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The fire spits embers that burn out before they reach my skin. I watch them die—bright little failures scattering across a circle of wasted friends. Behind us, Blood Lake stretches wide and black, surface too still for something so vast. It watches us. Waits. The others don’t notice. They’re three bottles deep into whatever rot-gut Tyler scrounged from the ruins, voices tripping over each other like drunk insects.

"Truth or dare?" Kira demands. Her pupils are blown wide. Firelight flickers against the surgical scar behind her ear—a reminder none of us escaped the Collapse intact.

"Truth," Damon says, cautious as always. His synthetic hand flexes nervously around the bottle.

"Bullshit," Kira spits. "You’ve picked truth four times. Coward."

I stay quiet, cross-legged at the edge of the circle. Close enough to be counted, distant enough to observe. The liquid in my cup tastes like antiseptic and broken promises. I drink it anyway.

"Fine. Dare." Damon's voice cracks. Regret arrives with it.

"I dare you to tell us what you did to survive Sector 7’s purge." Kira’s smile is all teeth and venom.

Not a dare. A command disguised as a game.

"That’s not how—"

"Do it," Tyler slurs. The implant in his throat pulses blue with each word.

Damon breaks. "I let them take my sister. They needed test subjects. I—I told them where she was hiding."

Silence. The fire crackles, devours another branch.

I look toward the lake. Its name isn’t metaphorical. After the Chimera Initiative’s meltdown, the water ran red for months. They say it swallowed everything—the facility, the scientists, the bodies. Now it’s just dark. Deep. Wrong.

"Your turn, freak." Tyler points at me. Crude, clumsy. He’s forgotten how to be gentle.

I turn slowly. "I didn’t agree to play."

"You’re drinking our booze, sitting in our circle. You’re playing." His gaze slides down my body, uncomfortable with its symmetry. Too perfect. Too wrong. He sees the seam lines. Reminders I was stitched together from spare parts and science.

"Truth," I say. Safer.

Tyler grins. "Did they fuck you? When they were putting you back together?"

Silence. Even Kira flinches.

"Jesus, Ty," Damon mutters.

"What? We’re all thinking it. How else would something like her learn to—"

"Dare," I interrupt, my voice a blade. "I choose dare instead."

He scowls. Disappointed, not surprised. "Fine. I dare you to skinny dip in Blood Lake. Alone. At midnight."

"No way," Damon protests. "The water’s toxic. Remember Lena’s skin after she just waded in?"

"I said skinny dip, not drink it," Tyler sneers. "Unless she’s scared."

I stare at the lake. The surface doesn’t ripple, doesn’t breathe. Moonlight paints it like a wound. Full moon tonight—the first after solstice. In the old calendars, they called it the Blood Moon.

"I’ll do it," I say.

Kira softens. "You don’t have to. Tyler’s just being a dick."

But I’m already standing. I check my wrist monitor. 11:47 PM.

"Three songs left on the speaker. I’ll go when the music stops."

I down my drink. It burns on the way down. Like the Blue Protocol serum they used when they reprogrammed my nervous system.

The minutes crawl by, carried on synthetic beats and uneasy silence. Tyler watches, waiting for me to break. Damon avoids my eyes. Kira pretends to scroll for music, but her gaze keeps drifting toward the lake’s edge. She knows it’s not just water out there.
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