy endings.

But I can promise you this:

The people you’ve followed this far—the broken, stubborn, fiercely human souls at the heart of this story—will fight for every breath, every heartbeat, every scrap of hope they can claw from the jaws of this uncharted place.

Because sometimes, survival isn’t the end.

It’s the price you pay to find something worth living for.

Thank you for walking this road with them.

Welcome back to the House of Teeth
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There are places in this world that don’t show up on any map.

Places forgotten by time, stitched shut by wilderness, and left to rot beneath the weight of their own silence.

This is one of those places.

No borders.

No name.

No way home.

They didn’t come here by choice.

What started as a grasp at normalcy—a weekend trip to feel like people again, to breathe without blood in their throats or ghosts at their backs—turned into wreckage. A fall from the sky that tore them apart and left them stranded on an island no one dares chart.

The world they left behind keeps moving without them.

The cities. The streets. The graves they swore they’d never leave unmarked.

But they are here.

Scraped raw.

Starving in ways deeper than flesh.

Clinging to what’s left of family in a place that has no mercy for the weak.

And as the days stretch thin and the nights crawl colder, one truth becomes harder and harder to ignore—

Some things were meant to be lost.

Some lives come with a cost.

The price they pay here...

Will not be in gold.

Or blood.

Or even bone.

It will be in the pieces of themselves they swore they’d never give up.

The promises they swore they’d never break.

The people they swore they’d never become.

Because on this island, nothing is spared.

Not love.

Not loyalty.

Not even the parts of you you thought were untouchable.

This is the story of what survives after survival stops being enough.

This is the story of what they’ll sacrifice to hold onto each other—

even if it means burning paradise to the ground.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgments

[image: ]




To write this book was to walk alongside characters who refused to let me look away.

To finish it was to carry them—kicking, screaming, and breaking—across a threshold that changed not just their world, but mine.

The Price of Paradise is a story I didn’t know I needed to tell until I was already in too deep to stop. It is the messy, sharp-edged aftermath of survival—the part that often gets left in the quiet spaces between books, when the battle is over but the wreckage still lives in your chest. It’s about what happens when you lose the thing you swore you couldn’t live without... and you wake up anyway.

I owe so much to the people who carried me through my own wreckage to get this story to the page.

To the readers who have walked every dark, twisted mile of the House of Teeth saga with me—you are the reason these characters have breath. You are the heartbeat in every moment they get back up. Thank you for letting them take up space in your heart, for feeling every wound, every failure, every fragile victory with them. Your trust means more than I’ll ever be able to say.

To those who reached out between books with your words, your art, your theories, and your love for these flawed, stubborn characters—you reminded me why stories matter. You reminded me why this story matters.

To my inner circle—the ones who have heard me unravel every scene, every arc, every impossible decision a thousand times—you know who you are. Thank you for holding space for this world when I felt like I couldn’t carry it anymore. Thank you for the late-night voice messages, the pages of feedback, the well-timed reminders that these characters deserve an ending worthy of every breath they’ve fought for. Your belief in me is carved into the bones of this book.

To those who have survived something that felt impossible—you are not alone. You never were. I hope you find pieces of yourself in this story, and I hope it reminds you that there is no shame in carrying your scars. There is no shame in still being here.

And lastly, to the version of me who started this series thinking it would be just another project—you were wrong. But I’m so damn glad you didn’t quit.

This is for the ones who stayed.

This is for the ones who fell apart and kept breathing.

This is for you.

— Remington Wülf
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Falling Isn’t Free
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It begins with hope—doesn’t it always?

With the foolish belief that the ground will hold,

that the sky won’t turn on you mid-flight.

But falling... falling takes more than breath.

It takes memory. Trust.

The quiet tether between hearts stretched thin by gravity’s cruel hands.

And when the ground rushes up to meet you,

you learn the oldest lesson written into blood and bone—

nothing breaks without leaving something behind.

Falling isn’t free. It never was.
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The plane hummed like a lullaby played through broken teeth.

Above the clouds, the light had turned soft and syrupy—amber at the edges, thick with the promise of dusk. Outside the scratched windows, the sky spilled out in bruised blue and gold.

For a while, they didn’t speak.

Levi sat in the window seat, cheek pressed lightly to the cool glass. His eyes tracked the slow-moving clouds, but his hand remained steady—curled tightly around Remi’s fingers beside him. He hadn’t let go since takeoff.

Remi sat in the middle seat, shoulders taut. One leg bounced. His other hand fidgeted with the fraying thread on his sleeve. Every small tremor of turbulence made his fingers tighten around Levi’s.

He wasn’t shaking.

Not visibly.

But he was too still.

Too quiet.

Meeko was in the aisle seat beside him, tucked into Remi’s hoodie like she was trying to disappear inside it. Her knees were pulled up onto the seat, head leaning gently against Remi’s arm. She wasn’t asleep. Not really. Just wrapped in the kind of silence you wear when the world is too much.

Across the aisle, Kriia sat in her own middle seat, hunched forward with her elbows braced on the tray table. She was sketching absently on the back of a laminated safety card—shapes, edges, runes. Her shadows had drawn tight around her boots, twitching every time the plane dipped. She hadn’t looked up in twenty minutes.

Rexar slouched beside her, folded into the window seat like a statue carved from exhaustion. His jaw was clenched, eyes half-lidded, one arm draped loosely across his ribs. Not sleeping. Just conserving energy. He’d counted the engine rotations three separate times. They weren’t off—not exactly.

But they weren’t right either.

Behind them, Amryn sat alone.

One hand rested lightly on the worn charm around her wrist, the other clutched a small leather-bound notebook she hadn’t opened. Her gaze flicked between the aisle and the window, but never lingered. Her body was still. Her presence was not.

The air around her vibrated faintly—like her soul was listening harder than she let on.

The captain’s voice came through the intercom, tinny and washed in static. “Just a heads up, folks—we’re expecting a little chop crossing the outer range. Shouldn’t last long.”

The fasten seatbelt sign blinked on.

Outside, the clouds grew thicker.

The light dimmed.

The plane shuddered once—barely a jolt, but enough for Remi to suck in a sharp breath through his nose.

Levi squeezed his hand.

Still here.

Still solid.

Meeko curled tighter against Remi’s arm and whispered, “It’s okay.”

Kriia’s pencil snapped between her fingers.

She didn’t blink.

Rexar opened his eyes fully now, spine slowly straightening like something inside him was waiting.

Amryn turned her head toward the cockpit.

Her charm pulsed faintly against her skin.

The hum of the engines grew louder.

Longer.

Like something was breathing through the metal.

And somewhere, beneath it all, reality began to shift—subtle and slow.

Not like a break.

Like a door inching open.

* * *
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THE SECOND TIME THE light flickered, it stayed off too long.

A single second, maybe. Two. But long enough for Rexar to feel it—that wrongness in the air. Like the breath before a scream.

He opened his eyes all the way.

Kriia had frozen mid-motion, her fingers tight around a new pencil, knuckles white. Shadows pooled beneath her boots like spilled ink trying to climb.

Rexar’s throat was dry. He glanced toward the front of the cabin, and—

Click.

The overhead dinged again.

Once.

Twice.

The third chime sliced through the cabin like a needle dragged across bone.

Levi sat up straighter beside Remi, his hand tightening on Remi’s like it could anchor them both. He was watching the fasten seatbelt light blink, but it wasn’t the light that made his stomach drop—it was the timing. The way it pulsed out of rhythm with the engines. With everything.

Remi was breathing too fast now.

Not loud. Not panicked.

But every breath was drawn through clenched teeth, shallow. Like he was trying not to let the fear inside show on his face.

Meeko sat up fully. “Something’s wrong,” she whispered.

And then the plane tilted.

Not a drop. Not turbulence. A tilt—like the world forgot how to hold them. Drinks slid. A bag rolled down the aisle. The tray tables creaked.

The intercom burst to life in a hail of static.

“—trying to stabilize—navigation off—don’t—”

The cabin lights blew out.

Then back on.

But they weren’t the same lights.

The bulbs overhead glowed orange. Faintly flickering.

The windows... weren’t showing sky anymore.

They showed nothing.

Not clouds. Not sunlight. Just...dark.

A pulse went through the floor. Something deep. Subterranean.

Levi heard Meeko gasp, her hands over her ears.

Kriia grabbed Rexar’s forearm.

He didn’t push her off. Couldn’t.

His heart was thundering in his throat—but not from fear.

From recognition.

Because the hum beneath their feet wasn’t mechanical.

It wasn’t the engine.

It was alive.

“I feel it too,” Rexar said hoarsely.

Another pulse.

The cabin glitched. Like a skipped frame.

And suddenly—

Everyone was in the same seats. But the aisle had changed.

Not just the lighting. The angle. The smell.

The air reeked of ozone and blood.

And standing in the middle of the aisle, lit in dying orange, was a figure.

Coat still half-unbuttoned. Hands in his pockets. Head tilted.

Like he’d just wandered in and caught the punchline to a bad joke.

Rexar’s breath locked in his lungs.

“Vee?”

No answer.

Just a crooked smile.

Then—he was gone.

The lights screamed back on white.

Remi let out a sharp noise—half breath, half shout. He clutched at the armrest.

The plane lurched downward.

The sky outside slammed into view again—clouds slicing past the windows in blurs of grey. Wind howled around the fuselage. Loose items flew. People screamed.

Levi wrapped both arms around Remi, teeth grit against the rising pressure.

Meeko clung to Remi’s other side, eyes wide with terror.

Kriia’s hands were raised—shadows snapping like whips through the air, trying to hold the walls steady.

Amryn pressed her forehead to her knees and began to hum. A low, steady note.

The plane tilted again—harder.

Gravity shifted.

The world stretched—like it was being pulled apart thread by thread—

And right before the final scream of metal:

That voice.

Right in Rexar’s ear.

Low. Familiar.

“Oi, ya drongo,” it said, laughing. “You swore you’d pull through, didn’t ya?”

* * *
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THE AISLE EMPTIED OF ghosts, but the fear stayed behind.

The lights pulsed overhead like a dying heartbeat—white, then red, then that unnatural orange again. The hum built into a howl. A siren inside the bones of the plane.

The engines shrieked.

And then—

The plane dropped.

Violently.

Rexar slammed forward into his seatbelt, breath crushed from his lungs. Someone screamed—sharp, too close—maybe Kriia, maybe Meeko, maybe him.

The oxygen masks fell from overhead.

A mechanical click. A soft hiss. Then chaos.

The alarms howled all at once—a nauseating symphony of sound, each tone overlapping, a dozen warning systems tripping over one another like frantic prayers.

A sharp overhead voice crackled through the cabin.

“—brace position, brace position, secure—”

Rexar couldn’t hear the rest. Not over the blood roaring in his ears.

He turned, searching—

Remi.

He was stiff in his seat, fists clenched white around the armrests. Eyes wide, staring forward, mouth open but no sound coming out. Frozen.

Levi was already moving.

He grabbed the mask, yanked it over Remi’s face. “Breathe,” he ordered, voice rough with urgency. “Remi. Look at me. Breathe.”

Remi didn’t move.

Meeko was whimpering beside him, hands over her ears. Levi cursed, shoved her mask over her face too, adjusted the elastic. He hadn’t even touched his own yet.

“Come on,” Levi rasped. “Don’t you dare check out on me.”

Rexar reached for his own mask with shaking hands, fingers fumbling. His head throbbed like something inside him was trying to scream its way out. Vee’s voice still rang in his skull. That smirk. Those eyes.

Not real.

Not here.

He turned—saw Kriia already pulling her mask tight.

Their eyes locked.

A single heartbeat of shared terror.

No words. No calm.

Just the naked, awful truth: This is happening.

Her hand found his. Tight. Trembling. She leaned close, breath hissing through her teeth, and whispered, “I love you.”

Not as confession. As last rite.

He started to speak, but she squeezed harder. Her lips were pale, cracked at the edges. There was fear in them. Raw. Bright. Not for herself. For him.

Then she let go.

Her shadows whipped around her ankles like torn sails in a storm. She turned—face stone now, eyes narrowed—and stretched them across the aisle.

Across Remi. Levi. Meeko. Amryn.

Shadow-straps coiled around seat belts, locking them tight. Anchoring. Securing. Catching what would’ve been flung.

But not herself.

Her shadows reached out, not in.

Rexar finally got his mask secured. Oxygen roared into his lungs like fire.

Behind him, Amryn was buckled in tight, mask already secure. One hand clutched her notebook. Her lips moved in soundless rhythm.

The plane screamed.

Another drop—harder this time. Like the bottom fell out of the world.

Everything lifted.

Loose bags. Trays. People.

The cabin twisted sideways—a lurching spiral of color and metal and air.

“KRI—”

She shouted something, but he couldn’t hear.

A black streak of shadow ripped across the aisle, catching Meeko’s shoulder mid-air, yanking her down hard into the seat. Another snapped across Levi’s chest, pressing him back.

Rexar’s stomach flipped. His head cracked against the seat behind him.

And then—

Everything split.

Light.

Noise.

Heat.

The world fractured like an old mirror.

Outside the window—nothing but fire and cloud and speed.

Remi’s hand gripped the seat so tightly, Rexar could almost hear the fabric tear.

Levi’s mask was finally on—but barely.

And then—

A soundless snap.

Like reality came unstitched.

And the sky came down.
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Premonition
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Darkness pressed into the backs of Rexar’s eyelids like wet stone.

A tinny hiss drifted through his skull—white-hot pressure, like flame licking the back of his brain. Hot metal. The smell of iron. Something burning so far away it might as well not exist. No thought. No sound. Just suspended agony.

Then—air, laborious, jagged. Pulled through clenched teeth. His chest spasm’d.

He jolted upright, the world throwing itself into his vision in splintered shards of grey-green canopy. Jagged light spilled around him, colored rust by the sheen of the fuselage. Heat pinned him, thick and suffocating. A high, ceaseless whine ripped into his ears, a scream caught too long in stillness.

He tried to sit. Pain—all concentrated in his ribs, sharp and electric.

“Shit—” He hissed and crumpled forward, palms smashing into dirt. The old wound, a fractured ligament and bone the size of a fist, cracked open like rotten wood. His fingers came away slick with sweat, blood, and grit.

He blinked. Buffeted memories surged: The plane’s cabin, alarms, a seat splitting underfoot, panic. Kriia’s hand in his—her mouth pressed to his ear, voice lost in static—and then darkness.

He staggered up with a groan. His boots crushed bits of broken seat upholstery and glass shards. He turned, scanning:

The jungle unfolded like a beast’s open maw—humid, oppressive, silent.

Around him, the wreckage lay scattered as broken bones. Mangled tastefully into trees by some mad god: rows of twisted seats, one dangling from a banyan like a dropped thigh bone. An engine nestled in mud, smoking, humming with quiet menace.

Smoke curled, yellow-grey, casting heat scents—fuel, burned steel, and unidentifiable tangs of oil. The jungle floor hissed under rogue embers, air shimmering with invisible flame.

He spun in place—half running, half lurching toward any sign of them.

“Kriia?” His voice cracked, reverberating off leaves.

“Meeko? Levi?! Remi?!”

Nothing answered. Just jungle melody: insect hum, a distant twig snap, the low groan of metal settling.

He stumbled into the plane’s twisted hull, chest heaving. Glass cut his cheek—hot. He touched the blood and spat it out. Then he slashed through his shirt to check the wound—warm, pulsing. Oh gods.

Push it back, don’t let it panic him.

His lungs burned. Blood tasted coppery in the back of his throat.

He breathed in—out.

Find them. Find Kriia first.

He followed the sharp scent of blood deeper into the gloom, one hand pressed to his ribs, hunting for life.

A muted, low chorus of shrieking birds broke methane silence.

Wings splintered the canopy overhead, frantic flocks erupting in desperate waves of white, crimson, blue feathers. Leaves trembled, dropped like tears. Far off, branches cracked and snapped—something hunting, or running, through the underbrush.

He steadied himself. Didn’t move.

Then he smelled blood before he saw it.

A dense, coppery stink that rolled in on the humid air, clung to the breeze like the aftertaste of death. His boots squelched through mossy incline as he crested a shallow knoll.

There she was.

High in the tree.

A silver shard of fuselage, its jagged edge embedded in a fork of bark. Beneath it, Kriia’s seat, warped backwards as though a demon had yanked every bolt loose. Kriia was slumped against it. Crimson hair matted with sweat and sap. Her side stained black-brown with congealing blood. Her harness still buckled, face hidden in shadow.

It hit him like a fist.

A memory cut through the static—her laughing under floodlights, coat soaked in riverwater, calling him a coward with fire in her eyes. That version of her lived behind this broken one, just out of reach.

He ran.

Branches blurred. Bark and moss slipped under his boots. He caught the tree trunk—slick. He scrambled, chest burning, shoulder tearing in protest. Pain spread like wildfire—each nerve a wire popped under voltage. He didn’t care.

He climbed.

Each handhold was a clawed wound; blood smeared sap, making his grip treacherous. His ribs protested—a choir of splinters screaming. But the mantra in his skull didn’t waver.


She’s trapped. She’s in pain. She’s...



He reached the forked limb. It creaked under his weight. He paused. Gasping, weight balanced between nails and instinct.

Kriia looked like a broken doll. Her head tilted too far to one side. Lips pale. Shoulders slumped. The world hung still around her.

“Kriia...” His voice was a half-step from breaking. He extended a hand, hovered over her temple. His fingers brushed sweat and remnants of sap, tracing lines of blood across her cheek.

She was cold.

His stomach dropped. He pressed a palm behind her skull. It shook—like breathing.

“C’mon.” He whispered. “Wake up.”

Her eyelids fluttered. A tremor pulsed through her shadows—ghostly black lines in the dirt, twitching like worms. Her breath came back, ragged.

Her head jerked upright. Clouded eyes blinked open, meeting his.

“Rex?” Her voice was shredded, a rasp dragged across broken glass. “What—what happened—?”

Relief cracked something loose in his chest. He swallowed it, leaned in.

“You saved us,” he whispered. “You—you wrapped us in shadow. Right before it hit.”

The memory struck like a blow.

Her hand in his. The tremble, the pressure. Her jaw set, eyes wide with raw concentration. Shadows slithering beneath their feet like snakes scenting blood. The cabin around them buckling, shrieking—

And her power. Reaching. Catching. Grabbing them out of the jaws of death.

Remi. Levi. Meeko. Himself.

Anchored.

And then—

Black.

She blinked, dazed. Her eyes drifted downward.

Saw the metal.

The shard—thick as a forearm, jagged, driven through her side—emerged from the torn plane seat like a spear. Blood was bubbling around it, thick and dark.

She stiffened.

Her breath caught—and then came the scream.

High, sharp, visceral.

“Get it out,” she cried, wild now, panting. “Rexar, get it out—”

“No—baby girl—wait—”

Her fingers scrabbled at the shrapnel, slick with blood. Her nails bent backward as she dug. Her shadows convulsed—no longer tools, but instincts. They struck at the air like panicked dogs, coiling around the shard as if they could drag it out with rage alone. Her whole body twisted, seatbelt constricting.

“I can’t—I can’t—get me OUT!”

She thrashed. The harness dug into her collarbone. Every move pushed the shard deeper. Blood gushed. Rexar lunged—grabbed for her wrists—

Her shadows slapped him away.

Hard.

He hit the branch with a thud, breath knocked from his chest. “Kriia—KRI—stop—!”

She wasn’t listening. Couldn’t.

Her panic was an animal. All teeth and terror. Her legs kicked out. Bark cracked beneath her boots. The limb groaned.

Then—

Click.

A whisper of a sound.

His heart stopped.

The buckle.

“Kriia—NO!”

Too late.

The clasp released. She slipped from the seat.

And she dropped.

He reached—barely missed her.

Her body hit the ground like meat. A wet, crunching slap that echoed through the trees.

Followed by her scream.

The kind that didn’t sound human. The kind that split the soul.

“KRIIA!”

He launched himself from the branch, didn’t care how far. His boots landed hard—knee collapsing beneath him with a sickening pop—but he was moving before the pain caught up.

He fell beside her, dirt and blood in his mouth, heart hammering against his ribs.

She was curled. Bent. Her hand clenched against her side, but it wasn’t stopping the blood. It poured, fast and irregular, pulsing through her fingers like something alive.

“Oh gods,” he choked.

Her face was twisted in agony. Teeth gritted so hard they creaked. Her pupils were blown. She wasn’t seeing him anymore—just pain, blinding, inescapable pain.

“Don’t move—babygirl, don’t move—”

He cradled her head. Blood smeared into his shirt, his skin, his mouth. He didn’t care.

Her hand found his shirt and grabbed it, knuckles white.

“Hurts,” she whimpered.

“I know. I know.” He kissed her forehead, sweat and blood mixing beneath his lips. “I’ve got you.”

The jungle around them pulsed too green. Too alive. Too loud.

Birds screamed overhead. Insects droned like a dirge. Somewhere—something howled.

He didn’t move.

He touched his forehead to hers, breath ragged.

“I’m not letting you die here,” he said. “I’m not—”

She was shaking.

He was too.

He pressed a hand to her side, trying to slow the bleed.

The metal groaned beneath her skin. The wound wept.

Her shadows coiled around his wrist—gentle now. Weak. Searching.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered again, softer.

But the blood kept coming.

* * *
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THE JUNGLE ANSWERED Kriia’s scream like a wounded beast.

A chorus of shrieks tore through the canopy—birds with wings like fire, startled into violent flight, burst upward in a chaos of color and sound. Leaves shuddered in the wake, their silvered undersides flashing between shafts of sun. Something crashed through the underbrush—hoof beats or claws or something worse—snapping vines and branches with manic urgency.

But Rexar didn’t move.

He was on his knees in the dirt, legs sunk half an inch into the rain-damp soil, Kriia’s head cradled in his lap like something sacred. His hand was cupped beneath her skull, holding her just above the blood-soaked ground. The other pressed firm against the ragged wound in her side. He could feel the shape of the shrapnel still embedded beneath her ribs—warm and wrong and pulsing like a second heart.

Blood seeped between his fingers.

Thick.

Hot.

Too much.

It smelled like rust and salt and something dying. The jungle heat made it worse—turned it metallic and sour, clinging to his tongue with every breath. His guts twisted. He could feel her pulse weakening beneath his palm, stuttering like a broken wheel.

“No, no, no...” he whispered, the words tasting like ash. “You’re gonna be fine, you’re gonna be fine—just stay awake. Keep breathing, babygirl. Stay with me.”

But she wasn’t there.

Not really.

Kriia’s eyes fluttered, irises swimming out of sync. Her lips moved soundlessly, like they were chasing something she couldn’t remember. Her shadows—a twitching smear across the dirt—barely stirred. No strength. No purpose. Just a dying reflex.

He pressed harder.

The blood surged up in response—thicker now, looser, no longer pulsing with the rhythm of life but flowing like a slow, terrible flood. It spilled around his fingers in hot streams, soaking the shredded edges of her jacket, the waistband of her pants, the jungle earth beneath her. It stank. Copper and rot and wet smoke.

“Fuck—come on, babygirl, come on—” he rasped. His voice trembled against her cheek. She didn’t respond. Her eyes fluttered but didn’t focus. Her lips moved—mouthing syllables, trying to speak past the drowning.

Too much. Too much blood.

His throat clenched. He couldn’t tell if it was a sob or a breath or the start of a scream.

He looked up.

And the jungle looked back—empty. Still. As if waiting. Between two trunks, something blinked. Not light. Not movement. Just... absence. A space where the air refused to settle. Watching. Counting the blood.

“LEVI?!” he shouted. His voice ripped through the canopy. “REMI?! AMRYN? ME-EKOOO! ANYONE?! PLEASE!”

The call echoed and died between the trees. Silence chased it. Not even the birds answered now. Something deeper had gone quiet. Listening.

Rexar clenched his jaw, head bowed. His chest shuddered.

A broken sound escaped his throat—half-snarl, half-weeping. He bent forward, forehead pressed to Kriia’s temple.


Can’t stay here.



He pulled away. His eyes darted to the wreckage beyond the slope. Maybe thirty feet. A split section of the fuselage glinted through the haze—one of the medkits should be inside. If it hadn’t burned. If it wasn’t buried.

He looked down at her.

At the blood.

At the way her hand—pale, trembling—still clutched his sleeve.


I can’t leave her.



He tried to stand. His knees locked. Didn’t move.

Every instinct told him he should run for help. For supplies. For someone smarter, steadier, someone not unraveling at the seams.

But his body didn’t budge.

Couldn’t.

He looked down at her again.

At her shadows, flickering along the ground like embers in a dying fire. One curled around his wrist—weak and uncoordinated. Still trying to protect something.

He dropped back to his knees.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

He tore open his shirt at the collar. The fabric shredded unevenly, dragging raw lines across his throat. He bundled it, shoved the cloth against the wound, tried to tie it with shaking hands. His fingers refused to obey. The cloth slipped, soaked instantly in blood. It stuck to her skin. Tore at the edges of the gash.

She moaned. Just once.

He cursed under his breath. Something wet struck his lips—tears or sweat, he couldn’t tell.

“Hold still, Kriia—don’t move—godsdammit—”

The makeshift bandage unraveled. The blood kept coming.

He bared his teeth, bit back the scream.

Then his fist slammed into the dirt.

Hard.

A crack split through his knuckles. The pain lanced through his arm like lightning. A crunch, then wetness—bone or bark, he couldn’t tell.

But it helped.

Brought him back into his body.

He blinked—once, twice—trying to clear the fog.

He looked at her face now—grey at the lips, too slack. The blood at her side was puddling beneath her like ink.


I’m hesitating.



He wanted to scream.

Then—

A branch snapped.

A shout, faint but real: “Rexar!”

His head jerked up.

The sound came again—closer.

“Rex—Rexar!”

He turned toward the trees, breath caught halfway up his throat. The brush parted.

Meeko stumbled through.

She looked like she’d crawled out of a fire—one sandal missing, hair thick with ash and wet leaves, her face streaked red with someone else’s blood. A jagged cut curved across her cheek like a broken smile.

She saw them.

She froze.

Her eyes locked on Kriia’s body, then the blood.

And she dropped—knees thudding into the soil.

“Oh my gods,” Her voice cracked. “No—no, no, no—what happened—what happened—?”

“She fell,” Rexar rasped. His throat was raw, voice scoured to the bone. “There was... metal. The belt gave. She hit hard.”

He didn’t realize he was trembling until Meeko caught his wrist. Her small fingers wrapped around his blood-slicked skin. Anchoring.

“Okay,” she breathed, grounding herself. “Okay. We need to stop the bleeding. Now.”

“I’m pressing down,” he said. He barely recognized his own voice. “I don’t know if it’s helping.”

Meeko’s eyes flicked to the wound. Her face tightened. Hands hovering again, too afraid to touch but too desperate not to.

“Rex,” she said carefully. “You have to cauterize it.”

He blinked at her. Her words dragged through the fog like molasses.

“What?”

“We can’t pull the shrapnel without closing it. She’ll bleed out. But if we seal the tissue—just enough—”

His mouth opened. No sound came out.

Just the smell. The heat. The blood on his hands.

His gaze dropped. The blood. So much of it. Drenched in it. His hands, her clothes, the earth—it coated everything in a thick sheen of red-black. A fly buzzed near the wound, crawled along the meat of her side like it belonged there, like it had found its home.

He didn’t move.

Couldn’t.

Something inside him screamed—muffled beneath panic and hunger and horror.

He reached for the fire.

Found nothing.

A flicker. Barely that. Like wet kindling trying to catch. A coal swallowed in damp ash.

His breath stuttered.

Six months.

Six godsdamn months.

He was supposed to Cull weeks ago. Back at the estate. The Culling had been scheduled—planned down to the hour. He’d figured he could hold out for a few days. Thought he could stretch it. Be fine. Last until they got back.

He wasn’t fine.

He was fraying from the inside. Starving where it mattered most.

He pressed harder. The blood was too warm. The texture was wrong—like syrup. Her pulse was slipping away.

Kriia whimpered. The sound broke him.

He felt her heartbeat stutter. Slower now.

Her chest moved—but barely. Like the breath had to fight its way out. Like even her lungs were giving up.

And through the horror, the hunger, the uselessness, something whispered inside him:


You’re not enough.



“Rexar!”

Meeko’s voice sliced through the fog.

Her hands gripped his shoulders—tight. She shook him.

“She’s going to die if you don’t burn, do you understand me? She’ll die now!”

He stared at her. Eyes full of fire and water all at once.

He nodded. Barely.

“I need a second,” he whispered.

“No.” Her voice was iron. “You don’t have a second, Rex.”

His gaze dropped again.

To his hands.

One braced against her bleeding side.

The other trembling like it belonged to someone else.

He closed his eyes.

And reached inward.

The fire came—slow, reluctant. Not the roar it should’ve been. A rasp. A dying cough in the bones of his chest. It scraped along his bones like claws. Not flame, but something gnawing—like hunger wearing fire as a mask. It didn’t want to heal. It wanted to consume.

His spine bowed.

The heat crawled—inch by inch—like sickness.

But it came.

It would have to be enough.

His arm pulsed. The glow spread down, through tendon, through blistered skin.

He opened his eyes.

His palm glowed.

Dim.

Flickering.

But burning.

“Hold her still,” he said. His voice cracked. Like something breaking open.

Meeko nodded. Braced Kriia’s shoulders with both arms.

And Rexar pulled his hand back.
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The first thing Remi felt was pressure.

Then grit. Wet, fine-grained sand ground against his cheekbone, packed under his nails, and wedged between his teeth like ash. His tongue tasted blood and salt. His lashes clumped together, thick with seawater and soot.

When he blinked, the light stabbed straight through his skull. A syrupy, golden brightness—too still, too perfect. The kind of light that didn’t belong after such violence.

His ears rang.

The ocean murmured behind him like a warning.

He didn’t know where he was. Not at first. Not until his body shifted slightly—and saltwater burned up his nose, seizing his lungs.

He gagged, coughing up bile and memory.


The plane.

The masks.

The tearing sound of metal.

Kriia’s voice.

Levi’s fingers tangled in his own.



A low moan escaped him as he rolled onto his back.

Everything hurt. His left shoulder had taken the brunt of the fall, and his ribs burned with every breath. His hoodie—charcoal grey, too warm for a beach—was soaked through, clinging to him with a sickening squelch. Blood streaked one sleeve, dark and sticky.

His acid-green eyes—still dim from the blow—flicked across the wreckage-strewn sand. The world doubled and ghosted. Blades of sunlight pierced between palm fronds like divine judgment.

He sat up with a grunt, wincing.

His bridge piercing felt like it had been hammered between his brows. He touched his face, groaned at the swelling, and blinked hard.

The beach stretched out like a war zone.

Twisted fuselage. Scattered luggage. A half-torn seat belt dangling from a palm tree. A child’s pink sneaker impaled on a branch. Thin smoke curled from a snapped engine near the rocks.

The ocean lapped lazily at the edge of the carnage, unbothered. The stillness felt wrong.

Too clean.

Too quiet.

His throat closed up.


Where’s Levi?



It was the only thought that cut through the ringing.

He got to his feet slowly, boots sliding in the sand. His whole body screamed, but he forced it forward. One foot, then the next. The pain could wait.

He staggered down the shoreline, vision stuttering with every heartbeat. His right eye burned—probably from the salt—and the light fractured everything into jagged silhouettes.

He passed a row of upturned seats. A suitcase splayed open, clothes tangled in wet seaweed. A trail of blood dragging into the surf.

Then—

A body.

Slumped just ahead in the shallows.

Lean shoulders.

Messy white hair, matted with sand and soot. About Levi’s build. The same slight forward hunch. A belt still cinched loosely around the hips.

Remi’s stomach dropped.

No.

No.

His pulse exploded behind his ears. He sprinted, legs barely cooperating, breath ragged.

“Levi—?”

He dropped to his knees beside the figure. His hands shook violently as they reached for the shoulder.


Please no. Please please—



He flipped the body over.

And gasped.

It wasn’t Levi.

But it had been someone.

The face was gone—half-melted, the skin stripped and blackened. The lips had burned away, exposing clenched teeth fused with pink-red gum. One eye socket was hollow. The other sagged, as though it was made of candle wax, still staring at the sky.

Remi recoiled with another ragged gasp. He slipped in the sand and crashed backward, elbows digging into a drift of debris. He couldn’t move fast enough. Couldn’t get far enough away.

His ears roared.

He turned and wretched more bile into the sand, choking between gasps.

His entire body was shaking now, muscles twitching uncontrollably. His vision swam.

It wasn’t Levi. It wasn’t Meeko. But it could have been.

His glowing green eyes, dimmed, widened in terror as he pulled his knees to his chest and gripped his hoodie tight enough to split the seams.

What if the next body was hers?

Or Kriia’s?

What if he found Levi like that—face burned off, hands clenched in panic, eyes gone?

The images wouldn’t leave. They clawed at the inside of his skull like nails.

He lowered his head and breathed hard through his teeth. His pierced lips trembled with each exhale. His pulse was a drumbeat of panic.


You can’t break down. Not here. Not now.



He doubled over, forearms braced to his thighs, and forced down the sob that threatened to break his ribs.

Then—finally—he stood.

Swallowed hard.

And walked away.

* * *
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THE FIRST THING LEVI registered was birdsong. Not the kind he liked—no soft trills or gentle warbles, but sharp, echoing calls that jabbed through the thick air like warning shots. Nervous. Wrong. They scraped at his nerves, setting his pulse racing even before the burn hit his lungs.

His breath came ragged and shallow. The ache clawed up from his ribs to settle heavy in his chest. His throat tasted like iron and ash, bitter and raw. He peeled one eye open, the world slanting and hazy, and found himself crumpled at the edge of the treeline, where sand gave way to tangled roots and thorny underbrush.

The plane was nowhere in sight. Only the lingering stench of jet fuel and smoke clung to the air around him, thick and choking like spilled paint thinner pressed into his sinuses.

He blinked slowly, ears ringing with a high-pitched whistle, and forced himself upright. Dizziness swayed beneath his skull. The white fauxhawk plastered to one side was soaked in dark blood—his or someone else’s—he couldn’t tell anymore. Grit clung in his black undercut, and his jaw clicked painfully where he’d bitten down hard during impact.

“R-Remi?” His voice cracked, brittle and thin like dry twigs snapping underfoot.

But beneath the sharp calls of the birds, something else teased at the edges of his mind—a whisper tangled in the leaves, too soft to catch, indecipherable and slithering. He pressed trembling fingers against his temples, willing the murmurs away.

He rose too fast, a sudden wave of vertigo stealing his balance. He staggered, arms flailing, breath hitching in his throat. The moon-shaped charm dangling from his earring swung wildly as he spun in anxious circles, eyes darting frantic, desperate.

“Remi?!” His voice broke again, louder, more urgent.

Nothing answered but the steady cry of circling gulls and the rustle of the underbrush. The beach stretched out in ragged silence, littered with wreckage and twisted metal.

Levi’s heart hammered as he scanned the shore, spotting three bodies sprawled in the sand. Two were strangers—silent and still, frozen in death’s cruel grip. His gaze flicked to the third but froze, the courage to face it draining away like blood from a wound.

His hands shook violently, fists curling tight around the frayed hem of his soot-stained shirt, knuckles paling as he fought the tremors. You can’t lose it now, he told himself. Remi’s alive. He has to be. Somewhere out there, probably pissed off and bleeding and storming toward Levi right now.

He just had to be ready.

His breath came in sharp bursts as he set to work. Every movement was stiff, jerky, nerves fraying like worn rope. He dragged curved debris panels into the shade, propping them awkwardly with branches and his own weight until they formed a crude lean-to—vaguely hut-shaped but enough for shelter.

Inside, he layered torn seat covers, then palm fronds over the top—makeshift insulation against the merciless sun and heavy rains alike, though he knew it wouldn’t stop infection from creeping in.

He scraped a fire pit into the dirt with a broken armrest, fingers raw and trembling. Friction flared between a snapped seat belt buckle and a scrap of emergency foil, and finally a flame bloomed—small and fragile, like a promise half-believed. He kept it low, wary of drawing attention but desperate for warmth.

Then supplies.

A half-buried travel backpack, waterlogged but salvageable. Inside, a crushed water bottle, two sealed protein bars, a cracked phone without service, and a chapstick melted into a vanilla-scented smear.

He set the bottle and one protein bar near the fire, a silent invitation—just in case Remi stumbled upon the clearing.

Tearing a strip from his sweat-soaked shirt, he tied it around a jagged shard of metal—an unsteady flag, a crude marker for anyone who might pass.

He didn’t let himself sit. Didn’t allow the tears that burned behind his eyelids to fall. Didn’t let his thoughts wander to Meeko, or Kriia, or the faces he hadn’t dared check.

He waited.

Focused.

If Remi was alive, Levi would find him.

If not—

No.

He couldn’t go there.

Not yet.

His gaze drifted toward the horizon. No ships, no helicopters slicing through the sky. The smoke might be visible from above if anyone was looking, but they had no idea where the plane went down. Not yet. The scheduled landing in Anseyn was still hours away.

No one’s coming.

Maybe no one ever would.

The jungle pressed in close, suffocating and relentless, a living bruise against his skin. The air hung heavy, thick with humidity and decay, every breath a ragged scrape down his throat like sandpaper.

His boots sank into scorched sand and mud with every step, thorns scratching open fresh wounds along his calves. Flies buzzed near the crusted blood on his temple, persistent and unyielding like the nightmare clinging to his mind.

The adrenaline that had driven him this far ebbed away, leaving only ache and the slow, creeping terror of waiting to be alone with the silence.

* * *

[image: ]


THE JUNGLE PRESSED in around Remi like a bruise.

The air was thick—damp and sour, clinging to his skin like rot. Each breath dragged through his throat like gauze soaked in ash. The canopy overhead filtered the sunlight into a sickly green haze, casting shadows that twitched in the corners of his eyes like ghosts that didn’t want to be seen directly.

Branches clawed at his arms, slicing through the tattered sleeves of his hoodie. Thorns bit through the fabric of his pants, tore into skin, and left trails of blood down his calves. His boots squelched with each step—mud, saltwater, or something worse, he didn’t look closely enough to care.

Flies relentlessly hovered near him. He swatted them away, but they kept returning—drawn to every rip in his skin like they knew how soft the meat had become.

The adrenaline had worn off.

Now, only pain remained.

The heat beat down like punishment, thick with salt and decay. The sand scorched his boots, and already his throat felt scraped raw from coughing up seawater. No clean water. No shelter. If he didn’t find either soon, the fever wouldn’t wait.

And he hated the fever. Not just for the ache or the chills or the mess it made of his focus—but because it always meant his body was failing him. Again. Because Aavi had drained him too low, too often. Because there was no anima left to shield the cracks in his system. His healing lagged. His strength flickered. The fever didn’t just burn—it unraveled.

He couldn’t afford that. Not here. Not now.

There was no time for weakness. Levi was out there. Kriia might be dying. And if the others had survived, they wouldn’t last long without him.

His hoodie was shredded in places he couldn’t even feel yet—his left sleeve half torn off, the back gaping open like a mouth. The skin beneath it felt wet and sticky. Blood, probably. The underside of one arm was slick with something that had dried into a crust.

He didn’t stop to check it.

Didn’t dare.

He pushed forward anyway, forcing his feet through the underbrush like a machine built only to move forward.

He had to find him.

Every step came with a fresh wave of nausea. Every crunch of leaves underfoot made his heart skip, like it might be a cry for help—or worse, the last sound Levi ever made.

His thoughts came in static flashes. Disjointed.

Kriia’s scream, echoing through smoke.

The body with no face, skin melted into bone.

Levi’s voice—somewhere between memory and hallucination.


Remi, breathe. You’re safe. Just hold on to me.



The crunch of seat belts snapping.

The soundless thud of impact.

Fire. Fire. Fire.

He pushed through a wall of ferns and staggered, catching himself on a trunk with one blood-slick palm.

Something moved ahead in the trees—a shadow, a blur—and his breath caught in his chest.

“Levi?”

Nothing answered. Just the creak of a branch, the buzz of insects.

He staggered forward, faster now. Desperate.

The jungle blurred. Time bent. His limbs went numb, then hot, then numb again.

At one point, he swore he saw Levi’s silhouette—just ahead, standing behind a split tree, white fauxhawk glinting in the dappled light. Remi reached for him.

The figure turned.

But it wasn’t Levi. Just a bleached tangle of vines and bark.

He let out a sound—somewhere between a snarl and a sob—and pressed on, refusing to let the panic consume him.

He tripped again. Landed hard on his knees this time. The impact jolted through his ribs like a punch.

He stayed there for a moment, crouched in the dirt, panting.

If Levi was gone—

If Levi was—

He shook his head violently.

No.

Levi was alive.

He had to be.

Remi forced himself to stand. Forced himself to keep walking.

Thorns dragged across his shin. A tree root caught his boot and nearly sent him flying.

Then—finally—he heard it.

A crackle. Subtle. Steady.

Not ocean.

Not birds.

Fire.

Remi froze.

His heartbeat thundered in his ears. He turned toward the sound, shoved aside a curtain of hanging moss, and stepped into a clearing of bent trees and broken sky.

Levi was there.

Kneeling over a flickering flame, setting something in a folded leaf down into the coals with quiet care. He was hunched, his white fauxhawk dusted with ash, and a long tear split the back of his shirt. The moon charm on his earring caught the firelight, a tiny flicker of silver in the dusk. For a long second, Remi couldn’t move.

Couldn’t breathe.

Levi was real.

Not a memory. Not a hallucination summoned by grief or adrenaline. Not a charred body in the surf.

He was there.

Bent over a small fire, pale arms smudged with soot, white hair darkened at the roots by sweat and blood. The moon earring on his left ear swayed gently as he shifted. His posture was tight, controlled—but his hands had that slight tremble, the one Remi only noticed when Levi was trying too hard not to fall apart.

And then—Levi looked up.

Their eyes met across the clearing.

Levi didn’t speak. Not yet. But something in his face cracked. The tension in his jaw loosened. His shoulders dropped, slow and heavy—like a weight that had been bearing down on his spine had finally slipped free.

Relief didn’t rush in—it collapsed.

Fast.

Sharp.

Crushing.

But quiet.

Like if either of them acknowledged it out loud, it would shatter the moment into pieces too sharp to hold.

Remi took a tentative step forward, then another, but his knees betrayed him, folding before he was ready. He stumbled and dropped into a crouch, one rough hand scraping the dirt to steady the tremor wracking his body. Every muscle screamed; his ribs ached as if punched. His chest twisted tight with a knot of fear and grief he hadn’t allowed himself to face until now.

Then suddenly—Levi was there, running toward him, eyes shining wet with unshed tears. Without hesitation, Levi threw himself forward, arms wrapping tight around Remi’s shoulders, face pressed against his neck, shaky breaths hitching in his throat. The rawness of relief and pain mingled in that desperate hug, a fragile tether to life itself.

Remi didn’t pull away. He held Levi close, voice lost deep inside, but his hands gripped Levi’s back firmly—stoic and steady, anchoring them both against the storm inside. His acid-green eyes glimmered faintly in the firelight, dull with exhaustion but fierce with a buried joy that fought to surface.

When Levi finally pulled back, blinking through the tears, Remi just let his breath out slow and rough, nodding once. Neither spoke; no words could carry the weight of what was held in that silence.

Levi reached beside him, fumbling in the salvaged pack, and pressed a water bottle into Remi’s trembling hands. Then a protein bar. Remi stared down at them, numb, hands slow to obey.

Levi gave a half-grin, fingers fiddling nervously with the silver moon charm dangling from his earring. “You’re late,” he said, voice lighter than expected, trying for a joke. His knee bounced once, quick and restless beneath him. “I was gonna start rationing your half.”

The grin faltered for a breath, eyes flickering to the fire with something tight and restless hidden beneath the warmth.

Remi’s mouth twitched. The breath that left him hitched somewhere between a laugh and a sob.

He didn’t trust his voice—not yet. So instead, he took the water Levi offered.

It was warm. Tasted faintly of plastic and smoke. But it ran over his tongue like relief, like breath, like a promise he hadn’t dared hope for.

He drank it all.

Every last drop.

His hands trembled the entire time, the bottle creaking in his grip, but he didn’t try to hide it. Couldn’t. Not from Levi.

And Levi didn’t look away.

Didn’t say a word about the shaking.

He just stayed there, steady and quiet, a fixed point in the wreckage.

The fire snapped. Smoke coiled upward into the leaves.

Remi set the empty bottle down beside the fire with more care than it probably needed. His fingers lingered on it for a moment, like maybe if he held it long enough, the moment wouldn’t slip away.

“We’ll need more than this,” Levi murmured eventually, nodding to the bottle. “We’re not gonna last long on half a liter and two protein bars.”

Remi didn’t answer, but his expression tightened. They both knew it.

If help didn’t come soon, they’d have to start looking for water. For food.

For anyone who made it.

Levi didn’t press. Instead, he shifted just enough, folding one leg beneath him, elbow resting lightly on his knee as his eyes locked onto the dance of flames before them. The flickering light caught the silver gleam of his nose ring, traced the delicate chain of his earring, and illuminated the faint constellation of freckles scattered beneath the grime and soot. For a long moment, the fire alone moved, its hungry glow the only pulse in the oppressive silence.

The quiet was not heavy but fragile, teetering on the razor’s edge of too much—too many memories, too many unsaid words. It trembled like a held breath waiting to be released.

Remi’s gaze dropped to Levi’s hands again, to the stubborn stains of dried blood nestled in the creases of his knuckles—blood that wasn’t from the firepit, wasn’t his own. His throat tightened painfully at the sight.

His acid-green eyes dimmed, the faint glow retreating beneath a veil of exhaustion that seemed to seep into his bones.

Levi saw it—the subtle shift in Remi’s demeanor, the invisible crumpling of the man who held so much inside. Always, he saw. Slowly, almost reverently, Levi leaned in until their shoulders brushed—a whisper of contact, barely there but fiercely anchoring.

Remi didn’t pull away. Instead, he let that weight settle—small, sure, and warm—carving out a sliver of humanity in the wilderness of pain and survival. It was the first time since the sand that he felt the fragile pulse of something resembling peace.

His fingers twitched in his lap once, then stilled. Words were unnecessary. They didn’t need to speak.

They sat like that for a time, shoulder to shoulder, the fire crackling softly between them as the jungle exhaled its secrets all around—secrets they neither wished to hear nor could ignore.

Then, as if the fragile thread between them might snap from the silence, Levi’s hand moved, tentative at first, then with growing urgency. His fingers found Remi’s wrist, the skin rough and calloused beneath his touch, grounding them both.

Levi’s hand trembled where it rested against Remi’s wrist, but the touch was steady enough to pull him back from the edge.

Back from the static.

Back from the noise still screaming behind his ribs.

Remi’s breath came too fast, too shallow. He hadn’t realized he was shaking until Levi’s palm pressed flat to his chest — firm, human, real. The world narrowed to that single point of contact. The warmth. The weight. The proof that he wasn’t still trapped inside the wreckage.

“Breathe,” Levi whispered, voice rough from smoke and exhaustion. “Just—look at me, Rem. You’re here.”

Remi did. His eyes—acid green, dim in the firelight—searched Levi’s face as if to make sure it wasn’t another trick of adrenaline or fever. Every sound, every smell—the salt, the blood, the burning metal—blurred until there was only the pulse under Levi’s skin and the faint tremor of his thumb brushing against Remi’s collarbone.

“I thought you were gone,” Remi rasped. His voice was quieter than the crackle of the fire, but it carried all the weight of the storm. “I thought I’d lost you. I—I can’t—”

“Hey,” Levi murmured, cutting him off gently. “You didn’t. I’m right here. Feel it?”

Remi nodded once, but the motion was jagged. His body still trembled—shallow, involuntary waves of adrenaline and fear—and Levi reached out, guiding him closer. Not out of lust, but out of need. Out of something small and human clawing toward the light.

Their foreheads touched. Just that. Simple. Grounding. The air between them thick with smoke and unspoken things.

“Stay with me,” Levi whispered.

Remi’s jaw clenched. He dragged in a shaky breath, then another, his hand finding the back of Levi’s neck and holding on like an anchor. The panic slowed. The shaking eased. His pulse steadied against Levi’s wrist.

The world came back in pieces—firelight, the rasp of fabric, Levi’s heartbeat under his palm.

After a long silence, Remi spoke again, quieter this time. “I needed to know it was real,” he said. “That any of this is real.”

Levi’s answer was a quiet hum, low and certain. “It is. We are. You’re safe, Rem.”

Remi turned slowly, meeting Levi’s gaze—raw, shimmering with a vulnerability few had ever seen. And in that moment, the world beyond the fire, the pain, the losses, faded into shadows.

Levi’s lips pressed against Remi’s in a desperate, thankful kiss, fierce and trembling, as if sealing a vow to hold on—to each other, to survival, to the fragile hope that had somehow carried them through.

Remi answered without hesitation, the kiss fierce but tender, a silent promise that no matter the ghosts that haunted them, no matter the darkness ahead, they were not alone.

Levi’s fingers traced the line of Remi’s jaw, the calloused pad of his thumb brushing gently against the faint stubble that shadowed his chin. Remi leaned into the touch, eyes fluttering closed for a moment, savoring the simple pleasure of human connection. When he opened them again, they met Levi’s gaze, the firelight reflecting in the depths of his own acid-green irises.

“You’re still here,” Remi murmured, voice barely above a whisper, yet it echoed in the stillness, a testament to the power of their shared silence. His hand covered Levi’s, pressing it closer, trapping the warmth of his touch against his skin. “I need you, Levi. I need to know this is all real...”

Levi’s smile softened, understanding and shared relief shining in his eyes. “I’m here, Rem,” he replied, his voice just as quiet, just as steady. His thumb continued its gentle caress, tracing the curve of Remi’s bottom lip, the bow of his upper lip, the slight dip of his cupid’s bow. “I’m yours, Remi. Always.”

Remi’s breath hitched as Levi’s touch lingered there, his tongue darting out to wet his lips, an unconscious reaction that drew Levi’s gaze to his mouth. The air between them shifted, charged with a sudden tension that was neither unpleasant nor unwelcome. It was a spark, a promise, a silent question that hung heavy in the space between their lips.

Remi’s hand shifted, fingers sliding into Levi’s hair, tangling in the white fauxhawk that was slightly disheveled from their ordeal. His grip was firm, yet gentle, tilting Levi’s head back just enough to expose the long line of his throat. Levi swallowed hard, the column of his neck bobbing beneath Remi’s touch, his pulse throbbing visibly against his skin.

Levi’s breath hitched, his eyes darkening with desire. He leaned in, his breath warm against Remi’s lips, his nose brushing against the slight crook of Remi’s. Their eyes locked, the firelight casting golden flecks in the depths of Levi’s blue irises. The moment stretched, a delicate dance of anticipation and hesitation, a silent conversation that spoke volumes.

And then, Remi closed the distance. His lips pressed against Levi’s, a soft, tentative brush that deepened into another hungry, dominant kiss. His tongue slid against Levi’s, a slow, sensual glide that drew a low moan from Levi’s throat.

Remi’s hands roamed Levi’s body, tracing the lines of his muscles, the dip of his waist, the curve of his ass. He gripped Levi’s hips, pulling him flush against his own, grinding their hardening cocks together through the fabric of their pants. Levi moaned, his hands fumbling with the button and zipper of Remi’s jeans, desperate to free the length of flesh hidden beneath.

“Fuck, Remi, please,” Levi panted, breaking the kiss only to trail his lips down Remi’s jaw, his neck, his collarbone. “I need you inside me. I need to feel you claim me, to know I’m yours.”

Remi groaned, his hands pushing Levi’s jeans down his hips, freeing his cock, already hard and leaking. He spun Levi around, bending him over, exposing the firm globes of his ass. Remi ran his hands over the smooth skin, squeezing, kneading, before spitting into his palm and rubbing the saliva onto his own cock.

He pressed the head against Levi’s entrance, feeling the clench and relax around him. Levi moaned, pushing back, taking Remi in inch by inch. Remi’s hands gripped Levi’s hips, pulling him back onto his cock, setting a steady rhythm.

“Fuck, Levi, you feel so good,” Remi groaned, his hips snapping forward, his cock slamming into Levi’s prostate. Levi cried out, his body convulsing, his cock leaking onto the dirt beneath him. Remi continued to pound into him, his breath ragged, his grip on Levi’s hips bruising.

“That’s it, kitten,” Remi growled, his voice thick with desire. “Take my cock like a good boy. Show me how much you fucking love it.”

Levi moaned, his body writhing, his moans growing louder, more desperate. “Fuck, Remi, I’m gonna cum,” he panted, his voice tight with impending release. 
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ALEATORY

(adj.) relying on chance or an
uncontrolled element in the details of
life or in the creation of art.





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.png
PREMONITION

(noun) a strong feeling or warning about
a future event, often something bad.





OEBPS/d2d_images/image015.png
TACITURN

(adj.) Reserved or uncommunicative in
speech; saying little





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





