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Chapter 1: Cargo

The contract paid six thousand credits for three days of work.

I read the terms again on my data pad, nursing a drink that tasted like engine coolant filtered through optimism. Waystation Bravo-9’s cantina wasn’t the worst bar I’d ever sat in, but it was making a strong case for the top five. The lighting flickered between moody amber and clinical white every thirty seconds, like the station couldn’t decide if it wanted to be a dive bar or a hospital waiting room.

Six thousand credits. Four passengers. Three-day jump to the Velan system. Deliver, collect, done.

The Kingfisher needed a new stabilizer assembly. The current one held together with bypass cables and a religious devotion to not looking at it too closely. Six thousand would cover a proper replacement, maybe even leave enough for the port-side thruster coupling I’d been nursing since Arcturus Station.

Simple job. Good money. I signed the contract, finished the drink, and headed for Docking Bay 14.

The station corridors were the usual mix of transit traffic and maintenance crews. I passed a group of Arcturus haulers comparing scars from a rough jump, two dock workers arguing about a cargo manifest, and a station security officer who looked like he’d been awake for forty hours and had achieved a state of consciousness that transcended mere exhaustion into something philosophical.

Bay 14 was at the far end of the commercial docking ring, past the cargo-class berths and the fuel depot that always smelled like scorched atmo and regret. The Kingfisher sat in her cradle looking exactly how she looked every time I came back to her: small, worn, and stubbornly functional. The hull paint had given up in patches, revealing the composite beneath in irregular geometric shapes that I’d started thinking of as character. The port-side thruster housing had a scorch mark from a docking incident at Arcturus that I’d never gotten around to buffing out. The name plate above the main hatch was slightly crooked and always had been.

She was home. Not much of one, but mine.

They were already waiting.

Four figures standing at the base of my loading ramp, surrounded by a modest collection of luggage, their postures telling me immediately these weren’t frequent flyers. One bounced on her toes. One stood like a statue. One hid behind a data pad. One had her arms crossed so tight she might have been holding herself together.

And they all had ears.

Long ears. Not human ears. Tall, furred, rising from the tops of their heads like antenna. Different colors, different shapes, different attitudes, but unmistakably not standard human anatomy.

Bunnygirls. I’d heard of the species. Vaguely. Something about a war, a ceasefire, evacuees scattered across relay stations waiting to go home. The contract had listed them as “Velan-origin passengers, four, female, standard biological needs.” Nothing about the ears.

Nothing about anything, really.

I stopped at the bottom of the ramp and looked at my cargo.

The first one I noticed was impossible to miss.

Bare feet on the docking bay floor, toenails painted gold like she’d dipped them in engine sealant. Toned calves, lean dancer’s legs with visible definition, leading up to a pair of shorts so small they existed primarily as a philosophical concept. The fabric barely contained a firm, compact ass that flexed as she bounced on her toes. A flash of golden midriff where the station jacket hung open, freckles scattered across sun-kissed skin like a star chart, and the promise of very little underneath.

She wore a light station jacket over whatever was underneath, unzipped to the navel, revealing golden skin and the edge of something that barely qualified as a top. Copper-gold hair in a messy bob that caught the docking bay lights like raw honey. Bright amber eyes locked onto me with an intensity that made my skin prickle. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. And the ears: honey-gold, tall and upright, spinning forward like satellite dishes acquiring a signal.

Her nose twitched. Not a little twitch. A rapid, fluttering series of twitches that looked involuntary and aggressive, like her nostrils were trying to download my entire medical history.

She grinned.

“That’s him,” she announced to no one in particular. “That’s the pilot.”

I opened my mouth to introduce myself.

“You smell interesting,” she added, leaning forward on those bare toes, amber eyes wide and delighted. Her ears spun. Her nose went faster.

Behind her, someone made a sound that might have been mortification.

I shifted my attention to the second figure, mostly because looking at the first one for too long was making my pulse do unprofessional things.

Heeled boots beneath an elegant hem, catching the docking bay light with a quiet authority. Long legs suggested through fabric that draped rather than clung, the kind of garment that told you about the body underneath by how carefully it chose not to. Wide hips, a full silhouette that curved from slim waist to broad, graceful power. Then up: a neckline that managed to be both modest and devastating, deep shadow between breasts that strained the elegant fabric with decades of ripened weight. Full, heavy, magnificent. My mouth went dry before I had any say in the matter.

Warm collarbones, a face that had earned every line of quiet authority it carried. She might have been late thirties, early forties, an age that looked better on her than youth ever could have. Silver threads at her temples she didn’t bother to hide. Deep amber eyes that catalogued everything about me in a single sweep and revealed precisely nothing in return.

Rich brown ears, tall and elegant, rising from her head with barely a movement. Still. Controlled. Scarred at the base where the fur thinned and pale tissue showed. Old wound. She didn’t flinch from my gaze finding it. A small metallic clasp glinted near the base of her right ear, angular symbols etched into its surface. Not decoration. Something with weight behind it.

Her hand rested on the first one’s shoulder. Casual. Anchoring. The universal gesture of someone in charge keeping chaos on a leash.

Her nose twitched. Once. Barely visible. She suppressed it with a discipline so rigid it made the motion more conspicuous than if she’d just let it happen.

“Dex Callahan?” she asked. Measured voice. Warm. Precise.

“That’s me.”

“Damira. I oversee this group.” A pause that carried more weight than the words around it. “Thank you for taking the contract. Not everyone was willing.”

I filed that away. Not everyone was willing. Meaning they’d tried other pilots before me, other transport options, and been turned down. I wondered how many. I wondered what the other pilots had seen that made them walk. Then I looked at the bouncing one with the golden ears and the barely-there shorts and decided maybe I could guess.

“The contract listed standard biological needs,” I said. “Anything I should know beyond that?”

Damira studied me for a moment. Her gaze weighed the question with the precision of someone calibrating an instrument. “We require slightly higher ambient temperature than human standard. Our auditory range extends beyond yours. And we process olfactory information with a sensitivity that some humans find…” She glanced at the bouncing one, who was currently sniffing the air in my direction with the enthusiasm of a bloodhound at a crime scene. “Disconcerting.”

“I’ve had worse passengers,” I said. I hadn’t, but she didn’t need to know that.

The third figure drew my eye because she was trying so hard not to draw it.

Thick thighs in form-fitting pants, hips impossible to ignore even half-hidden behind the data pad she held like a shield. The pants hugged every curve of what I could only describe as a spectacular round ass visible when she shifted her weight. Narrow waist accentuating the hip ratio to something that made my engineering brain try to calculate the structural physics of her frame. Generous breasts straining the buttons of an oversized cardigan, a gap between the third and fourth button revealing a sliver of lace underneath.

Porcelain skin, a small mole below her left collarbone. Pale blue eyes that stole a glance at me over the data pad, then snapped back to the screen. She looked about my age, maybe a year younger, mid-twenties at most. Platinum white hair pulled into a messy scholarly bun, strands framing a blush that was already spreading from her clavicle upward.

White ears, soft and long, drooping alongside her face like silk curtains. Lop ears. They twitched the moment I looked at her, dipping lower as if trying to hide.

Her nose. God, her nose. It twitched furiously, a rapid flutter that made the first girl’s aggressive sniffing look casual. She adjusted thick black-framed glasses that had fogged slightly and turned her entire body away from me, presenting me with a full view of exactly the curves she’d been trying to hide behind that data pad.

She didn’t notice. Or she noticed and pretended she didn’t. The cardigan rode up as she turned, revealing the form-fitting underlayer beneath, and everything she’d been hiding was outlined in profile.

Her nose kept going. She didn’t acknowledge it.

“Veska,” Damira said, with the patient tone of someone who’d watched this particular performance before. “The pilot is here.”

“I’m aware of the pilot’s presence,” Veska said to her data pad. “I was reviewing the atmospheric composition specifications of his vessel. Standard oxygen-nitrogen mix?” This last part directed at me without actually looking at me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Standard atmo.”

“Acceptable.” She adjusted her glasses without looking up.

The fourth was the one with her arms crossed.

Combat boots planted wide on the docking bay floor, a grounded stance that said she’d trained in gravity environments and liked them. Powerful thighs in tight pants, knife sheaths strapped to her outer thighs, two of them, on a passenger trip. A tight, muscular ass that moved with purpose when she shifted weight. Flat stomach, defined abs visible through a combat top, firm breasts under training wraps. Scarred shoulders, a thin line across her right forearm. Badges of someone who’d been in the field and come back.

Golden-amber eyes evaluated me. Dismissed me. Moved on. Came back. Dismissed me again, harder this time, like the first dismissal hadn’t taken. She carried herself like someone who’d been fighting for a decade, which put her at maybe twenty-five if she’d started young, and everything about her said she’d started young.

Jet black hair tied back with severe efficiency. Black ears, sharp and upright, angled forward in what I’d later learn was assessment posture. She held a small leather folio in one hand, worn at the spine, and even as she glared at me she flipped it open and made a notation with a short stylus. She smelled like steel and leather and absolutely wanted me to know she’d rather be anywhere else.

Her foot thumped against the docking bay floor. Once. Hard. She looked down at it, grabbed it with one hand, and squeezed.

“Kaida,” Damira said evenly.

“I see him,” Kaida said. Those golden eyes found mine. “He’s smaller than the profile suggested.”

“I’m six feet,” I said.

“Inadequate frame for the advertised tonnage capacity.”

I blinked. “Are you reviewing me or my ship?”

Her foot thumped again. She grabbed it. Her ears angled away.

“The ship,” she said flatly. “Obviously.”

The bouncing one, who’d been watching this exchange with her ears spinning and her tail bobbing, leaned toward me with an expression of pure, undiluted delight. “She does this to everyone. Don’t take it personally. Actually, you know what?” Her amber eyes tracked between Kaida and me with the speed of someone watching a tennis match she’d been hoping would start. “She’s thumping faster than usual. I’d take that personally if I were you.”

“Piri.” Kaida’s voice could have frozen atmosphere. “Silence.”

“That’s not silence-thumping. That’s definitely interest-thumping. The rhythm is completely different.”

Kaida’s golden-amber eyes turned on Piri with a focused aggression that should have been lethal at close range. Piri grinned. Her honey-gold ears spun forward like she was recording the moment for later playback.

Damira’s hand left the first girl’s shoulder and gestured toward the Kingfisher’s loading ramp. “Shall we board, Captain Callahan?”

“Just Dex is fine. And she’s not much, but she’ll get you there.”

The bouncing one, the one with the golden ears and the unzipped jacket and the shorts that probably violated several station dress codes, bounded past me up the ramp. Her compact body moved with athletic energy, and I caught a scent of wildflower honey as she passed. Sweet, warm, and layered with a warmth that had no name in any language I spoke.

“I’m Piri,” she called over her shoulder, already inside my ship. She shrugged the station jacket off in a single motion and tossed it onto the nearest surface. Underneath: a crop top fighting a losing war against perky breasts, nipple outlines pressing through thin fabric with cheerful indifference. “Too warm on here,” she announced, despite the Kingfisher’s climate control running at standard. She stretched both arms overhead and the crop top rode up past her navel, exposing the full stretch of sun-kissed golden midriff and freckles trailing downward like a star chart. She made no move to adjust it. “Is this your bunk? It smells like you. Everything smells like you. This is amazing.”

Veska followed at a measured pace, data pad up, nose twitching so hard her glasses vibrated. She gave me approximately one-eighth of a glance as she passed, which fogged her glasses completely. She cleaned them, put them back on, and walked into the bulkhead.

“Gravitational micro-variation,” she said to nobody, adjusting her trajectory without breaking stride. Her spectacular ass in those form-fitting pants caught a shaft of the docking bay’s overhead light as she turned the corner, and the cardigan she wore like armor failed to cover the entire view. She was completely unaware. Or completely aware and had calculated the exact angle of the reveal to three decimal places.

With Veska, I genuinely couldn’t tell.

Kaida walked past like I was a structural support column. Her tail, a small black fluffy bob I hadn’t noticed until now, flicked sideways as she passed. Irritated. Her knife sheaths clicked against her thighs with each step.

Her foot thumped on the ramp. She kept walking.

Damira was last. She paused beside me, and I caught her scent: warm cedar, aged parchment, and beneath it all a rich, complex warmth that settled into the back of my throat. Her eyes held mine half a second longer than strictly professional.

“They’ve been on a relay station for three years,” she said quietly. “Waiting. This trip home means everything to them.”

“I’ll get you there,” I said. “Three days.”

“Three days.” A weight shifted behind her eyes. Not doubt. Longing, maybe, or the particular grief of someone who’d been close to home before and had it taken away. “We’ll try to be good passengers.”

She walked up the ramp with a stride that made the elegant fabric shift across her hips in a way I absolutely should not have been tracking on a professional basis.

I watched her go. Warm tan skin, silver-threaded chestnut hair, ears that barely moved, D-cups that swayed with measured, unhurried confidence beneath her clothing. The woman moved like gravity worked differently for her.

I picked up the nearest bag. Then the next one. Then the third, which was heavier than the first two combined and clinked with what sounded like metal on metal. Knife cases. Or weapons maintenance equipment. On a passenger transport.

“You packed weapons for a civilian shuttle ride?” I called toward the hatch.

Kaida’s voice came back without hesitation, without turning. “I packed efficiently.”

Her tail flicked sideways as she disappeared through the hatch.

The fourth bag was light, elegant, and smelled faintly of cedar. Damira’s. I carried it up the ramp and set it inside the cargo hold and tried not to think about how the scent lingered on my hands.

The Kingfisher wasn’t big. That was by design. Solo pilot, short-haul transport. Cockpit up front, common area with a galley that could generously seat four if everyone liked each other, four passenger bunks separated from my cabin by a thin bulkhead, cargo hold, and a med bay that doubled as a storage closet. One shower. One head. One galley.

Five people.

I gave them the tour in approximately forty-five seconds because that’s how long it took to walk the entire ship.

“Bunks are here. Four of them. Pick whichever.” I pointed. “Galley’s there. Help yourselves to anything in the ration stores, but pace it. Three weeks’ supply for five people. We only need three days’ worth, but I don’t stock heavy.”

“Your ration selection is adequate for the journey duration?” Veska asked, data pad already open to what appeared to be a nutritional analysis template. Her nose twitched while she typed. She didn’t look up. “Caloric density, protein distribution, micronutrient spectrum?”

“It’s food. It keeps you alive. It tastes like compressed ambition.” I moved down the corridor. “Shower’s on a timer, twelve minutes, don’t break the valve because I don’t have a spare. The water recycler works at about eighty-five percent efficiency, which means the last person gets slightly warm water and a prayer.”

“Dibs on first shower,” Piri said from somewhere above me. She’d climbed on top of the bunk frame and was examining the overhead conduit with her bare toes gripping the edge of the upper structure. Her crop top had ridden up again. Or still. I was beginning to suspect it was permanently in a state of riding up.

“My cabin’s there.” I pointed at the door with the faded name plate. “Cockpit’s forward. Don’t touch anything that’s blinking unless I tell you to.”

“What if something is blinking that shouldn’t be blinking?” Kaida asked. She’d already completed a tactical survey of the corridor layout, I could tell from the way her eyes tracked corners and transition points.

“Then find me. Don’t touch it. Some of those blinks are the ship telling me she’s thinking about a problem. If you push the button while she’s thinking, she stops thinking and starts doing, and some of the things she does involve venting atmosphere.”

Kaida’s ears angled forward. She actually looked impressed for a fraction of a second before her face remembered who she was and resumed its default assessment posture.

Piri was already on a bunk. Not in it. On it. Crouching on top of it like a perch, bare feet gripping the edge, her gaze tracking me through the compartment. Her tail bobbed rapidly.

“It’s cozy,” she announced. “I love it. It smells like engine grease and loneliness.” She cocked her head, ears spinning. “That’s not an insult. It’s an observation.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I think.”

Veska had initially claimed the bunk closest to the med bay, arranging her data pads along the narrow shelf with scholarly precision. Then she’d moved to the bunk one closer to the cockpit, explaining that “the atmospheric sampling equipment in the med bay produces a low-frequency hum that interferes with data analysis.” I hadn’t heard any hum. Five minutes later she relocated again, to the bunk directly across from mine, reorganizing her data pads with fresh determination. “The ventilation flow from this position provides more consistent air quality for long-term occupancy,” she said to nobody in particular, her lop ears trembling at the tips. Her cardigan had settled over the pillow like a territorial marker, and her three data pads formed a fortress of scholarship along the narrow shelf.

Kaida took the bunk nearest the exit without comment. She set her bag down, unstrapped one of the knife sheaths from her thigh and hung it from the bunk frame’s hook, the blade handle within arm’s reach of her pillow. Then she checked sightlines to the corridor, positioned herself where she could see both the entry and the other bunks, and sat with her back against the bulkhead. Military habits. They didn’t turn off because you told them to.

She caught me watching her arrange the knife. Her eyes dared me to say something about weapons in the passenger compartment.

I didn’t. The knife looked well-maintained. So did the soldier.

Her foot thumped twice against the deck plating. She crossed her ankles to stop it.

Damira took what remained. The bunk between Veska and Kaida. She settled into it with the grace of someone who could make any space elegant, smoothing the thin blanket flat and sitting with her legs crossed. She produced a small comb from somewhere and began working it through her chestnut waves.

“This will do,” she said, with a warmth that softened the efficiency of the words.

Piri dropped from the upper frame and bounced on the bunk mattress, testing its springs. The thin foam compressed under her dancer’s weight and sprang back with a noise that drew every ear in the compartment toward it. “It squeaks,” she announced with satisfaction. “Everything on this ship has a voice.”

“Including the pilot,” Veska murmured to her data pad. Then her lop ears dipped. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Her blush deepened. She typed something rapidly.

I cleared my throat. “Pre-flight’s in twenty. Jump in forty. We’ll be in FTL for about sixty hours, then a short approach to Velan. Should be smooth.”

“Should be,” Kaida echoed. Not a question. An audit.

“Is the ship safe?” Piri asked. Not with worry. With the tone of someone gathering information about her environment through every available channel. Her nose was twitching at the ship’s interior, reading its chemistry the way I read its gauges.

“She flies,” I said. “She’s flown for seven years. She’ll fly for seven more.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I looked at her. Those amber eyes were still playful, still bright, but underneath was something sharper. She wasn’t asking about structural integrity. She was asking if I’d put them in danger.

“Yeah,” I said. “She’s safe. I promise.”

Her ears spun forward. Her tail bobbed once. “Okay.” And the sharpness dissolved back into sunshine. “I believe you.”

From across the bunk compartment, I caught Damira watching the exchange. Her deep amber eyes moved from Piri to me and back, cataloguing something I couldn’t name. She gave a small nod, almost imperceptible, like I’d passed a test she hadn’t told me I was taking.

I went forward to the cockpit and started the pre-flight sequence. Running power checks. Watching the stabilizer readings hold steady in the range I generously categorized as “acceptable.” Cycling the nav computer through the jump calculations. Standard stuff. Routine.

My fingers ran the sequence automatically, which left my brain free to process what had just boarded my ship.

Four bunnygirl women. Ears, tails, noses that wouldn’t stop moving. One who’d told me I smelled interesting before I’d said hello. One who couldn’t look at me without her glasses fogging. One who’d evaluated me like livestock and found me wanting. One who’d suppressed a nose twitch like it was classified information.

Three days. I could do three days.

The pre-flight checklist ran itself through muscle memory, each switch and dial cycling with the automatic precision of a decade’s practice. Port thruster: nominal. Starboard thruster: nominal. Drive cells: ninety-two percent charge, more than enough for the jump and the sublight approach. Hull integrity: ninety-seven percent, which was the Kingfisher’s way of saying she was feeling good about herself today. Atmosphere seals: green across the board. Internal gravity: stable at one standard.

Behind me, through the cockpit’s open door, I heard the sounds of settling. The particular noises of four women figuring out how to occupy a space designed for one man and his accumulated solitude. Piri humming. The click of Veska’s data pads. The clank of Kaida’s knife sheaths being hung from a bunk hook. And Damira, quiet beneath it all, a stillness that somehow organized the noise around it into something close to order.

The nav computer confirmed the jump trajectory. Waystation Bravo-9 control cleared me for departure. I cycled the main drives and felt the Kingfisher hum beneath me, the familiar vibration of a ship that knew her own limits and flew anyway.

Damira appeared at the cockpit door. She’d removed her boots and stood in stocking feet, which somehow made her look less formal and more real. The elegant line of her body leaned against the doorframe, and those deep amber eyes watched me work.

“May I?” She nodded at the co-pilot’s seat.

“Sure.” I didn’t usually have company up front. Solo pilot. The co-pilot’s seat collected dust and the occasional dropped wrench. I’d stacked a couple of maintenance manuals on it three months ago and never moved them. I swept them aside now, and she settled into the cleared space with the same measured grace she’d brought to the bunk.

The cockpit was my world. Small, functional, every surface within arm’s reach. The forward viewport showed the station shrinking and the starfield opening up, the familiar view that always made my chest loosen. Open space. Room to breathe. Room to fly.

Damira didn’t look at the stars. She looked at the console. Her eyes tracked across the displays with an intelligence that wasn’t technical but was deeply evaluative. She was reading the ship the way she read people: assessing capability, reliability, the gap between what was promised and what could be delivered.

“Your stabilizer is on bypass,” she said.

I looked at her. “You can read ship diagnostics?”

“I can read the amber warning light and the cable routing visible beneath the console housing. Bypass cables are not a permanent solution.” She met my eyes. Not accusation. Assessment. “Will it hold for three days?”

“It’ll hold.”

“Good.” She accepted that the way she accepted everything: with a stillness that said she’d already factored in the possibility that I was wrong and had a plan for it. Her ears barely moved, tall and brown and still, but I noticed them tilt forward a fraction of a degree. Interest. Or assessment. Both, maybe.

“I should tell you about my group,” she said as I guided the Kingfisher out of the docking cradle and into open space. The station fell away behind us, shrinking into the starfield. “For the journey.”

“I’m listening.”

“We are Velan. What your species calls bunnygirls.” She said it without rancor. “We were evacuated from our homeworld when our war escalated. The males stayed to fight. The females, the young, the elders were moved to relay stations and sanctuary worlds. That was three years ago.”

“I heard there’s a ceasefire now.”

“There is. Our males held the line. The evacuation order was rescinded six months ago. Passage home has been…” She paused, choosing the word. “Difficult to arrange. Your species finds us unusual.”

I thought about the nose twitching, the foot thumping, the ears spinning like radar dishes. “Can’t imagine why.”

The ghost of something that wasn’t quite a smile crossed her face. “I am the matriarch of this group. Piri, Veska, and Kaida are in my care. Piri is young and curious. She means well. Veska is our biologist. She studies everything, including things she’d prefer not to admit she’s studying. Kaida is a combat escort. She was assigned to protect us during the original evacuation.”

“And you?”

She paused. Her thumb traced the armrest between us, a slow circuit that might have been unconscious. The scar at the base of her right ear caught the console light, pale tissue against rich brown fur.

“I am what holds them together.” Simple. True. Heavy with something she didn’t elaborate on.

“That sounds like more than a job title.”

“It is.” For a moment, something passed through her expression that was older than the conversation. Older than the war, maybe. She looked at the starfield through the forward viewport and I saw her reflection in the glass: composed, elegant, and carrying something heavy enough to bend the light around it. “On Velan, a matriarch is the center of a family group. A warren, we call it. She connects the members to each other and to their purpose. Without a matriarch, a warren fragments.”

“You lost yours.” I didn’t know why I said it. The scar, maybe. The weight in her eyes. The way she spoke about connection like someone describing something she’d held and put down.

Her ears went still. Not the controlled stillness I’d already learned to associate with her. A deeper stillness, the kind that comes from sudden, unexpected pain.

“That is perceptive,” she said quietly. “And accurate.” She turned from the viewport. The composure was back, seamless. “But that is not a story for tonight.”

“Three years on a station,” I said. “That’s a long time to wait.”

“It is.” Her hand rested on the armrest between us. Still. Controlled. “Three years is a long time to be separated from everything familiar. From our world, our customs, our people.” She let that sit. “We are eager to return home.”

I processed that. Three years. No males. Rhythms that don’t pause. The implications settled into place like puzzle pieces I hadn’t known I was assembling.

“I’ll get you there as fast as I can,” I said.

“I know you will.” Her nose twitched. Fully, visibly, a single flutter that she suppressed with what looked like twenty years of practice. She pretended it hadn’t happened with a composure so complete it was almost convincing. Almost.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“Perfectly.” She stood, adjusting her clothing. “You have capable hands, Dex. That’s reassuring.”

She left the cockpit. Her tail, a small brown fluff I’d barely noticed beneath her hem, didn’t move. Controlled. Everything about Damira was controlled.

I turned back to the console and keyed in the jump sequence. The drive coupling hummed through the deck plating as the FTL system began its pre-charge cycle, a deep vibration that I felt in my molars. Beautiful. The coupling efficiency on this unit was better than the Kingfisher deserved, salvaged from a decommissioned courier ship at Arcturus. I’d spent three days installing it and another two calibrating it by hand. The harmonics were perfect.

Outside, Bravo-9 shrank into the starfield. Navigation beacons dotted the void like breadcrumbs, each one a waypoint in the network that made FTL travel possible. We’d ride the beacon chain for sixty hours, then pop out near the Velan approach corridor. Standard. Thousands of ships made this kind of transit every cycle. Nothing to worry about.

The stabilizer readout caught my eye. Holding. The bypass cables I’d rigged were doing their job, but the margin was thin. A standard transit shouldn’t stress them. Shouldn’t.

I didn’t love “shouldn’t.”

Behind me, somewhere in the ship, Piri’s voice carried through the thin bulkhead with cheerful disregard for volume control.

“Veska, your nose is doing the thing again.”

“My nose is not doing a thing. Noses do not do things. They perform standard olfactory functions.”

“Your standard olfactory function is making your glasses fog up.”

A pause. The sound of glasses being cleaned. “That is atmospheric condensation resulting from the ship’s humidity differential.”

“Veska, we’re in a sealed vessel with climate control.”

Silence.

Kaida’s foot thumped somewhere below decks. Twice. Then stopped.

I set the jump timer, leaned back in my chair, and rubbed my face with both hands.

Three days. Sixty hours of FTL with four bunnygirl women in a ship where I could hear everything through the walls and apparently they could smell everything through the air.

The Kingfisher hummed around me. Stars blurred as the jump drive engaged. The familiar shudder of transitioning to FTL vibrated through the deck plating.

I checked the stabilizer readout. Holding. Barely.

In the doorway, a shadow moved. Piri, leaning against the cockpit entrance, those amber eyes catching the blue glow of the nav display. Her crop top had ridden up, exposing the full stretch of her golden midriff, freckles trailing down past her navel. She didn’t pull it down.

“You have nice hands,” she said. Her nose was going wild, rapid twitching that she made zero effort to control. Her ears spun forward, locked on me like targeting systems.

“Thanks,” I said.

“I mean it.” She tilted her head. The copper-gold bob shifted, catching light. “Pilot’s hands. Strong grip. Long fingers.” She demonstrated awareness of my anatomy that I hadn’t expected from a passenger I’d met twenty minutes ago. “I bet you’re good with them.”

“I fly ships.”

“I bet you do other things too.”

Her tail bobbed. Rapid. Her ears were still locked forward. Her nose hadn’t slowed down.

She knew things about me. Things my own body hadn’t bothered to inform my brain about yet. I could see it in the way her pupils had dilated, the way her eyes had gone dark at the edges.

She grinned. Turned. Walked back into the ship with a dancer’s bounce in her step, hips swaying beneath those tiny shorts, bare feet padding silently on the deck plating. At the corridor junction she paused, looked over her shoulder, and caught me watching. Her tail bobbed rapidly. Her ears locked forward one last time.

“The others know, by the way,” she said. “About your heartbeat. It just spiked. My nose is very good, but Veska’s is better, and Kaida’s ears can hear a pulse change at twenty meters.” She tilted her head, the copper-gold bob falling across one eye. “You’re broadcasting on all frequencies, pilot. Just so you know.”

She disappeared around the corner, humming.

I sat in the cockpit and stared at the stabilizer readout until my pulse came back to professional levels. Through the thin walls, I could hear Piri settling into her bunk, a boneless sprawl that suggested she’d already claimed it as territory. Veska’s data pads clicked in rhythmic sequence, typing something with the focused intensity of someone documenting a phenomenon in real time. Kaida was silent. But I could feel her silence, somehow. It had a texture to it, dense and watchful, cataloguing everything with military precision.

And beneath it all, the faint scent of cedar. Damira, in her bunk, already composing the space around her into something ordered and measured and still.

Somewhere behind the bulkhead, Piri started humming again. The melody drifted through the thin walls, sweet and unhurried.

Three days.


Chapter 2: Close Quarters

I woke up to the sound of someone in my shower.

Not someone. The shower shared a wall with my cabin. Thin wall. I could hear the water cycling through the reclamation system, the specific hiss of the pressure valve I’d been meaning to recalibrate, and humming.

Piri. I recognized the melody from last night.

I lay in my bunk and stared at the ceiling. The Kingfisher was forty-eight hours from the Velan system. FTL transit. Nothing to do but maintain heading, monitor systems, and try not to think about the fact that a naked bunnygirl was separated from me by two inches of bulkhead composite.

The humming stopped. Replaced by a different sound: rapid foot-thumping against the shower floor. Three beats, a pause, two more beats.

Then: “Oops.”

The shower valve squealed. Water cut off.

I rolled out of my bunk, pulled on cargo pants and a fitted undershirt, and headed for the galley before whatever had just happened in the shower became my problem.

The Kingfisher’s common area served triple duty as galley, dining area, and the only space on the ship where more than two people could stand without touching. A narrow counter with a heating unit. Four stools bolted to the floor. Storage lockers overhead. The lighting was warm and functional, casting everything in the amber glow of a ship that had been someone’s home for longer than most stations lasted.

Veska was already there.

She sat at the counter with three data pads arranged in a semicircle, platinum hair in a tight bun, cardigan buttoned to the collar. Her glasses reflected the blue glow of her screens. She held a ration bar in one hand, untouched, and appeared to be reading something with the concentration of a woman defusing a bomb.

Her nose twitched the moment I entered the galley. Rapid, involuntary, a twitch that started at the bridge and rippled outward. She didn’t look up.

“Good morning,” I said.

“The circadian rhythm adjustment for FTL transit requires approximately forty-three hours to stabilize. Your greeting, while socially appropriate, is temporally inaccurate. It is neither morning nor evening in any measurable sense.” She adjusted her glasses. They fogged. She cleaned them with a cloth she’d apparently designated for this specific purpose. “Good morning.”

I reached past her for the heating unit. My forearm brushed her shoulder. Her nose went into overdrive, twitching so fast it vibrated. A blush crawled up from her collarbone, spreading across porcelain skin like a slow tide of pink.

She adjusted her glasses again. Still clean. Force of habit.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“Caffeine accelerates our neurological responses in ways that are scientifically interesting and practically inconvenient.” She paused. “Yes, please.”

I made two cups of the synthetic stuff that passed for coffee on long hauls. Bitter, dark, and possessing roughly the chemical composition of engine degreaser. Veska took hers without looking at me, which gave me a full view of her profile. The oversized cardigan hid her upper body, but from the waist down, those form-fitting pants traced every curve. Wide hips. Thick thighs pressed together on the stool. The contrast between the conservative top and the sculpted lower half made my brain stutter.

Her lop ears drooped alongside her face, white and silky, twitching at the tips. They moved when she was thinking. When she caught me looking at them, they dipped lower.

“The thermal output of this beverage unit,” she said to her data pad, “is within acceptable parameters for human-standard preparation.”

I sat down across from her. “You always this formal before coffee?”

“Formality is a linguistic structure that provides predictable social outcomes regardless of the relative consciousness state of the participants.” She took a sip. Her lop ears twitched upward a fraction. “This is acceptable.”

“High praise.”

Her glasses fogged. She peered over the top of them instead of cleaning them, which gave me a clear view of her pale blue eyes for half a second before she pushed them back into place.

Kaida arrived with the precision of someone who’d been awake for hours. She entered the galley in full combat gear: tight pants, training wraps on her forearms, knife sheaths on her thighs. Her black hair was pulled back tight enough to qualify as structural engineering. Golden-amber eyes swept the space, catalogued exits, assessed threats (me, apparently), and settled on the counter.

She sat three stools down from Veska. Maximum available distance in a galley that was twelve feet wide. Her leather folio sat on the counter beside her, open to a page of tight notations in a script I couldn’t read.

Her foot thumped against the stool’s base. Once. She crossed her ankles.

“Pilot,” she said.

“Dex,” I corrected.

“Pilot.” She selected a ration bar, examined it with the intensity of someone checking ordnance, and ate it in four precise bites. Silent. Efficient. Military to the teeth.

Her nose twitched. She filed it somewhere behind those eyes and pretended it hadn’t happened.

Piri arrived last, which made sense because she’d apparently been converting my shower into a performance venue. She padded in barefoot, golden toenails bright against the deck plating, wearing the crop top from yesterday and a pair of shorts that might have been shorter than yesterday’s. Might have been the same ones. Hard to tell when the total fabric involved could fit in my palm.

Her hair was damp, the copper-gold bob darkened and dripping onto her shoulders. Freckles scattered across bare, sun-kissed skin from her neck to where the crop top began its brave effort at coverage. Her nipples pressed through the thin fabric, hard from the temperature shift between shower and galley. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Given what I was learning about Piri, she absolutely noticed and absolutely didn’t care. She might have even chosen the thinnest top she owned for this specific effect. Hard to tell when her wardrobe appeared to consist exclusively of the thinnest tops she owned.

Her golden skin was flushed from the shower’s heat, the freckles across her shoulders standing out darker than usual. Damp copper-gold strands clung to her neck. She smelled like the ship’s standard soap overlaid with wildflower honey, and when she entered the galley, Veska’s nose twitched so hard her data pads rattled on the counter.

“Good morning, everyone!” She hopped up onto the counter next to the heating unit. Not onto a stool. Onto the counter. She sat cross-legged on the surface, bare feet tucked under dancer’s legs, which put her at eye level and gave everyone in the galley a view of exactly how little those shorts covered. “Dex is here! You probably already smelled that.”

Three noses twitched simultaneously. Veska’s glasses fogged. Kaida’s foot thumped. From somewhere behind the bulkhead, I heard Damira clear her throat with a precision so pointed it was practically visible.

“The olfactory capabilities of our species,” Veska began, adjusting her glasses, “while notably acute, do not constitute a directional tracking system in the manner you are implying.”

“I wasn’t implying.” Piri’s ears spun forward, locked on Veska. Her tail bobbed against the counter. “I was stating. He smells like warm engine oil and something underneath that I’ve never smelled on anyone before. You’ve been cataloguing it since he walked in. Your nose is doing the thing.”

“My nose is not doing a thing.”

“It’s doing two things. The long twitch is baseline scent-reading. The fast flutter means you’ve picked up something specific.” Piri tilted her head, ears rotating. “Something that’s making your cardigan buttons work very hard.”

Veska’s blush went from pink to crimson. She looked down at her cardigan. A button was indeed gapping between the third and fourth fastening, revealing a strip of pale lace underneath. She clutched the data pad to her chest.

“Barometric pressure differential,” she said.

“Veska.” Piri’s voice dropped to something almost gentle, which made it worse. “We’re on a climate-controlled ship.”

Silence. The kind that has weight.

Kaida’s foot thumped three times in rapid succession. She grabbed it with one hand and squeezed. “Could we discuss something other than scent profiles?”

“Sure.” Piri turned to her, ears spinning. “Why is your foot thumping?”

“Proximity response.” Kaida’s jaw tightened. “Non-diagnostic.”

“Proximity to what?”

Kaida’s eyes locked onto Piri with murder in them. Piri grinned.

I poured myself more coffee and decided that staying quiet was the only intelligent play. Three bunnygirl women in a twelve-foot galley, and every single one of their noses was twitching at me like I was broadcasting on a frequency I couldn’t hear. Which, apparently, I was.

Damira entered the galley and the entire dynamic shifted. Not dramatically. Subtly. The way a room adjusts when someone with actual authority walks in.

She wore an elegant robe over what I assumed was her version of sleepwear, belted at the waist, flowing fabric that hinted at the hourglass figure beneath without revealing it. Her chestnut hair was down, waves cascading past her shoulders, and the effect was startling. Less matriarch. More woman. Silver threads caught the galley light.

She crossed to the heating unit with an unhurried stride that made the galley feel like it was making room for her. The way she moved in the robe was different from her formal clothes: the fabric shifted with her hips in a way the structured garments hadn’t allowed, and for a moment the hourglass silhouette beneath the layers was more shape than suggestion. Full hips. Slim waist. The heavy sway of D-cups that had decades of weight to them.

She poured herself something that might have been tea, mixed from sachets she’d brought from the station. The scent was warm and complex, cedar and herbs. She turned to face the room. Her deep amber eyes passed over each of them, then me. The inspection lasted about two seconds and conveyed roughly the same amount of information as a comprehensive medical exam.

“Piri,” she said. “Counter is for food.”

Piri dropped to a stool with the boneless grace of someone who’d been asked to get off of things before. Her tail bobbed once, then wrapped around the stool leg. Possessive of the furniture, apparently.

“Kaida. Knives at the table?”

Kaida looked down at her thigh sheaths. Looked at Damira. Something silent passed between them. Kaida didn’t remove the knives, but her posture shifted half a degree from “combat ready” to “tolerating civilians.”

“Veska. Eat your ration bar.”

Veska looked at the untouched bar in her hand. Took a bite. Chewed with scholarly precision.

Damira settled onto the remaining stool between Veska and me. Close enough that I caught her scent again: cedar, parchment, and that complex warmth underneath. Her nose twitched once. She suppressed it the same way she had yesterday, with a discipline so complete it practically announced what she was hiding.

“Your rations are well-stocked,” she said, as if my synthetic coffee and compressed protein bars constituted a compliment-worthy pantry. “Thank you.”

“Standard supplies for a five-person trip,” I said. “Three weeks’ worth, but we’ll only need three days.”

“Three days.” She held her cup in both hands. Elegant fingers. “Tell me about the route.”

I pulled up the nav display on the galley’s small wall screen. The jump trajectory glowed blue against the star chart. “Standard relay jump through Beacon 7-Alpha. Sixty-hour transit. Exit near the Velan approach corridor. Twelve hours of sublight to orbit. Your homeworld’s traffic control handles final approach and landing clearance.”

“Straightforward,” Damira said.

“It should be.”

Kaida’s ears angled forward. “Should be.”

“Standard route,” I said. “Thousands of transits per cycle. Nothing unusual.”

Kaida’s foot thumped. She didn’t grab it this time. “I don’t like should be.”

“Neither do I, usually. But the math is clean. I checked it twice.”

“Three times would be appropriate.”

I looked at her. Those golden-amber eyes held mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with navigation math and everything to do with assessment. She was evaluating me. Constantly. Running me through some internal matrix of worthiness that I was probably failing on every metric she cared about.

Her foot thumped again. She crossed her legs, clamping down on the offending limb with the other ankle.

“Involuntary neurological event,” she muttered. “Irrelevant.”

Piri’s ears spun toward Kaida, then back to me, then toward Veska. Something passed between the three of them in a series of rapid nose twitches that I was entirely excluded from. A conversation conducted in scent-signals that happened right in front of me and left me as informed as a piece of furniture.

I decided to learn about my passengers.

“So,” I said, addressing the galley generally. “Veska. You’re a biologist?”

Veska looked up from her data pad with the startled expression of someone who’d been caught. “Xenobiologist. Species interaction patterns, biological compatibility frameworks, environmental adaptation studies.” She pushed her glasses up. “My work on the station focused primarily on theoretical modeling of cross-species reproductive, that is, reproductive.” She stopped. Cleaned her glasses. “Biological compatibility. In general terms.”

“Reproductive compatibility?” I asked.

Her glasses went completely opaque. She removed them, cleaned them, and replaced them with hands that weren’t quite steady.

“In general terms,” she repeated. “As a theoretical framework. Not as a, not specifically. The barometric pressure on this vessel is notably variable.”

“Ship controls the humidity, Veska,” Piri said from behind her ration bar.

“Then it’s controlling it poorly.” Veska’s lop ears had perked up halfway, trembling at the tips. She seemed unaware of this. Her nose twitched furiously. She also seemed unaware of this. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to recalibrate my data collection parameters.” She gathered her data pads and retreated toward the med bay, taking her blush, her fogging glasses, and her wildly twitching nose with her.

The galley got quieter.

“What about you?” I nodded at Kaida. “Combat escort. What branch?”

“That information is operationally classified.”

“We’re on a transport ship. What operation?”

Her jaw worked. “Seventh Forward Engagement Unit. Offensive insertion and extraction. I was reassigned to civilian protection when the evacuation order came.”

“Against your will.”

Her gaze sharpened. “I’m a soldier. We follow orders.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Something flickered in her expression. Surprise, maybe. That I’d read between the lines. Her ears angled forward, then caught themselves and went back to neutral. Her tail, the small black fluff, twitched sideways. Irritated.

“The correct assignment was the front line,” she said, each word carved from something harder than the hull. “I was placed on transport duty. My unit remained in combat. Several of my mate-candidates were among them.” She paused. “The ceasefire list has not been released.”

Meaning she didn’t know who was alive.

The silence that followed was a different texture than the ones before. Piri’s ears had stopped spinning. Damira’s cup paused halfway to her lips. Even Veska, wherever she was in the med bay, had stopped clicking.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Her foot thumped. Hard. She grabbed it. “The mission is to deliver us home. Sentiment is unnecessary.”

“It’s not sentiment. It’s acknowledgment.”

Her ears twitched. Both of them, simultaneously, a mirror-image flutter that I hadn’t seen before. Not assessment. Not combat. Gratitude, maybe, or the raw ache of someone who’d been carrying grief alone and had it acknowledged for the first time. She looked at me for a beat longer than her usual evaluation, and in that beat, her eyes showed something underneath the soldier’s mask. Not softness. Not vulnerability. Just the acknowledgment that someone had seen past the armor and she hadn’t killed them for it.

Then the moment closed. Her ears went sharp again. Her jaw set.

Piri filled the silence by draping herself across the counter on her stomach, chin in her hands, ears spinning, bare legs kicked up behind her. The position put her compact ass on full display, those tiny shorts riding up to the point of theoretical existence. She caught me looking and her tail bobbed rapidly.

“I was a performance artist,” she said, before I’d asked. “Kinetic expression. Body as medium. We did shows, group pieces, solos. I was good.” Not bragging. Stating fact. “Three years on a relay station with no stage, no audience, no space. Nothing to perform for.” She wrinkled her nose, which was still twitching. “I’m doing better now.”

“Because you’re heading home?”

“Because there’s something to look at.” Her amber eyes held mine. Direct. No filter. “Something interesting. Something that smells like nothing I’ve ever smelled before.” She tilted her head. “Do you know what you smell like to us?”

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

“You smell like a species we’ve never encountered. Our noses fire conflicting signals. One part says caution, unfamiliar, potential danger. Another part says.” She paused, and for the first time since I’d met her, something almost serious crossed her face. “Come closer.”

Her ears had gone still. Pointed forward. Fixed.

“Both signals at the same time,” she said. “All the time. Since you walked up to the docking bay.” She grinned, and the seriousness dissolved into mischief. “It’s very distracting. Veska’s been composing a research paper about it since you boarded. She’s filed it under ‘environmental interference.’”

“Everyone keeps saying that word.”

“It means we don’t know what to do with the data.” Piri propped her chin on her fists. “I have some ideas, though.”

Damira’s hand settled on Piri’s ankle. Gentle. Anchoring. The universal gesture again. “Piri.”

“I’m being informative.”

“You’re being Piri.”

“Same thing.” But she eased off the counter and onto a stool, tucking her bare feet under her. Her ears kept spinning, but slower. Her tail wrapped around the stool leg again.

I cleared the ration containers and cleaned the galley surfaces. My hands needed something to do. They always did. Adjusting, tightening, wiping, checking. Pilot’s hands. Idle hands were enemy hands, my mother used to say. She’d worked station maintenance until her knuckles were calloused white. I’d inherited her hands and her restlessness and the inability to sit in a room without fixing something.

The galley needed fixing. Not mechanically. Just the accumulated disorder of five people eating in a space designed for one. Crumbs. Spilled synthetic coffee. A ration wrapper that had drifted under the counter. I worked through the cleanup with the same systematic approach I brought to engine maintenance. From the counter, I felt four sets of eyes on my back, four noses processing whatever my body chemistry was broadcasting while I bent and reached and wiped surfaces clean.

I was reaching for the overhead storage locker when my shirt rode up. Standard motion. Two inches of lower abdomen exposed. Nothing worth noting.

I felt the attention shift before I saw it. Piri’s ears locked forward. Veska, passing through the galley on her way back from the med bay, walked into the doorframe. Kaida’s foot erupted into a staccato burst of thumping that she smothered by sitting on it.

I pulled my shirt down.

“The ambient thermal gradient on this vessel,” Veska said to the doorframe she’d just hit, “is extraordinarily disorienting.”

She retreated. Her lop ears were halfway up and trembling.

Damira sipped her tea and said absolutely nothing. Her composure was a fortress. But I noticed her thumb pressed against the cup’s handle with enough force to whiten the nail.

After the meal, I went to the cockpit to run system checks. Standard protocol for FTL transit: monitor drive output, verify nav trajectory, check stabilizer integrity, review hull stress patterns. The routines cycled under practiced fingers. The familiar rhythm settled me. This was my world. Switches, readouts, the language of a ship talking to its pilot through data streams and vibration patterns.

The stabilizer readout held steady. Barely. The bypass cables I’d rigged were doing their job, but the margin was thin. Every long-haul pilot knows the feeling: your ship is talking to you, and what it’s saying is I’ll hold, but don’t ask me any hard questions.

Mid-afternoon, or what passed for it in FTL’s timeless blur, I found all four of them in the common area. Piri perched on the counter again, despite Damira’s earlier directive. Kaida leaned against the far wall with her arms crossed. Damira sat at the counter with her tea. And Veska stood in front of the wall screen, which she’d connected to one of her data pads. A diagram of bunnygirl anatomy was displayed, showing ear structures, nasal passages, and neurological pathways.

She’d set up a lecture.

“I thought it might be useful,” she said when I entered, adjusting her glasses with the determined air of someone who’d found a way to be useful and was committed to it. “For the duration of our transit. Cross-species understanding reduces interpersonal friction.”

“Or increases it,” Piri offered from the counter.

Veska ignored her. “Velan auditory and olfactory capabilities exceed human-standard by a factor of three to five, depending on the individual.” She indicated the ear diagram. “Our ears serve as primary emotional indicators. Position, rotation, and tension reflect internal states the individual may or may not be consciously aware of broadcasting.”

“Veska’s are broadcasting right now,” Piri said. “They’re at the halfway mark.”

“That is focused engagement,” Veska said crisply. “Continuing. Tail behavior provides secondary emotional data. Rapid bobbing indicates excitement or arousal. Sideways flick indicates irritation. Wrapping toward someone indicates possessive attachment or contentment.”

I was taking mental notes. The ears I’d already been trying to read. The tails I’d noticed but hadn’t decoded. The nose-twitching I’d observed but hadn’t understood.

“And the foot-thumping?” I asked.

Kaida’s foot thumped once against the deck. She looked down at it with murder in her eyes.

“Involuntary neurological response to strong emotional stimuli,” Veska said. “Each individual’s relationship with the response varies. Some embrace it. Others find it.” She glanced at Kaida. “Diagnostically inconvenient.”

“Inconclusive,” Kaida corrected through her teeth.

“The nose-twitching reflects olfactory processing speed,” Veska continued, turning back to her diagram with scholarly determination. “Processing accelerates during emotional engagement, threat assessment, or.” She paused. Adjusted her glasses. “Or reproductive response.”

The galley went quiet.

“What about breeding cycles?” I asked.

Veska’s glasses fogged so completely and so instantaneously that it looked like someone had thrown a smoke bomb at her face. She removed them, cleaned them with her cloth, replaced them. They immediately re-fogged. She cleaned them again. Her lop ears had shot to their halfway position and were trembling visibly. A crimson blush rolled from her collarbone upward like a rising tide.

“Breeding cycles are a physiologically regulated fertility pattern that occurs on a recurring basis and is characterized by elevated hormonal output, increased thermal signature, heightened sensory sensitivity, and a biologically driven reproductive imperative that is.” She stopped. Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. “That is intensified by prolonged separation from.” She looked at the ceiling. At the floor. At her data pad. At anything that was not me. “From male presence.”

Her nose was twitching so fast it blurred. Her blush had reached her hairline.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, her voice climbing an octave, “I need to verify some. Data. Points.” She gathered her data pads to her chest, turned on her heel, and retreated toward the med bay at a pace that was one step short of fleeing.

She left her diagram on the screen. It displayed a neural pathway labeled “REPRODUCTIVE RESPONSE CASCADE” in bold scientific notation.

Piri watched her go, then turned to me. She was hanging upside down from her bunk now, copper-gold bob dangling, amber eyes bright, bare legs kicked up against the wall behind her.

“She’s right about all of it,” Piri said. “The cycles are real, they’re biological, and they didn’t stop just because the males went to war. Three years on a station. No males. Cycles got worse.” She tilted her head upside down, ears hanging like golden curtains. “Just so you know.”

Damira’s tea cup settled onto the counter with precisely controlled force. “Piri.”

“What? He should know. If his scent is going to set off every biological system on this ship, he deserves to understand what’s happening.” She rolled upright and sat cross-legged, her tone dropping into something more serious than her usual register. “We’re not going to jump on you, Dex. But you should know that our bodies are having a conversation about you that we can’t always control.” She looked at her toes. Wiggled them. “Better to understand than to be surprised.”

From the med bay, I heard the rapid click of Veska’s data pad. Whatever she was recording, she was typing at panic speed.

I stared at the stabilizer readout and processed everything I’d just learned.

Kaida’s shadow fell across the cockpit doorway an hour later. She stood there for long enough that I turned around.

“Something you need?”

She examined the cockpit like she was memorizing it. Her golden eyes tracked across the console, the displays, the pilot’s seat, the co-pilot’s seat, the manual backup controls, the emergency override panel. Threat assessment. She was mentally mapping the ship’s nervous system.

“Your defensive capabilities,” she said.

“Basic point-defense array. Transport-class. It shoots things that are about to hit us. That’s about it.”

“Weapons?”

“It’s a transport ship.”

“Armor?”

“Standard hull composite. Designed to resist micro-meteorite impacts and mild insults.”

Her ears angled forward. “You fly an unarmed vessel through charted space with no defensive upgrades and you’re transporting four passengers.”

“I fly fast and I fly careful. Haven’t been hit yet.”

“Yet.” She stepped into the cockpit. Her presence filled the small space differently than Damira’s had. Less warm. More electric. Like sitting next to a reactor that might go critical. “Show me the emergency procedures.”

I walked her through them. Depressurization protocol. Fire suppression. Drive failure. Nav system backup. Emergency beacon. Escape pod status (one pod, fits three, and I’d never tested the seal because I couldn’t afford to replace the sealing compound).

She absorbed everything with military precision. Asked questions that were sharp and specific: response time on the fire suppression, pressure differential on the escape pod seal, whether the emergency beacon used independent power or drew from main cells. Good questions. The questions of someone who’d been in situations where knowing the difference between backup and primary power was the difference between getting found and not.

When I showed her the manual override for the docking clamps, I had to lean across her to reach the lever. My arm crossed in front of her, close enough that I caught her scent: steel and leather and clean sweat, the mineral sharpness of a body that had been training since before dawn. Her nose twitched. A single, sharp flutter that she controlled by going very still.

My hand found the lever. Her hand was already on it. Her fingers were strong, callused in different places than mine. Combat calluses versus tool calluses. For a moment we were both gripping the same lever, and the cockpit felt very small.

Her foot thumped against the deck plating. Once. Hard enough to vibrate the console.

She pulled her hand back. Grabbed the offending foot.

“Proximity response,” she said through her teeth.

“Non-diagnostic?” I offered.

Her eyes snapped to mine. For a moment, the hostility faded, replaced by what looked almost like the beginning of respect, or at least the grudging acknowledgment that I might be worth evaluating on revised metrics.

“Non-diagnostic,” she confirmed. And left.

Her combat boots retreated down the corridor with measured, precise steps. I sat in the cockpit and listened to her go. At the corridor junction, her footsteps paused. I heard a single foot-thump, muffled, like she’d caught it before it reached full force. Then the click of a knife sheath being adjusted on a thigh strap. Then silence. The particular silence of a warrior standing in a corridor, processing information she hadn’t asked to receive.

She moved on. The sound of her bunk partition sliding shut. And then nothing. The dense, controlled quiet that was Kaida’s signature.

I rubbed my face with both hands. My forearms still smelled faintly of her. Steel and leather. The scent of someone who’d been forged by something harder than a docking bay and polished by combat into a blade that was beautiful the way blades were beautiful: sharp, functional, and dangerous to hold.

I was going to be very careful with that one.

Night cycle. The Kingfisher’s lights dimmed to a warm amber that approximated planetary dusk. I sat in the cockpit with the star-streaked view of FTL transit painting the forward viewport in blues and whites. Running final checks. Listening to the ship breathe.

The day had been an education. I’d learned that bunnygirl ears moved independently and constantly, that their tails had vocabularies more nuanced than some people’s speech, that their noses processed emotional chemistry with a resolution that made medical scanners look crude, and that their feet had opinions their brains hadn’t authorized for public release.

I’d also learned that my mere presence was doing things to their biology that none of them were entirely comfortable with and one of them was entirely too comfortable with. The Kingfisher’s recycled air carried my scent to every corner of the ship, and according to the impromptu biology lecture, that scent was setting off conflicting instinctual responses in all four of them: danger and desire, caution and compulsion, simultaneous and unrelenting.

I ran my hand through my hair and thought about what Piri had said. Their bodies were having a conversation about me. Every breath they took included information about my state: calm, stressed, tired, aroused. They knew things about my chemistry that I couldn’t access myself. There was no privacy in that equation. Not for them, not for me.

Two more days.

Through the thin bulkheads, I heard them.

Four women breathing. Settling. The small sounds of bodies finding comfort in bunks designed for human proportions that apparently didn’t account for the extra ear height or the way a tail needed room to not get pinned. Piri had solved the ear problem by sleeping face-down with her ears draped over the pillow’s edge. I could hear the soft rustle of fur against the thin sheets. Kaida had solved it by not sleeping, or at least not admitting she was sleeping. I could feel her alertness through the wall like a static charge.

Veska had been arranging and rearranging her data pads for ten minutes, the soft clicks and repositionings of someone building a fortress out of information because the alternative was lying in the dark with her thoughts and her nose and the persistent scent of a human male seeping through every ventilation duct on the ship.

Piri humming softly. A melody that rose and fell like a lullaby designed for someone who wasn’t her. Something from Velan, maybe. A sound from a world she hadn’t seen in three years and was trying to carry home in her throat.

Veska’s data pad clicking as she typed. Whatever she was recording, she’d been at it for twenty minutes straight. The clicking was precise and relentless.

Kaida, silent. The kind of silence that was itself a sound, the absence of noise from someone whose body wanted to make a very specific kind of noise and was being prevented through sheer force of will.

And Damira. A single sigh, so quiet I almost missed it. The sound of someone who’d been holding composure for a very long time and allowed herself exactly one breath of something else before closing the door again.

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the stars.

Three days. Sixty hours. Four bunnygirl women with ears that broadcast their feelings, noses that could read mine, tails that moved with minds of their own, and feet that thumped against bulkheads with the persistence of a confession no one was willing to make.

One shower. One galley. Walls thinner than the arguments I was already having with my own pulse.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

From behind the bulkhead, Piri’s voice carried through the composite like it was tissue paper.

“Veska, what are you writing?”

“Field observations regarding cabin humidity variance during FTL transit.”

“Is that why your nose has been twitching for twenty minutes?”

“My nose is performing standard olfactory cataloguing.”

“You’re cataloguing him.”

A long, loaded silence.

“The human male’s atmospheric contribution to the vessel’s scent profile is a legitimate research variable.” A pause. “Go to sleep, Piri.”

“Your ears are twitching.”

“They are not.”

“They’re doing the halfway thing. When they go halfway up, it means you’re thinking about.”

“Good night, Piri.”

“Good night, Veska. Sweet dreams about atmospheric conditions.”

Something thumped against the bulkhead. Either Veska had thrown a pillow or her foot had made a statement her mouth wouldn’t.

I rolled over in my bunk, pulled the thin blanket over my head, and accepted that this was going to be the longest three-day haul of my career.

The stabilizer readout pulsed on my bedside monitor. Holding. The bypass cables were doing their job. The nav trajectory was clean. The drive coupling hummed at its beautiful frequency, the one good piece of engineering on a ship that ran on stubbornness as much as fuel.

Forty-six hours to Velan. Then they’d be home, and I’d have six thousand credits and a ship that smelled like honey, old books, steel, and cedar. The scents would fade. The ventilation system would cycle them out within a day or two. The ship would smell like me again. Just me. Solo pilot. Solo everything.

I stared at the ceiling and waited for that thought to feel like relief.

It didn’t.


Chapter 3: Punch Through

The nav alert woke me from the first decent sleep I’d managed since boarding.

Three sharp tones. Ascending pitch. The kind of sound the Kingfisher made when the navigation computer found something in its path that wasn’t supposed to be there.

I was in the cockpit in four seconds. Bare feet, undershirt, cargo pants I’d pulled on while running. My hands hit the console before my brain finished catching up. The star-streaked blur of FTL transit filled the viewport, but the nav display told a different story.

A spatial rift. Directly in our jump path. Approximately fourteen minutes ahead at current velocity.

I’d seen rifts before. On charts. In training simulations. In bar stories from pilots who’d encountered them and had the engine burns to prove it. They were rare. Random. A fold in the fabric of space that appeared and disappeared on no schedule anyone had ever mapped. Most of the time, they were small enough that a ship’s shielding handled the transit without issue.

This one wasn’t small.

The nav computer painted it across my display in angry red. A tear in the jump corridor that stretched wider than my scanner could fully resolve. The rift’s gravity signature pulled at the edges of my trajectory like a current trying to drag me sideways.

Twelve minutes.

I started running calculations. Two options formed with the cold clarity that came from training and the hot knot in my stomach that came from having four passengers.

Option one: emergency brake. Kill the jump drive, drop to sublight, wait for the rift to close or find a way around it. The math was ugly. Emergency braking at this velocity would drain the drive cells to critical. We’d be drifting on sublight for weeks, maybe months, before finding a beacon to re-enter FTL. Food for three weeks. Five people.

Option two: punch through. Maintain velocity, hit the rift at full FTL, and come out the other side. If the rift was a standard spatial fold, the transit would be violent but survivable. If it wasn’t standard, we’d be scattered across several dimensions in pieces too small to identify.

Ten minutes.

“Dex?”

Damira stood in the cockpit doorway. She’d come from her bunk in what she’d been sleeping in: an elegant shift that covered her from shoulder to knee but left her arms bare. Warm tan skin, scars on her forearms I hadn’t seen before. Her chestnut hair was loose, waves falling across her shoulders. Without the formal layers, her hourglass figure was less suggested and more declared: full breasts straining the shift’s neckline, slim waist, wide hips.

She read the console over my shoulder and didn’t flinch. “Spatial rift.”

“Yeah. Fourteen minutes. Twelve now.”

“Options?”

“Brake and drift for months. Or punch through.”

She moved to the co-pilot’s seat and sat. No questions about which was safer. She’d assessed the situation in the time it took me to explain it. Her ears barely tilted, the red light of the nav alert catching the pale tissue at their base.

“What do you recommend?”

“Punching through.” I kept my hands on the console. Steady. The stillness that came before critical decisions. “Braking means starvation math. Punching through means risk, but we have velocity and shielding. The odds are better on the other side of the rift than floating in the middle of nowhere with empty ration stores.”

“Agreed.” Simple. Immediate. She trusted my assessment, or she’d reached the same conclusion independently. “Wake the others or not?”

“They should know.”

She nodded and left. I heard her voice in the corridor, calm and steady. Low. Even. Clear. No room for misinterpretation. She’d delivered bad news before and would deliver it again.

From the bunks, the sounds of waking: Piri’s confused hum cutting off mid-note. The click of Veska’s data pads being gathered. The swift, precise motion of Kaida going from horizontal to combat-ready in the time it took most people to find their shoes.

Eight minutes. I ran the shielding calculations again. The Kingfisher’s shields were transport-grade: designed for dust, micro-debris, the occasional wayward cargo pod. They weren’t designed for spatial rifts. Nothing was designed for spatial rifts. You either avoided them or you went through them and found out what happened on the other side.

The bypass cables on the stabilizer showed green on the diagnostic. Barely green. The shade of green that was one hard vibration from amber. If the rift transit generated severe harmonic stress, the stabilizer would be the first thing to go.

I ran the numbers on what happened if we lost stabilizer control during a rift transit and decided the numbers were not helpful.

Seven minutes.

They arrived in stages.

Piri first, because Piri was always first. She appeared in the cockpit doorway in her crop top and shorts, barefoot, amber eyes wide. For the first time since I’d met her, she wasn’t grinning. Her ears were upright but pressed slightly back. Alert. Wary. The honey-gold fur along their length was raised.

Her nose twitched rapidly. Reading the room. Reading me. Whatever she found didn’t make her relax.

“That doesn’t look good,” she said, looking at the display.

“It’s not great.”

She didn’t ask for details. She looked at me, at my hands on the console, at the steadiness there, and her ears eased forward half an inch. She moved to the back of the cockpit and crouched against the wall, bare feet flat on the deck, dancer’s legs coiled. Ready for impact.

Veska arrived carrying a data pad. Of course she was carrying a data pad. Her platinum hair was down, a long silky curtain framing a face that was trying very hard to be analytical about the angry red display on the nav console. She wore her cardigan over sleep clothes, buttoned wrong, the second button in the third hole. Beneath it, her form-fitting sleep pants hugged every curve of her lower body: wide hips, thick thighs, the outline of her spectacular ass clear in profile as she turned to study the display.

Her lop ears drooped low. Anxious. Her glasses reflected red.

“Spatial rifts in active jump corridors have a documented survival rate of sixty-seven percent for vessels maintaining FTL velocity during transit,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her hands were not. The data pad trembled. “The primary risk factors are drive coupling failure and structural resonance cascade.”

“Thank you, Veska.”

“That was intended to be reassuring.”

“I know.”

Five minutes.

Kaida came through the door like she’d been fired from a cannon. Full combat gear. She’d dressed in the time it took the others to walk fifteen feet. Knives strapped. Hair tied. Black ears sharp and forward, angled at the display with the focused aggression of someone who’d found the enemy and wanted to stab it.

“Status,” she said.

“Spatial rift. Four minutes. We’re punching through.”

“Correct decision.” She said it immediately, without calculation. Then her jaw tightened, like the agreement had surprised her. She’d agreed with my tactical assessment. Agreed. Without argument, without counter-proposal, without the dismissive edge she applied to everything else I said. Her golden-amber eyes held something that wasn’t assessment or hostility. Alignment.

Then the moment passed and she moved. She positioned herself in the cockpit doorway, braced between the frames, one hand on each side. Blocking the corridor. Her body formed a barrier between the cockpit and the rest of the ship. Combat boots planted. Powerful thighs locked. Her combat top pulled across her shoulders as she spread her arms, and the scars on her forearms caught the red light from the nav alert.

I realized she’d placed herself to absorb the impact from behind. If anything came loose in the common area during transit, it would hit her before it hit us. She’d placed herself as a shield without being asked. Without hesitation. The same reflex that had probably kept civilians alive during the evacuation of her homeworld.

Her foot thumped once against the deck. She didn’t grab it.

Three minutes.

Damira settled into the co-pilot’s seat and fastened the harness. She did it with the practiced ease of someone who’d been through worse. Her hands rested on the armrests, fingers spread. Calm. Her brown ears barely tilted forward.

“Everyone hold on to something solid,” I said.

“I’m holding onto a data pad and an assessment of survival probability,” Veska said from behind me. “Neither qualifies as solid.”

“Then hold onto something else.”

“Such as?”

Piri grabbed Veska’s free hand. Veska’s glasses fogged. She didn’t let go.

Two minutes.

I made the final calculations. Adjusted the shield harmonics to maximum dispersal. Rerouted reserve power from the environmental systems to structural integrity. The Kingfisher’s lights dimmed as her power shifted priorities.

The rift filled the forward viewport now. Not visible in normal space, but the nav display painted it as a wall of distortion that bent the stars around its edges. A wound in the fabric of transit space, pulling and twisting the light into patterns that shouldn’t exist.

One minute.

“Brace,” I said.

My hands went still on the controls. That moment. The one where everything narrows to the point of decision and the noise drops away. My mother would have called it the mechanic’s prayer: trust the work, trust the machine, trust the hands that built it.

The rift hit us.

Or we hit it. The distinction was academic.

The Kingfisher screamed. Metal stress harmonics climbed through the hull in a pitch that vibrated my teeth and made every bunnygirl ear in the cockpit slam flat against skulls. The sound was beyond what their enhanced hearing was designed to process. Piri made a sound that was half yelp, half gasp, and buried her ears against her knees.

The viewport went white, then prismatic, colors I didn’t have names for fracturing across the forward glass. The deck heaved. I was thrown against my harness, the straps cutting into my shoulders, my hands locked on the controls with the grip strength that came from ten years of flying ships that didn’t want to be flown.

The nav display went chaotic: numbers scrolling too fast to read, error codes cascading across every screen. The Kingfisher was trying to process what was happening to her and failing. I felt the ship through the flight stick the way I always felt her: the vibrations, the harmonics, the conversation between a machine and the person who knew her. She was scared. If ships could be scared, the Kingfisher was terrified.

I held the stick with both hands and flew by feel. The instruments were garbage. The viewport showed nothing that made sense. All I had was the vibration through the deck plating, the pitch of the hull stress, and the instinct that ten years of flying had carved into my nervous system.

The stabilizer failed.

I felt it go. The specific shudder that meant the bypass cables had finally answered the hard question I’d been asking them not to think about. The ship yawed violently to port, and the artificial gravity stuttered.

Veska tumbled. I caught her with my left hand, grabbing her forearm as she slid past the cockpit entrance, her data pad clattering across the deck. My right hand held the flight stick, compensating for the yaw. One hand on her. One hand on the ship. Both locked with pilot’s grip.

Her lop ears were flat against her skull. Her eyes, wide and pale blue behind glasses that had gone completely opaque with fog, locked onto my face. Her nose twitched so fast it blurred.

I hauled her toward the console. “Grab the seat base.”

She grabbed it. Her fingers dug into the metal with a strength I hadn’t expected from a biologist. She held.

In the doorway, Kaida had braced against the impact exactly as she’d positioned herself. One arm locked around the door frame. The other arm stretched behind her, and I saw why: Piri was tucked against Kaida’s back, the warrior’s body between the smaller girl and the corridor’s debris. Kaida hadn’t thought about it. Reflex. Protective reflex from a soldier who put bodies between danger and civilians without conscious decision.

Piri’s ears were flat. Her tail was tucked tight. But her eyes were open, watching everything. She wasn’t screaming. Wasn’t panicking. She was observing, the way a prey animal observed a predator: total attention, total stillness, waiting to see which way to run.

Kaida’s ears were flat too, but differently. Combat-flat. The aggression of someone who’d identified the threat and was furious that she couldn’t stab it. She held her position in the doorway with a grip that was turning her knuckles white against the frame, her powerful thighs braced, her combat boots locked against the deck plating.

The rift transit lasted seven seconds. It felt like seven hours.

In the second second, the gravity inverted. For a heartbeat I was falling upward, the harness the only thing keeping me in the seat, and I heard Piri yelp. In the third second, every display on the console went dark simultaneously, and for one terrible moment I was flying blind through a hole in reality with nothing but the vibration through the flight stick telling me which direction was forward. In the fourth second, the gravity came back wrong, pressing sideways, and I heard Kaida grunt with the effort of holding her position in the doorframe.

By the fifth second, I’d stopped counting and started praying to the coupling efficiency that was the one good piece of engineering on this ship. The drive coupling held. It held because I’d spent three days calibrating it by hand at Arcturus, and because some things you build with care repay you in moments you couldn’t have predicted.

The prismatic light peaked, then collapsed. The screaming metal dropped an octave, then another, then faded into the groaning settle of a ship that had just been punched through a hole in reality and come out the other side in one piece.

The rift spat us out.

The Kingfisher lurched forward, then settled. The screaming dropped to a groan, then to silence. Gravity reasserted. Lights flickered back to full. My console displays rebooted in sequence, the familiar startup wash cycling through green, amber, green.

I looked at the forward viewport.

Wrong stars.

Every pilot learns the sky. Not consciously. The same way you learn the ceiling above your bed or the pattern of cracks in your apartment wall. You don’t memorize it. You absorb it. And when it changes, you know immediately, the way you’d know if someone moved your furniture while you slept.

These stars were wrong. The constellations, the density, the color distribution. Everything.

I checked the nav computer. It was rebooting. The rift had scrambled its stored charts, fried the beacon-lock protocols, and left the positioning system running in circles trying to match the starfield against a database that didn’t contain a single match.

No beacons. No charted coordinates. No known reference points.

“Where are we?” Damira asked. Her voice was the same measured calm, but her hand had moved from the armrest to the console edge. Gripping.

“I don’t know.” The words felt strange. I always knew where I was. “The nav array is fried. Beacon receivers aren’t picking up any signal. The positioning system can’t find a match for the starfield.” I ran through the scanner outputs. “No relay stations in range. No traffic signatures. No communication signals on any frequency.”

“We’re in uncharted space,” Veska said from the floor. She’d pulled herself to sitting, platinum hair disheveled, glasses cracked at one corner but still on. Her data pad lay three feet away, screen shattered. She reached for it. Examined the damage. Her lop ears drooped to their lowest position. “An entirely uncharted stellar region with no corresponding data in any available database.”

“A different galaxy,” I said, reading the scanner output. “The rift displaced us. Not just off-course. We’re in a different galaxy.”

The words hung in the cockpit like smoke. A different galaxy. Not a different system, not a different sector, not even a different quadrant. A different galaxy. A displacement not measured in light-years but in the fundamental impossibility of getting home through any method anyone had ever invented.

Nobody spoke. The cockpit felt smaller than it was.

Kaida released Piri and stepped forward. Her black ears were flat. Combat-flat.

Piri stumbled forward, rubbing her arm where Kaida’s grip had left white marks on golden skin. “You shielded me,” she said, looking at Kaida with an expression that was equal parts gratitude and fascination.

Kaida blinked. Looked at Piri. Looked at the doorframe where she’d been braced. Looked at her own arms, which were still positioned at the width of a protective barrier she hadn’t consciously formed.

“I was bracing against structural failure,” she said.

“You put your body between me and the corridor.”

Kaida’s ears twitched. The confusion was genuine. She hadn’t registered the positioning, hadn’t made the conscious choice. Her body had made it for her, the same way her foot thumped without permission.

She didn’t argue further. She just set her jaw and turned to the star display, processing a tactical situation with no good answers.

“Supplies?”

“Three weeks of rations for five people. Full water recycling. Atmosphere is self-sustaining. Drive cells are charged but the stabilizer is gone. FTL is offline until I can fix it.”

“Fix it with what?”

“That’s the problem.” I pulled up the engineering diagnostics. The stabilizer assembly was catastrophically failed. The bypass cables had sheared during the rift transit. Fixing it required either a replacement unit, which I didn’t have, or a material that could serve as a manual nav recalibration medium. Something that could align the drive harmonics to an uncharted starfield without beacon reference. “I need astralith.”

“What is astralith?” Damira asked.

“Crystalline mineral. Rare. Used in manual FTL nav calibration.” I pulled up the technical specs from the Kingfisher’s database. At least the reference libraries were intact. “Old-school tech from before the beacon networks were built. Back when pilots had to navigate by star position instead of relay beacons, astralith was how they did it. The crystal’s molecular structure resonates with gravitational fields in a way that allows precise stellar positioning without external reference. If I can find a deposit and integrate a fragment into the nav array, I can recalibrate for local star positions and make short jumps.”

“You know a great deal about obsolete technology,” Veska said. She’d meant it as an observation. It came out impressed.

“My cert instructor was old-school. Made us learn nav calibration from scratch before she’d let us touch a beacon lock. Said the networks would fail someday and only the pilots who could fly without them would survive.” I looked at the blank nav display. “She wasn’t wrong.”

“Short jumps,” Kaida repeated. “Not home.”

“Not home. Not in one shot. But mobile. Able to search, explore, find a way back to charted space.”

“And if there’s no astralith?”

I met her gaze. “Then we find another way. There’s always another way.”

Her foot thumped. Once. She didn’t grab it.

Piri hadn’t moved from where Kaida had released her. She sat against the corridor wall, bare legs drawn up, arms around her knees. Her ears were still down. Her tail was tucked tight against her hip.

But she was looking at me. Not at the console. Not at the stars. At me.

“Dex,” she said. Her voice was different. Lower. Serious. “Are we going to be okay?”

I looked at her. Small. Golden. Bare feet with painted toenails, freckles scattered across skin that had been sun-kissed on a world she hadn’t seen in three years. A world that was now in a different galaxy.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re going to figure this out.”

Her ears rose. Not all the way. Halfway. Enough. Her tail uncurled from its defensive position and bobbed once.

“Okay.” She smiled. It was smaller than her usual grin, but it was real. “Then we figure it out.”

I turned back to the console and started the systematic diagnostic. Priorities. The ship needed me more than anyone needed comfort right now.

Stabilizer: failed. Nav array: fried. FTL drive: intact but unusable without calibration. Sublight engines: functional. Life support: operational. Scanner array: damaged but operational at forty percent. Hull integrity: ninety-one percent. Acceptable.

Communications: broadcasting on all standard frequencies. No response. No traffic. No beacons.

We were alone.

The realization settled over the cockpit like a physical weight. Different galaxy. No communications. No beacons. No one knew we were here, and even if they did, they had no way to reach us.

Piri was the first to move. She stood, slowly, bare feet finding the deck. She walked to the forward viewport and placed both palms flat against the glass. The wrong stars reflected in her amber eyes. Her ears were up, but quiet. Not spinning. Not tracking. Just pointed at the unknown sky.

“Well,” she said, her voice carrying a lightness that was obviously deliberate and obviously cost her. “At least it’s new.”

Kaida moved to the tactical station. She didn’t ask permission. She sat, pulled up the scanner interface, and began systematically sweeping the local space for contacts. Her movements were precise, professional. Whatever fear she felt was locked behind the training. “No contacts. No traffic. No signatures of any kind within scanner range.” She looked at me. “We’re the only ones here.”

“Concur,” I said.

Damira hadn’t spoken since asking where we were. She sat in the co-pilot’s seat with her hands folded in her lap, her amber eyes fixed on the starfield. Thinking. The composure was intact. It always was. But her thumb was pressing against her palm with enough force to leave a mark, and the angular clasp at her right ear’s base caught the amber glow, its etched symbols dark against the metal.

“Three weeks of food,” she said finally. “Five people. An unknown galaxy. One ship.” She looked at me. “We’ve survived worse odds. This is manageable.”

I didn’t ask who she meant by “we.” Her species had been through a war. An evacuation. Three years of displacement. Maybe worse odds were a genuine point of comparison and not just reassurance.

Veska had retrieved her shattered data pad and had already begun running scan protocols through the secondary display, the scanner function still operational despite the cracked screen. Her glasses were cracked and perched on her nose, her platinum hair a mess around her face. Her lop ears hung low but steady. Not anxious. Focused. She’d shifted from frightened passenger to working scientist in the space of a breath, and the change in her posture was visible: squared shoulders, precise typing, the confident movements of someone who’d found a problem that required her skills.

“I’m scanning the immediate stellar neighborhood for habitable systems,” she said. “If astralith is a geological formation, it requires specific planetary conditions: tectonic activity, high-pressure subterranean environments, crystalline mineral substrata.”

“How long for results?”

“The scanner is operating at forty percent capacity due to rift damage.” She pushed her cracked glasses up. They slid down. She pushed them up again. “Preliminary results in approximately four hours.”

The three hours of waiting were the hardest part.

Not because of inaction. There was plenty to do. I spent the first hour on the nav console, pulling fried components, testing circuits, salvaging what could be salvaged. The beacon receivers were gone. Completely fried, their delicate crystalline matrices shattered by the rift’s energy pulse. The positioning system was intact but useless without reference data. The star charts were scrambled beyond recovery.

Piri brought me coffee without being asked. She appeared in the cockpit doorway with a cup in each hand, bare feet quiet on the deck, and set one on the console beside me without comment. She sat in the co-pilot’s seat, curled her legs beneath her, and watched me work. Her usual chatter was absent. She just watched, her eyes tracking my hands as they moved through the console’s internals, her ears forward, her tail curled around her ankle.

“You’re good at that,” she said after a while. “The fixing. Your hands know what they’re doing before the rest of you catches up.”

“Muscle memory,” I said.

“It’s more than that.” She sipped her coffee. “You talk to the ship. Not out loud. Through your hands. I can see the conversation.” She tilted her head. “It’s the same way I talk to a stage. Through my body. You understand the machine the way I understand a performance space.”

It was the most insightful thing anyone had said to me in months. I looked at her. She grinned, but it was gentler than usual.

“I notice things,” she said. “People think I don’t because I’m loud. But loud and observant aren’t mutually exclusive.”

I went back to work. She stayed. The coffee was better than what I usually made. I didn’t ask how she’d done it.

The second and third hours passed in a rhythm of work and waiting. I was deep in the nav console’s guts, my shirt ridden up, my forearms covered in the fine black dust that accumulated inside electronics after years of service. Focused. Fingers moving through the familiar architecture of circuits and connectors, pulling dead components, testing live ones, mapping what was salvageable.

Veska appeared in the doorway, data pad held in both hands, lop ears at their halfway position, nose twitching at a frequency that had nothing to do with her findings and everything to do with, apparently, the state of my forearms. Her glasses fogged. She tilted her head to peer over the frames.

“I have results,” she said. “One habitable planet in scanner range. Breathable atmosphere, liquid water, temperate climate zone. Approximately six hours at sublight velocity.” She looked at her data pad. “The geological scan indicates subterranean mineral deposits consistent with crystalline formation patterns. I cannot confirm astralith specifically without closer-range analysis, but the probability is.” She paused. Pushed her glasses up. “Favorable.”

“How favorable?”

“Between thirty-seven and sixty-two percent, depending on tectonic activity levels I cannot assess from this distance.” She stepped forward. Her hip brushed the console edge. She pretended it hadn’t. “There’s something else. The atmospheric composition includes a high concentration of complex organic pollens. Their effect on Velan physiology would require field testing, but initial spectral analysis suggests potential bioactive properties.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the pollen might interact with our biology in ways I cannot predict without samples.” Her blush was back, creeping up from her clavicle. “It warrants monitoring.”

“Noted.” I pulled myself out of the console and wiped my hands on my pants. “One planet. That’s our target.”

I called a brief meeting in the galley. Five people around the small counter, the wall screen showing the planet’s scan data. Green. Overwhelmingly green. Even the scanner’s damaged display showed a world carpeted in vegetation, wrapped in cloud, orbiting a star that burned warmer and smaller than Sol.

“The plan is simple,” I said. “We go down. We find the cave system. We extract astralith. We fix the nav array and start jumping back toward charted space.”

“Define ‘simple,’” Kaida said. She was studying the planetary scan with the intensity of someone who’d done pre-deployment briefings before. “Unknown planet. Unknown terrain. Unknown fauna. Unknown atmospheric effects on Velan physiology. Unknown cave system with unknown geological hazards. Unknown distance back to charted space once we have the crystal.” She looked at me. “That is a considerable number of unknowns.”

“It’s what we have,” I said.

Her foot thumped once. Not a frustrated thump. A different kind. The kind that meant she was done assessing the situation and had accepted the operational parameters.

“Then we work with what we have,” she said.

Piri was already at the viewport, peering at the distant green dot. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “Even from here.” Her ears rotated forward, as if she could hear the planet from orbit. “I want to walk on it.”

“You will,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

“Today,” Damira corrected from behind her tea. “We should land while we have daylight to assess the terrain.”

She was right. I nodded.

The meeting broke apart. Kaida moved to review the scanner data with military efficiency. Veska began running atmospheric projections, her cracked glasses sliding down her nose every thirty seconds. Piri stayed at the viewport, one palm flat against the glass, ears forward and quiet.

Damira stayed behind. She’d changed at some point during the three hours of waiting: something more practical, still elegant, but boots with lower heels and fabric that could take rough use. She’d prepared while I worked.

When the others had gone, Damira stood beside the co-pilot’s seat, close enough that her scent filled the small cockpit: cedar and parchment, and underneath, something warmer that the crisis had amplified. Her nose twitched. Not the suppressed micro-twitch from before. A real twitch, visible, involuntary, her nostrils fluttering as she read something in my scent that I couldn’t identify and she wouldn’t explain.

She didn’t suppress it this time. She let it happen, then smoothed her expression into a stillness so complete it might as well have been a mask.

“Get us down safely,” she said. Her hand found my shoulder. Warm. Steady. The kind of touch that carried weight without pressing. Her fingers rested against the fabric of my undershirt, and through it I could feel the warmth of her palm. “That’s all I ask.”

“I will.”

Her hand stayed on my shoulder for a beat longer than necessary. Her amber eyes held mine, and for a moment the mask slipped and I saw something underneath. Not fear. Not desire. Trust. The specific, fragile trust of someone who’d lost someone before and was deciding whether to risk trusting someone again.

Then she turned and walked toward the common area, calling Kaida and Piri’s names in a voice that had shifted from matriarch-to-pilot to matriarch-to-charges.

I watched her go. The sway of her hips beneath the practical fabric. The silver in her hair catching the cockpit light. She moved differently in practical clothes than in formal ones, the same woman wearing a different kind of armor, and both fit like she’d been born in them.

I set the course for the planet and fired the sublight engines. The Kingfisher accelerated smoothly. No stabilizer needed for sublight. Just thrust and direction. Simple physics. The one thing in my life that still made sense.

The ship vibrated with the familiar hum of sublight propulsion, a frequency I knew the way I knew my own heartbeat. Through the flight stick, I could feel the Kingfisher’s condition: the slight asymmetry from the stabilizer damage, the compensating thrust pattern the engines adopted automatically, the healthy rumble of systems that were doing their jobs despite everything. She’d taken a beating. She was still flying. That was all I could ask.

Six hours of sublight to the planet. I programmed the approach vector and let the autopilot handle the straight-line burn while I ran through landing scenarios. Atmospheric entry without a stabilizer was going to be rough. The ship would handle it. Probably. The hull was rated for atmospheric transit, and the structural integrity was at ninety-one percent. But the descent would require constant manual correction, fighting drift and yaw the whole way down. Every instability the stabilizer would have absorbed, I’d have to absorb through the flight stick. My forearms were already tight from the rift transit. Tomorrow they’d be screaming. My hands would earn their calluses.

I ran the entry calculations three times. Each run confirmed what I already knew: the margin for error was narrow enough to cut yourself on. Too steep and the hull temperature would exceed tolerance. Too shallow and the atmospheric drag would bleed our velocity until the engines couldn’t compensate. The sweet spot was a corridor about two degrees wide, and I’d have to hold it manually for the full descent.

I began plotting landing site criteria: open terrain, proximity to the astralith signature, water source, defensible position. Standard planetfall protocol, adapted for a planet nobody had ever mapped and a ship running on margins thinner than the atmosphere she’d have to punch through.

Behind me, the sounds of four bunnygirl women preparing for planetfall filled the ship. Piri humming with renewed energy, the melody different from her usual repertoire, something brighter and more urgent. Veska dictating notes at recording speed, her voice calm and precise, the biologist in her activated by the prospect of an entirely unstudied ecosystem. Kaida checking her knives with the metallic clicks of someone who’d been waiting for a tangible threat and was almost relieved one had materialized. Damira, quiet, organizing supplies in the cargo hold with the efficiency of someone who’d managed evacuations before and knew that preparation was the difference between surviving and not.

I caught fragments of their activity through the thin walls. Piri asking Veska what the pollen might do. Veska explaining in terms that started clinical and became progressively less so as the implications registered. Kaida reorganizing the cargo hold’s emergency supplies into grab-and-go packs without being asked.

And Damira. A single word, spoken to the cargo hold, too quiet for human ears to catch. But I heard it through the bulkhead’s vibration, felt it more than heard it.

“Home.”

Not the planet. Not Velan. Something else. Something she was building or remembering or mourning in the space between one breath and the next.

I gripped the flight stick and watched the planet grow in the viewport. Green. Impossibly green, even from orbit. A jungle world wreathed in cloud cover with oceans that caught the light of an unfamiliar sun. The scanner painted its surface in data I couldn’t fully interpret: temperature gradients, atmospheric composition, geological formations that suggested tectonic activity deep beneath the vegetation.

The sublight engines burned clean, the hull held steady, and my hands were on the controls.

I’d figure the rest out on the ground.


Chapter 4: Green Below

The descent was ugly.

Without the stabilizer, atmospheric entry turned the Kingfisher into a brick with ambitions. The hull heated. The structural integrity warnings cycled through yellow into orange. My hands fought the flight stick with a white-knuckle grip that left marks on the leather, compensating for drift, correcting yaw, threading the ship through the upper atmosphere by feel as much as by instrument.

The planet’s gravity was 0.93 standard. Close enough to Earth-normal that the difference felt like a whisper rather than a shout. The atmosphere was thick, humid, and the scanner painted the surface below in solid green. Jungle. Continent-spanning, unbroken, canopy-to-horizon jungle.

I found a clearing near a river. Not ideal, but the only gap in the canopy large enough for the Kingfisher’s footprint within a hundred-kilometer radius. The landing was hard. Not emergency-hard, but hard enough to rattle teeth and shook loose anything that wasn’t bolted to the bulkhead.

The ship settled. Creaked. Went still.

I sat in the pilot’s seat and listened to the hull tick as it cooled. My hands ached from the grip I’d held on the flight stick for the last twenty minutes. The leather was indented with my fingerprints. My shoulders burned from fighting the yaw. But we were down. On the ground. On a planet in a galaxy that no chart in any database had ever mapped.

The cockpit displays told the story: hull integrity at eighty-nine percent, down from ninety-one. The hard landing had stressed the ventral plating. Not critical, but the ship was accumulating damage the way a boxer accumulated bruises, each one manageable alone, together telling a story of something being pushed past its design parameters.

“Smooth,” Kaida said from the cockpit doorway. Her voice was flat enough to cut glass.

“We’re down.”

“I noticed. My kidneys noticed separately.”

Her combat boots were planted on the deck. Her arms crossed. Her black ears were swiveling independently, each one tracking a different sound from outside the hull. I watched them work: the left one angled toward what I assumed was the river, the right one sweeping the tree line. Her enhanced hearing was already mapping the environment before anyone had opened a hatch.

“What do you hear?” I asked.

She paused. Listened. Her ears rotated in slow arcs. “Water. Multiple avian or avian-equivalent signatures in the canopy. Insect-class sounds, high-frequency, non-threatening. No large predator calls within audible range.” She met my eyes. “The immediate area is quiet. That doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

“Noted.”

I popped the cargo ramp and the planet came inside.

Humid air rolled through the ship like a living thing. Warm, wet, heavy with smells I had no framework for. Sweet and sharp and layered, like walking into a garden that had been left to grow for a thousand years without anyone trimming anything. Beneath the sweetness: something green and vital and faintly electric, the smell of a biosphere running at full capacity.

The light was wrong. Not wrong in a bad way. Wrong in a beautiful way. The sun, smaller and warmer than Sol, filtered through the canopy in shafts that hit the jungle floor in pools of liquid gold. Between the shafts, the green was so deep it looked black.

And the bioluminescence.

Even in daylight, I could see it. Faint glows in the shadows. Fungi on tree trunks pulsing with amber and jade light. Flowers the size of dinner plates with petals that shimmered blue-white at their edges. Vines crawling up the massive trunks trailed phosphorescent threads that swayed without wind.

The clearing the Kingfisher sat in was roughly eighty meters across, bordered by trees that made redwoods look modest. The river ran along the eastern edge, wide and clear, reflecting the jungle’s glow in its current. The ground was soft, mossy, carpeted in something that wasn’t quite grass and wasn’t quite fern.

I walked down the cargo ramp and my boots sank half an inch into the surface. The air hit my skin and I understood immediately why Piri had been “too warm” since the moment she’d boarded.

This planet was hot. Not oppressive. Alive-hot. Warmth that made your skin open up and your breathing slow down.

Piri was past me before I’d taken three steps.

Barefoot on alien soil, golden toenails pressing into the moss, dancer’s legs carrying her forward with the spring-loaded energy of someone who’d been cooped up for too long and had finally been released. She spun in the clearing, arms spread, crop top riding up to expose her entire golden midriff, freckles catching the filtered sunlight. Her ears spun wildly, drinking in every sound the jungle offered. Her nose went into overdrive, twitching in rapid patterns I was beginning to recognize as information processing at maximum throughput.

“Oh,” she breathed. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated, amber rings bright around expanded black centers. “Oh, this is.”

She did a binky. That was the only word for it. A sudden, explosive burst of sprinting in a random direction, three meters, then a full-body spin, then she planted her bare feet and skidded to a stop on the moss with a grin so wide it threatened to escape her face.

“This is ALIVE,” she announced to the jungle, the ship, and anyone else within earshot. “Everything is alive. The ground is alive. The air is alive. I can smell.” She tilted her head, ears spinning. “Everything.”

Her tail bobbed so fast it was a blur of white against the green.

Veska came down the ramp carrying salvageable equipment: scanner, sample containers, and a data pad she’d jury-rigged from parts of two broken ones. She’d removed her cardigan. The heat had claimed its first casualty within thirty seconds of ramp deployment.

Without the cardigan, Veska was a different visual equation.

Her form-fitting underlayer clung to every curve the oversized garment had been disguising. Generous C-cups straining the fabric, the outline of a lace bra visible beneath, the material pulling across her chest in a way that gapped at the neckline. Below her narrow waist, her hips spread wide beneath the pants that had been doing all the visual work since boarding. Thick thighs. The spectacular ass that the cardigan had spent three days pretending didn’t exist.

She didn’t notice me noticing. Or she noticed and filed it under barometric anomaly. She knelt at the ramp’s base and pressed her palm to the soil, then lifted it to her nose. Sniffed. Her lop ears twitched upward slightly.

“Complex organic soil composition. Nitrogen-rich. Active fungal networks.” She looked at the bioluminescent fungi on the nearest trunk. “Bioluminescence is chemical, not biological. The organisms produce light through a sustained chemical reaction rather than a dedicated photophore organ. Fascinating.” She pulled a sample container from her kit. “I need to catalogue everything.”

Her nose twitched. She looked up at me from her crouching position, pale blue eyes wide behind glasses that were already fogging in the humidity. The angle gave me a view straight down her neckline that she was completely unaware of providing. Lace. Pale skin. The small mole below her left collarbone.

She adjusted her glasses. Fogged them worse. “The pollen count in this atmosphere is.” She paused. Sniffed again. Something crossed her face that wasn’t scientific. Her blush started at her clavicle and rolled upward. “Significantly higher than the spectral analysis predicted. I can feel it.” She pressed two fingers to the side of her neck, checking her own pulse. “My heart rate has elevated nine beats per minute since descending the ramp. The compound is interacting with our neurochemistry in real time.”

“How bad?”

“I won’t know until I run proper assays.” Her hand dropped from her throat. Her voice had lost its clinical steadiness. “But I can taste it on every breath, and my body is responding faster than my data can explain.” She stood abruptly, turning away, which gave me the profile view of her entire lower body outlined in form-fitting fabric that was now damp with humidity and clinging harder than ever. She walked toward the nearest tree trunk and began scraping samples with an intensity that suggested the conversation was over.

Her lop ears were trembling at the tips.

Kaida descended the ramp in combat stance. Boots, knives, hair tied, black ears swiveling. She scanned the tree line the way a radar dish scans the horizon: systematic, overlapping arcs, missing nothing. Her eyes tracked movement I couldn’t see and catalogued threats I couldn’t sense.

She moved through the clearing with the fluid economy of someone whose training had made environmental assessment an autonomic function. Her powerful thighs carried her in long strides, each one planted and deliberate. Combat pants darkened with humidity, clinging to her muscular legs. Defined abs visible through her combat top, already sheened with the heat. The knife sheaths on her thighs clicked softly as she moved.

She paused at the tree line. Reached down and tested the soil with two fingers, examining the consistency, checking for tracks or disturbance. Lifted her fingers to her nose and sniffed. Her black ears angled at different elevations, one high and one low, triangulating sounds from above and below the canopy.

She completed a full perimeter circuit in under three minutes and returned to the ramp base.

“No immediate threats detected. Large fauna signatures at three hundred meters east, four hundred meters north. Moving away.” She pulled out her leather folio, the same worn one she’d been consulting since the docking bay, and made three quick notations before snapping it shut. She looked at me. “This clearing is defensible. River provides water, sight lines are adequate. The ship’s position blocks the western approach.” She paused, like the next part was being extracted under interrogation. “Your landing site selection was competent.”

“Thanks.”

“That was not a compliment. It was an operational assessment.” She flipped the folio shut and met my eyes. “I’m establishing a security protocol for this location. Perimeter sweeps every two hours, sentry rotation at night, no one past the tree line alone. Do you have objections?”

She was asking. But the way she stood, weight centered, ears forward, knife handles at her fingertips. She’d already decided. She was giving me the option to agree, not the option to refuse.

“No objections,” I said. “You know hostile terrain better than I do. Security is yours.”

Something flickered behind her golden eyes. Not surprise, exactly. The recognition that she’d taken command of something and the person who could have challenged it had simply handed it to her. Her foot thumped against the ramp. She grabbed it. “The heat is considerable.”

It was. Kaida’s olive skin was already glistening. A bead of sweat traced a line down her neck, across her collarbone, and disappeared beneath the combat top. Her wraps were darkening with moisture. Even her combat-ready posture had softened a fraction, her body responding to the warmth despite her discipline.

Her tail, the small black bob, flicked sideways. She noticed me tracking the sweat and her ears angled away. Irritated. Or self-conscious, filed under irritation because that was easier to carry.

Damira was last down the ramp.

She’d changed again. Practical layers over something form-fitting beneath, boots with actual tread, her chestnut hair tied back. But even in practical mode, she moved with that unhurried authority that made the jungle feel like it was waiting for her permission to exist.

She stopped at the base of the ramp and breathed deep. Her eyes closed. For half a second, the composure cracked. Something raw passed across her face, there and gone, like light through a closing door.

She opened her eyes and the mask was back, seamless and impenetrable.

“This place reminds you of something,” I said.

Her eyes found mine. Held. For a moment I thought she’d deny it with the same devastating precision she used to suppress every other tell. Instead, she nodded once.

“Velan,” she said. “Our homeworld. Different colors. Different sounds. But the warmth. The density.” She looked at the canopy. “The way the light comes through.”

She walked past me into the clearing, and I caught her scent. The same warmth I’d noticed on the ship, but richer now, the heat amplifying whatever that complex base note was beneath the cedar. Ancient. A scent that had accumulated meaning over decades.

I turned back to the ship and got to work.

Before the stabilizer, the basics. I walked the ship’s perimeter, checking for hull damage from the hard landing. The ventral plating had a new stress fracture along the port side, nothing structural but a weakness that would need patching if we took off in atmosphere again. The cargo ramp’s hydraulic seal was leaking, a slow drip of fluid that darkened the alien moss beneath it. Fixable. The main hatch seals were intact. The sensor array housing on the dorsal surface had taken a hit during the rift transit, which explained the forty percent scanner capacity.

The nav log needed an entry. Every pilot names their planetfall, even the uncharted ones. Especially the uncharted ones. I looked at the jungle, the canopy, the overwhelming green of a world that had never been catalogued.

“Viridian,” I said, and typed it into the nav log. The word fit. Green. Alive. Unnamed until now.

I catalogued everything with the systematic attention of someone whose survival depended on knowing exactly what his ship could and couldn’t do. Every scratch, every dent, every component that had shifted during the landing. My palms touched each surface, reading the metal’s story through texture and temperature the way a doctor read a patient through pulse and skin tone.

Priorities. Stabilizer assessment first. I crawled beneath the Kingfisher’s belly and opened the maintenance hatch. The stabilizer assembly was exactly as bad as I’d expected. The bypass cables had sheared clean, and the primary housing had cracked along the stress fracture I’d been monitoring for eight months and pretending would hold for another twelve.

It wouldn’t fly without repair. And repair required either a compatible replacement unit, which I wasn’t finding on a jungle planet, or a nav recalibration that would let me compensate for the missing stabilizer through manual corrections. Which required astralith.

I pulled up the scanner on my portable unit and ran a geological survey. The results came back slowly, the damaged scanner sweating over calculations it normally handled in seconds.

Astralith signature. Faint, but present. Underground. Approximately ten kilometers east, near a geographic feature the scanner categorized as a cave system entrance. Deep. The signal suggested deposits at significant depth, beyond what I could reach with the tools I had, but present. The crystal was there. Somewhere under ten kilometers of jungle and who knew how much rock.

I crawled out from under the ship covered in hull dust and the planet’s humid air. My undershirt was soaked through with sweat, and the humidity had plastered my hair to my forehead. I pulled the shirt up to wipe my face, exposing my abdomen for a few seconds.

I couldn’t see any of them react, but I felt the attention like a physical pressure. Piri at the river. Veska at the nearest tree trunk. And somewhere behind me, a third set of nostrils whose owner would deny it under interrogation.

I pulled my shirt down and found Kaida waiting for me at the ramp.

She was standing with her arms crossed, her golden-amber eyes fixed on a point approximately two inches to the left of my face. Not looking at me. Not looking away from me. Occupying the precise middle ground of someone who was trying very hard not to have noticed the shirt situation.

“Report,” she said. Then caught herself. Her ears twitched. She’d just addressed me like a commanding officer, not a civilian pilot. “What did you find?”

“Astralith signature ten klicks east. Underground cave system. We’ll need to get there, get inside, and extract a fragment large enough to recalibrate the nav array.”

“Terrain?”

“Dense jungle. Scanner’s too damaged for detailed topography, but the river appears to flow generally east. We might be able to follow it.”

“Threats along the route?”

“Unknown. Scanner picks up fauna signatures but can’t classify them at range.”

She processed this with military efficiency. I could practically see the tactical map forming behind her golden eyes. Threat assessment. Resource allocation. Movement protocol.

“I’ll take point,” she said. “Three-person team for the expedition. The remaining two stay with the ship.”

“Agreed.”

Her ears angled forward. She hadn’t expected immediate agreement. She’d expected negotiation, maybe resistance. Instead, she’d made a tactical recommendation and I’d recognized it as sound because it was.

Her foot thumped. She didn’t grab it.

“You defer to tactical expertise,” she said, like she was recording it in her internal assessment file. “Noted.”

“I’m a pilot, not a soldier. You know movement through hostile terrain better than I do.”

Something shifted in her expression. Not warmth, exactly. The beginning of a temperature change. Like ice that had noticed the sun existed without committing to melting.

“Adequate awareness of personal limitations,” she said. She uncrossed her arms. Her hands hung at her sides, and I noticed her fingers were slightly curled, the combat calluses on her palms catching the filtered light. Strong hands. Hands that had held weapons and shielded people and grabbed her own thumping foot more times than she’d probably admit.

She walked away toward the perimeter with the measured stride that was her version of casual. Her combat pants had darkened with the humidity, clinging to her powerful thighs. She moved through the alien landscape with the same fluid precision she’d brought to the ship’s corridors, as if every environment was a combat environment and the only appropriate response was competence.

Her tail drifted toward where I was standing, then caught itself and snapped back to neutral.

The afternoon burned through the canopy in waves of amber heat. I inventoried supplies first: three weeks of ration bars for five people, which translated to roughly twenty-one days if we stretched. Water wasn’t a problem with the river and the ship’s recycler. The med bay was stocked for basic trauma and illness, nothing exotic. Tools: laser cutter, portable scanner, standard repair kit, the emergency supplies Kaida had reorganized into grab-packs.

Then repair priorities. The stabilizer was dead until I had astralith. The hydraulic leak on the cargo ramp I could fix with sealant from the engine supplies. The hull stress fracture needed patching, which I could do with the hull repair compound in the maintenance locker. The sensor array damage was beyond field repair, but forty percent capacity was enough.

I mapped the cave system’s location against the river path. Veska catalogued soil and plant samples with the focused joy of a scientist who’d been imprisoned in theoretical modeling for three years and had finally been released into the field. Her nose twitched constantly, but I was beginning to understand that Veska’s nose existed in two modes: scientific-twitching (processing environmental data) and Dex-twitching (processing something else entirely). She oscillated between them with a transparency she’d have been mortified to learn about.

Piri explored the immediate perimeter with a fearless curiosity that was either admirable or suicidal, depending on your risk tolerance. She tested every surface barefoot, smelled every flower, touched every bioluminescent fungus, and reported back with breathless enthusiasm about textures, sounds, and scents I couldn’t process.

“Dex.” She bounded over from the tree line, amber eyes bright, bare feet leaving prints in the moss that glowed faintly where she’d stepped, as if the ground was responding to her warmth. She had a flower petal tucked behind one ear, blue-white and faintly luminous against the honey-gold fur. It made her look like something from a myth I hadn’t read yet.

“The big flowers have a smell that makes my ears tingle. Come smell them.”

“Do they make your ears tingle in a good way or a concerning way?”

“Can’t it be both?” She tilted her head. Her crop top was damp with humidity, clinging to her chest, nipples outlined through the thin fabric. She either didn’t notice or was counting on me to notice. “Everything on this planet makes me feel more. The air, the heat, the pollen.” She leaned closer. Her nose twitched wildly. “You.”

“Piri.”

“I’m being informative again. The pollen is doing something. I can feel it. Everything is.” She paused, searching for the word. “Turned up. Like someone adjusted the dial and everything is louder and warmer and more.”

“We should tell Veska.”

“Veska already knows. Her nose knows. Her brain is busy writing a paper about why her nose is wrong.” Piri grinned, then softened. “But she’s right to monitor it. It’s real, whatever it is. The pollen is in the air and it’s making us feel things faster and stronger.”

She bounced away toward the river, and I watched the compact flex of her body in motion. Golden skin, dancer’s energy, bare feet leaving prints in alien moss. She moved through the world like it existed to be experienced, and her job was to experience all of it immediately.

I caught Damira watching Piri too. The matriarch stood near the ship, one hand on the hull, and her expression was the complex mix of patient amusement and deep recognition that I was beginning to associate with her. She remembered being that young. That open. The memory lived behind her eyes in the same place as the loss.

“The pollen,” Damira said to me, still watching Piri. “Veska will confirm what I already suspect.”

“Which is?”

“The air here will complicate things.” She turned to me. Her nose twitched. A full twitch, visible, lasting. She didn’t suppress it. She acknowledged it by simply holding my gaze through it. “Our biology responds to environmental chemical signals. This pollen interacts with our physiology in ways that will require management.”

She didn’t elaborate. Didn’t mention cycles, or breeding, or the fact that I was the only male. The implications hung in the air between us, and she let them hang.

“We’ll manage,” she said. She turned to face me fully. In the jungle’s filtered light, her features were less composed, more present. The gray at her temples caught the green-gold glow. Her scarred ears were visible in profile, pale tissue where the fur thinned at their base.

Her amber eyes moved to where Piri was splashing barefoot in the river’s shallows, to where Veska was cataloguing samples with her nose twitching at dual frequencies, to where Kaida patrolled the perimeter with her jaw set and her foot suspiciously silent.

“Be prepared, Dex.” She paused. The pause lasted longer than any of her pauses had before. Her thumb traced the armrest of the crate she leaned against, a slow circle that might have been unconscious. “That’s all.”

She turned back toward the ship. The conversation was over with the same measured precision everything about Damira had: deliberate, complete, no loose ends.

Her nose twitched once as she walked away. She didn’t suppress it. She didn’t acknowledge it either.

The evening transformed the clearing.

With the sun below the canopy line, the bioluminescence came alive. What had been faint daytime glows became the jungle’s true colors. The fungi on the tree trunks pulsed amber and jade in slow rhythms. The plate-sized flowers opened their petals wide and blazed blue-white, casting pools of cold light onto the moss. The vines trailed threads of green-gold luminescence that swayed in patterns too regular to be random and too organic to be mechanical.

The river reflected it all. A ribbon of liquid light cutting through the clearing, carrying the glow downstream in a current of color.

We ate on the cargo ramp as the day faded. Ration packs and water from the river that Veska had tested and declared safe. The bioluminescence was intensifying minute by minute, the jungle transforming from a sun-lit cathedral into something that belonged on a different plane of existence entirely.

Damira had produced small cups and brewed something from the sachets she’d brought from the station. She poured for each of them, and then, without comment, poured one for me. The gesture was small. The precision of it, the inclusion, was not.

“What is this?” I asked, tasting the warm liquid. Herbal. Complex. Better than it had any right to be given what she’d had to work with.

“Velan evening brew,” Damira said. “We drink it before sleep. The ingredients are approximate, but the intent is the same.” She held her cup in both hands, the way she always did, as if warmth were something to be gathered and held. “My mate used to say the taste didn’t matter. Only that you shared it.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the quiet that comes when someone has offered you something real and you’re choosing to hold it carefully.

Piri broke it, gently for once. “Tell Dex about the cups, Damira.”

Damira glanced at her. “The cups are from the station commissary.”

“She bargained three days of corridor-cleaning shifts for a set of six,” Piri said. “On a relay station with nothing but recycled air and recycled food, she found ceramic cups so we could drink from something that wasn’t metal. Because metal changes the taste, and the taste matters.”

Damira’s expression didn’t change, but her ears tilted forward a fraction. “Piri exaggerates.”

“I don’t, actually.” Piri leaned against my arm. “She just doesn’t want you to know she’s soft.”

“To survival,” Damira said, lifting her cup.

“To survival,” Kaida echoed. Her cup touched Damira’s with a click.

“To new places,” Piri added, clinking hers against both.

“To sufficient data,” Veska said, and clinked last. Her glasses reflected the bioluminescent glow, and for once they weren’t fogged.

I lifted my cup. “To getting home.”

Four pairs of eyes met mine. Each one carrying a different version of the same thought: home was far away, and the road there led through a jungle they’d never seen and a galaxy they’d never mapped.

Piri sat beside me. Close. Her shoulder pressed against my arm, her bare feet dangling off the ramp, golden toenails catching the bioluminescent light. Her ears had slowed their constant spinning to a gentle rotation, drinking in the sounds of the jungle at night. Insects. Or the alien equivalent. Clicks and trills and a deep humming that vibrated in my chest.

Her tail rested against my hip. I wasn’t sure when that had started.

“This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she said quietly. For once, her voice matched the moment. Low. Awed. The chaos agent had found something bigger than her capacity for noise.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Across the clearing, Kaida had positioned herself at the tree line, running through combat forms against one of the massive trunks. Fluid, precise movements that made the muscles in her arms and shoulders work in patterns I tracked without meaning to. Her olive skin glistened with sweat and bioluminescent pollen that had settled on her like dust. Her tail flicked sideways with each strike, irritation or rhythm, I couldn’t tell which. The bioluminescent particles on her skin made her look like she’d been dusted with stars, amber and jade light tracing the definition of her abs, the ridge of her collarbones, the scars across her shoulders.

She moved through her forms with the efficiency of someone who’d been training since adolescence. Each movement served a purpose. Nothing wasted, nothing ornamental. The combat equivalent of my piloting: years of practice compressed into muscle memory that operated below conscious thought.

She caught me watching. Her foot thumped against the ground. She turned away and threw a knife into the tree trunk with enough force to bury it to the hilt. The throw was perfect: clean release, no wobble, the blade hitting its mark with a sound that echoed across the clearing.

She retrieved the knife without looking at me. Threw it again. Same spot. Same perfect impact.

“Proximity response,” she muttered to the tree. “Non-diagnostic.”

The tree didn’t argue.

Veska sat near the river with her data pads, the glow of the screens mixing with the bioluminescence. Her platinum hair was down now, falling past her shoulders in a sheet of white that caught every color the jungle produced. Without the cardigan and with her hair loose, she looked like a different person. Still scholarly. Still hiding behind the data pad. But the underlayer and the pants and the hair and the way the blue-white flower light played across her porcelain skin created a picture that made my engineering brain stop thinking about stabilizer assemblies.

She’d set up a small field station: sample containers arranged in rows, data pads propped at angles, a journal open beside her with handwritten notes in a script I didn’t recognize. Velan. Her handwriting was precise, each character formed with the care of someone who treated information as sacred. The mole below her left collarbone was visible where her underlayer’s neckline shifted, a small dark point on pale skin that the bioluminescent light made look deliberate, placed, like a period at the end of a sentence.

Her glasses reflected the river’s glow. She looked up, caught my eye, and quickly looked back down. Her lop ears trembled. Her nose went into its high-frequency mode. She typed something on her data pad with intense concentration. Then crossed it out. Typed something else. Crossed that out too. Pushed her glasses up. They fogged. She took them off entirely and held them in one hand, squinting at the bioluminescent glow without them. Looked at me again, for just a fraction of a second, unshielded.

I doubted any of it was about pollen analysis.

But she was doing real work too. The compound she’d mentioned, the one that might mask thermal signatures from predators, that was forming in the pages of her journal. Between the scent observations and the glasses-fogging and the lop ears trembling, a genuine scientific mind was solving a problem that might save our lives. Veska’s intelligence wasn’t diminished by her attraction. It ran parallel to it, two systems operating simultaneously, and the friction between them was generating something extraordinary.

Damira sat apart from the group, near the ship’s nose, in a position that gave her sight lines to everyone. She held something warm in both hands, steam curling from its surface. Her chestnut waves caught the bioluminescent light, the silver at her temples glinting amber. Her eyes moved from Piri to Veska to Kaida to me and back, the circuit of a matriarch counting her charges.

When her gaze landed on me, it lingered half a second longer than the others. Then moved on. Her nose twitched. She sipped her drink.

Nobody mentioned it.

I cleaned up the ration packs and ran a final check on the ship’s systems. Hull integrity holding. Life support nominal. Scanner running its slow, damaged analysis of the planetary surface, mapping terrain and geological features with the tired determination of a machine doing its best.

The astralith signature pulsed on the display. Ten kilometers east. Underground. Waiting.

Tomorrow, we’d go find it. Kaida on point. Me for the tech. Veska for the analysis. Piri and Damira guarding the ship.

The plan was set. Kaida had already mapped a provisional route using the river as a guide. Veska had compiled a threat-assessment profile based on the fauna signatures the scanner had detected. Damira had organized the remaining supplies into a ship-defense configuration that assumed we might not make it back the same day.

Everyone had a role. Everyone had a purpose. The passengers were becoming something else, and none of us had acknowledged the shift.

Tonight, the jungle glowed and four bunnygirl women breathed the pollen-thick air and their biology did whatever it was going to do regardless of anyone’s plans.

I sealed the cargo ramp for the night. The hydraulics wheezed as the ramp rose, and I made a mental note to apply sealant first thing tomorrow. The jungle’s air had penetrated the ship during the day, and now the interior smelled different. Not just engine grease and recycled air. Green. Sweet. Alive. The pollen had found its way into the ventilation system, and every breath carried a faint sweetness that settled into the back of the throat like a slow-dissolving tablet.

I settled into my bunk and listened to the sounds of the ship and the sounds beyond it. The jungle’s pulse. The faint hum of bioluminescent chemistry. The click-trill symphony of alien insects. The river, a constant low rush that was already becoming background noise, the way the Kingfisher’s engine hum had been background noise for four years.

The pollen was doing something to my perception. Not desire, not exactly. More like awareness. I could sense the ship around me differently tonight: the warmth of the hull, the way the ventilation moved the sweet air through the corridors, the precise distances between my bunk and each of theirs. Twelve feet to Piri. Fourteen to Veska. Sixteen to Kaida. Twenty to Damira, who’d taken the bunk farthest from mine. Whether that was deliberate or coincidental, I couldn’t say. With Damira, everything was deliberate.

And closer: Veska’s data pad clicking. Kaida’s silence, somehow louder than everything else. Damira’s single, quiet sigh through the thin bulkhead.

I checked the stabilizer readout one final time. Still dead. The bypass cables hung limp in the maintenance bay, sheared clean. I’d need to fabricate new mounting brackets for the astralith, assuming we found any. The nav array’s crystal housing was designed for synthetic calibration chips, not raw mineral. I’d have to modify the interface, probably cut the crystal to specific dimensions, maybe build an adapter from the spare circuit boards in the repair locker. Problems for tomorrow. All of them problems for tomorrow.

Tomorrow I’d start the real work: ten kilometers of jungle, a cave system no one had ever mapped, and crystal deposits guarded by unknowns.

Tonight, the ship was sealed, the river provided water, and the sensor array I’d jury-rigged to the external hull was running a passive scan of the perimeter. If anything larger than a house cat approached within two hundred meters, the alarm would trigger.

I stared at the overhead and thought about astralith.

Tried very hard to think about astralith.

Piri’s voice, from the bunk directly behind the wall. “Veska, are you writing about the pollen?”

“I’m composing field observations regarding local bioactive compound distribution.”

“Your ears are doing the halfway thing again.”

“Xenochemical analysis requires focused concentration that occasionally manifests as auricular adjustment.”

“Veska.”

“What.”

“Your nose is going so fast I can hear it through the wall.”

A pillow hit the bulkhead. My bulkhead.

Kaida’s foot thumped six times in rapid succession before cutting off with the sudden silence of a woman who’d grabbed her own ankle in the dark.


Chapter 5: First Light

I couldn’t sleep.

The jungle had different ideas about nighttime than I did. Where I expected silence and darkness, it delivered a symphony of clicks and trills and deep vibrational hums that resonated through the hull, and a light show that turned the cockpit into an aquarium of shifting green and amber glow. The bioluminescence pulsed through the viewport in waves, throwing patterns across the console that moved like something alive.

The Kingfisher’s hull ticked as it settled into the alien soil, tiny adjustments in metal cooling from the day’s heat. I’d run every diagnostic I could run, checked every system I could check, and stared at the stabilizer damage report until the numbers blurred into meaninglessness. The stabilizer was dead. I knew that. The astralith was ten kilometers east and underground. I knew that too. Running the same diagnostics a fourth time wasn’t going to change either fact.

Through the thin bulkhead, the ship breathed with the small sounds of four sleeping women. Piri’s melody had trailed off into the slow, deep breathing of genuine sleep. Veska’s data pad had stopped clicking an hour ago, replaced by the soft sound of her glasses being set on the shelf beside her bunk. Kaida was silent, as always, but the silence had the quality of someone whose body had finally overridden her discipline and pulled her under. And Damira, one quiet sigh, then nothing.

The pollen-sweet air cycled through the ventilation. With every breath, I tasted it: sweet, complex, layered with information my human nose couldn’t decode but that was apparently broadcasting a detailed chemical narrative to every bunnygirl on the ship.

So I went outside.

The cargo ramp was still down. I checked the perimeter out of habit, scanning the tree line for movement. Nothing. The bioluminescent fungi along the clearing’s edge pulsed in slow, coordinated waves, throwing green-amber light across the moss and making shadows that moved like breathing. Something small chirped from the undergrowth. Something larger answered from higher up, a resonant hum that vibrated in my chest.

I walked up the hull’s exterior access ladder to the dorsal surface. The sensor array housing needed a visual check: the rift had knocked the forward mounting bracket loose, and the hard landing could have shifted the alignment further. I ran my fingers along the housing seam. The bracket was holding, but the secondary antenna coupling had a hairline crack in the casing that explained some of the reduced scanner range. I filed it away for tomorrow’s repair list. The metal was warm under my hands, still holding the day’s heat. My boots left prints in the thin film of moisture that had condensed on the hull. I settled onto the flat section with my legs stretched out and my back against the sensor housing, and I looked up.

Wrong stars. Beautiful wrong stars. Thick, bright, arranged in constellations no one had ever named because no one from my galaxy had ever seen them. The jungle’s glow stopped about ten meters above the canopy, and beyond that ceiling of green light, the sky was deep black and studded with more stars than I’d ever seen. Dense clusters, colored nebulae, the faint wash of a galactic arm stretching across the darkness.

No nav beacons. No relay stations blinking their automated heartbeats. No commercial lanes marked by the faint pulse of traffic buoys. Just stars, raw and unnamed, scattered across a sky that didn’t know what a human was.

I stared at it and thought about the astralith. Ten kilometers east. Underground. Somewhere in a cave system I’d never mapped, on a planet I couldn’t name, in a galaxy that shouldn’t exist.

About the fact that four women were depending on me to get them home, and “home” was now a concept so distant it existed in a different galaxy.

I ran the numbers again in my head. Even if we found the astralith tomorrow, extraction would take time. Integrating it into the nav array would take longer. And that assumed the crystal was compatible with human-built systems, which nobody could guarantee because nobody had ever tried it this far from charted space.

The jungle pulsed. Something called from the canopy, long and low and mournful. Something else answered from the river, a clicking sequence that sounded almost like language.

The pollen was thicker up here. I could taste it on every breath, the sweet complex layering that my human sinuses could register but couldn’t decode. I’d been breathing it for hours. Whatever it was doing to the bunnygirls, it was doing something to me too. Not desire. Not exactly. More like an opening. A loosening of the tension I’d been carrying since the rift. The constant background hum of worry and calculation dropping half a notch, replaced by awareness. Of the air. The warmth. The sounds of breathing through the bulkhead.

I wondered what I smelled like to them right now. Alone on the hull, thinking about survival, the sweat of a long day drying on my skin. I wondered if they could separate the individual chemicals the way Veska had described, reading worry and fatigue and determination like chapters in a book.

I wondered if they could smell the loneliness.

I heard her before I saw her. Bare feet on the hull ladder. The soft pad of toes on metal rungs. A scent that arrived before she did: wildflower honey and morning dew, with something warmer underneath that the pollen-thick air seemed to amplify.

Piri climbed over the hull’s edge and settled beside me without invitation. Crop top, shorts, golden skin glowing faintly in the bioluminescent light that reached the hull. Her honey-gold ears caught the starlight and the jungle glow simultaneously, creating an effect that made them look like they were lit from within. The freckles on her bare shoulders caught the light in patterns that shifted as she moved.

She sat close. Not close enough to touch accidentally. Close enough that the decision not to touch was deliberate, and temporary. Her bare thigh pressed against my leg through the cargo pants. Her tail found my hip and rested there, a small warm weight.

“Can’t sleep either?” I asked.

“Haven’t tried.” She was looking at the sky. For once, her ears weren’t spinning. They were angled up, still, pointed at the stars. “The air here is doing things to my head. Everything feels more. Sounds are louder. Colors are brighter.” She inhaled through her nose, slow and deliberate. “And you.” She turned to me. Her amber eyes caught the light. Pupils dilated wide, eating the gold. “You smell like a bonfire someone left burning in a room full of flowers. I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t think I’m supposed to want to describe it.”

“Piri.”

“Are you scared?” she asked. Direct. No games. Her ears angled toward me, waiting for the answer with the focused attention of someone who would know if I lied.

I considered lying. Standard pilot response. Everything’s under control, don’t worry about the stabilizer, we’ll be home before you know it.

“Yeah,” I said instead. “I’m scared. But being scared takes energy I’d rather spend on other things.”

Her ears dipped. Then rose again, higher than before. She’d read that answer the way she read everything: face-first, without flinching.

“Me too,” she said. “Scared, I mean. But I like the way you think about it.”

“What other things?”

“I was on that relay station for three years.” She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, chin resting on top. The position made her look younger. Small. Then she turned her head and those dilated amber eyes destroyed the illusion. “Three years of recycled air and the same four faces and nothing to be scared of except the quiet. You know what scared is worse than? Bored. Bored is worse. Bored will kill you slower and you won’t even notice it happening.”

“So this is better? Stranded in the wrong galaxy with a dead stabilizer?”

“This is alive.” She said it with conviction. “Terrifying and confusing and my nose won’t stop doing things I can’t explain, but alive. Every second since I stepped onto your ship has been more real than three years on that station.”

She turned her body toward me. The movement was fluid, unhurried, and deliberate. She pulled one knee up, bare foot flat on the hull, and faced me with those dilated amber eyes. The bioluminescent light from below painted her golden skin in shifting patterns of green and blue. Freckles across her nose, her shoulders, trailing down past the neckline of her crop top.

“I’ve been scent-reading you since the docking bay,” she said. “Since before you said hello. Before you even saw us. My nose picked up your pheromone signature from forty meters away and every signal it sent my brain was contradictory and fascinating and completely unprecedented.”

“What did it tell you?”

“Danger. Attraction. Unknown. Compelling. All at once, all the time.” Her nose twitched rapidly, confirming her words in real time. “You don’t know what that’s like. Imagine hearing a sound that your brain classifies as both a warning siren and a lullaby. At the same time. Constantly. That’s what your scent does to me.”

She leaned closer. Her nose hovered near my jaw, twitching in rapid bursts. I could feel each flutter of air against my skin.

“Right here.” She inhaled at my neck. “The strongest spot. Your pulse pushes it out. Every heartbeat is a broadcast. And right now your heart is going fast and everything you’re broadcasting is.” Her breath caught. “Exactly what I was hoping for.”

“Three years on a relay station, Dex. Three years with no males. Our cycles didn’t stop. They got worse. Every quarter cycle, all four of us running hot and restless and climbing the walls, and the station’s air recyclers just circulating the same stale female-only atmosphere. And then we board your ship and you smell like.” She shook her head. “Like a word in a language I’ve never heard but somehow already understand.”

Her hand found my forearm. Fingers tracing the corded muscle, the pilot’s calluses, the faint grease line at my wrist. Her touch was light but purposeful, the deliberate exploration of someone who’d been thinking about this for a while.

“Bunnygirl females choose,” she said. “Our culture. Our biology. The female selects. She initiates. She decides.”

“And?”

“I’ve been polite for two days.” Her ears pressed flat against her skull. Arousal, not aggression. I was learning the difference. The flatten was slower, more deliberate, the fur smoothing down rather than spiking. Her amber eyes held mine without blinking, the pupils so wide they’d eaten the gold to a thin ring. “Two days of sitting across from you in the galley and smelling what you want and not being able to do anything about it because we’re professionals and the situation is serious and there are protocols.”

“Are there protocols?”

“There are absolutely protocols. Cultural protocols, biological protocols, I’m sure Damira could explain them in detail.” Her voice dropped. “I don’t care about protocols. Stop talking.”

She climbed into my lap.

The weight of her was surprisingly real. Light, compact, athletic, but present. Her thighs straddled mine and her bare knees pressed into the warm hull metal on either side of my hips. Her hands found my shoulders, gripping through the undershirt, fingers digging in with surprising strength from a body that looked delicate.

She kissed me.

Warm. Determined. Her mouth tasted like the planet’s air, sweet and sharp and layered with something I’d never tasted before. Her nose pressed against my cheek, still twitching, still reading me in real time. She felt my pulse accelerate through her lips. I knew because her tail bobbed against my thigh the moment my heart rate spiked.

She pulled back half an inch. “Your heart just did something interesting.”

“Did it?”

“It did.” She kissed me again. Slower this time. Her tongue traced my lower lip, tasting, testing. Her hands tightened on my shoulders. One of her ears twitched against my temple, the fur soft and impossibly warm. She made a small sound against my mouth, something between a hum and a whimper, and the sound went straight through me.

My hands went to her waist. Small. My fingers nearly met around it. Golden skin, fever-warm, damp with the humidity and soft over firm muscle. Dancer’s body. Every surface was taut and alive and responsive. I could feel her pulse through my palms, fast and getting faster.

“Piri.” My voice had dropped. My hands tightened on her waist.

“Mhm.” She pulled back enough to look at me. Amber eyes nearly black with dilation. Ears flat. Nose furious. “That’s the sound I wanted. Say it again.”

“Piri.”

“Deeper that time.” Her fingers walked up my neck and into my hair. “I’ve been hearing you say my name for two days. In the cockpit, in the galley, across the common area. Every time, I stored it. Filed it away. Compared it.” She tugged gently. “This version is my favorite.”

“What are we doing?”

“Exactly what you think we’re doing.” She rolled her hips. The friction through the fabric was direct and intentional and I went hard so fast it surprised both of us. Her eyes widened. Her ears pressed flatter. Her tail went from bobbing to vibrating. “Oh.”

She grinned. The grin of someone who’d found exactly what she was looking for.

“That’s for me?” she asked, pressing down against the hardness with a deliberate grind.

My hands moved from her waist to her hips. Pilot’s hands. Strong grip. I held her in place and her breath caught. “What do you think?”

“I think you’ve been hard before. On the ship. In the cockpit when I sat too close. In the galley when I leaned past you for rations.” She ground down again. Slow. Deliberate. Her eyes never left mine. “I smelled it every time. I smelled what you wanted to do. And now I’m here, and your hands are on me, and I need to know if reality is as good as what I’ve been imagining.”

“I think the pollen isn’t making me want you. I wanted you on the station. The pollen is making me stop pretending I have patience.” She pulled her crop top over her head in a single motion.

Perky B-cups in bioluminescent light. Small, firm, high-set, with pointed nipples that hardened in the night air the moment the fabric cleared them. Freckles scattered across her chest, trailing from her collarbones down to the upper curves. Golden skin everywhere, no tan lines, the same sun-kissed warmth from throat to navel. The bioluminescence from the jungle below painted her skin in shifting patterns of green and blue, making the freckles look like scattered stars.

I stared. My mouth went dry. My hands were still on her hips, and they tightened involuntarily.

She let me look. Didn’t move to cover herself, didn’t rush to the next thing. Just sat there in my lap, topless, golden, watching me watch her with an expression that was equal parts amusement and hunger.

“There it is,” she whispered. “That look. That’s why I do this.” She arched her back, presenting herself to the jungle, the stars, and my undivided attention. Her hands went to my chest for balance, fingers splayed against my skin. “Let them see. Let the jungle see. Let the stars see. I want to be looked at like that in front of everything.”

I pulled her forward by the hips and kissed her collarbone. She made a sound that was half gasp, half laugh, and her fingers threaded into my hair. I kissed across the freckle constellation on her chest, tasting salt and honey and the faint sweet residue of pollen on warm skin. My mouth found her breast and she hissed through her teeth, her back arching harder, pressing herself into me.

“Your hands,” she breathed. “Your pilot’s hands. I knew they’d feel like this.”

I cupped her other breast, thumb circling the nipple, and her foot began thumping against the hull. Rhythmic. Involuntary. The metal rang with each impact, a steady percussion that accelerated as I sucked the hard peak of her nipple and felt her grind down against my cock through two layers of fabric.

“That’s, I’m doing the thumping thing.” She didn’t sound embarrassed. She sounded delighted. “Don’t stop. Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop.”

I pulled my own shirt off. Her hands found my chest immediately, tracing the V-lines at my hips, the lean muscle across my abdomen. Her fingers were warm and quick and curious, mapping terrain she’d been scenting for days without being able to touch. When she found the line of hair below my navel, her nose twitched so hard her entire body shuddered.

“You have no idea what you smell like right now,” she said. Her voice had gone low. Rough. “Every part of my brain is screaming two things at once. Dangerous. Want. Dangerous. Want.” Her fingers traced lower. “Want is winning.”

“I need these off,” she said, tugging at my waistband. “Now. Right now.”

I lifted her, shifted her weight with one arm around her waist, and worked my pants down with the other hand. She used the moment to shimmy her shorts off, and they disappeared somewhere over the hull’s edge into the darkness below.

Piri naked in bioluminescent light.

Compact, golden, freckled from shoulders to thighs. Dancer’s body, every line defined. Small breasts pointing upward, nipples hard and dark against the golden skin. Flat stomach with the faint definition of muscle beneath the softness. Narrow hips, the slight gap between her thighs, and between them, bare and slick and glistening in the jungle’s glow.

Her ears were flat against her skull. Her tail vibrated. Her foot thumped the hull in accelerating rhythm. Her nose twitched with every breath.

She looked at my cock. Her eyes went wide. Her pupils swallowed the last ring of amber.

“Oh, that’s.” She reached for it. Her grip was firm, warm, her small hand wrapping around the shaft with a confident squeeze that said she knew exactly what she was holding. “That’s very interesting.”

“Interesting.”

“I’m being scientific. Like Veska. Except I’m not wearing my glasses.” She stroked once, slow, her thumb tracing the underside. “And I’m not going to write a paper about it.”

She stroked again. Slower. Tighter. Watching my face with those black-amber eyes, reading every reaction. Her thumb found the head and circled it, spreading the slick bead of pre-cum across the tip with a deliberate swirl that made my abs contract. Her breath caught. Her nose twitched at a speed I hadn’t seen before, rapid and desperate, processing whatever chemical signal my arousal was broadcasting at point-blank range.

“You’re wet for me already,” she murmured. Her grip tightened, her small fingers barely meeting around the girth, and the friction of her palm sliding down the shaft was exquisite. “I can feel your pulse through it. Fast. Getting faster.” She stroked from base to tip, slow, deliberate, learning the shape of me with the same fearless curiosity she applied to everything. Each pass of her hand twisted slightly at the head, her thumb catching the ridge on the underside, drawing another bead of pre-cum that she spread with her next downstroke. “I want you inside me.”

“Not yet.” I caught her wrist. Pulled her hand away. Her ears quivered, confused, a flash of protest crossing her face, and then I slid my hand between her thighs and found the slick heat waiting there.

She gasped. Her hips bucked forward against my fingers. Wet. Soaked. The slickness coated my fingers instantly, hot and abundant, her folds swollen and parted, her clit a hard bead against my fingertip the moment I found it.

“You’re one to talk,” I said.

“Two days.” Her voice cracked. She braced her hands on my shoulders, hips rolling against my fingers, chasing the pressure. “Two days of smelling you. Two days of wanting. My body has been ready since the docking bay and the pollen made it.” She shuddered, her slick thighs tightening around my hand. “Unbearable.”

I slid two fingers inside her. She clenched around them immediately, tight and hot and impossibly wet, her inner walls gripping with rhythmic pulses that matched the thumping of her foot on the hull. I curled my fingers. Found the spot, the slightly textured ridge that made her whole body snap taut.

“There.” Her head dropped forward onto my shoulder. “Right there. Your pilot’s fingers. I knew they’d be.” She couldn’t finish. Her hips were moving on their own, grinding against my hand, her compact body trembling, her pussy squeezing my fingers with each roll of her pelvis.

I worked her with my fingers, curling, pressing, finding the rhythm that made her foot thump fastest. She braced against my shoulders and rode my hand with her dancer’s hips, her small body moving with a fluid grace that turned the simple act into something mesmerizing. The wetness dripped down my wrist, slicking my forearm, the obscene sound of it mixing with the jungle’s ambient pulse. Her inner walls clenched in pulses that matched the accelerating percussion of her foot on the hull. I could feel every contraction around my knuckles, her body gripping and releasing, pulling my fingers deeper with each spasm.

“Your fingers,” she breathed. “The way you. The calluses. They’re rough. Right where I need rough.”

I added my thumb on her clit, pressing in tight circles while my fingers hooked inside her. She jerked, a full-body twitch that nearly unseated her, and her moan cracked across the clearing. Her breathing came in ragged gasps and her foot was hammering the hull in double-time. I could feel her getting close, the tightening, the way her thighs clamped around my hand, the way her pussy clenched so hard around my fingers I could barely move them.

Then I pulled my hand away.

“No,” she protested, ears shooting up. “Don’t you dare stop.”

“I’m not stopping.” I pulled her forward by the hips. “I’m upgrading.”

She guided me in, notching the head against her entrance, the wet heat of her parting around me as she sank down with a slow, deliberate roll. The first inch drew a gasp from both of us, her body stretching around me, the tightness of her almost unbearable. She kept sinking, taking me deeper with each slow pulse of her hips, her slick inner walls dragging along my shaft in a grip that felt like it was trying to pull me deeper and hold me still at the same time. She bottomed out with a sound that rang across the clearing and into the jungle.

Loud. Unashamed. A moan that had been building for two days on a ship with thin walls and no outlet. The sound of a woman who’d been empty and aching and was now full and refusing to be quiet about it.

“Yes.” She braced her hands on my shoulders. Her eyes locked onto mine, nearly black. “Finally. Yes.”

She rolled her hips. Found a rhythm. My hands gripped her waist and I met her with upward thrusts, watching the way her small body moved on top of me. Her perky breasts bouncing with each impact, nipples tracing arcs in the bioluminescent light. Freckles catching the glow like scattered embers across her chest. The muscles in her dancer’s legs flexing against my thighs as she rode me with an athletic energy that was uniquely Piri, her compact body rising and falling in a rhythm that drove me deep with every descent.

The hull rang with the rhythm of her foot thumping. The jungle’s bioluminescence pulsed around us in slow waves. Above, the unknown stars watched.

“Let them see,” she breathed. “Let them all see. The stars. The jungle. Everyone.”

I gripped her hips harder. My fingers dug into the golden skin, hard enough to dimple the flesh, hard enough to leave marks she’d wear tomorrow. She gasped. Her ears quivered flat against her skull. Her tail wrapped around my wrist, tight, possessive, the soft fur warm against my skin. The wet sound of her body rising and falling on my cock was louder than either of us had been, the slickness between us audible in the night air.

“Harder,” she demanded. “I want them to hear us on the other side of the clearing.”

I shifted position, planting my feet flat on the hull, and drove up into her with force. The change in angle made her cry out, head thrown back, copper-gold hair catching starlight, her back arching to present her body to the sky. I watched my cock disappear into her, the glistening shaft vanishing between her slick folds with each thrust, watched her take every inch with hungry, rolling hips and clenching muscles that gripped so tight I had to grit my teeth. Each withdrawal dragged a wet, obscene sound from where we were joined, and each return drove a fresh moan from her throat.

“Dex.” Her voice was raw. “More. Don’t hold back.”

I took her waist in both hands and took control of the pace. Lifting her, pulling her down, the slap of skin on skin mixing with the hull’s resonance and her thumping foot and the jungle’s ambient pulse. She surrendered the rhythm to me with a sound that was half cry, half laugh, her compact body riding the force I gave her.

“So deep,” she gasped. “I can feel you everywhere. Don’t stop. Fill me up.”

She couldn’t finish. Her moans were climbing, getting higher, her breathing ragged. I felt her building toward it, the tightening around me, the way her thighs trembled against my hips.

Then she did the binky.

I felt it coming: a surge of energy through her body, a tension that had nothing to do with arousal and everything to do with whatever prey-animal wiring controlled her muscles. An involuntary full-body spasm that launched her nearly off me. She sprinted three feet across the hull in a burst of explosive movement, spinning once, bare feet scrambling on metal, and skidded past the edge of the sensor housing. Her left foot slipped on the hull’s condensation-slick surface and she went sideways, one leg dangling over the hull’s curved edge, toes kicking at open air three meters above the jungle floor.

My heart stopped. I lunged forward and caught her wrist.

She hung there for a half-second, golden and naked and grinning, one leg over the void and one arm in my grip, before she swung her free leg back onto the hull and scrambled to her feet with the athletic recovery of a dancer who’d practiced worse falls on worse stages.

She stood there, panting. Ears flat. Eyes wild. Tail vibrating. One foot thumped the hull three times in rapid succession, the last echo of whatever neural cascade had fired.

“That,” she said breathlessly, “was not voluntary.”

I stared at her. My pulse was hammering for an entirely different reason now. Naked bunnygirl standing at the edge of a spaceship hull under alien stars, chest heaving, nipples hard, slick thighs catching the glow. Nearly off the side of the ship and looking like she’d just sprinted a race she hadn’t entered and was already thinking about the next one.

“Bunnygirl thing,” she explained, already walking back. Her golden skin was flushed, her breathing hard, but the grin on her face was pure Piri. “Happens when. When it’s really good. I just. Sprint.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. She was standing naked on the hull of a spaceship under alien stars, looking like a sprinter who’d accidentally ended up at an orgy, and the absurdity of it cracked something open.

She laughed too. A bright, startled sound that bounced off the hull and the trees and the stars. Then the laughter changed. Her eyes met mine and the grin softened into something hungrier, the sound in her throat dropping from amusement into a low, warm note that wasn’t laughter at all.

“That,” she said, walking back to me with a deliberate sway. “That sound you just made. Make it again.”

“Which one?”

“The laugh. No. The thing after the laugh.” She dropped to her hands and knees on the hull in front of me. Looked back over her shoulder. Amber eyes wild, copper-gold hair falling across her face, her compact golden body displayed from a new angle. Dancer’s back, the line of her spine curving down to the small tail that vibrated against the base of her spine. “I don’t want to be on top. I want to feel your weight.”

I was behind her before the sentence finished.

My hands found her hips and pulled her back against me. She was soaked, the slickness running down her inner thighs in glistening trails that caught the bioluminescent light. I lined up against her entrance, the head of my cock pressing into slick, swollen flesh, and slid into her from behind in one slow, relentless thrust. She dropped to her elbows with a moan that echoed off the hull, her fingers scraping against the metal.

“Oh. Deeper this way.” Her nails scratched the hull’s surface, searching for purchase that didn’t exist on smooth metal. “So much deeper. I can feel you in my stomach.”

The angle was different. Tighter. The walls of her clenched around me in a new configuration, every ridge of her gripping along my entire length, the wet heat so intense it bordered on overwhelming. Her compact ass pressed back against my hips with every thrust, the firm, round cheeks spreading against my pelvis, and the sight of her from behind, golden skin lit by alien glow, the freckles scattered across her lower back, her spine arching into a deep curve, her ears pinned flat and her tail pressed against my stomach, the wet, pink slit stretched around me where our bodies met, was enough to make me grip her hips harder and drive in until I bottomed out.

“Dex.” Her voice broke. “Pull my hair.”

I gathered the short copper-gold strands in one fist and pulled. Not hard. Firm. Her back arched, her head came up, and the sound she made was raw and grateful and loud enough to carry across the clearing.

“Yes.” She pushed back against me, meeting every thrust. “Like that. Like you own me.”

“Do I?”

“I chose you.” She turned her head enough that I could see one amber eye, nearly black, the pupil blown wide. “That means you’re mine. And I’m yours. And right now I need you to fuck me like you understand that.”

I did.

I drove into her with force, one hand on her hip and the other in her hair, the slap of skin against skin ringing off the hull like a drumbeat. Each impact sent a wet crack through the night air, the sound of my hips meeting her ass carrying across the clearing. Her foot found the metal and began thumping in time with the thrusts, the drumbeat accelerating, faster, faster. Her moans climbed in pitch. Her tail wrapped around my wrist where I gripped her hip, the soft fur damp with sweat.

“Everyone can hear this,” she gasped between thrusts. “The hull. It’s ringing. The whole ship is vibrating. They can feel it through their bunks.”

She was right. Every thrust sent a percussion through the metal, a rhythm that traveled through the hull and into the ship’s frame. A rhythm that three bunnygirls lying in their bunks could feel through the thin mattresses, through the bulkheads, through the entire structure of the Kingfisher.

Piri loved it. I could feel how much she loved it in the way her pussy clenched tighter every time she thought about the audience, the internal muscles gripping and releasing in desperate pulses, in the way her moans got louder and more deliberate, pitched to carry, each one a message broadcast to three noses that would decode it instantly.

She dropped her forehead to the hull. “I’m close. I’m so close. Don’t stop. Fill me. Breed me.”

The word hit me somewhere primal. I pulled her upright by the hair, her back against my chest, one arm wrapped around her waist. Held her there, impaled, seated deep, her small body pinned against mine with my cock buried to the hilt. Her head fell back against my shoulder. I kissed the pulse point below her ear, feeling the rapid flutter of her heartbeat against my lips, and rolled my hips in tight grinding circles that kept me pressed against the deepest part of her.

“Come for me,” I said against her throat. “Let the whole jungle hear it.”

Her foot hammered the hull in a drumroll. Her tail clamped around my wrist. Her internal muscles clenched in waves that tightened with each stroke, pulling at me, milking, the rhythmic contractions squeezing along my entire length in a grip that bordered on pain.

She came with a scream. Not a moan. A scream that carried across the clearing and bounced off the canopy and startled something in the tree line into flight. Her body locked against me: legs tensing, back arching, pussy clenching in rhythmic pulses that milked my cock in tight, spasming waves. Her ears plastered against her skull. Her eyes rolled. Her foot thundered against the hull in a staccato burst.

I held her through it, one arm around her waist, buried deep. Feeling every pulse, every clench, every wave. And when she peaked and the tightness around me became unbearable, I let go. The release hit me like a breaking wave, flooding through my body from my spine outward, my cock pulsing inside her with each jet. She felt it. Her eyes flew wide. Her body arched against me, back bowed, breasts pressing against my forearm, her mouth open in a silent gasp.

“Yes,” she breathed. “All of it. Every drop. Deep. I can feel you. I can feel every.” Her breath hitched. Her internal muscles pulsed around me, drawing, milking, each clench pulling another wave of release from my body. “Don’t pull out. Stay. I want to feel all of it inside me.”

I held her hips down and pulsed into her until the last shudder passed through us both. The warmth spread between us, slick and real, and she made a small contented sound that was more satisfying than the scream had been.

Quiet.

The jungle’s bioluminescence pulsed its slow rhythm. The stars watched from their wrong constellations. Piri’s foot gave three final, contented thumps against the hull, then went still.

We sank down onto the hull together. She curled into my chest, boneless, warm, her weight settling against me like something that had always been meant to fit there. Her ear pressed flat against my shoulder, the honey-gold fur soft on my skin. Her tail unwound from my wrist and settled against my hip, bobbing slowly. Content.

I could feel the warmth of her against my chest, the slick heat between her thighs where we were still joined, the slow fade of the pulse that had been driving us both. The hull was warm beneath us. The jungle pulsed its slow rhythm. My heartbeat came down in stages, each beat a little slower, a little more like normal.

She pressed her nose against my neck and inhaled deeply. Her nose twitched, slow and satisfied. “You smell different now. Calmer. Warmer. Like you finally stopped running calculations in your head.”

“Did I?”

“For about thirty seconds.” She smiled against my skin. “I could smell the exact moment your brain turned off and your body took over. It was my favorite part.”

“The others know,” she murmured against my chest.

“What?”

“They’ve known since I climbed up. Scent-broadcasting. I’ve been broadcasting the entire time.” She tilted her head up. Her eyes, warm and satisfied, found mine. “Every bunnygirl on that ship knows exactly what just happened. They could smell my arousal from the moment I touched the ladder. They smelled yours five minutes before I got here.”

I processed that. Four bunnygirls on a ship with heightened olfactory senses. I’d just had sex on the hull of the ship, in the open air, with the pollen carrying every chemical signal directly into the ventilation system. They hadn’t just heard us. They’d experienced the entire thing through their noses, a sense-stream of arousal and completion and bonding chemistry that had flooded the clearing and the ship.

I thought about what that meant. Every spike of desire, every moment of release, every wave of whatever chemicals my body had been pumping out. Broadcast. Received. Processed by three women lying in bunks with thin walls and bunnygirl noses.

“So right now,” I said slowly, “Veska, Kaida, and Damira are all.”

“Wide awake. Aware. And dealing with it in their own ways.” Piri stretched against me, arching her back, pressing her compact body along the full length of mine. Her nipples dragged across my chest and her tail bobbed lazily. “Veska’s probably furiously writing field observations. Academic notes on chemical bonding signatures and involuntary physiological arousal responses. In detail. Clinical detail that gets less clinical with every paragraph.” She grinned. “Kaida’s probably crushing something with her hands. A ration container. Her own foot. Something she can blame on proximity response.” The grin softened. “And Damira.” She was quiet for a moment. “Damira is probably sitting in the dark, perfectly still, not letting herself feel anything. Because if she starts feeling it, she won’t be able to stop. And Damira always has to be in control.”

Her tail bobbed against my hip.

“Was this just the pollen?” I asked.

“No.” She propped herself up on my chest, chin on her fist, ears slowly rising from their flattened position. “I chose you at the docking bay, Dex. Before the pollen. Before the rift. Before any of this. I chose you because your scent made my brain argue with itself and I’m the kind of person who runs toward things that scare me.” She traced a line down my chest with one finger. “The pollen made me stop being patient. But the choice was mine.”

I felt something click into place. Not physical. Something inside the mechanism of what we were becoming. Like a component seating properly in a housing that had been waiting for it.

“In bunnygirl culture,” she said, “when a female chooses and the male accepts, it creates a bond. A scent-link. Permanent.” Her finger stopped on my sternum. “You smell different to me now. Underneath the sweat and the sex and the pollen, there’s something new. Something that’s ours. And you’ll smell different to them too. They’ll know.”

“Know what?”

“That I chose. That you accepted. That we’re linked.” She kissed my chest, her lips warm on the cooling skin. “It’s not exclusive, Dex. That’s not how our biology works. One bond doesn’t close the door. It opens it. It tells the other females that you’re worth choosing. That you accepted. That you’re. Compatible.”

“Compatible.”

“In every way that matters.” Her ears rose to half-mast, the satisfied position. “Don’t worry about what comes next. Just know that tonight happened because I wanted it to. Not the pollen. Not the situation. Me.”

She curled against me, her compact body fitting into the spaces my body created, tail against my hip, ears slowly rising to their normal upright position. The satisfied, contented position of a bunnygirl who had gotten exactly what she wanted.

I held her on the hull of my broken ship under the wrong stars and listened to the jungle pulse around us. The bioluminescence had shifted from green-amber to a deeper blue, the nighttime frequency, painting the clearing in colors that didn’t exist on any world I’d ever visited. A low warble drifted down from the canopy, answered by the rhythmic clicking near the river. The jungle didn’t care what had just happened on the hull. It had its own rhythms, its own signals, its own chemical conversations happening in frequencies and scent-channels I’d never perceive.

I thought about the fact that in the morning I’d have to look three women in the eye who knew exactly what I smelled like during sex. About the fact that none of that bothered me as much as it should have.

Piri’s hand found mine on the hull. Her fingers laced through mine, small and warm, the grip of someone who’d made a decision and wasn’t letting go.

Inside the Kingfisher, three women lay in their bunks. Every nose twitching. Every ear angled toward the hull.

Knowing.

Piri’s breathing slowed against my chest. Her tail bobbed once, twice, then went still.

“Best wrong galaxy I’ve ever been in,” she murmured, and fell asleep in my arms.


Chapter 6: Morning Signals

I woke up alone on the hull.

Piri had slipped away at some point during the night, leaving behind a warm patch on the metal and her scent clinging to my undershirt. I found my pants. Her shorts were gone from wherever they’d landed. The bioluminescence had faded with the approaching dawn, and the jungle’s colors shifted from electric glow to the warm greens and golds of morning light filtering through the canopy.

The air was different in the morning. Still pollen-sweet, still heavy with humidity, but the night’s intensity had softened. The jungle’s dawn chorus had replaced the nocturnal symphony: higher-pitched calls, rapid clicks, something that sounded like wind chimes made of glass and bone. The river was audible from the hull, a constant low rush that provided the baseline under everything else.

I stretched. My back protested the night spent on warm metal. My body protested nothing else. Every muscle felt loose, released, the way you feel after you’ve been running on tension for days and it finally breaks.

I climbed down the hull ladder, boots finding each rung by memory, and walked up the cargo ramp feeling different than I had the night before. Not dramatically. Subtly. Like a tuning fork that had been struck and was still vibrating at a frequency I couldn’t name. Something in the way the morning light hit the deck plating. Something in the way the ship smelled, my ship, now carrying an undertone of honey-sweet warmth that hadn’t been there three days ago.

I stopped at the head. Splashed water on my face. Looked at myself in the small mirror above the basin. Same face. Same tired eyes. But the line between my eyebrows, the one that had deepened since the rift, had softened.

The galley answered my arrival before I got there.

“Good morning, everyone! Dex is here! You probably already smelled that!”

Piri sat cross-legged on the counter. Same crop top, same shorts, same bare feet with gold-painted toenails. She looked exactly as she always looked: radiant, shameless, her honey-gold ears spinning with an energy that broadcast to every sentient being in a five-kilometer radius exactly how good her night had been. Her tail bobbed rapidly behind her.

She beamed at me with amber eyes that sparkled with mischief and a warmth beneath it that hadn’t been there two days ago.

I looked at the rest of the galley.

Veska sat at the counter, data pad in hand, cardigan buttoned to the throat despite the morning heat already rolling through the open cargo ramp. Her platinum hair was pulled into a bun so tight it was practically architectural. Her glasses had fogged to the point of uselessness. She cleaned them, replaced them, and they fogged again instantly. She cleaned them again.

Her lop ears hung low. Her nose twitched at a frequency that suggested her olfactory system was processing information at panic-level throughput. A blush covered her from collarbone to hairline, crimson against porcelain.

She did not look up from her data pad. The data pad’s screen was dark. She was reading a powered-off screen with the concentration of someone writing their doctoral thesis.

Kaida sat at the far end of the counter, eating a ration bar with the precise mechanical efficiency of a soldier fueling a machine. Her jaw moved at a rate that suggested the ration bar had personally offended her. Her black ears were angled flat, not combat-flat, more like someone trying to fold their ears into origami small enough to disappear.

Her foot thumped against the stool base in a staccato rhythm. Rapid. Angry. She grabbed it with one hand. It thumped through her grip. She grabbed it with both hands. The thumping continued, vibrating through her arms.

“Proximity response,” she said to nobody, through clenched teeth. “Non-diagnostic.”

The rhythm was different from any I’d heard from her before. Faster. More urgent. Something about it made the air feel charged.

Damira stood at the heating unit, pouring something into a cup with the measured pace of someone performing a ceremony. Her chestnut waves were immaculate. Her elegant clothing was fastened to the correct button. Her brown ears didn’t move. Her nose didn’t twitch. Her tail didn’t bob.

She turned and handed me the cup. Her eyes held mine for exactly the right amount of time. Not too long. Not too short. Perfectly calibrated human-interaction duration.

“You seem rested,” she said.

I took the cup. “Thanks.”

She returned to the heating unit. Her back was straight. Her composure was a closed door.

I sat down and drank whatever she’d made. It was better than my synthetic coffee. Warmer, smoother, with a complexity of flavor that shouldn’t have been possible from a waystation ration kit. She’d done something to it. Mixed something from the planet’s flora, maybe, or found a combination in the rations that I’d never thought to try. I didn’t ask what. Some things were better accepted than investigated.

From my seat, I could see all four of them. Four bunnygirl women arranged around the galley in postures that ranged from theatrical comfort to architectural stillness, every ear and tail and nose broadcasting information I could only partially decode. Three of them had spent the night in their bunks, processing through their noses every chemical detail of what had happened on the hull. One of them had done the happening and was currently swinging her bare feet like nothing in the galaxy could bother her.

The silence in the galley had texture. It was the silence of a room where everyone knew something and nobody was going to acknowledge it first.

Piri, predictably, lasted four seconds.

“So,” she said from the counter, swinging her bare feet. “Last night was nice.”

Veska’s data pad hit the counter face-down. She stared at it like it had betrayed her.

Kaida’s ration bar snapped in half. She looked at the broken pieces. Ate them both.

Damira poured a second cup of the warm drink. Her hand was steady. Her nail beds were white from grip pressure on the cup.

“The pheromone-reactive properties of the local pollen,” Veska began, in a voice that climbed an octave per clause, “create ambient olfactory saturation that pervades the ship’s environmental systems in ways that make involuntary perception of external biological events essentially unavoidable.”

I translated that: she’d smelled everything.

“Veska smelled everything,” Piri confirmed helpfully.

“I did NOT, I was, the olfactory data was ambient, I didn’t, the atmospheric particulate creates a broadcast effect that.” Veska’s glasses had fogged so completely she pulled them off and held them in her fist. Without them, her pale blue eyes were wide, bright, and aimed at approximately the junction of my neck and shoulder with an intensity that bordered on geological survey. “The humidity,” she finished weakly.

“The humidity was very loud last night,” Piri agreed, nodding sagely. “Very vocal. I think the humidity echoed off the hull.”

Kaida’s foot erupted into a drumroll that rattled the stool.

I took a sip of my drink and decided that silence was still my best strategy. There are moments in life where every possible response makes the situation worse, and sitting in a galley with four women who’d chemically experienced your sex life through their noses was one of them.

Piri, mercifully, shifted targets. “Veska, what were you writing last night? I heard your data pad clicking for an hour after the, you know. The humidity.”

“Field observations,” Veska said immediately. Too fast. “Atmospheric analysis. Chemical compound documentation.”

“At three in the morning?”

“Science doesn’t observe working hours.”

“What was the subject of the science?”

Veska’s blush reached a shade that I’d previously thought was reserved for emergency warning lights. “Pheromone dispersion patterns in semi-enclosed atmospheric systems with particular attention to the amplification effects of alien pollen compounds on interspecies chemical signaling.”

Piri blinked. “You wrote a research paper about what we smelled like having sex.”

Veska put her glasses back on. They fogged instantly. She didn’t take them off again. She stared through the fog at her dark data pad with the concentrated dignity of a scholar who would rather go blind than continue this conversation.

Damira set a ration bar in front of me. “Eat. We have a long day.”

“The cave expedition,” I said, grateful for any subject change.

“The expedition, yes.” Damira settled into her seat. “Kaida, Veska, and you will trek to the cave system. Piri and I will remain with the ship.”

Piri’s ears drooped. “I don’t want to stay.”

“You have the best hearing in the group. You’ll monitor the perimeter from the ship and alert us via comm if anything approaches.” Damira met Piri’s eyes. Not a request. An assignment. “This is not babysitting, Piri. It’s deployment.”

Piri processed that. Her ears rose slowly. A real assignment. Not being left behind, being positioned. Her tail bobbed once. “I can hear things at three hundred meters that Kaida can’t hear at fifty.”

“Which is why you’re on ship defense.” Damira turned to me. “Privately. If you have a moment.”

I followed her to the cargo hold. She walked ahead of me, and the sway of her hips beneath the fabric was unhurried and devastating in that way that was distinctly Damira, where every movement looked casual and nothing was accidental.

She stopped near the loading controls and turned. The cargo hold was dim, the ramp casting morning light across the deck in a bright rectangle that stopped several feet from where she stood. In the half-light, her amber eyes were deeper. Warmer. The silver threads at her temples caught the glow, and so did the small angular clasp at the base of her right ear, the one she always wore, its etched symbols catching light like a private language.

“Piri’s choice,” she said. “In our culture, when a female selects a mate and the bond is consummated, it carries weight. Biological weight. You carry her scent-mark now. Any bunnygirl who encounters you will read it immediately.”

“She told me. Last night.”

“She told you the surface.” Damira’s hands folded in front of her. Composed. Steady. “The depth is this: her choice is respected by the group. In bunnygirl culture, a female’s selection does not exclude others. It opens a door. The first bond demonstrates that the male is worthy. That he was chosen and accepted.”

“Opens a door for who?”

“For anyone else who chooses to walk through it.” She held my gaze. “Piri chose first because Piri always acts first. But she is not the only one whose biology has been responding to your presence.”

I thought about Veska’s nose, twitching constantly. Kaida’s foot, thumping in rhythms she couldn’t control. And Damira herself, standing in front of me with the stillness of a woman who’d spent decades mastering the art of not reacting.

“The pollen,” I said. “It’s making everything worse.”

“The pollen amplifies. It does not create.” Damira’s voice was precise, clinical in a way that reminded me of Veska. The difference was that Damira knew she was being clinical and was choosing it deliberately. “Our responses to your pheromone signature preceded the pollen by two days of ship transit. The pollen turns up the volume. But the signal was already there.”

“How bad will it get?”

“The pollen follows a cycle. Veska’s preliminary analysis suggests it peaks at night and diminishes underground. But our own cycles do not diminish.” She paused. Her jaw tightened for a fraction of a second before releasing. “The longer we remain on this planet, the more intense the biological pressure becomes. For all of us.”

“For all of you,” I repeated. “Including you.”

She looked at me for a long moment. The cargo hold was quiet around us, the morning light casting her face half in gold and half in shadow. Her brown ears were perfectly still. Her tail was invisible beneath her hem. Everything about her was controlled, practiced, the product of decades of discipline.

“On Velan, a matriarch manages the warren’s bonding dynamics. She guides the younger females through their first selections. She ensures the bonds are genuine, not reactive. She reads the scent-chemistry between potential mates and advises.” Her voice carried the weight of describing a role she’d performed a hundred times. “She does not participate. Not until the warren is stable. Not until she is certain.”

“Certain of what?”

“That the foundation will hold.” Her thumb traced the edge of the crate she leaned against. “A matriarch’s bond is different from the others, Dex. It carries more weight. I will explain when the time is appropriate. For now, understand that I am managing this group’s biology while managing my own, and that neither task is simple.”

“I have more experience managing my responses than the younger women,” she said. “I was bonded once. My mate died in the war. I have not been unbonded for twenty years, Dex. I know what it feels like to want and to choose not to act.”

It was the most personal thing she’d ever said to me. I held the weight of it carefully.

“So what do I do?”

“You do what you’ve been doing.” Her expression changed, so briefly I almost missed it. Not a crack in the composure. A window, briefly opened. “You treat them with decency. You let them choose. And you understand that their choices are real, even when the circumstances are extreme.”

“And if I make the wrong call?”

“Then I will tell you.” She said it simply. Not a threat. A promise. The matriarch’s function: to see what the warren couldn’t see about itself and to speak the truth no one else would. “That is what I am for. Piri will tell you what she feels. Veska will tell you what she knows. Kaida will tell you nothing until it’s too late to be useful.” The ghost of warmth crossed her face. “I will tell you what matters.”

She stepped forward. Close enough that I caught her scent: cedar, parchment, and that deep warmth that the planet’s heat amplified into something rich and complex. Her nose twitched. Once. A full, visible flutter that she let happen without suppressing.

“You are not in trouble, Dex.” Her amber eyes held something I couldn’t read. “But you are not done.”

She turned and walked back toward the common area. Her tail, barely visible beneath her hem, was still. Discipline worn so long it had become architecture.

But her nose had twitched. And she hadn’t hidden it from me. That felt like something.

I returned to the galley and found Veska in the process of explaining pollen science to everyone with the focused intensity of a woman clinging to academia like a life raft in a storm.

“The pollen concentration peaked overnight,” she said, data pad now powered on and displaying charts. The hand holding the data pad trembled visibly, a fine vibration she steadied by gripping the device tighter. “My preliminary analysis confirms the compound is bioactive. Specifically, it interacts with Velan neurochemistry by amplifying existing response pathways.”

“In Common,” Kaida said from the far stool.

Veska pushed her glasses up. “It makes everything we already feel stronger. It doesn’t make us feel things we don’t.”

“Specifics,” Kaida said from the far stool.

Veska switched to a chart on her data pad, holding it up despite the fogged glasses. “The compound targets neurochemical pathways associated with bonding, arousal, and pair-recognition. In controlled conditions, exposure increases sensitivity to known stimuli by a factor of three to four. In uncontrolled conditions.” She paused, adjusting her glasses. “Such as our current situation. The amplification factor is difficult to measure because the baseline is already elevated.”

“Because of him,” Kaida said flatly, not looking at me.

“Because of the unique pheromone profile introduced by an unfamiliar male of a compatible species, yes.” Veska’s voice had steadied into lecture mode, the familiar academic armor. But her hand still trembled holding the data pad. “The important finding is that the pollen does not create attraction. It amplifies existing response patterns. If there were no underlying response, the pollen would have no effect.”

“So if someone weren’t feeling anything,” Kaida said carefully, “the pollen wouldn’t matter.”

“Correct.”

A pause stretched through the galley. Kaida’s foot thumped four times against the stool base.

“Everything we already feel,” Kaida repeated. Her foot thumped twice more. She grabbed it. “And what exactly do we already feel?”

The galley went quiet. Veska looked at her data pad. Kaida looked at her foot. Piri looked at me, grinning.

“I feel hungry,” Piri said. “I feel like the morning air is incredible. I feel like the jungle is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And I feel like last night was really, really good.” She stretched on the counter, arching her back, crop top riding up to expose her golden midriff. She caught me watching and her tail bobbed. “What do you feel, Kaida?”

“I feel like this conversation should end.”

“What about your foot? What does your foot feel?”

“My foot is experiencing a proximity-based neurological response that is entirely non-diagnostic and will subside once the ambient pollen concentration decreases.”

“Your foot is thumping because Dex is sitting three stools away.”

Kaida stood. Her ears went flat. Combat-flat. Her golden-amber eyes burned with something that was ninety percent furious and ten percent something she’d die before naming. She walked out of the galley, her foot delivering a final, emphatic thump against the deck plating as she passed through the doorway.

Piri watched her go with ears angled forward and a knowing expression that was kinder than her grin suggested.

“She’ll come around,” she said quietly. “She’s already looking at him differently.”

“Looking at who differently?” Veska asked, eyes locked on her data pad.

“The local pheromone density.”

Veska’s lop ears dipped. She didn’t bother checking her glasses.

I cleared the galley and washed the cups in the small sink, letting the routine settle me. Normal tasks. Clean up. Prep for the day. Pretend that the most significant olfactory event in recent bunnygirl history hadn’t occurred on my hull eight hours ago.

The morning’s heat was already building, the jungle’s warm breath rolling through the open cargo ramp and filling the ship with sweetness. I checked the hull while the others settled into their patterns. Piri claimed the cockpit, cross-legged in the co-pilot’s seat, running the perimeter sensor suite with her bare feet propped on the console and her ears rotating in slow sweeps. She took the assignment seriously. I could hear her calling soft status updates to herself, tracking the movement signatures at the clearing’s edge.

Veska had retreated to the med bay, her data pads arranged in their fortress formation, the steady click of her typing providing a baseline rhythm for the ship’s morning sounds. She’d closed the door. Not all the way. A crack. Wide enough that her nose-twitching was audible through the gap, her olfactory system processing the ship’s chemistry whether she wanted it to or not.

Kaida ran her morning combat forms outside. I watched through the cockpit viewport as she moved through sequences against one of the massive trunks at the clearing’s edge. The olive skin of her arms and shoulders glistened with humidity and exertion, each strike precise and purposeful. She’d positioned herself where she could see the cargo ramp. Guard duty disguised as training. Or training disguised as guard duty. With Kaida, the distinction was academic.

I prepped for the expedition in the cargo hold. Three packs: water, ration bars, scanner equipment, the laser cutter for potential extraction, basic med supplies. Lightweight. We’d need to move ten kilometers through dense jungle, and anything non-essential was dead weight. I weighed each item before adding it. Pilot’s habit. Every gram matters when your fuel margins are tight. Different context here, same principle.

Kaida appeared at the cargo ramp as I was finalizing the packs. She’d shifted into full combat mode: knives strapped to her thighs in quick-draw sheaths, hair tied back in a severe knot, compression wraps tight around her forearms and ankles. Her combat top was fitted close, dark fabric pulling across the defined muscle of her shoulders and the flat plane of her stomach. She looked sharp. Ready. The fury from the galley had been channeled into tactical focus with the efficiency of someone who’d been converting emotions into combat readiness for fourteen years.

She examined the packs without touching them. Circled them once. Assessed weight distribution from angles I hadn’t considered.

“Too heavy.”

“They’re six kilos each.”

“Cut the secondary med supplies. I carry first-response. If it’s worse than first-response, we’re already dead.”

I looked at her. She looked at me. Her logic was sound. Harsh, but sound.

“Agreed,” I said, and repacked.

Her ears angled forward. The black fur caught the light from the cargo ramp, sleek and well-maintained despite the jungle’s humidity. “You keep doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Agreeing. When I make tactical assessments, you accept them.” She crossed her arms. Her foot thumped once. She didn’t grab it. “Most males challenge recommendations from female combatants. Officers. Squad leaders. Even my own commanding officer questioned field assessments three times before accepting. You don’t question once.”

“I’m not most males. And your recommendations are good.”

Her golden eyes did something I hadn’t seen before. The assessment paused. Not warmer, not yet, but the hostility had stepped aside for a fraction of a second, the way a guard might lower a weapon to get a better look at something unexpected.

“You are not entirely useless,” she said.

“Progress.”

“Don’t push it.” She turned and walked to the ramp, presenting me with a view of her combat gear pulling across her muscular ass as she descended to the clearing. “First light tomorrow. We move at dawn.”

I noticed she’d reported to me. Not to Damira. Not to anyone else. To me. She’d delivered tactical assessments, received confirmation, and departed. In Seventh Forward doctrine, you reported to your operational commander. She’d chosen her commander.

The first time she’d treated me as operational lead.

Her foot thumped once on the ramp. She kept walking.

Veska found me in the cargo hold an hour later, already prepping her equipment for the expedition. She wore her form-fitting underlayer and the pants that had been doing all the visual work since boarding. No cardigan. The heat had won the war against modesty within the first hour of planetfall. Without the oversized barrier, her body was a continuous curve from shoulders to ankles: generous C-cups straining the underlayer, buttons gapping at the neckline to reveal lace, narrow waist creating a dramatic ratio to the wide hips and thick thighs outlined in clinging fabric.

She carried two data pads, a sample collection kit, and a container of chemical compounds she’d assembled from the ship’s med bay supplies. Her platinum hair was in a ponytail that she’d pulled through a loop twice for stability. Her cracked glasses caught the morning light.

“I’ve identified three chemical signatures in the cave system’s atmospheric output,” she said, by way of greeting. “Two are consistent with biological processes in subterranean ecosystems. The third is anomalous and may indicate the presence of crystalline mineral deposits.”

“Astralith?”

“Potentially. I’ll require samples at close range to confirm.” She pushed her glasses up onto her forehead, giving up on them entirely in the humidity. “The pollen concentration decreases significantly in subterranean environments, per my atmospheric modeling.”

I heard what she wasn’t saying. Underground, the pollen would ease. Her nose would stop its constant assault. She could think. She could be clinical without her biology fighting every word.

“That’s good news,” I said.

“For scientific accuracy, yes.” She looked at me for a half-second longer than necessary. Her lop ears trembled at the tips. Her blush started its familiar climb from clavicle to cheeks. Her nose twitched twice, rapid, then she caught herself and pressed her lips together. “Exclusively for scientific accuracy.”

I noticed she’d positioned herself slightly closer to me than necessary for the conversation. Her shoulder was almost touching my arm. She didn’t seem to realize it. Or she realized it and was filing it under “environmental variables” along with everything else her body was doing that her brain refused to acknowledge.

The plan was set. Tomorrow: Kaida, Veska, and I would trek to the caves. Piri and Damira on ship defense. Ten kilometers through jungle, then underground, then whatever waited near the astralith.

But first, the perimeter. The sensor array I’d jury-rigged for the external hull was running a passive scan, but the coverage was thin and the equipment was improvised. If anything larger than a house cat approached within two hundred meters, the alarm would trigger. If something came from the right angle at the right speed, it wouldn’t trigger at all.

I needed better coverage. More decoys. Better warning range. Engineering problems I could solve while the biological ones solved themselves, or didn’t.

I walked the perimeter in the late morning heat, checking the four sensor beacons I’d positioned at the clearing’s compass points the day before. The north beacon had shifted in the soft ground, its stake listing sideways where the moss had absorbed moisture overnight. I reset it, driving the stake deeper with the flat of my laser cutter housing. The east beacon near the river was fine. The south and west beacons needed recalibration: the humid air had corroded one of the signal contacts, and the battery on the other was running twelve percent low.

Kaida found me at the west beacon.

She appeared from the tree line without sound, combat boots somehow silent on the moss, and crouched beside the beacon housing while I cleaned the corroded contact.

“Signal range?”

“Two hundred meters on a clear read. Drops to one-forty in heavy vegetation.” I scraped the corrosion with the edge of my multi-tool. “Not great.”

“Not great,” she agreed. She examined the beacon’s mounting stake, tested its stability with two fingers. “The ground here is softer than the north edge. Deeper root systems. This one will shift again overnight.”

She was right. I looked at her. She looked at the beacon, not at me.

“If you anchor it to a root, it won’t drift.” She pointed to a thick tendril emerging from the nearest trunk, exposed where the moss had been disturbed by my boots. “Bind the stake to that. Rigid base.”

I did. She watched my hands work, her black ears tracking the sounds from the jungle while her eyes followed the binding. When I finished, she tested the mount. Solid.

“Better,” she said. Her foot thumped once. She stood and walked back toward the tree line without another word, her combat pants clinging to her powerful thighs in the morning humidity. At the tree line’s edge she paused and looked back. Not at me. At the beacon.

“The south mount will need the same treatment,” she said.

“Kaida.” She stopped at the tree line’s edge but didn’t turn. “Thanks. For the tactical input.”

Her ears angled back. Not hostile. Considering. “It’s terrain assessment. Basic field operations.” A pause. Her tail flicked sideways, then stilled. “You’re welcome.”

Then she was gone, moving through the undergrowth with the fluid silence of someone who’d been trained to disappear.

Standard maintenance. Routine work while my brain ran the bigger calculations. Ten kilometers of jungle to the cave system. Unknown fauna along the route. Three people in a formation through terrain none of us had mapped. Scanner at forty percent capacity, which meant threats could approach from angles I couldn’t detect until they were close enough to be dangerous.

And underneath the tactical math, the other calculation. The one about four bunnygirl women and pollen that made everything they already felt louder and more insistent. The one about scent-marks and open doors and biology that didn’t wait for convenient timing.

I tightened the signal contact on the south beacon and moved on.

Piri appeared at the cargo ramp as I was completing the circuit. She sat with her bare feet dangling off the edge, golden toenails bright against the dark metal, watching me with ears that spun in lazy figure eights.

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. Early.”

“And tonight?”

“Tonight we make sure nothing eats us in our sleep.” I reset the last beacon and walked back toward the ramp. “The fauna signatures the scanner detected are large enough to be predators. We’ve been broadcasting heat since we landed, and the pollen is probably amplifying all of your thermal output. I want the sensor coverage tighter before dark.”

“I’ll listen tonight,” she said. “My ears are better than your sensors.” She tapped one honey-gold ear. It spun toward the tree line, then back. “If anything bigger than an insect moves within three hundred meters, I’ll hear it before your alarm does.”

“I know you will.”

Her ears rose. Her tail bobbed once. The acknowledgment mattered to her. Not flattery. Recognition. She’d been given a real assignment and she was going to perform it with the same fearless commitment she applied to everything.

“Dex.” She tilted her head. The copper-gold bob caught the filtered light. “Last night. On the hull. You didn’t ask me to stay quiet.”

“Would it have worked if I had?”

She grinned. “No. But you didn’t ask. Some males would have asked.” Her expression softened. “You let me be loud. You let me be seen. That’s not a small thing.”

She swung her feet against the ramp and went back inside. Her scent lingered in the humid air behind her, honey-sweet and warm.

Damira found me at the external maintenance panel, where I was running diagnostics on the hull plating. She stood at the top of the ramp, arms folded, her chestnut hair catching the afternoon light.

“Comm check protocols for the expedition?”

“Every hour. If we miss one, assume the worst.”

“If you miss one, we come to you,” she corrected. “There is no assuming the worst. There is only response.”

Her gaze held mine. Her nose twitched once. She didn’t suppress it.

“How is Veska?” I asked.

“Working. She processes through analysis. Give her a problem and the emotional noise quiets.” Damira glanced toward the med bay. “The pollen research is genuine. She’s identified chemical interactions that could be medically significant. But the research also gives her a framework to manage what she’s feeling without acknowledging it directly.”

“And Kaida?”

“Training. She’s logged four hundred minutes of combat forms since we landed.” A pause. “She reports to you now. You noticed.”

“I noticed.”

“In bunnygirl military culture, a soldier reports to the individual she trusts with tactical authority. Transferring operational allegiance is not a casual decision.” Damira’s voice was measured, precise, carrying the weight of cultural context I was only beginning to understand. “She has not transferred that allegiance to you formally. But the behavior precedes the declaration, in Kaida’s case. She acts before she admits.”

“Like the thumping.”

“Exactly like the thumping.” Something warm flickered across her expression and vanished. “She will deny it. You will know the truth. This is the pattern.”

She turned and walked back into the ship. Her stride was unhurried, the elegant fabric shifting across her hips in the way I was learning to associate with Damira in motion: controlled, graceful, carrying decades of practice in every step.

The afternoon burned through the canopy in waves of amber heat. I spent it building additional sensor beacons from spare components in the repair locker, laying out an improved perimeter defense grid, and trying not to think about the fact that four bunnygirl women were breathing pollen-thick air and running warmer by the hour.

The work was absorbing in the way all mechanical work was absorbing: systematic, predictable, each step leading to the next. I pulled the secondary sensor housing apart and salvaged six thermal regulators. Paired them with signal boosters from the backup comm unit. Tested each one, calibrating the output against the handheld scanner’s reference. My fingers found the rhythm: solder, test, adjust. Solder, test, adjust.

From the cockpit, Piri’s humming resumed. A new melody, brighter than her usual. She’d been given a real assignment and was taking it seriously. I could hear her adjusting the comm receiver, running test pings against the perimeter sensors, her bare feet tapping an absent rhythm on the cockpit deck.

From the med bay, Veska’s data pad clicked steadily. She was cataloguing pollen samples with a quiet murmur of chemical compounds and atmospheric concentrations. Scientific armor, rebuilt fresh each morning and buttoned tight.

And from the perimeter, the rhythmic sound of Kaida’s knife hitting the same tree trunk. Two throws. Two perfect impacts. Her version of meditation.

As the sun dropped toward the canopy line, the bioluminescence began its nightly crescendo. I sat on the cargo ramp with the last sensor beacon in my lap and watched the jungle shift from lush greens to the electric glow I was learning to anticipate.

Tomorrow. The caves. The crystal.


Chapter 7: Heat Signatures

Kaida and I were checking the outer perimeter when the sensor alarm hit my comm unit.

We’d walked three hundred meters from the ship at first light, Kaida sweeping the tree line for fresh tracks while I tested the north sensor beacon’s signal range. The jungle was quiet in the way mornings were quiet on Viridian: full of small sounds that layered into a background hum, nothing large enough to trigger the alarm threshold.

Then the alarm triggered.

The perimeter sensor array I’d rigged the previous evening was simple: four proximity detectors pulled from the Kingfisher’s hull-mounted scanner system, repositioned at the clearing’s compass points and wired back to a handheld receiver. Repurposed diagnostic equipment running signal protocols I’d rewritten in twenty minutes by lamplight while Piri slept on the hull above me. Rough, but functional. It pinged when something warm moved within two hundred meters of the clearing.

It was pinging now. Three ascending tones followed by a sustained pulse. Not a single contact. Multiple. Moving fast, converging on the clearing from the north and east.

I pulled up the handheld scanner. Six signatures. Large. Warm-blooded. Moving in coordinated patterns that screamed pack behavior. The display flickered, the scanner’s damaged sensors struggling with multiple fast-moving targets, but the data was clear enough.

“Six contacts,” I said. “Coming from the tree line. Fast.”

We sprinted back. Three hundred meters of jungle floor, roots and moss, my boots hitting the soft ground while Kaida moved beside me with the fluid speed of someone who ran through worse terrain for training. She was faster. She pulled ahead within seconds, knives already in her hands, drawn from the thigh sheaths mid-stride.

We broke through the tree line into the clearing. The Kingfisher sat where we’d left her, cargo ramp down, morning light catching the hull’s scuffed surface. Kaida was already moving into position, knives reversed to fighting grip, her black ears flattened against her skull as she tracked the far tree line.

“Formation?” she asked.

“Split approach. Three from the north, three from the northeast. They’re bracketing the clearing.”

“Pack hunters. Flanking pattern.” She assessed the terrain in a single sweep. “How big?”

“Scanner says wolf-sized. Six-legged. Thermal signature suggests cold-blooded with heat-seeking capability.” I looked at her. “They hunt by heat.”

Her jaw tightened. “Bunnygirls in breeding cycles run warm. We’re beacons.”

That was exactly what I’d been thinking. The pollen had been amplifying their biology for two days. Four bunnygirl women running elevated body temperatures in a clearing surrounded by jungle filled with heat-tracking predators. We’d been ringing the dinner bell since we landed. And last night, on the hull, we’d probably spiked the thermal output of the entire clearing by a factor of two.

Piri appeared at the cargo ramp. Barefoot. Ears flat. Alert. Her perpetual playfulness had been replaced by something sharper: the look of a prey animal that had heard a sound and was deciding whether to run.

I watched the instinct hit her, the full-body stillness, the freeze. Her golden skin went tight. Her amber eyes locked on the tree line. For two seconds she was pure prey biology, every cell screaming don’t move, don’t breathe, don’t exist.

Then she shook it off. Physically shook it, a full-body shudder that ran from her ears to her toes. Her ears rose, angled toward the tree line, rotating in the slow sweep of someone using her hearing as a weapon. “I can hear them. North-northeast. Clicking sounds. Something scraping on bark.” She tilted her head, one ear higher than the other, triangulating. “They’re in the trees. Moving fast. Their feet hit the branches in a six-point rhythm.”

Damira came down the ramp, composed, unhurried, her gaze sweeping the tree line with the same calm assessment she applied to everything. The matriarch taking inventory. “Dex. What do you need?”

“Piri inside the ship. Damira, cockpit, seal the hull. Kaida and I handle the perimeter.”

“No.” Kaida’s voice was sharp. “Damira and Piri inside. I handle the perimeter. You provide tech support.”

“I’m not hiding inside while you.”

“You’re not a fighter.” She said it without contempt. Assessment. “You’re a pilot with a laser cutter. I’m a Seventh Forward combat specialist with fourteen years of training and two hundred confirmed field engagements. You provide tactical support. I provide blades.” Her ears swiveled north. “They’re getting closer.”

She was right. I knew she was right. My ego knew she was right. My ego just didn’t want to acknowledge it while I had passengers to protect.

“Compromise,” I said. “Piri and Damira inside. I’ll deploy the sensor beacons as heat decoys. You handle anything that gets past them. And we need to get Veska back in. She’s outside at the ramp collecting samples.”

Her golden eyes locked onto mine. I watched her run the tactical calculation. Two in the open, two protected, one exposed at the ramp. The math wasn’t clean, but it was what we had.

She nodded. A sharp dip of her chin. “Acceptable. But you stay behind me. If something gets past the decoys, I engage first. You provide ranged support with the cutter.”

“Agreed.”

“And if I tell you to run, you run. No heroics. No pilot’s pride. You run.”

“Understood.”

Her ears twitched. She hadn’t expected agreement that fast. For a fraction of a second her combat mask showed something that might have been approval.

“Piri, Damira. Inside. Seal the ramp once Veska’s clear.”

Piri’s jaw set. I thought she’d argue. Her ears went flat, then angled forward, then flat again, cycling through emotions faster than I could track. Then her eyes found mine and she read something there, something that said I need you safe so I can think. Her ears dipped, then rose.

“My hearing from the cockpit is better than your scanner,” she said. “I’ll call out positions. Distances. Movement patterns. Everything.”

“Do it.”

“Don’t die.” She said it like a command. Her amber eyes were bright and fierce. “I just bonded with you. If you die on day one I’ll be very upset.”

“Noted.”

Damira moved Piri up the ramp with quiet efficiency. A firm word that I couldn’t hear but that made Piri’s ears flatten in acknowledgment. Matriarch in motion. Managing fear and turning it into function.

She paused at the ramp’s top and looked back at me. The morning light was behind her, casting her face in shadow, but her amber eyes caught the light and held it.

“Come back,” she said. Simple. Warm. An order and a plea wrapped in two words.

She disappeared inside. The ramp stayed down. Veska was still out there, crouched behind the port landing strut with her sample containers, too far from the ramp to see the exchange and too focused on her collection to have heard the alarm through the cockpit comm.

I grabbed four sensor beacons from the cargo bay’s external locker and sprinted to the perimeter. The beacons were small: fist-sized devices designed to detect proximity and environmental hazards. Standard equipment on any transport. I’d never thought of them as weapons.

They had one function I could exploit: they emitted a thermal signature during calibration, a brief heat pulse used for cross-referencing temperature data. Three seconds of warmth, then the cycle ended. But if I could override the calibration protocol and lock them in continuous emission, they’d radiate heat signatures roughly equivalent to a large warm-blooded animal.

My fingers worked the bypass while my brain counted seconds. The creatures were getting closer. I could hear them now, faintly: a rapid clicking that sounded like dry sticks being snapped in sequence. The sound of six legs hitting bark at speed.

The sensor beacons weren’t designed for this. The circuitry would burn out within fifteen minutes under continuous thermal load. But fifteen minutes was a lifetime in a fight.

I cracked the first beacon’s housing with the flat of my laser cutter. Inside: calibration board, thermal regulator, signal processor. I rerouted the thermal regulator to bypass the calibration limiter, soldering the connection with a quick pulse from the cutter set to its lowest dispersal. Sealed it. The device hummed, then pulsed warm. Hot. A beacon of false life radiating into the jungle.

Three more. Faster. My fingers found their rhythm, the pilot’s dexterity that came from ten years of field repairs and jury-rigged solutions turning four diagnostic tools into heat-emitting decoys. The second took forty seconds. The third took thirty. The fourth I did in twenty, muscle memory taking over, the bypass pattern locked into my grip.

I placed them in a diamond pattern around the clearing’s perimeter, each one thirty meters from the ship, each one broadcasting warmth into the morning air. Staked them into the soft ground beside thick roots where the thermal signature would diffuse naturally, mimicking a resting animal.

“Decoys live,” I told Kaida.

She stood at the clearing’s eastern edge, between the ship and the tree line, knives held in a reverse grip that put the blades along her forearms. Combat stance. Weight centered, feet planted, ready to move in any direction. Her combat top was dark with sweat, the fabric clinging to her defined abs and the firm muscle of her shoulders. Scarred shoulders. Battle-proven.

Her foot was still. In combat mode, the thumping stopped. Everything stopped. She was a blade waiting.

From the cockpit comm, Piri’s voice: “Northern group split. One heading for the northeast beacon. Two still coming straight. East group: one on the southeast decoy, two maintaining course toward the ship.” A pause. “Dex, three of them aren’t fooled.”

“Noted.”

Three decoys had pulled three hunters. Three remained on course. The smart ones.

The first came through the tree line like a nightmare.

Reptilian. Six-legged. The size of a large wolf, built low and wide, with a flat head dominated by a jaw that hinged wider than anatomically reasonable. No visible eyes. The entire front of its skull was a smooth, dark plate that I realized was a thermal sensor: a biological heat-seeking array that processed infrared radiation the way I processed visible light. The plate was wet, glistening, covered in a fine network of capillaries that I could see pulsing beneath the transparent outer layer.

Its skin was mottled green-black, scaled, covered in a mucous sheen that reflected the morning light. Six legs ending in clawed feet that dug into the moss with each step, each foot leaving four deep puncture marks. It moved in a sinuous weave, all six legs working in a coordinated gallop that covered ground terrifyingly fast. The middle pair pushed while the front pair steered and the back pair provided stabilizing thrust. Built for ambush sprints.

The second and third emerged from the eastern tree line in a wider flank, spreading apart, one angling toward the cargo ramp. The ramp was still down. Veska had gone to retrieve sample containers she’d staged at the ramp’s base the night before, containers she needed for the cave expedition prep. She’d been outside when the alarm triggered, out of earshot of the cockpit comm, crouched behind the landing strut gathering her kit.

I saw the problem before Kaida did. “Veska, get back inside. Now.”

Veska stood at the base of the cargo ramp, data pad in one hand, sample kit in the other, her lop ears flat and her face ghost-white. She hadn’t heard the alarm. She didn’t move. Her body locked. Prey-lock. The complete freeze of a prey species confronted with a predator: every muscle rigid, every thought wiped blank by a biological imperative older than language. Her glasses reflected the morning light. Her mouth was open. Nothing came out.

The first creature cleared the tree line and stopped, head sweeping, thermal plate tracking the clearing.

Kaida hit it before it finished scanning.

She came off her planted position like a launch system. Three strides, the last one an explosive lunge that carried her into the creature’s flank with both knives leading. The blades sank into the junction between the second and third leg on its left side, biting deep into the scaled hide with a sound like tearing metal. The creature screamed. A high-pitched shriek that sent a sympathetic flinch through every bunnygirl within earshot. Kaida ripped the knives free, pivoted, rolled under the snapping jaw, and came up on the creature’s right side. Two more strikes. Deep, precise, targeting the same junction point. She knew the anatomy already, had identified the weak point from one look.

The creature’s front legs buckled. It collapsed. Kaida stepped back with the economy of someone who’d done this exact motion hundreds of times. Waited. Let the creature spend its last energy on the ground.

The second creature was already dead, Kaida’s thrown knife catching it mid-lunge as it closed on the clearing’s edge. She’d killed two in the time it took me to process one.

But the third had bypassed them both.

It had gone for the heat source that wasn’t fighting back. Veska. Standing frozen at the cargo ramp, her body a thermal beacon, her muscles locked by instincts she couldn’t override.

It was twelve meters from her and closing. Six legs eating ground. Jaw hinging open.

I ran. Not elegantly. Not tactically. I ran the way you run when someone is about to die and the only thing between them and the thing that wants to kill them is you and a mineral extraction tool.

The laser cutter wasn’t a weapon. It was a mining implement with a focused cutting beam designed for crystalline extraction. I set it to maximum dispersal, which was never intended as a combat setting but would deliver a concentrated burst of cutting energy at close range.

I got between Veska and the creature with two meters to spare and fired the cutter directly into its thermal sensor plate.

The burst hit the heat-seeking organ. The creature convulsed, all six legs spasming, its jaw gaping wide enough that I could see rows of backward-curving teeth. The thermal plate cracked, leaking fluid that smelled like hot copper. It wasn’t dead. Hurt, disoriented, stumbling sideways, but the jaw was still functional and turning toward me with the blind fury of something that could no longer see but could still bite.

My boots caught the cargo ramp’s edge. I went down on one knee, the laser cutter pressed against my chest, and the creature lunged.

Kaida’s knife took it in the junction where the skull met the neck. A single, precise throw that covered twenty meters with enough force to punch through scale and sink to the hilt. I hadn’t heard her move. I hadn’t heard anything except the creature’s jaw and my own heartbeat.

The creature dropped at my feet. Its legs twitched twice. Then nothing.

The clearing went still. The jungle sounds reasserted themselves one by one, bird calls and insect hums returning as if the fight had been a pause in a conversation that was now resuming.

Kaida walked to the third carcass and pulled her knife free. She cleaned all three blades on the moss and sheathed them with the same efficient motion she’d drawn them with. Her breathing was elevated but controlled. Her combat top was soaked through, clinging to her torso, outlining every defined muscle of her abs and the firm curve of her breasts beneath the wraps. Blood on her knives, her wraps, her face. The creature’s dark ichor was almost black, steaming faintly in the morning air.

A bead of sweat traced down her neck, across the ridge of her collarbone, and disappeared into the neckline of her top.

She looked at me. I was crouched beside the creature I’d blinded with a mineral extraction tool, breathing like I’d sprinted a kilometer, the laser cutter still humming in my grip.

“Piri,” I said into the comm. “Status on the other three?”

“All three on decoys. Chewing through them.” A pause. “Dex, your decoys just got eaten. But they did their job.”

Piri came down the cargo ramp at a sprint. Barefoot on the metal, ears forward, eyes bright. Halfway down the ramp, the sprint turned into something else: a full binky, an explosive burst of movement that sent her spinning once on the metal ramp, bare feet skidding, before she launched off the bottom edge and hit me like a small golden missile.

She wrapped around me: legs around my waist, arms around my neck, face pressed into my shoulder. Her ears pressed flat against my cheek, the honey-gold fur damp with sweat. Her tail wrapped around my forearm. Her nose twitched against my neck so hard I could feel each individual flutter, rapid bursts of scent-reading that her brain was probably processing as a full biological status report.

“You smell like adrenaline and blood and I’ve never been more attracted to anyone in my life,” she said into my shoulder. Her voice was muffled against my skin and her grip was tight enough to bruise. She didn’t check the clearing for threats. She didn’t care about the blood. She’d been listening from the cockpit, tracking every sound, and the moment the last creature dropped she was moving.

I caught her. One arm around her waist, the other still holding the laser cutter, the scorched tip pointed safely at the sky. Her compact body was warm and solid against me, and her heartbeat hammered against my chest through the thin fabric of her crop top.

“Piri. Blood. I’m covered in.”

“I don’t care.” She pulled back enough to look at me, amber eyes wide, freckles standing out against flushed golden skin. Her hands cupped my face, tilting it left, then right, checking for damage with frantic efficiency. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Is Kaida hurt?”

I looked at Kaida. She stood beside the first carcass, knives sheathed, watching Piri cling to me with an expression that was trying very hard to be disdain and was failing at the edges.

“Negative,” Kaida said. Her voice was clipped. Professional. But her foot thumped once against the ground. She didn’t grab it. She was still breathing hard, combat-flushed, her olive skin warm and sheened, and the thump had a different quality than her usual irritated staccato. Slower.

She noticed me noticing. Her ears angled away.

“Adequate.” She thumped once. Walked away toward the ship, her combat-soaked clothes clinging to her warrior’s body, her tail drifting in my direction before she noticed and tucked it tight.

Veska hadn’t moved from the base of the cargo ramp. She stood exactly where she’d frozen, data pad still clutched in one white-knuckled hand, sample kit at her feet where she’d dropped it. Her lop ears were flat against the sides of her head, pressed back, and her face was ghost-white. Her glasses were crooked. Her platinum hair had partially escaped its ponytail, strands framing a face that looked like it had been hollowed out.

I set Piri down gently and walked to Veska.

She looked at the dead creature at the base of the ramp. The one that had been twelve meters from her and closing. The one I’d intercepted with a mining tool and Kaida had finished with a thrown blade.

“I froze.” She said it quietly. “It was coming toward me. Twelve meters. I saw it. I understood the threat. I calculated the velocity, the estimated time to contact, the optimal evasive trajectory. My brain knew exactly what to do.” Her lop ears drooped to their lowest point. “My body wouldn’t move. Not one muscle. I stood here and I couldn’t.”

Prey-lock. The complete freeze that bunnygirls experienced under extreme stress. The biological response of a prey species confronted with a predator: go completely still, hope it doesn’t see you. Except this predator hunted by heat, not sight. Freezing was the worst possible response.

“That’s a biological response,” I said. “Not a choice.”

“I know what it is.” Her voice cracked. “I’ve studied it. I’ve written about it. I know the neurological cascade, the hormonal triggers, the evolutionary function. Knowing doesn’t help when your muscles refuse to obey your brain and you’re standing three meters from the cargo ramp being useless while a predator is running at you and someone has to risk their life to intercept it because you can’t move your feet.” She looked at the creature’s body. Her nose twitched, slow and measured, committing the scent to memory. “I won’t freeze next time.”

“It’s biology, Veska. You can’t just decide to override it.”

“Watch me.” Her pale blue eyes were fierce behind her glasses. Not watery. Not defeated. Angry. At herself. At her own nervous system. At the gap between what she knew and what her body had done. “I’m a scientist. If I can understand a phenomenon, I can find a countermeasure. Even if the phenomenon is me.”

She picked up her sample kit, straightened her glasses, and walked up the ramp. Stiff. Controlled. Her lop ears didn’t move. Her tail was tucked tight against her hip. But her chin was up.

Damira met her at the top of the ramp. I couldn’t hear what the matriarch said, but I saw her hand on Veska’s shoulder, firm and steady, and the slight dip of Veska’s head as she accepted the comfort without looking up. Damira’s other hand gestured toward the med bay. Veska nodded and walked toward it with purpose in her stride that hadn’t been there thirty seconds ago.

I helped Piri down from my chest. She detached with reluctance, unwinding from me in stages: legs first, then arms, then tail, which was the last thing to let go, trailing along my arm before falling to her side. She stayed close. Her shoulder against my arm. Her nose still twitching at my neck, reading the adrenaline dissipation in real time.

“She’ll be okay,” Piri said quietly, watching Veska’s retreating back. “She’s not upset that she froze. She’s upset that she couldn’t contribute.” Her ears swiveled toward me. “Veska’s brain is her identity. Her brain is where she lives. When her body overrides it, she feels locked out of her own house.” She looked up at me, amber eyes serious for once. “But she’s also the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. She once spent three weeks learning to suppress her freeze response for a academic presentation. She practiced by having Kaida throw things at her.” A small smile. “She still flinched. But she stopped freezing.”

“She’ll find a way to be useful,” I said.

“She already has.” Piri tapped her own nose. “I can smell it. She went from shame-scent to problem-solving-scent in about thirty seconds flat. That’s Veska. Give her a problem and she becomes a different person.”

Damira called a brief debrief at the galley counter. No one argued. Even Piri sat still, ears forward, feet tucked under the stool instead of dangling.

“Casualty report,” Damira said.

“Zero,” Kaida answered. “No injuries on our side. Three enemy killed. Three diverted by decoys.” She paused. “The decoys worked. The pilot’s tactical contribution was the deciding factor.”

I looked at her. She was studying the wall behind my head.

“Veska,” Damira said.

“Present.” Veska’s voice was flat. Controlled. The mask she wore when she was angry at herself. “I froze. Prey-lock. Total duration approximately nine seconds. I’ve already begun research into chemical countermeasures. The predators’ thermal tracking suggests a frequency range between four and eight microns. A topical compound that absorbs radiation in that band would render us functionally invisible to their sensory apparatus.”

Damira nodded. “Work on it. Priority.”

“It’s already priority.” Veska’s chin came up. Behind the cracked glasses, her pale blue eyes burned with the particular fury of a scientist who had identified a problem and intended to destroy it with data. “I will not freeze again.”

“I know,” Damira said. And the way she said it, quiet and certain, made Veska’s lop ears rise a fraction.

“Piri,” Damira continued. “Your position calls were accurate and timely. Continue monitoring from the cockpit.”

Piri’s ears spun forward. She sat up straighter. “Yes, Matriarch.”

Nobody used that word casually. The formality of it, coming from Piri, said more than a speech would have.

“Tomorrow,” Damira said. “The caves. The plan holds.” She looked at each of us in turn. “We adapt. That is what we do.”

The debrief was over. Everyone moved to their tasks with a purpose that hadn’t been there before the attack. The predators had given us something unexpected: clarity. The jungle was dangerous. The mission was real. And the group that had been passengers three days ago was becoming something else.

I catalogued the dead creatures for Veska’s records, scanning each one with the handheld and recording the thermal plate structure, the jaw mechanism, the leg joints. Engineering brain. Even in the aftermath, I wanted to understand how they worked. How they tracked. What frequencies their thermal sensors operated on. Information was survival. If I understood their biology, I could build better decoys.

The creatures were heavier than they looked. Dense muscle under those scales, packed tight around the skeletal frame. I dragged the nearest one by two of its six legs, the scales rough against my palms, the body leaving a dark wet trail on the moss. Kaida took the other two without being asked, one at a time, gripping each by the neck joint with one hand and hauling it toward the tree line with the casual strength of someone who’d moved bodies before.

We worked in silence. Efficient. The kind of silence that comes after combat, when your body is still running on adrenaline and words feel inadequate. When the work of your hands is the only language that makes sense.

When we finished, Kaida stood across from me at the clearing’s edge, blood drying on her wraps, her black hair disheveled despite the severe tie. A strand had fallen across her face. She pushed it back with a bloody hand.

Her hand moved to the leather folio at her belt. Habit. She caught herself before opening it and let her hand drop.

“You prioritized the thermal distortion tactic over direct engagement,” she said. “You recognized your limitations and deployed your skills where they were strongest.”

“Yeah.”

“Seventh Forward doctrine: a specialist who operates within their competency domain is five times more effective than a generalist who overreaches.” She paused. “You operated within your domain.”

“That’s a compliment.”

“It’s doctrine.” Her foot thumped once. Slow. Not staccato. The combat flush hadn’t left her skin. Her olive complexion was warm, almost glowing, and the sweat on her neck caught the morning light. “Don’t make it something it’s not.”

She looked at me for a beat longer than necessary. Then she looked away, toward the tree line, toward the place where the creatures had come from. Her ears tracked the jungle sounds. Processing. Always processing.

“The pack will learn,” she said. “They’ll come back with a different strategy. We need to be ready.”

“I’ll build more decoys. Better ones.”

“And I’ll be faster.” Not a boast. A statement of intent. The quiet certainty of a warrior who treated every engagement as a lesson. “Same time tomorrow. The caves.”

“The caves,” I agreed.

She walked up the ramp. Her tail drifted toward where I stood. She let it. For three steps, she let it point at me before catching herself and tucking it away.

Nobody mentioned it. But Piri, watching from the cockpit viewport, saw it. I knew because I heard a soft, delighted “hah” through the comm before the channel clicked off.

I ran system diagnostics while the day’s heat built toward afternoon. The decoy beacons were destroyed, but the concept was sound. I could build more from the scanner array’s spare components. Better ones. With longer burn times and adjustable thermal signatures. If I pulled the secondary sensor housing apart, I could get six more thermal regulators. Pair them with the signal boosters from the backup comm unit, and I’d have decoys that could run for an hour instead of fifteen minutes.

I laid the components out on the cargo deck and started working. Pilot’s hands. Give me a problem and tools, and I’ll build a solution. It’s what I did. It’s all I’d ever done. The repetitive work was calming after the adrenaline. Strip, splice, verify. The rhythm was mechanical, steadying, each connection a small act of order imposed on a morning that had been full of chaos.

Piri brought me water halfway through. She sat on the cargo deck beside me, bare feet tucked under her, watching my hands work. Her ears tracked the clicking of the soldering tool with obvious fascination. After a few minutes, she reached for a thermal regulator and held it up, turning it in her fingers.

“This is the part that makes them warm?”

“That’s the part.” I took it from her and showed her the bypass. “See this connection? When I bridge these two contacts, the regulator locks into continuous emission. It can’t stop putting out heat until the battery dies or the circuit burns out.”

She watched, ears forward, nose twitching at the solder fumes. “How long until it burns out?”

“Hour, maybe less. Depends on the ambient temperature.”

“Can you make them last longer?”

“If I had better components, yeah. With what we’ve got, an hour is what I can promise.”

She nodded. Filed it. I was beginning to understand that Piri’s chatter had a function: she was gathering intelligence. Every question she asked went somewhere.

“You do that thing with your jaw when you’re concentrating,” she said.

“What thing?”

“You set it. Like you’re daring the circuit to fail.” She leaned against my shoulder. Her tail brushed my hip. “It’s very attractive.”

“I’m soldering a sensor beacon.”

“I know. It’s still attractive.” She stayed there for ten minutes, warm against my side, her nose twitching at a lazy contented pace. Then she kissed my shoulder, stood, and walked back to the cockpit. She didn’t need to explain. She’d wanted to be close. She’d been close. She’d left when the need was met.

Bunnygirl simplicity. I was starting to understand it.

From the med bay, I heard Veska’s voice. Not dictating field observations. Talking to herself, quiet and fierce.

“Chemical masking compound. If the predators hunt by heat, then a substance that absorbs and redistributes thermal radiation would render us invisible to their sensory apparatus. I need the fungal bioluminescence compound as a base. It’s chemically reactive. If I combine it with.” Data pad tapping. Rapid. “Yes. Yes, that would work. A topical compound that masks our thermal signature. A chemical solution to a biological problem.”

She wasn’t recording observations. She was building a weapon. I heard her rummaging through the med bay supplies, heard vials clinking, heard the hiss of the chemical analyzer running samples. The prey animal who’d frozen in the corridor was gone. In her place: a scientist with a grudge and the brain to act on it.

Piri was right. Veska would find a way to be useful.

I looked out at the jungle through the cargo ramp. Green. Beautiful. Dangerous. The morning light filtered through the canopy in shifting golden columns, and the clearing looked peaceful. Moss. Flowers. The river’s distant murmur. You’d never know that two hours ago something with six legs and a heat-seeking skull had tried to eat me in this exact spot.

Three dead predators in the undergrowth. Three more somewhere in the trees, licking the remains of my decoy beacons and filing our thermal signatures for next time. They’d learned from the attack. They’d come back smarter. We needed to be smarter first.

The pollen drifted in the afternoon light, golden particles catching the sun in lazy spirals. The bioluminescent fungi began their slow transition from dormant to glowing as the sun traced its arc toward the canopy line. The clearing’s edges shifted from green to amber, the night-cycle colors beginning their slow warm-up.

From the med bay, the sound of Veska working. From the common area, Kaida cleaning her knives with methodical precision, each stroke of cloth on metal deliberate and measured. From the cockpit, the soft tap of Piri’s bare feet on the console as she tracked the perimeter sensors. And from the cargo hold doorway, the quiet sound of Damira watching me work, her presence warm and still at the edge of my awareness.

I didn’t look up. I didn’t need to. I could feel her gaze the way I was starting to feel all of them: a presence, a warmth, a signal I couldn’t smell but could somehow sense. She stood there for a long time. Watching me work. Watching my hands build something from wreckage. The matriarch who controlled everything, standing in a doorway, letting herself watch.

Eventually she moved away. Silent. Composed. Her familiar warmth lingering in the air behind her, cedar and something deeper.

I picked up the laser cutter. The tip was scorched black from point-blank deployment against a predator’s skull. The housing was cracked where the heat had expanded the casing.

I cleaned the scorched tip with a rag, repaired the crack with hull sealant from the repair kit, checked the charge. Sixty-two percent. Enough for extraction work. Enough for one more close-range burst if something came at me in the dark.

I put it in my pack for tomorrow.

Outside, the bioluminescence was shifting into its evening display, the clearing’s edges brightening as the sun dropped toward the canopy line. The jungle was trading its daytime palette for something deeper and stranger. The river carried a low thrumming sound upstream, and the canopy rustled with clicks and trills that rose and fell like breathing.

The caves were waiting.


Chapter 8: Pressure Release

The pollen had been getting worse.

Not dramatically. Not like a switch flipping. More like a thermostat someone kept nudging higher, half a degree at a time, until the room was sweltering and nobody could remember when it started.

I noticed it in the small things. The way Piri’s ears spun faster when I entered a room, not just forward-locked but cycling through their full rotational range like satellite dishes trying to triangulate a signal that was everywhere at once. The way Veska’s glasses fogged the instant she looked up from her data pad, regardless of atmospheric conditions, regardless of whether she’d cleaned them four seconds ago. The way Kaida’s foot had developed what I could only describe as a persistent vibration, not the sharp thumping of irritation but a low, constant rhythm she couldn’t stop even by sitting on it.

And Damira. Damira, who controlled everything, who moved through the world as if stillness were a language she’d mastered. Even Damira’s composure was showing fractures. Not cracks. Fractures. The difference was visibility: a crack you could see from across the room. A fracture you noticed only because you’d been watching for it.

Her nose twitched more often. Her gaze lingered a half-second longer than it should have when I worked without a shirt in the afternoon heat. Her collar, which had been fastened to the top button since boarding, had descended one notch.

One notch.

In Damira’s economy of expression, that was seismic.

“The pollen bloom cycle is approaching its peak,” Veska announced at the evening meal, her data pad propped against a ration container on the galley counter. She’d put the cardigan back on. A decision I suspected had less to do with temperature regulation and more to do with the way her nipples had been pressing through the underlayer’s thin fabric since midday, a fact she’d been pretending not to notice while everyone else pretended not to notice her pretending. “I’m projecting maximum atmospheric concentration within thirty-six to forty-eight hours.”

“What does maximum mean for us?” I asked.

Veska pushed her glasses up. They fogged. She cleaned them. “Increased sensitivity across all sensory pathways. Amplified physiological responses. Elevated thermal output.” She paused. Her lop ears trembled at the tips. “Everything we’ve been experiencing will intensify.”

“Can you quantify intensify?” I pressed. “Are we talking ten percent? Fifty?”

“The amplification curve is nonlinear.” She tapped her data pad, pulling up a chart that looked like the trajectory of a ship entering atmospheric burn. “My preliminary modeling suggests a two-hundred to four-hundred percent increase in bioactive compound concentration relative to our current baseline. The neurological implications for Velan biology at those saturation levels are.” She stopped. “Significant.”

“In Common?” Kaida said flatly from the far end of the counter, where she’d been eating a ration bar with controlled fury, each bite precise enough to suggest the bar had insulted her ancestors.

“Everything gets louder,” Veska said. “Everything we feel. Everything our bodies do in response to.” She glanced at me. Looked away. “Stimuli.”

“Everything,” Kaida repeated. Her foot was thumping. Both feet were thumping. I’d never seen both feet go at once. She looked down at them, grabbed the right one, and the left one thumped harder.

“Proximity response,” she said. “Dual-channel. Non-diagnostic.”

“Dual-channel is new,” Piri observed from the counter, where she sat cross-legged with a ration packet, barefoot, golden toenails catching the galley light. Her crop top was damp with humidity, clinging to her braless chest, nipple outlines sharp against the thin fabric. She wasn’t pretending. Piri never pretended. “Usually it’s just the one foot.”

Kaida’s golden-amber eyes promised violence. Her ears angled away. The dual thumping continued through the threat.

“The bilateral thumping response is documented in Velan physiological literature as an indicator of elevated neurological arousal beyond standard proximity triggers,” Veska offered, which was either brave or suicidal given Kaida’s current expression. “It typically occurs during advanced stages of mate-assessment when the subconscious evaluation has progressed beyond preliminary–”

“Veska.” Kaida’s voice could have cut through hull plating. “If you finish that sentence, I will use your data pad as a throwing target.”

Veska’s mouth closed. Her lop ears trembled. She adjusted her glasses and returned her attention to her data pad with the dignified retreat of a scholar who valued both her research and her continued existence.

Piri caught my eye across the galley. Her nose twitched once, slow, a deliberate read, assessing the room’s emotional landscape through pure scent analysis. Whatever she smelled made her grin sharpen.

“The tension in here smells incredible,” she murmured, quiet enough that only I caught it. “Like a thunderstorm about to break.”

Damira set her cup down. The small sound cut through the galley’s charged atmosphere with the precision of a conductor’s baton. “The expedition to the caves. Tomorrow.”

“Dex, Kaida, and Veska,” I confirmed, grateful for the tactical redirect. “Same team as the recon. We know the route, we know the entrance, and Veska’s working on a chemical compound to mask our thermal signatures from the burrowers.”

“The compound is theoretical at this stage,” Veska clarified, seizing the professional topic like a drowning woman grabbing a life preserver. “I’ve isolated the active components from the bioluminescent fungal samples, but the synthesis requires additional testing before I can guarantee efficacy. The chemical interaction between the masking agent and burrower chemosensory receptors is complex, and any miscalibration could produce the opposite of the intended effect.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning instead of being invisible, we could become a chemical beacon that actively attracts them.” “Which would be suboptimal.”

“Suboptimal,” Kaida repeated, and dry amusement flickered across her combat-trained face. “Is that what scientists call ‘we all die’?”

“I prefer to frame worst-case scenarios in terms that facilitate rational problem-solving rather than panic,” Veska said. Her lop ears were at half-mast, trembling gently, the position I’d come to associate with her being simultaneously terrified and intellectually engaged. “But yes. Functionally equivalent.”

“When will it be ready?” I asked.

“Tomorrow morning. If the atmospheric conditions don’t.” She stopped. Cleaned her glasses. “If I’m able to concentrate.”

“The atmospheric conditions,” Piri said. “You mean the part where Dex exists on the same ship as you and your nose won’t stop broadcasting his exact arousal state to your prefrontal cortex?”

Veska’s blush went from zero to critical in two seconds. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. “The pollen amplifies olfactory sensitivity in ways that create involuntary cognitive interference patterns that are entirely independent of any personal–”

“You smell him thinking about your hips,” Piri said. “It’s beautiful. You should lean into it.”

Veska’s data pad hit the counter. She stared at it, then at Piri, then at a fixed point somewhere in the middle distance where academic dignity went to die.

“I need to return to the med bay,” she said, her voice climbing through registers of dignity. “The compound synthesis has reached a critical phase that requires immediate and sustained attention in an environment with controlled atmospheric conditions and significantly reduced olfactory interference.”

She stood, collected her data pad, and retreated toward the med bay, spine straight, pace measured, poise held through sheer academic willpower. Her thick thighs worked beneath the form-fitting pants, her hips swaying with a weight she was apparently the only person on the ship who hadn’t catalogued in precise detail.

Piri leaned toward me after she left. Their noses had been six inches apart earlier, a scent-signal exchange that I was entirely excluded from, a full conversation conducted in chemical microsignals that happened right in front of me and left me as informed as the galley counter.

“What did you say to her earlier?” I asked Piri. “With the nose thing.”

“I didn’t say anything.” She grinned. “My nose said something. Her nose answered. It was a productive exchange.”

“About what?”

“About atmospheric conditions.” She tilted her head, eyes glinting. “Very specific atmospheric conditions. Localized. Concentrated in the cockpit area. Approximately Dex-sized.”

Damira’s hand settled on Piri’s knee. The anchoring gesture. “Piri.”

“I’m being informative.”

“You’re being Piri.”

“That’s the same thing.” But her grin softened, and she leaned into Damira’s side. The matriarch’s hand moved from Piri’s knee to her shoulder. Holding. Gentle. The posture of someone keeping chaos on a leash while privately enjoying the chaos.

Damira’s nose twitched. She didn’t suppress it. She met my eyes through it, her amber gaze steady and warm, and let the twitch happen like a small confession she’d chosen to make.

Then she looked away and the mask sealed itself shut.

I cleared the ration containers and ran through tomorrow’s expedition plan. Three packs, lighter than last time thanks to Kaida’s insistence on cutting secondary supplies. Scanner, laser cutter, extraction tools. Veska’s chemical compound, assuming she finished the synthesis. First-response med kit that Kaida would carry.

Ten kilometers of jungle. Two kilometers underground. Astralith deposits guarded by burrowing creatures that navigated by vibration and chemical detection. The compound would mask our scent and thermal signature. In theory.

“Piri stays on ship defense tomorrow,” Damira said, pouring herself another cup of the warm drink she’d been making from a blend of rations and something she’d found in the jungle’s flora. “Her hearing covers the perimeter better than any sensor equipment.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“I don’t want to stay,” Piri said, though without the petulance she’d shown the first time. She’d accepted the assignment. More than accepted it. She’d proven the value of her ears in the three days since we’d landed, tracking fauna movements at ranges my scanner couldn’t match. “But I can hear things at three hundred meters that the sensors miss at fifty.”

“Which is why you’re positioned here.” Damira met her eyes. “This is deployment, not exclusion.”

Piri’s ears rose. Real assignment, not babysitting. She bobbed her tail once against the counter and settled into the comfort of being valued for a specific capability.

I cleaned the galley, stacking ration containers, wiping down the counter with the mechanical thoroughness of a man whose hands needed work while his brain processed the intersection of expedition planning and the biological reality of four bunnygirl women running hotter by the hour. The routine helped. Clean surfaces, organized supplies, a galley that looked like a functional workspace rather than a pressure cooker. Small satisfactions. The kind that kept you grounded when the larger situation defied grounding.

From the med bay, I heard Veska’s data pad clicking. Rapid, focused, the sound of synthesis calculations and chemical modeling being conducted at a pace that suggested she was racing against her own biology to finish the compound before the pollen’s escalation made sustained concentration impossible.

From Kaida’s bunk area, the muffled rhythmic impact of dual thumping. Both feet, against the mattress or the deck, the biological response she couldn’t suppress even by grabbing both ankles with both hands. The sound carried through the thin bulkheads like a secondary heartbeat for the ship.

“I need to check the perimeter decoys,” I told the galley. The decoys from the first predator encounter had been destroyed, but I’d spent the afternoon building replacements from spare scanner components. Better design. Longer burn time. Adjustable thermal output. Three of them, placed in a triangle around the clearing’s edges. The thermal signatures they projected would draw heat-hunting predators away from the ship and its bunnygirl passengers, whose breeding-cycle biology was broadcasting warmth into the jungle like beacons in the dark.

Piri hopped off the counter. “I’ll come with you.”

“Piri,” Damira said.

“To check the decoys.” Piri’s voice was innocent. Her ears were not. They were locked forward, angled at me with the focused intensity of someone who had already decided what was going to happen and was merely going through the social formalities. “Someone should watch while he works. In case of predators.”

Damira studied her. Piri studied Damira back. Another nose-signal exchange that I couldn’t read. Whatever chemical conversation passed between them lasted three seconds and covered more emotional territory than a written report.

Then Damira’s ears tilted forward a fraction of a degree, the closest thing to an eye-roll her dignity would permit.

“Be careful,” Damira said. Not to Piri. To me.

I nodded and walked down the cargo ramp into the evening.

The jungle was doing its transition from daylight to spectacle. The sun had dropped below the canopy line, and the bioluminescence was rising: fungi pulsing amber and jade on every trunk, flowers opening their blue-white petals in slow, synchronized displays, vines trailing phosphorescent threads through the understory like garlands of living light. The air was thick with warmth and pollen and the sweet-sharp scent of alien biology running at full power.

The humidity wrapped around me like a second skin. Each breath tasted of honey and chlorophyll and a deeper note the pollen carried, unidentifiable but physical. My pulse elevated. My skin went sensitive. The human response was subtler than what the bunnygirls experienced, but it was real. A low hum in the blood. An awareness turned up one notch past comfortable.

Piri walked beside me through the clearing, her bare feet leaving golden-toenailed prints in the luminescent moss. She moved differently tonight. The usual kinetic bounce was still there, but underneath it lay intent. Focus. She wasn’t walking with me. She was walking toward me, and the decoys were incidental.

Her scent reached me before she spoke. Wildflower honey and morning dew, layered beneath with a richer musk that the pollen amplified into a tangible thing, sitting on the border between smell and taste. I’d been learning to read her scent the way I read instrument panels: the baseline told you everything was normal; the spikes told you something had changed.

Her scent was spiking.

The first decoy was thirty meters north of the ship, mounted on a fallen log at the tree line’s edge. I crouched beside it and ran the diagnostic, checking thermal output, power reserves, the jury-rigged frequency modulator I’d added to make the heat signature pulse in a pattern that mimicked a warm-blooded heartbeat. The display showed green across the board. Good thermal output. Battery at eighty-seven percent. The modulator was holding its pattern.

“This one’s solid,” I said, noting the readings on my handheld scanner. “The design improvement over the first generation is holding. Better heat dispersion. More convincing pulse pattern.”

“Mhm.” Piri stood behind me. Close behind me. Not at conversational distance. At the distance where I could feel the warmth of her body through the gap between us, a heat that had nothing to do with the planet’s climate. Her scent rolled over me in waves, each one stronger than the last, the pollen-amplified undertone making the air between us feel charged.

I moved to the second decoy, southwest of the clearing, checking my handheld as I walked. The scanner showed clean perimeter readings. No large fauna within sensor range. The jungle’s residents were staying clear of the clearing tonight, perhaps deterred by the thermal signatures we’d been broadcasting for three days, perhaps by the unfamiliar sounds and smells of an alien ship and its occupants.

“The one on the northeast side drifted two degrees off axis this afternoon,” I said, pulling up the calibration data. “I need to recalibrate after this check.”

“Dex.”

I stopped walking. Turned.

Piri stood in the clearing three meters behind me. The bioluminescence caught her from every angle, the moss pulsing beneath her bare feet, the fungi on the nearest trunks casting amber-green light across her golden skin. Freckles scattered like a constellation map from her nose to her shoulders. Her crop top had ridden up, exposing the full flat plane of her stomach, the faint definition of muscle beneath golden skin. Her shorts barely existed. Her golden toenails were bright against the luminescent ground.

“The pollen’s making everything more,” she said. Her voice was lower than usual. The playful register was gone, replaced by directness. Presence. “I don’t need an excuse to be here, Dex. I wanted you before the pollen. But the pollen.” She stepped closer, her hip brushing my arm. “It’s like someone turned up every dial I have and broke the knobs off.”

“Piri, the decoys–”

“The decoys are functional. You said so yourself.” She stepped closer again. Close enough that I could see the pulse in her neck, rapid, strong, the heartbeat of a small warm body that was running at maximum output. “I can hear three predator species at the tree line. All of them are moving away. Nothing is coming toward the clearing. Your sensor grid is clear.” She tilted her head, ears flat against her skull. Slow flatten. Arousal. “I checked. Because my ears are better than your equipment. And because I wanted to make sure we wouldn’t be interrupted.”

Her tail bobbed rapidly behind her. Her nose twitched in the high-frequency mode that I’d learned to read as something well beyond scientific interest.

Her pupils swallowed the amber of her irises.

“The decoys can wait,” she said.

She wasn’t asking permission. She was informing me of a schedule change.

I stood. She didn’t step back. The height difference put her face level with my chest, and she tilted her head up, copper-gold bob shifting in the bioluminescent light, those wide dark eyes fixed on mine. The golden pollen drifted between us, catching the fungi’s glow, each particle a tiny spark in the warm air.

“Here?” I asked.

She looked over her shoulder. The ship was visible through the trees. Thirty meters away. The cargo ramp was still down, the interior lights casting a rectangle of warm yellow across the moss at the ramp’s base. Anyone standing at the ramp’s edge would have a clear line of sight to the tree line.

“Here,” she confirmed. Her grin returned, sharper, edged with something feral. “Let them smell me. Let them hear me. I want the ship to know.”

She reached for my belt.

Her fingers were quick, practiced, and completely unapologetic. She had my belt open and my pants around my hips before I’d finished processing the transition from decoy maintenance to this. My cock was already hard, had been hardening since she’d brushed my shoulder, and when her small warm hand wrapped around it, I hissed through my teeth.

“There you are,” she breathed, stroking once, her grip firm and confident. “I’ve been smelling this for an hour. Longer. Since the galley.” She looked up at me through her lashes, amber eyes nearly black. “Did you know I can smell exactly when you get hard? Your pheromone signature spikes. It hits me like a wall. Every time.”

“Every time.”

“Every single time.” She stroked again, slow, her thumb circling the head. Pre-cum glistened and she used it, spreading it with her palm. “The others can smell it too. Veska pretends she can’t. Kaida pretends it’s non-diagnostic.” She leaned forward and kissed the underside of my cock, a soft, wet press of lips that sent a jolt through my spine. “Damira pretends nothing happened.”

Her tongue traced along the ridge, a slow drag from root to tip that ended with her lips wrapping around the head. She sucked once, hard, her cheeks hollowing, her amber eyes locked on mine from below, and the sensation ripped through me like an electrical surge. I gripped her hair before I could think about it. Short copper-gold strands wrapped around my fingers. She gasped around my cock, her ears pressing flatter, and her tail vibrated behind her. She took me deeper, her tongue working the underside, the wet heat of her mouth sliding down my shaft until I felt her throat tighten. She pulled back with a slick pop, a strand of saliva connecting her swollen lower lip to the tip.

“Turn around,” I said.

Her eyes went wide. Then her grin split open, fierce and delighted. “Yes.”

She turned, pressing her palms flat against the trunk of the nearest tree. A massive thing, four meters across, its bark crusted with bioluminescent fungi that pulsed amber-green against her golden skin. She arched her back, pressing her ass out toward me, the compact curves outlined by shorts that had given up pretending they covered anything. She looked over her shoulder with those dilated amber eyes.

“Like this?” She wiggled her hips. The shorts rode up to nothing. “The ship can see us from here. If anyone’s watching.”

“You want them to watch.”

“I want them to know.” Her voice dropped. Not performing now. True. “I want Veska to know what it sounds like. I want Kaida to hear the rhythm. I want Damira to smell exactly what she’s trying not to think about.” She pressed her palms harder into the bark. “I want to be the thing that cracks them open. Because someone has to go first. And going first is what I do.”

I pushed her shorts down. They fell to her ankles and she stepped free, bare from the waist down, her compact golden ass catching the bioluminescent light. Round, firm, each cheek fitting my cupped palm, the kind of ass that made the minimal shorts she wore a public hazard. Smooth skin, no tan lines, the warmth radiating off her in waves that I could feel against my thighs. The pollen had her body running at full thermal output, her breeding-cycle biology generating heat that would have drawn every predator on the planet if not for the decoys.

Her pussy was slick, swollen, glistening in the fungi’s ambient glow. The arousal had been building for hours and the evidence of it coated her inner thighs in wet trails that caught the light. When I ran my fingers along her slit, parting the folds, she was so hot to the touch it felt like pressing my hand against sun-warmed metal. She moaned loud enough to send something rustling in the canopy above.

“Louder than necessary,” I said against her ear, pressing myself against her from behind, my cock settling into the cleft of her ass, the shaft sliding between her cheeks, slick from her wetness. My free hand gripped her hip, thumb tracing the indent above her pelvic bone.

“It’s exactly as loud as necessary.” She pushed back against my cock, rolling her hips so her wet folds dragged along the underside of my shaft, the heat of her painting me with her arousal. “I want Veska to hear. I want her to know exactly what I sound like when you–”

I entered her in one thrust.

She screamed. Not a moan. A scream that bounced off the tree trunks and rolled across the clearing toward the ship. Her fingers dug into the bark, nails scraping, leaving marks in the bioluminescent crust. Her back arched hard, pressing her ass against my hips, taking me deep.

“Yes.” Her voice cracked. “Right there. Don’t move. Just. There.”

I gripped her hips with both hands. Pilot’s hands. Strong enough to hold a flight stick through atmospheric turbulence. Strong enough to hold a small bunnygirl exactly where I wanted her. My fingers dug into the golden skin, hard enough to leave prints, and she gasped.

I held there, buried, feeling her body adjust around me. The internal muscles of her pussy clenched and released in waves, the pollen-amplified arousal making every sensation intense enough that neither of us could breathe evenly. The tree’s bioluminescent fungi pulsed against her stomach, casting amber-green light across the ridges of her back, the dimples above her ass, the trembling line of her spine.

“Harder,” she demanded. “I want them to hear the sounds.”

I pulled back and drove into her with force. The slap of skin on skin mixed with the jungle’s ambient pulse, the click-trill of alien insects, and the rhythmic thump of her bare foot against the moss. Her thumping had found its sex-rhythm: steady, accelerating, each impact sending a small shower of bioluminescent spores rising from the moss around her foot like tiny blue-green stars.

“Fuck.” Her head dropped between her arms. Her copper-gold hair swung with each thrust. “Dex. Your hands. Grip harder. I want to feel it tomorrow.”

I shifted my grip from her hips to her waist, pulling her back onto me with each stroke, slamming her compact ass against my pelvis hard enough that the impact echoed off the tree trunks. She was impossibly tight, the pollen-amplified arousal making her internal muscles clench and release in waves that milked my cock with every movement, her walls rippling along my shaft in a sensation that defied anything I’d felt before. Her moans climbed in pitch and volume, unashamed, performing for the scent-audience she knew was listening.

“They can smell me right now,” she gasped between thrusts. “My scent is broadcasting. Every drop of arousal. Every spike of pleasure. Veska’s nose is going crazy in that med bay. Kaida’s feet are both thumping against whatever surface she’s sitting on.” She moaned, long and raw, as I drove into a spot that made her whole body shudder, her pussy clenching in a spasm that nearly stopped me mid-stroke. “And Damira. Damira is standing somewhere very still and pretending she doesn’t feel anything. But her nose is doing the thing. The full twitch. The one she can’t control.”

I shifted the angle, gripping her hip with one hand and pressing my palm flat between her shoulder blades with the other, pinning her chest against the bark and lifting her hips higher. The depth change was immediate and devastating. The sound she made was more animal than person, a guttural cry that tore from her throat as I bottomed out against her cervix. Her nails scored the bark, leaving pale furrows in the bioluminescent crust. Her foot thundered in rapid staccato.

“Right there,” she panted. “Right exactly there. Do not move from that angle.”

I maintained the angle and fucked her with steady, deep strokes that drew out each withdrawal, letting her feel every inch pulling free of her grip before slamming home again with the full force of my hips. She went up on her toes, her dancer’s calves flexing, and the position pressed her compact body tighter against the tree trunk. The bioluminescent fungi crushed against her bare stomach left green-gold smears on her golden skin. The wet sounds of our joining were obscene in the quiet jungle, each thrust producing a slick impact that mixed with her moans to create a rhythm that the entire clearing could hear.

I reached around and found her clit, swollen and slick, protruding from its hood. My thumb circled it while I drove into her from behind, the dual stimulation hitting her like a detonation. The sound she made was pure animal, a wail that dissolved into broken syllables. Her foot thumped faster. Her ears were plastered against her skull. Her tail had wrapped around my wrist, tight as a tourniquet, the soft fur warm and damp against my skin.

“I’m close,” she panted. “I’m so close. Don’t stop. Don’t change anything. Just.”

I covered her mouth with my free hand.

She bit my palm.

Not hard enough to draw blood. Hard enough to make me grunt, hard enough to leave tooth marks that I’d feel for hours. She bit and moaned against my hand simultaneously, the vibration traveling through my fingers and up my arm. Her internal muscles clenched in a vise grip, her body tightening around me like a fist.

I took my hand away. “Did you just bite me?”

“You covered my mouth.” She looked over her shoulder, eyes wild, flushed golden-pink across her entire face. “Nobody covers my mouth. The whole point is that I’m loud. That they hear me. You don’t get to make this quiet.”

“Noted.”

“Now keep going. And don’t touch my mouth again unless you want teeth marks.”

I grabbed a fistful of her hair with my wet hand and pulled her head back. She gasped, back arching, throat exposed, bioluminescent light playing across the column of her neck. I drove into her hard, each thrust punctuated by the slap of contact and the thump of her foot and the sounds she made that traveled through the jungle like an announcement written in moans.

“Yes.” Her voice was ragged. “Just like that. That’s. That’s exactly.”

I felt her building. The tightness escalating. The thumping accelerating to a drumroll. The way her thighs trembled against mine, the small muscles of her dancer’s legs quivering with the strain of staying upright while pleasure dismantled her from the inside out.

“Come for me,” I said against her ear. “Let the whole ship hear it.”

She came apart.

Her orgasm hit like a detonation. Her body locked, every muscle seizing, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that squeezed so tight I could feel every contraction. Her scream cracked across the clearing, raw and uninhibited, and her foot thundered against the ground in a burst that sent bioluminescent spores erupting around us in a cloud of blue-green light.

The jungle responded. Fungi on the surrounding trunks pulsed brighter, triggered by the vibration of her thumping foot, and the tree line blazed with amber-green light that made her golden skin glow like something celestial.

I held her hips and drove deep, once, twice, three times, and the wave broke. I came inside her with a groan that I couldn’t have contained if I’d wanted to, my cock pulsing, filling her, each jet matched by a clenching response from her body that drew everything out. Her back bowed. Her fingers scraped bark. Her ears quivered flat.

“Every drop,” she whispered, pushing back against me. “Deep. All of it. I want to smell like you for hours.”

I held her there, buried, feeling the last shudders pass through us both. The jungle’s bioluminescence pulsed around us in its slow rhythm, indifferent to what had just happened at the base of one of its trees. Piri’s foot gave three final, satisfied thumps against the moss. Then she went still.

I pulled out slowly. She turned, pressing her back against the tree trunk, naked from the waist down, golden skin flushed and glowing in the bioluminescent light. Her ears slowly rose from their flattened position, lifting from her skull in increments, the honey-gold fur catching the ambient glow. Her chest heaved. Her eyes found mine, and the exhibitionist mask was gone.

What I saw beneath it was real. Not performing. Not staging sight lines or managing an audience. Piri, seen, needing what she’d felt to mean more than the seeing.

“I could smell Veska’s pulse spike from here,” she said softly. Something in her voice was different. Not the broadcast voice. Not the performance register. The voice beneath all of it, the one she kept for moments when the show was over and she was just Piri, twenty years old, far from home, and afraid that connection might be temporary. “She was at the ramp. I think she watched part of it.” A smile. Tender. “Good.”

“Performing for an audience?”

“Always.” She reached for me, pulling me against her, pressing her face into my chest. Her compact body fit against mine like something designed for the space. “But not just performing. I need this to be real, Dex. The show is real. The noise is real. But so is this.” She pressed closer. Her arms tightened around my waist. “So is the part where I don’t want to let go.”

I held her. Tree bark against her back, bioluminescent spores drifting around us like slow-motion fireworks. Her heartbeat settled against my chest, rapid at first, then gradually slowing to a pace that matched the fungi’s pulse. Her tail found my hip and rested there, bobbing slowly.

“It’s always real with you,” I said. “The noise and the quiet parts.”

Her ears rose to full upright. She looked up at me with amber eyes that glistened in the jungle’s glow. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. The mischief was gone. The performance was gone. What remained was raw. Three years on a refugee station. No stage. No audience. No one who saw her as anything more than a displaced evacuee. And then a docking bay six days ago, a human pilot with nice hands, and a decision to trust him with everything she was.

She kissed my jaw. Then she pulled back, found her shorts in the moss, and pulled them on with the matter-of-fact efficiency of someone who’d been naked in semi-public spaces before and knew the post-scene protocol. The transition from vulnerable to functional took about four seconds. The vulnerability didn’t vanish. It just went back into the compartment she’d built for it, accessible but contained.

“The decoys still need checking,” she said, and her grin was back, bright and shameless. “Better hurry. Veska’s probably composing field observations about what she just witnessed. She’ll call it atmospheric phenomena.”

I fastened my belt and followed her to the northeast decoy, which was, in fact, two degrees off axis. The thermal regulator had drifted again, a recurring issue with the jury-rigged mounting bracket I’d built from salvaged scanner housing. I knelt beside it and opened the casing, my hands finding the familiar routine of field repair while the rest of me processed the transition from sex to maintenance with the compartmentalization skills that piloting dangerous ships through hostile space had taught me.

Clean the contact surfaces. Reseat the regulator. Close and test. My hands did the work while my brain ran the bigger calculations.

Piri sat on the fallen log beside me, swinging her bare feet, humming a melody I was starting to recognize as her post-satisfaction song. Her ears spun lazily. Her tail bobbed against the bark. The golden pollen caught in her copper-gold hair looked like tiny stars trapped in honey.

“Can I ask you something?” I said, adjusting the thermal drift compensator.

“You can ask me anything. I’ll answer anything. That’s my whole personality.”

“Do you actually know what the other girls are feeling when you scent-read them? Or do you interpret?”

Her ears stopped spinning. She tilted her head, considering the question with more seriousness than her usual rapid-fire responses.

“Both,” she said. “Scent gives me the chemical data. The emotion, the arousal level, the stress markers. It’s like reading instrument panels.” She glanced at me. “You’d understand that. You read your ship the same way. The numbers tell you what’s happening. But the why, the meaning. That comes from knowing the person. Veska’s arousal smells like nervous peach. But I know the nervousness is about wanting something she hasn’t given herself permission to want. That’s not scent. That’s watching her for twelve days.”

“And Kaida?”

“Kaida’s arousal smells like steel and leather with warm undertones she hates.” Piri’s grin was gentle. “But the way her thumping rhythm changes, the shift from staccato to slow. That’s not chemistry. That’s her combat assessment framework being overwritten by a feeling she doesn’t have a metric for.”

“And Damira?”

Piri went quiet. Her ears dropped to half-mast. When she spoke, the playfulness was stripped away.

“Damira smells like cedar and grief and twenty years of discipline. When her composure cracks, the scent underneath is so intense it makes my nose ache.” She paused. “I don’t talk about Damira’s scent. Some things you don’t broadcast.”

From the ship, a faint sound carried across the clearing. Rhythmic. Percussive.

Kaida’s feet. Both of them. Thumping against the deck plating in a rapid staccato that vibrated through the hull and into the night air. The sound was muffled by distance and bulkheads but unmistakable: the dual-channel response that she’d been experiencing since the galley, still going, still impossible to suppress.

Then silence. Both ankles grabbed with both hands. Held down by force.

Then the thumping resumed. Quieter. Defiant.

Piri tilted her head, ears angled toward the ship. She listened. Then she smiled.

“What?” I asked.

“Veska’s in the med bay. I can hear her data pad. She’s typing so fast the screen is going to break.” Piri’s ears rotated, triangulating sounds through thirty meters of evening air with the precision of calibrated receivers. “She’s not writing compound notes. The keystroke rhythm is different. Shorter bursts. Emotional processing velocity.” She paused. “She’s writing in her private log.”

“How can you tell the difference?”

“Compound notes are steady, systematic. Private log entries are staccato. Start-stop-start. She writes a sentence, pauses, deletes half of it, rewrites.” Piri’s ears tracked with focused attention. “She’s been doing it since we came out here. Since she could smell what was happening.”

“Kaida?”

“Kaida’s in her bunk. Both feet. She’s never done both feet this long before.” Piri’s ears swiveled again. “She tried putting her pillow on them. It’s not helping.”

“And Damira?”

Piri’s smile changed. Softer. Something that held respect and ache in equal measure.

“Damira is in the cargo hold. Standing by the ramp. Facing this direction.” Her ears went still. “She hasn’t moved. Not once. She’s been standing there since we walked out.”

The jungle pulsed around us. The pollen drifted thick and sweet in the evening air. The bioluminescence painted the clearing in amber and jade, and thirty meters away, a ship full of bunnygirl women processed the chemical aftermath of what had just happened at the tree line.

I finished the decoy calibration and closed the casing. The thermal regulator was holding. Two degrees corrected. The northeast quadrant’s coverage was back to full.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “The caves.”

Piri nodded. Her tail wrapped around my wrist, a gentle pressure that stayed as we walked back toward the ship. “Tomorrow.”

Her bare feet left prints in the moss beside my boots. Behind us, the bioluminescent tree trunk bore scratch marks in its bark where her fingers had dug in, and the scattered spores still drifted in the air like tiny blue-green memories of something that had been loud and real and seen by exactly the audience she’d intended.

At the cargo ramp, Damira stood exactly where Piri had said she’d be. Facing the tree line. Her chestnut hair caught the ship’s interior lighting, the silver in her hair bright against the darker waves. Her hands were at her sides, but her fingers were curled tight, tendons standing out on the backs of her hands. Her brown ears were still. Her amber eyes tracked our approach cataloguing information she would never acknowledge possessing.

“Decoys are calibrated,” I said.

“Good.” Her nose twitched. Once. A full, visible flutter that she let happen without the usual suppression. Her nostrils flared, reading the chemical story of what had occurred at the tree line with the comprehensive precision of a mature bunnygirl’s scent-analysis. She knew everything. The timing, the intensity, the specific chemical signatures of shared release. She knew it the way I knew a ship’s diagnostic readout: completely, immediately, and with an accuracy that left no room for ambiguity.

“Get some rest. Both of you.”

She turned and walked into the ship. Her stride was measured, unhurried. Her tail didn’t move. Her collar was still one notch lower than usual. But as she turned, her hand drifted back toward her hip. Not to still her tail, which hadn’t moved, but to grip the fabric of her clothing at her side. A fist, tight, held for two steps before releasing.

Piri squeezed my wrist with her tail before letting go.

“She could smell everything,” Piri whispered. “From here. Every single thing. And she stood in it. She stood in the smell of what we did and she didn’t move and she didn’t look away.”

I watched Damira disappear into the ship’s interior. Composed. Controlled. Perfect.

One notch.

Piri touched my arm. “The bond deepens, Dex. Every time. Not just between you and me. Between all of us.” She looked at the ship with an expression that was old and knowing and carried the weight of scent-data I would never be able to access. “The bloom is going to crack everything open. Tomorrow underground, the pollen eases. But up here, in this air, something’s already shifting. I can smell it on all of them.”

She padded up the ramp on silent bare feet, her tail bobbing once in the doorway, and disappeared into the ship.

I climbed the ramp and headed for my bunk. At the ramp’s edge, four small crescents were pressed into the composite material. Nail impressions. Damira’s. Slow, sustained force, held for the entire duration.

The pollen bloom was peaking tomorrow.

And we were going underground.


Chapter 9: Underground

Dawn came with the pollen already thick in the air.

I stood at the cargo ramp watching the jungle wake up, the light filtering through the canopy in golden shafts that caught the drifting particles and turned them into rivers of slow-motion glitter. The bloom was building toward its peak, and the difference from yesterday was measurable. Not just thicker. More insistent. Each breath carried sweetness that coated the back of my tongue and made the morning air feel like something you could chew.

Kaida appeared at the ramp in full combat readiness. Hair tied back in the severe knot that meant business, knives strapped to her thighs in quick-draw sheaths, compression wraps tight on her forearms. Her combat top was already dark with humidity, clinging to the defined muscle of her shoulders and the flat plane of her stomach. She’d been ready to move since before the sun came up. It showed in her stride.

“Route briefing,” she said. Not a greeting. An agenda item.

“Ten kilometers east-northeast. We follow the river for the first six, then angle north through denser canopy to the cave system entrance.” I pulled up the scanner’s geological overlay. “The terrain is mostly flat for the first four kilometers. After that, the ground rises. Rocky sections near the cave entrance. I mapped most of it during our initial survey from the hull.”

“Most of it.”

“Scanner’s running at half capacity. There are gaps.”

She absorbed this without visible reaction, but I saw her hand drift to the knife sheath on her right thigh and adjust the retention strap. A quarter-turn tighter. The unconscious preparation of someone who’d learned to compensate for intelligence gaps with combat readiness.

Veska emerged from the med bay carrying three sealed containers of pale green compound, triumphant and exhausted from a night spent finessing molecular bonds. Her platinum hair was in a functional ponytail that she’d pulled through twice for stability. The cardigan was absent. The form-fitting underlayer clung to every curve, the fabric helpless against humidity and bunnygirl geometry. Every curve was outlined. The generous swell of her C-cups strained the neckline, buttons gapping to reveal pale lace beneath. Her thick thighs filled the pants that had been doing all the visual work since boarding.

She didn’t seem to notice. Or she’d decided that the compound synthesis took priority over sartorial self-consciousness. Either way, she walked to the cargo ramp and set the containers on the equipment bench with the careful precision of a scientist handling volatile materials.

“The compound is ready,” she said. “Three applications. Topical. Full skin coverage for maximum thermal masking. Application time: approximately four minutes per person.” Her lop ears were at their halfway position, engaged and alert. “Duration: four hours from final application.”

“Four hours from when we apply it here, or four hours from when we enter the cave?”

She blinked. Adjusted her glasses. “From application. Which means the four-hour window begins the moment we apply, not when we reach the burrower zone. The ten-kilometer trek will consume approximately two to two and a half hours, depending on terrain difficulty and pace. That leaves one and a half to two hours of effective compound duration inside the cave system.”

“Tight window.”

“The timing is suboptimal,” she agreed. “However, the compound’s binding chemistry requires biological skin temperature to activate. Applying it inside the cave, where temperatures are lower, would reduce efficacy by approximately thirty percent. The tradeoff favors surface application with a constrained active window.”

Kaida looked at the containers. “We apply, we move fast, we don’t waste time.”

“Agreed.” I picked up one of the containers. The compound inside was translucent, pale green, with a faint bioluminescent shimmer that caught the morning light. “Veska, walk me through the application process.”

“Comprehensive skin coverage on all exposed surfaces. Forearms, hands, neck, face. The compound bonds with the outermost epidermal layer and creates a chemical barrier that disrupts the three marker compounds burrowers use for detection.” She paused. Her nose twitched. “Self-application is recommended for comfort and comprehensive coverage. I’ve included applicator tools in each container.”

We applied the compound at the base of the ramp. The substance was cool against my skin, a pleasant contrast to the morning’s rising heat, and it absorbed rapidly, leaving a faint tingling that faded within seconds. The pale green tint made my forearms look like I’d been dipped in jade water.

Kaida applied hers with military precision, covering every exposed surface of her olive skin with systematic, thorough passes. Her scars caught the compound differently, the pale tissue absorbing the green tint faster than the surrounding skin, making the slash marks across her shoulders stand out in sharper contrast.

Veska applied hers last, her scholar’s hands working with the careful methodology of someone who understood the chemistry at a molecular level. She spent extra time on her wrists and neck, the areas of highest thermal emission in Velan biology. Her ears twitched with each pass of compound across her skin, the chemical coolness producing involuntary responses in the sensitive cartilage.

“Time starts now,” she said, capping the container. “Four hours.”

Piri met us at the ramp. She’d taken her perimeter position early, cross-legged in the cockpit with the sensor suite active and her ears already rotating in their surveillance sweeps. She bounced down to see us off, barefoot and golden, her crop top barely containing the morning’s humidity-enhanced display.

“Three hundred meters in every direction,” she said. “Nothing larger than a small herbivore. The jungle’s quiet this morning.” She rose on her toes and kissed my jaw, quick, the warmth of her lips and the wildflower-honey scent lingering on my skin. “Come back in one piece. All three pieces.”

Damira stood at the ramp’s head, arms folded, amber eyes sweeping the three of us with the comprehensive assessment of a matriarch sending her charges into the field. She noted the compound’s application, the pack distribution, the knife placement on Kaida’s gear.

“Hourly comm checks,” she said. “If you miss one, we come to you.”

“Understood.”

“Be careful.” Her gaze settled on me for a moment longer than operational protocol required. Her nose twitched. Once. The compound on my skin was masking my thermal signature but apparently not my pheromone output. She suppressed the twitch with the practiced ease of two decades and turned back into the ship.

We moved into the jungle.

Kaida took point, her body cutting through the undergrowth with the blade-like efficiency that made watching her move through hostile terrain look like watching water find the fastest path downhill. Her black ears swiveled in continuous reconnaissance: left, forward, right, left. Each step was placed with the awareness of a soldier trained to move through contested ground without leaving a trace or triggering an ambush.

I followed Kaida. Veska followed me. The formation was natural, instinctive, the spatial arrangement of a group that had already learned each other’s movement patterns through days of shared terrain navigation.

The jungle closed around us within the first hundred meters. The canopy, already thick at the clearing’s edge, became nearly solid overhead, filtering the morning light through layers of foliage that turned everything below into a world of green shadow and amber bioluminescence. The fungi were still glowing despite the daylight, their metabolisms responding to the pollen bloom with increased chemical output. The tree trunks looked like they’d been decorated for a festival, amber and jade patterns pulsing in slow rhythms on every surface.

The pollen was everywhere. Golden particles drifted through the filtered light, settled on our compound-coated skin, caught in our hair and clothing. Each breath was sweet and heavy. I could feel the subtle effects even as a human: the heightened awareness, the skin sensitivity, the way the humid air seemed to carry information I could almost parse but couldn’t quite decode.

Behind me, Veska’s nose was twitching at a frequency that suggested the pollen was running roughshod over whatever cognitive bandwidth the compound synthesis had temporarily freed up. She cleaned her glasses twice in the first ten minutes, each time with increasing resignation.

“The atmospheric particulate concentration is approximately fifteen percent higher than my projections,” she said, her voice carrying the strained precision of a scientist whose models were being invalidated in real time by her own olfactory system. “The bloom’s escalation curve is steeper than the data suggested.”

“Can you function?” Kaida asked from ahead, not slowing her pace.

“I am functioning. The cognitive interference is manageable.” “Manageable is distinct from absent.”

The first three kilometers followed the river, the water providing a constant auditory baseline that masked our footsteps and covered the small sounds of three people moving through dense vegetation. The river’s edge offered slightly clearer terrain than the jungle’s interior, the flowing water creating a zone of reduced undergrowth where the trees grew further apart and the light reached the ground in larger patches.

Kaida set a pace that was fast without being reckless: combat traverse speed, the rate that balanced distance-per-hour against energy expenditure and threat-detection capability. Her breathing was controlled, her movement fluid, her combat awareness operating at the level of unconscious competence that came from training since adolescence.

At the four-kilometer mark, the terrain changed. The flat riverside gave way to rising ground, the geological transition from alluvial plain to the rocky formations that led to the cave system. The trees grew thicker, their roots forming tangled networks across the ground that required careful navigation. Boulders appeared, mossy and covered in bioluminescent fungi, creating a landscape that felt less like jungle and more like the antechamber to something underground.

Kaida paused at the crest of a rocky rise and scanned ahead with combat attention. Her eyes moved in systematic sweeps across the terrain below, cataloguing threats, exits, choke points. Tactical terrain processing conducted at the speed of thought.

“I smell something,” she said. Low. Alert.

Veska and I stopped. I pulled up the scanner. No large fauna signatures within detection range. But the scanner was running at half capacity, and detection range wasn’t what it should have been.

“Animal?”

“Not predator. Something older. The rock smells different up ahead.” Kaida’s nose twitched, the involuntary read that she’d been trained to use as a tactical sensor. “Mineral. Sharp. Like the cave samples.”

She was right. The air changed as we descended the rocky rise into a depression where the ground was darker, damper, the moss replaced by a thin layer of mineral-stained soil that crunched underfoot. The bioluminescent fungi here were different from the canopy species: deeper amber, almost orange, growing in patterns that followed geological seams in the exposed rock rather than clustering on tree trunks.

The cave entrance was visible from two hundred meters out.

It was larger than I remembered from the scanner data. A mouth in the rock face, ten meters wide and seven tall, the geological equivalent of an open jaw. The stone around the entrance was darker than the surrounding formation, stained by centuries of mineral-rich water seeping from the cave’s interior. Bioluminescent fungi clustered thickly around the entrance, their amber-green glow creating a halo of light that marked the transition from surface to subterranean.

Cool air flowed from the opening. I felt it on my face from fifty meters away: the exhalation of the underground, fifteen degrees cooler than the surface, carrying the mineral-clean scent of stone and water and the absence of pollen. After hours of breathing the bloom’s thick sweetness, the cave’s breath felt like the first clear morning after weeks of haze.

Kaida led us to the entrance. She positioned herself at the right side of the opening, knives drawn, her body pressed against the rock in the instinctive posture of someone who never walked through a doorway without checking what was on the other side.

“Clear to forty meters,” she said, her ears swiveling into the darkness. “The passage is wide. I hear water deeper inside.”

We crossed the threshold.

The cave swallowed us in three steps.

One moment we stood in the humid, pollen-saturated morning air at the mouth of the system, the jungle pressing at our backs with its relentless green vitality. The next, the temperature dropped five degrees. Then ten. The pollen thinned, replaced by a cool mineral scent that was clean and sharp and completely different from everything the surface offered.

Veska inhaled through her nose and her entire body changed.

The constant high-frequency twitching that had defined her olfactory existence since landing on Viridian slowed. Decelerated. Settled into something measured and purposeful. Her lop ears, which had been trembling at the tips for two days straight, went still. Her shoulders dropped from the position they’d been holding near her jaw. Even her glasses, which had fogged so reliably on the surface that I’d started to think of the condensation as a permanent feature, remained clear.

“Oh,” she said. The single syllable carried a weight of relief that was almost painful to witness. “The pollen concentration is. This is.” “I can think.”

“Can you usually not think?” I asked.

“I can always think. Thinking is a continuous and irrepressible process.” She paused. Looked at me. Her pale blue eyes, clear behind unfogged lenses, held mine for a moment that was different from the surface-Veska glances. Steadier. More present. “On the surface, approximately thirty-seven percent of my cognitive bandwidth is allocated to managing olfactory input that I would prefer not to describe in specific terms.” Another pause. “Here, that bandwidth is available for actual science.”

“Thirty-seven percent.”

“It fluctuates.” Her blush started, but only reached her collarbones before stalling. Down here, without the pollen amplifying everything, even her blush had restraint. “The point is that I am optimally functional in this environment.”

“I can tell,” I said. “You’ve been standing still for thirty seconds and you haven’t cleaned your glasses once.”

She blinked. Looked at her glasses. Looked at me. A faint pink touched her cheeks, but it was the gentle shade, not the crimson assault the surface usually produced. “The reduced atmospheric interference allows for more normalized behavioral patterns. The glasses-cleaning frequency is directly correlated with olfactory stress levels.”

“So every time you clean your glasses–”

“We should proceed,” she said, and walked deeper into the cave with her data pad raised and her blush settling into something she could live with.

Kaida moved past us without comment, her knives already out, her black ears swiveling through their reconnaissance pattern. The cave’s bioluminescent fungi cast amber-green light across her olive skin, catching the sheens of combat readiness that coated her like a second uniform. She moved ten meters ahead, checked the passage, and held position.

“Clear to forty meters. Passage widens at thirty. I hear water ahead.” She looked back at us. Her golden-amber eyes found me in the cave’s glow. “Stop talking. Move.”

We moved.

The cave system was beautiful in a way that the jungle was not. Where the jungle overwhelmed with density and saturation and relentless biological pressure, the caves offered geometry. The passages carved through stone in sweeping arcs that followed the planet’s geological history like a textbook. Bioluminescent fungi grew in patterns along the walls: amber clusters near water sources, jade veins tracing mineral deposits, and occasional blooms of deep purple that Veska identified as nitrogen-fixation organisms.

“The symbiotic relationships in this cave ecosystem are remarkable,” Veska said, pausing to scan a section of wall where three different species of fungi grew in interlocking patterns. Her voice had the crisp authority of a scientist operating in her element. Down here, without the pollen, she was a different person. Still Veska, still scholarly, still hiding behind academic language. But the desperation was gone. She could observe without her body screaming at her. “Each species occupies a specific chemical niche. The amber fungi metabolize iron compounds. The jade ones process silicates. The purple ones fix atmospheric nitrogen. Together they maintain a self-sustaining biogeochemical cycle that–”

“Veska,” Kaida said from ahead. “Walking. Now.”

“I’m documenting a previously unobserved xenobiological phenomenon that could have significant implications for understanding chemosynthetic ecosystem architecture in subterranean–”

“Now.”

Veska took three more photographs and hurried after us, her thick thighs working beneath the clinging fabric, her hips swaying with the weight that the cardigan’s absence put on full display. She was beautiful when she was thinking clearly. Not the surface-Veska beauty of fogging glasses and involuntary blushes and curves fighting their cardigan prison. A different beauty. Confidence. Competence. Her eyes tracking patterns in the stone with the same precision her fingers tracked data pad entries.

I caught myself watching her instead of the scanner and redirected.

The ceiling rose as we descended. What had started as a comfortable passage opened into chambers that made me stop and stare. Cathedral spaces with calcite formations hanging from above like frozen waterfalls, their surfaces crusted with fungi that turned them into columns of living light. Underground streams cut through the floors in channels so clear I could count the crystalline pebbles at the bottom.

“Astralith signature is strengthening,” I said, pulling up the geological overlay. “We’re heading in the right direction. Another kilometer, maybe less.”

“The crystalline formation will be associated with high-pressure metamorphic zones,” Veska said. “Look for transitions from sedimentary to igneous rock. The astralith crystallizes at the boundary.”

Kaida had already moved ahead. I heard her footsteps, light and precise, and the occasional click of her knife hilt against stone as she tested surfaces.

We descended through a passage that narrowed to single-file width. The walls pressed close, fungi brushing my shoulders, leaving smears of amber bioluminescence on my undershirt. The air cooled further. My breath didn’t quite fog, but I could feel the difference in my lungs: clean, sharp, mineral.

Kaida led. I followed. Veska brought up the rear.

The tight passage required physical navigation that surface distances didn’t. At one point, the ceiling dropped and we had to crouch-walk through a section where the fungi grew so thick they formed a carpet of amber light on every surface. Kaida moved through it with fluid efficiency, her athletic body compressing and extending through the gap like water flowing through a crack. The combat gear clung to her form as she twisted through, the dark fabric outlining the powerful thighs and tight muscular ass that training had carved from raw genetic material over fourteen years. As she cleared the narrowest point and pulled herself upright, her black tail flicked past my face, soft fur brushing my cheek with a warmth that had nothing to do with the cave’s temperature. She didn’t notice. Or pretended she didn’t.

Then it was my turn. Then Veska’s.

“The passage narrows to approximately sixty-two centimeters,” she announced from behind me, her voice carrying the clinical detachment of someone calculating whether her hips would fit. “This is within navigable parameters for my frame, though I note that the margin is.” She stopped.

I turned. She was wedged at the narrowest point, her generous hips pressed against stone on both sides, her form-fitting pants catching on the rough surface. Her data pad was held above her head. Her face was the shade of crimson that meant she was experiencing involuntary mortification.

“I appear to be slightly stuck,” she said.

“Slightly.”

“The geological width at this specific point does not account for Velan pelvic structure, which is evolutionarily adapted for.” She closed her eyes. “I need assistance.”

I moved back to her. The passage was tight enough that we were face to face, close enough that I could see the pulse in her neck and the way her lop ears had begun twitching despite the reduced pollen environment. Her glasses reflected my face.

“I’m going to put my hands on your hips,” I said.

“That is an anatomically logical approach to the problem.”

I placed my hands on the curve of her hips. Warm. Soft over firm. The pants were thin enough that I could feel the shape of her beneath the fabric: wide, generous, the spectacular geometry that the oversized cardigan had spent days pretending didn’t exist. My fingers pressed into the soft flesh above her hip bones and I guided her sideways, angling her body through the gap at a diagonal.

She slid free with a soft sound that the cave’s acoustics amplified into something less dignified than she would have preferred.

“The cave’s resonance properties are notable,” she said quickly, adjusting her glasses. “Sound propagation in confined limestone passages can transform minor acoustic events into misleading auditory impressions.”

“Cave acoustics,” I agreed.

“Precisely.” She brushed past me. Her hip grazed my thigh. Her nose twitched, not at the pollen-fury rate, but enough. A single rapid flutter that said the reduced pollen had lowered the volume but hadn’t changed the station. “Thank you. For the navigational assistance.”

“Anytime.”

Her ears trembled once. She walked ahead with her data pad raised and her blush settling into a gentle pink that suited her better than the crimson assault the surface usually produced.

Ahead, Kaida waited at the exit of the narrow passage, leaning against the stone with her arms crossed. Her tail had flicked sideways when I’d put my hands on Veska’s hips. Not angry-sideways. Observational-sideways. She watched us emerge from the gap and her eyes tracked the residual blush on Veska’s cheeks with the precision of a tactical sensor.

“Navigation difficulty?” she asked.

“The geological formation was inconsiderate of my skeletal proportions,” Veska said.

“Mhm.” Kaida’s foot thumped once against the stone. She noticed, grabbed it, and walked away. “Keep moving.”

The passage opened.

Not gradually. Dramatically. We stepped from the narrow corridor into a chamber that made me stop breathing.

The space was enormous. A hundred meters across, maybe more, with a domed ceiling fifty meters overhead that was encrusted with bioluminescent fungi in every color I’d seen and several I hadn’t. The effect was a planetarium of living light, constellations of amber and jade and purple and deep blue pulsing in slow rhythms that overlapped and interfered, creating shifting patterns across the chamber’s floor.

An underground lake occupied the center: still, clear, reflecting the ceiling’s light show in its surface like a mirror. The water was so transparent that I could see formations on the lake bed, twenty meters down, glowing with their own internal light.

Veska made a sound that was part scientific wonder and part involuntary reverence. She stood at the chamber’s entrance with her data pad recording, her lop ears at full half-mast engagement, her mouth slightly open. The scholar’s composure cracked, not from desire this time but from awe. She’d spent years studying xenobiology from data sets and theoretical models. Standing in a cathedral of living light that no bunnygirl or human had ever documented was something data sets couldn’t prepare her for.

“This is unprecedented,” she whispered. “The bioluminescent diversity alone represents decades of research potential. The chemosynthetic processes operating in this chamber are maintaining a complete ecosystem without solar input. The implications for understanding extremophile biology in xenoplanetary contexts are–”

“The crystals,” I said. “Veska. The crystals.”

Her gaze followed my pointing hand to the far wall.

And the crystals.

The far wall of the chamber was studded with them. Prismatic formations jutting from the stone in clusters that ranged from finger-length to arm-length, each one refracting the bioluminescent light into rainbows that played across the cave floor in constantly shifting patterns. They weren’t all astralith, I could see that in the scanner’s readout, but some were. The specific crystalline signature that meant FTL nav calibration. The material that could get us home.

“There,” I said, pointing the scanner. “Astralith. Mixed with the other formations, but the scanner’s picking up deposits in the upper right cluster. Maybe thirty meters up the wall.”

“The primary deposit is surrounded by secondary crystal formations that lack navigational properties,” Veska confirmed, her data pad cross-referencing my scanner data, the awe immediately channeled into analytical mode. “Extraction will require precision to isolate the astralith from the surrounding matrix.”

“I can cut it. The laser cutter’s fine-beam setting is accurate enough.”

“That’s not the problem.” Kaida’s voice was flat. She’d moved to the edge of the lake and was looking at the far wall. Not at the crystals. Below them. “Look.”

I followed her gaze. The base of the crystal-studded wall was riddled with holes. Tunnel mouths, each one roughly a meter in diameter, carved through the stone in a pattern that was too regular to be natural erosion. And in those tunnel mouths, things moved.

Burrowers.

They were roughly the size of a large dog, pale and eyeless, with segmented bodies covered in a chitinous shell that reflected the bioluminescent light in oily rainbows. No visible eyes, which made sense for organisms that lived in absolute darkness beyond the fungal zones. Their front segments were dominated by mandibles, wide, grinding, designed for tunneling through stone. Six stubby legs propelled them with a scuttling motion that made my skin crawl.

There were dozens of them. Maybe more. They moved through their tunnels in slow, grinding circuits, and several rested at the tunnel mouths, mandibles working the air. Tasting. Reading chemical signatures and vibrations.

“They’re nesting around the astralith deposit,” I said. “The crystals might emit a chemical or vibration they’re attracted to.”

“Symbiotic relationship,” Veska said, her scientific excitement overriding any discomfort about the creatures. “The burrowers maintain the tunnel network, which facilitates mineral transport to the crystal formation. The crystals provide a stable substrate for. For something. I’d need samples to determine the exact symbiotic mechanism.” She circled the lake’s edge, staying well back from the tunnel mouths, her data pad recording readings and observations at a pace that her typing could barely sustain. “The arrangement suggests a co-evolutionary relationship spanning millions of years. The burrowers shaped the cave system around the crystal deposit, and the crystals provided the chemical environment the burrowers need to thrive.”

“How many?” Kaida asked. Tactical, not scientific.

“Scanner reads forty-plus individual signatures in the immediate tunnel network. More in the deeper system.” I looked at the wall. Thirty meters up. Surrounded by burrower tunnels. “There’s too many to fight through.”

Kaida assessed the situation with cold efficiency, her kill-ratio calculus running behind those amber eyes. Her jaw tightened. “Agreed. Forty-plus in confined quarters with mandibles capable of cutting stone. Even with knives and your cutter, the attrition rate is unacceptable.”

“Then we need another approach.” I turned to Veska. “You mentioned a chemical compound to mask thermal signatures for the surface predators. Could you adapt it for the burrowers?”

Veska’s ears perked upward. The intellectual engagement was visible: her eyes brightened, her fingers tightened on her data pad, and her posture shifted forward. This was her element. Not combat. Not freezing in corridors while others fought. Problem-solving.

“The burrowers navigate by vibration and chemical detection,” she said, already tapping calculations. “If I can isolate their primary chemical receptors and develop a compound that masks our scent and thermal output, they might ignore us entirely. We’d need to move slowly, minimize vibration, and avoid physical contact with their tunnel walls.”

“Can you do it?”

“I need samples.” She looked at the burrower nest with an expression that was equal parts scientific fascination and biological alarm. “Tunnel wall scrapings, ambient chemical residue from the nest vicinity, and ideally a burrower excretion sample.”

“You want burrower excretion.”

“Their waste products will contain concentrated chemical markers that reveal exactly what compounds their sensory organs are calibrated to detect. If I can identify those compounds, I can create a masking agent.” “It’s not glamorous science. But it’s effective science.”

Kaida had already moved. She crossed the chamber’s edge, staying close to the wall, her footsteps silent on the stone. She reached a point approximately ten meters from the nearest burrower tunnel and crouched. Her combat knife scraped a sample from the tunnel wall into a container she’d pulled from the first-response kit. Quick. Efficient. The burrowers in the nearest tunnel didn’t react.

She paused, watching the creatures for a full thirty seconds, reading their movement patterns with the same tactical processing she applied to hostile combatants. Then she collected a second sample from a different section of wall, where the mineral staining indicated a different chemical composition.

She returned and handed both containers to Veska. “Tunnel residue. Two sites.”

“Thank you.” Veska took the samples, opened the first, and her nose twitched rapidly for the first time since we’d entered the caves. Reading the chemical composition through scent. “Ammonia-based. Silicate compounds. And something organic I can’t identify without my full kit.” Her ears were fully at their halfway height now, engaged, alert. She opened the second container and her nose worked through the chemical analysis with a precision that no instrument on the ship could match. “Different concentration ratios. The burrowers produce distinct chemical signatures depending on their proximity to the astralith deposits. Interesting. This is workable. I need two more samples from the crystal wall vicinity and approximately twelve hours of synthesis time back at the ship.”

“Then we head back. We have what we need to plan the extraction.”

“Not yet.” Kaida’s voice came from further across the chamber. She’d kept moving while Veska analyzed, circuiting the lake’s perimeter toward the southern wall. She stood before a section of wall that had her ears angled forward. An anomaly identified.

I walked to her position.

The southern wall wasn’t natural.

Among the organic stone formations and fungal colonies, a section of wall had been carved. Not eroded. Not burrowed. Carved. Straight lines, geometric patterns, angles that were precisely ninety degrees. A section of stone roughly three meters wide and two meters tall that had been shaped by something with tools and intent.

Symbols covered the surface. Angular marks in a language or notation system I’d never seen, cut into the stone with a precision that suggested either advanced tooling or significant patience. The symbols were partially obscured by fungal growth, but the underlying geometry was clear. Someone had been here. Someone had marked this wall with deliberate, meaningful marks.

“That’s not natural,” I said.

“No.” Kaida ran her fingers along the carved edge. “It’s not burrower either. The mandible marks on the surrounding stone are different. These are tool marks. Straight-edged. Metal or harder.”

Veska appeared at my shoulder, her data pad already scanning the carved surface. “The depth of the carvings suggests significant age. The fungal colonization pattern indicates these marks have been here for centuries at minimum. Possibly millennia.” She leaned closer, her lop ears at full attention. “The geometric patterns are consistent with a mathematical notation system. Not decorative. Informational.”

“A map?” I asked.

“Possibly. Or a directory. Or a warning.” She photographed the symbols from multiple angles, her fingers moving across the data pad with the speed of someone who understood that this discovery might be more important than the astralith. “I’ll need time to analyze the pattern structures. But this is clearly the work of an intelligent species with tool-using capability and symbolic communication.”

“Not bunnygirl?” I looked at her.

“No.” She shook her head, platinum hair swaying in its ponytail. “Our architectural tradition favors curves and organic forms. These are angular. Precise. Rigid geometry.” She traced one of the symbols with her fingertip, her eyes tracking the mathematical relationships between the carved marks. “This is someone else’s work. And it’s old enough that whatever species created it could be long extinct.”

Kaida’s ears swiveled back toward the tunnel. The burrowers continued their slow circuits, grinding mandibles working the air. Whatever had carved these symbols, whatever intelligence had passed through this cave system and left marks, was gone. Long gone.

But the marks remained.

“We should go,” Kaida said. Her combat instincts had shifted from the burrowers to a different kind of threat assessment: the awareness that they were standing in a space someone else had claimed. “We have the samples. The carving isn’t going anywhere.”

“Agreed.” I took final scanner readings of the chamber, noting the astralith deposit’s position, density, and the burrower nest’s extent. Veska collected two more samples from different tunnel-adjacent surfaces, each one analyzed with rapid nose-twitching and data pad notation.

We turned back the way we’d come.

The ascent was faster than the descent. Our route was mapped, the narrow passage navigated with foreknowledge. This time, when Veska reached the tight section, I steadied her hips without being asked. My hands found the familiar curve, guided her through the gap at the correct angle, and released.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her nose twitched once. “The geological inconsideration of my proportions remains consistent.”

“Consistent.”

“Remarkably so.” She glanced back at me. Her pale blue eyes held warmth that wasn’t science. “Your hands are remarkably consistent as well.”

I filed that under observations-that-were-not-atmospheric-conditions and kept walking.

The narrow passage opened back into the wider corridors. Bioluminescent fungi cast their amber-green light across our path. The air warmed incrementally as we climbed, each degree bringing us closer to the surface and the pollen-saturated atmosphere that awaited.

Halfway through the return, during a water stop in one of the smaller chambers where an underground stream provided fresh water cold enough to numb the fingers, Veska looked up from her data pad and froze. Not the prey-lock freeze from the predator encounter. A different kind of stillness. She’d just noticed something about her own behavior.

“I’ve been walking behind you,” she said. “The entire time. Since the cave entrance.” “That is not a conscious positioning choice. My spatial orientation should be randomized within the group formation.”

“It’s not random?”

“I appear to have been maintaining a consistent position approximately 1.2 meters behind your right shoulder for the duration of the trek.” She blinked. Her blush deepened. “That’s. That is a documented Velan proximity behavior associated with.”

She stopped. Adjusted her glasses again. Began walking, this time making a visible, deliberate effort to walk beside me rather than behind. Her hip bumped mine after six steps. She over-corrected, nearly walked into a calcite formation, and ended up behind my right shoulder again within thirty seconds.

She didn’t mention it again. Her data pad typing intensified.

Kaida, from ahead, didn’t turn around. But I heard the faint, single thump of her foot against the cave floor. Commentary delivered through percussion.

The cave mouth appeared ahead, a bright rectangle of green light that grew as we approached. The transition from subterranean cool to surface atmosphere was gradual at first, then sudden: a wall of humid, pollen-saturated air that hit us like stepping into a sauna.

By the time we reached the cave mouth, the temperature had risen fifteen degrees and the pollen hit us like a warm, sweet wall. Veska’s nose went from its calm subterranean rhythm to full surface-mode fury in three breaths. Her glasses fogged instantly. Her blush surged from clavicle to hairline.

“The atmospheric transition is,” she began.

“Humid?” I offered.

“Aggressive.” She pushed her glasses up onto her forehead and peered at me over nothing, which somehow made her look more exposed than the fogging ever had. “The compound synthesis will be my priority. I’ll begin immediately upon return to the ship.”

Kaida emerged from the cave mouth and paused. She looked out at the jungle, the green chaos of the surface after hours of the cave’s mineral geometry. Then she looked back at me. The golden-amber eyes that had been tactically focused underground now held something warmer. Assessment, still. But the metrics had shifted again. She’d watched me work with Veska through the tight passage. She’d watched me prioritize samples over speed. She’d watched me study the carved wall with the same curiosity I applied to engine couplings.

“Why did you punch through the rift?” she asked.

I looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“The decision and the execution are different things. Many people would have made the correct decision and hesitated during execution. Hesitation kills.” She crossed her arms. Her tail drifted toward me, then caught itself. “You didn’t hesitate.”

“I don’t hesitate when the math is clear.”

“Correct decision. A warrior’s decision.” She thumped once. Looked at her foot. In the cave, with reduced pollen, reduced atmospheric interference, reduced everything she usually blamed, her foot had still thumped. There was nothing to attribute it to. No pollen. No proximity effect she could file under non-diagnostic.

“That’s the cave acoustics,” she said.

I looked at her foot, planted on the cave mouth’s stone floor, still vibrating from the thump.

“Cave acoustics,” I agreed.

She held my gaze for a moment that the cave’s echoes couldn’t explain. Then she turned and led us back into the jungle, knives out, ears swiveling, the warrior reasserted over whatever had just cracked.

The hike back was ten kilometers of dense jungle, humid air, and steadily increasing pollen concentration. By the halfway mark, all three of us were soaked with humidity and covered in the fine golden dust that the planet’s flora shed into the air. Veska’s nose was a constant rapid flutter. Even Kaida’s thumping had resumed its persistent rhythm, each step accompanied by a secondary impact from her left foot that she pretended was caused by uneven terrain.

The terrain was perfectly even.

We reached the clearing in late afternoon. The Kingfisher sat where we’d left it, the cargo ramp down, the hull reflecting the filtered sunlight. Piri appeared at the ramp’s edge before we cleared the tree line, her hearing having tracked us for the last hundred meters.

She bounded down the ramp, barefoot, golden, ears spinning, and executed a binky that carried her three meters sideways before she reversed course and crashed into me. Arms around my neck. Legs wrapping. Nose buried in my throat, twitching at emergency speed.

“You’re back,” she said into my neck. “You smell like cave minerals and Veska’s perfume.”

“Veska doesn’t wear perfume,” I said.

“I know.” Piri’s grin pressed into my skin. “That’s what makes it interesting.”

Veska walked into the ramp’s support strut. Her glasses were opaque.

Damira appeared at the ramp’s top, arms folded, her gaze sweeping all three of us with the comprehensive assessment of a matriarch confirming her charges’ survival. She noted the sample containers, the scanner data on my handheld, and what I suspected was a nose-signal from Veska that told her everything about the cave expedition that words hadn’t.

“Report,” she said.

“Astralith confirmed. Burrower nest surrounding the deposit. Veska needs twelve hours to synthesize a masking compound. And we found something else.” I met her eyes. “Carvings. In the cave wall. Geometric. Not bunnygirl.”

Damira’s composure didn’t crack. But her ears tilted forward. A fraction of a degree that meant she’d heard something she hadn’t expected.

“Not bunnygirl,” she repeated.

“Angular. Precise. Mathematical notation. Very old.”

Her amber eyes went distant, looking past the clearing and the ship and the jungle. Inward. A memory, maybe. Or a mythology.

“Interesting,” she said. The word carried more weight than a single adjective should have been able to bear.

She turned and walked into the ship, her tail perfectly still beneath her hem.

I carried the sample containers to the med bay and helped Veska set up her synthesis workstation. She had a problem shaped exactly to her skills, and it showed. Her hands were steady. Her mind was clear. Underground, she’d been the best version of herself.

Up here, in the pollen and the heat and my proximity, the thirty-seven percent overhead was already reasserting itself. Her nose twitched. Her blush maintained its persistent pink undertone.

But she worked through it. Focused. Determined. The woman who’d frozen during the predator attack was building the weapon that would let them walk through a nest of burrowers untouched.

“I’ll have the synthesis running by midnight,” she said, not looking up from her station. “The compound framework from the surface predator work provides a structural starting point, but the burrower chemistry requires entirely different marker disruption.”

“Can you do it?”

She looked up. Clear blue eyes, sharp with focus. The scholar and the scientist, meeting in a woman who was finally doing work that mattered.

“Yes,” she said. “I can do it.”

I left her to it and went to check the perimeter decoys.

The sun was dropping below the canopy. The bioluminescence was waking up. And somewhere underground, carved symbols waited in the dark, left by someone who’d walked these caves long before any of us had been born.

The scanner showed the astralith signature, pulsing on the display like a heartbeat.


Chapter 10: Observation Notes

Veska hadn’t slept.

I found her in the med bay at dawn, surrounded by a constellation of sample containers, chemical vials, data pads, and the unmistakable organized chaos that meant a scientist had been working through the night with a problem she could taste. Her platinum hair had escaped the ponytail entirely, falling in a white curtain past her shoulders, and her cardigan hung from the back of the chair like a flag of surrender. The form-fitting underlayer clung to her body with the intimate fidelity of fabric that had been worn for eighteen hours in tropical humidity, every curve outlined, every button gapping, the pale lace beneath visible at the neckline.

Her glasses were on. Miraculously clear. She’d found something to work on that was interesting enough to override the fog.

“I’ve isolated the primary chemosensory compound,” she said when I appeared in the doorway, without looking up. Her voice had the flat precision of brilliance running on empty. “The burrowers detect organic presence through a combination of pheromone signatures and thermal emission patterns. Their sensory apparatus is tuned to three specific chemical markers present in mammalian biology.”

“Including bunnygirl biology?”

“Especially bunnygirl biology. Our elevated reproductive thermal output makes us approximately three hundred percent more detectable than a comparable human-mass organism.” She tapped a data pad. Charts filled the screen, chemical structure diagrams and absorption spectra that I could follow in broad strokes but not in the molecular detail she operated at. “I’ve synthesized a compound that disrupts all three chemical markers simultaneously. Applied topically, it should render us chemically invisible to the burrowers for approximately four hours.”

“Should.”

“The synthesis is based on field samples analyzed through portable equipment with a seventy-eight percent accuracy rating. Under ideal laboratory conditions, I would conduct extensive validation trials before recommending deployment. Multiple sample iterations, controlled exposure tests, statistical analysis of detection threshold variance.” The compound work had her fully in scientific mode, her brain operating at the capacity the pollen usually taxed with its relentless distraction. “Under current conditions, I’m recommending deployment.”

“That’s your professional recommendation?”

She looked up. Pale blue eyes behind clear glasses, sharp with exhaustion and the particular kind of confidence that comes from solving a problem no one else could have solved. Her lop ears were at their halfway height. Engaged. Present. Proud.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

“Then we deploy it.” I stepped into the med bay. Small space. The door frame brushed my shoulders. The room smelled like chemical reagents and Veska’s baseline scent: old books, vanilla, and the nervous peach sweetness that emerged when she was working at capacity. “You’re impressive.”

Her ears shot upward. Past halfway. Higher. They climbed with visible effort, the white cartilage lifting, the soft fur bristling along their length. Past what I’d seen before, reaching for a height that her composure couldn’t control.

Then they caught themselves. Wavered. The muscles in their bases fought the involuntary surge, and her ears settled back to halfway. She grabbed the data pad and held it to her chest like a shield.

“The compound synthesis required standard analytical methodology applied to novel chemical substrates. The process itself is not impressive so much as systematically rigorous.”

“Veska.”

“The credit belongs to the fungal samples, which exhibited remarkably clear chemical bonding patterns that facilitated rapid identification of.”

“Veska.”

She stopped. Her glasses fogged. Not the full opaque whiteout of surface-level Veska encounters. A light mist that softened the edges of the world without hiding it.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For saying that.”

I held her gaze longer than I should have. Her ears trembled at the tips. Her glasses fogged a shade deeper. She pulled them off and cleaned them with the hem of her underlayer, the gesture exposing a strip of pale midriff and the waistband of her pants. The small mole below her left collarbone caught the med bay’s light. “The atmospheric humidity in here is particularly aggressive this morning.”

“Ship controls the humidity, Veska.”

She put her glasses back on. They fogged again. Her mouth opened. Closed. She looked at the environmental readout on the med bay wall, which displayed a steady 42% humidity, well within comfortable range. Her blush started at her clavicle and climbed, a warm pink rather than the usual panic-crimson. The academic armor thinned, the person beneath it visible like the lace beneath her cardigan. Not exposed. Not surrendered. Suggested.

She broke eye contact first. Adjusted her glasses. Returned to her data pads.

“I’ll prepare three applications of the compound,” she said. “Enough for the extraction team. Application is topical: skin, clothing, exposed surfaces. It has a mild cooling effect that may be pleasant.” She paused. “Or uncomfortable. Physiological responses to novel chemical compounds vary.”

“I’ll let you know.”

“Please do.” Her nose twitched once. Twice. The surface-mode flutter beginning its reassertion as the compound work lost its monopoly on her attention. Her hand trembled on the data pad, a fine vibration that she stilled by pressing her fingers harder against the screen. “For scientific documentation purposes.”

I left her to the synthesis and went to the galley.

The morning was already warm. The pollen count was climbing toward the bloom peak that Veska had projected, and its effects were everywhere. Through the open cargo ramp, the jungle blazed with an intensity that felt almost aggressive: flowers wider, fungi brighter, the bioluminescence bleeding into the daytime as if the planet’s biology had decided subtlety was overrated.

Piri sat on the cargo ramp’s edge with her legs dangling, eating a ration bar with her bare feet swinging in the morning air. Her honey-gold ears rotated slowly, tracking the jungle’s soundscape. Her crop top was damp, clinging to her chest with the helpless transparency of fabric that had lost its war against humidity and nipples and didn’t know why it was still fighting.

“Veska’s compound is ready?” she asked.

“Almost. She’s been up all night.”

“I know. I could hear her typing through three walls. And smell her concentration, which is different from her nervous smell, which is different from her Dex-is-nearby smell.” Piri tilted her head, copper-gold bob catching the morning light. “She has a lot of smells.”

“Everyone has a lot of smells.”

“Not like Veska. Veska’s scent profile is the most complicated thing on this ship, and I’m including the engine.” She bit her ration bar. Chewed. Her tail bobbed against the ramp. “Something’s going to happen with her. Soon.”

“What kind of something?”

Piri’s amber eyes found mine. Briefly, the playful mischief dimmed and something older showed through. Something that resembled Damira’s knowing gaze, filtered through twenty years less restraint and twenty times more honesty.

“The kind of something that happens when a woman who’s been hiding behind data pads for three years runs out of data pads to hide behind.” She finished the ration bar and licked her fingertips with absent-minded thoroughness. “She’s getting closer to whatever edge she’s been building toward since the caves. I can smell it. The academic framework is cracking.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because the scent underneath the vanilla and the book smell and the peach nervousness is changing. It used to be suppression. Contained want. Now it’s something else.” She tilted her head, ears tracking a sound I couldn’t hear. “Now it’s decision. She’s deciding. The scent of someone about to choose is different from someone who’s still running from the choice.”

She hopped off the ramp and padded barefoot into the clearing, golden skin catching the morning light, compact body moving with the effortless energy of someone who metabolized joy into motion. “I’m going to do perimeter checks. With my ears. Because that’s my assignment.”

I made coffee and carried two cups to the med bay. Veska took hers without looking up. Her fingers wrapped around the cup with a desperate grip, knuckles white, warmth and caffeine apparently more essential than air.

“How much longer?” I asked.

“Two hours for the final synthesis. Then a test application.” She sipped. Her ears twitched upward. “Your coffee is terrible. It tastes like filtered engine coolant.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

“I suspected.” She sipped again. Her glasses caught the steam from the cup, adding a new layer to the perpetual condensation she’d been managing since landing. “I find it strangely appealing. The flavor profile lacks any conventional palatability, yet it produces a persistent desire for repeated consumption.” She paused. Looked at the cup. Looked at me. “I’ve been studying that phenomenon across multiple contexts.”

I chose not to ask which contexts.

“The compound’s final synthesis stage requires a stabilization period,” she said, returning to safer conversational territory. “During that period, I need to maintain the temperature within a narrow band. If the ship’s environmental controls fluctuate, the compound could degrade.”

“I’ll make sure the controls hold.”

“Thank you.” She took another sip. “Also, the med bay door has a tendency to stick when the humidity reaches a certain threshold. If you could examine the latch mechanism when you have time, I’d appreciate the maintenance support.”

“You want me to fix your door.”

“The door has a functional issue that compromises the med bay’s environmental isolation, which is critical for the compound’s stabilization requirements.” She held my gaze for approximately one and a half seconds longer than functional door repair required. “It’s a legitimate maintenance request.”

“I’ll look at it.”

“After the perimeter check. There’s no urgency.” She returned to her data pads. “For the door.”

I left her with the coffee and the chemistry and the door that probably didn’t actually need fixing and went outside to check the decoy array. The northeast unit had drifted off-axis again, a recurring problem with the jury-rigged thermal regulator. I knelt beside it and opened the housing, my hands finding the familiar routine of field repair: bypass the thermal drift, clean the contact surfaces, reseat the regulator, close and test.

While I worked, I felt the pollen settling on my skin, the golden particles warm and faintly tingling. The bloom was still building. The air tasted sweeter than yesterday, each breath carrying a chemical load that my human biology processed as a vague warmth and heightened awareness. For the bunnygirls, I knew, the effect was exponentially stronger: every nerve ending sensitized, every scent amplified, every involuntary response turned up to volumes that made daily functioning an act of willpower.

Movement at the tree line. I looked up.

Kaida.

She was running combat forms against one of the massive trees at the clearing’s perimeter. The same drill she performed every morning, the training routine that hadn’t skipped a day since we’d landed. But today was different. Today the pollen was thicker, the air was warmer, and her body was responding to both.

Her combat top was dark with sweat, the fabric clinging to her torso like a second skin. The compression wraps on her forearms had darkened three shades from the morning’s exertion, the moisture drawing the fabric tight against the defined muscle beneath. Every line of her body was visible: the carved shoulders, the flat plane of her abs, the powerful thighs that launched her through strike combinations with explosive precision. Her olive skin glistened with a sheen that caught the morning light and turned the warm bronze into something luminous. The scars across her shoulders were visible, pale lines against the darker skin, and they moved when she struck and pivoted, alive, like they were part of the choreography rather than its history.

She moved through the forms with the fluid efficiency that decades of training had carved into muscle memory. Strike, pivot, low sweep, rising blade. Each movement precise, deliberate, beautiful in the way that machinery was beautiful when it operated at peak function. The combat wraps on her forearms darkened with sweat as she worked, the compression fabric pulling tight across the defined muscle of her arms with each extension.

I watched her execute a combination that started with a lateral slash, transitioned into a spinning back-kick, and ended with a knife throw that embedded the blade in the tree trunk at throat height. The whole sequence took three seconds. The blade didn’t wobble.

She caught me watching.

Her foot thumped against the ground. Hard. She grabbed it without breaking her stance, which meant she balanced on one leg while gripping the other foot behind her back, a pose that would have been ridiculous on anyone less disciplined and looked, on Kaida, like a combat variant of yoga.

“Pilot,” she said.

“Dex,” I corrected.

“Are you performing maintenance or observing?”

“Both.”

Her golden-amber eyes narrowed. The morning light turned them to warm honey, the fierce assessment easing toward warmth. Her hair had escaped its tie, jet-black strands falling across her face, stuck to the sweat on her forehead. She pushed them back with a blade-callused hand, the motion pulling her combat top tight across the firm lines of her chest.

“Observation of training exercises requires explicit permission in Seventh Forward protocol.”

“We’re not in Seventh Forward.”

“We are not.” Her jaw unclenched. Not much. A degree of tension released, like a fist loosening without quite opening. “You’re staring at my form.”

“Your combat form is excellent.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Her foot thumped. She looked at it. Her ears angled away, and for one moment, the warrior dropped and something young and confused showed through. A flash of the girl who’d been trained to fight since she could walk and who’d been told her body was a weapon before anyone told her it was hers. She grabbed the foot. Squeezed. Looked back at me with the anger that was easier than whatever the foot was saying.

“The compound. Will it be ready?”

“Two hours.”

“Good.” She turned back to the tree and retrieved her knife with a precise pull that freed the blade without widening the wound in the bark. She flipped it once, caught it, and threw again. Same spot. Same depth. The precision was inhuman. “The extraction plan needs review. I want to discuss approach vectors and fallback positions.”

“After the compound’s ready. We’ll brief in the common area.”

“Fine.” She threw the knife again. Third impact, same spot, the blade sinking into the cluster of wounds with a sound like a fist hitting flesh. Then she threw the second knife. It buried to the hilt in the bark three centimeters above the first, exactly where a human-sized opponent’s throat would have been. The impact scattered bioluminescent spores into the morning air like tiny golden stars.

She walked to the tree, pulled both knives free, and walked away toward the ship without looking back.

Her tail drifted in my direction. She didn’t catch it. For ten meters, her tail pointed at me like a compass needle, black fluff bobbing with each stride, before she noticed and tucked it tight against her hip.

She stopped at the ramp. Didn’t turn around. “The knife placement drill was adequate.”

“Looked more than adequate from here.”

“It wasn’t performed for your benefit.” She paused. Her ears shifted, the black points moving through a calculation that had nothing to do with combat and everything to do with the word she was about to say. “The observation is noted, however.”

She walked up the ramp. Her combat-soaked clothing clung to her muscular ass, the fabric darkened with sweat, the outline of her athletic body leaving nothing to inference. The knife sheaths on her thighs caught the light as she moved, the leather straps riding high on muscle that was designed for explosive movement and happened to be arresting in profile.

I turned back to the decoy housing and recalibrated the thermal regulator with hands that were slightly less steady than they’d been when I started.

The decoy’s thermal output stabilized at the target signature. I ran the full diagnostic: pulse pattern verified, battery draw within parameters, the frequency modulator holding the heartbeat-mimicking rhythm that gave the heat signature biological plausibility. The predators that hunted by thermal detection would read this as a warm-blooded organism resting at the tree line. Not a bunnygirl in breeding cycle, which ran significantly hotter, but enough to draw investigation away from the ship.

I closed the housing and moved to the southern decoy, the one that covered the approach from the river. The mounting bracket had shifted in the soft ground, listing sideways where overnight moisture had loosened the soil around the stake. I drove it deeper, using the flat of the laser cutter’s housing as a makeshift hammer, the impacts sending tiny bioluminescent organisms fleeing from the moss in concentric rings of panicked luminescence.

Piri appeared at the clearing’s edge. She’d been running her perimeter circuit, a wide arc that took her through the tree line at a radius of roughly two hundred meters from the ship. Her bare feet were green with moss stain. Her honey-gold ears were still rotating in their surveillance sweeps, tracking sounds I couldn’t hear.

“Southeast quadrant is clear,” she reported, dropping into a crouch beside me. “I heard something large moving along the river about four hundred meters downstream, but it’s heading away. The clicking pattern was consistent with the herbivore species we identified two days ago.” She paused. Her ears stopped spinning and locked on the jungle to the south. Listening. “And there’s something small in the canopy above the eastern decoy. Sounds like a nesting avian. Not a threat.”

“You can identify species by their clicking patterns?”

“Every species on this planet has a different sound signature. The predators click in staccato bursts. The herbivores click in rolling sequences. The canopy fauna have a higher frequency.” She tapped one ear. “It’s like reading a language. Once you hear the grammar, the words make sense.”

“You’ve been cataloguing the entire jungle’s fauna by ear.”

“Since day one.” She grinned. “Someone has to be good at something that isn’t combat or chemistry or looking dignified. I’m good at hearing things and being naked in inappropriate places.” She stretched, arching her back on the crouch, crop top riding up. “Versatile skill set.”

She bounced back to her circuit, golden feet leaving prints in the luminescent moss. I finished the southern decoy and moved to the western position, completing the perimeter maintenance loop that had become part of my daily routine.

The midday hours passed in the rhythm of expedition preparation. I reviewed the scanner data from the cave expedition with Kaida, spreading geological overlays across the common area’s small table while she assessed approach vectors with the precision of someone planning a military operation. She stood at the table’s edge, leaning forward on her knuckles, her knives laid out beside the maps in a display that was half-tactical-reference and half-Kaida-can’t-be-more-than-arm’s-length-from-her-weapons.

“Primary approach through the main passage. Burrower nest density increases at the chamber entrance. Veska’s compound gives us four hours from application.” She traced the route with a knife tip. “The crystal wall is thirty meters vertical. You climb while I guard the base. Veska monitors burrower patterns.”

“Same roles as the recon, but with extraction tools.”

“And the compound.” She looked at me. “If the compound fails, we need an immediate withdrawal route. The primary passage is too narrow for combat retreat against forty-plus burrowers. We need a secondary exit.”

I pulled up the scanner overlay. “The eastern passage I flagged during the recon. It curves upward and emerges on the jungle’s eastern slope, about two klicks north of the main entrance. Narrower, but viable.”

“I’ll clear it on the way in. If we need to fall back, we fall back east.”

“Agreed.”

Her foot thumped once. She looked at it, then at me, then back at the map with the deliberate refusal to acknowledge what had just happened that was becoming her signature response to involuntary biological commentary.

From the med bay, the steady click of Veska’s data pad. From the cockpit, Piri’s humming as she monitored the perimeter. The ship’s sounds had become a language I was learning to read: Veska’s typing speed indicated her emotional state, Piri’s melody choices telegraphed the jungle’s threat level, and Kaida’s thumping patterns said things she would rather cut out her own tongue than articulate verbally.

Damira found me in the corridor between briefing sessions. She moved through the ship with the measured grace that made her presence feel less like movement and more like the room rearranging itself around a gravitational center. Her waves were immaculate despite the humidity. Her collar was still one notch lower than pre-planet. Two notches now, I realized, looking more closely. The elegant line of her neck and the shadow above her collarbone were visible, the fabric of her outer layer draping to suggest the full D-cups beneath without revealing them.

“The carvings you found underground,” she said. Not a question. A topic she’d been considering since yesterday’s report.

“Geometric. Angular. Mathematical notation. Veska photographed everything.”

“I’ve been reviewing the photographs.” She leaned against the corridor bulkhead, her arms folded beneath her chest in a way that was probably unconscious and definitely effective at drawing attention to the architectural engineering her clothing performed. “Some of the geometric patterns correspond to spatial relationship notations in our oldest mythological texts. The fairy tales describe the builders using a ‘language of shapes’ to mark their roads.”

“You think the carvings are from the same civilization your mythology describes?”

“I think the probability is higher than I would have accepted a week ago.” Her amber eyes held mine with the steady intensity of a woman processing information that reorganized fundamental assumptions about her own culture. “Our mythology speaks of the builders as ancient, pre-dating our recorded history by millennia. If these ruins are consistent with the mythology, then the builders were real. And they were here.”

“In this galaxy.”

“In this galaxy. In our galaxy. On multiple worlds, if the mythology is accurate.” She paused. Her nose twitched. Once. She suppressed it, but slower than usual, the control taking a fraction of a second longer to engage. “The implications are significant. For getting home. And for understanding how we got here. Not the rift. The larger here. Why bunnygirl mythology contains references to structures in a galaxy we’ve never explored.”

“You think your species has been here before.”

“I think someone wanted us to find these places.” She straightened from the bulkhead. Her amber eyes softened, the knowing gaze turning inward, reaching back years. “The fairy tales always ended the same way. The builders made the roads. Then they left them for the travelers who would come after.”

She walked away down the corridor. Her stride was unhurried, her hips moving beneath the elegant fabric with the devastating sway that was uniquely Damira: controlled, graceful, carrying decades of composure in every step. Her tail was still beneath her hem. But I noticed her hand drifting back to still it, the preemptive gesture of stopping motion that hadn’t started yet.

Two hours later, Veska emerged from the med bay with three sealed containers of compound and triumph written across her face. She’d solved a problem that could save their lives, and she knew it. Her platinum hair was still loose, falling past her shoulders in a white cascade that caught the galley’s light. Her cardigan was still missing. The exhaustion in her pale blue eyes was layered with pride.

“The compound is ready,” she announced to the common area. Damira, Kaida, and Piri were present. “Application protocol is straightforward: topical coating on all exposed skin and clothing surfaces. The compound creates a chemical barrier that disrupts burrower sensory detection across all three marker categories. Duration: approximately four hours from application.”

“Side effects?” Damira asked from the galley, her amber eyes assessing Veska with the steady focus of a matriarch evaluating her charge’s state after eighteen hours of solitary labor.

“The compound has a mild cooling effect that counteracts surface thermal emission. No toxic properties for Velan or human biology.” “I tested it on myself. The application process requires.” She stopped. Her blush began its climb. “The application process requires comprehensive skin coverage.”

“Meaning?” Kaida asked.

“Meaning the compound must be applied to all exposed skin. Given that the burrowers detect through chemical and thermal means, maximum coverage is essential. The areas of highest thermal emission in Velan biology are.” She paused. Cleaned her glasses. “Consistent with areas of elevated blood flow. Which are.”

“We get it,” Kaida said. “The compound goes everywhere.”

“Everywhere the burrowers might detect us, yes.” Veska’s ears were trembling. “I’ll prepare individual application kits. Self-application is recommended for.” She looked at me. Looked away. “For comfort.”

“Thank you, Veska,” Damira said. Her voice was warm. Not the measured warmth of a matriarch managing her group. Real warmth. “This is remarkable work.”

Veska’s ears rose. Past halfway. Higher than their recent resting position, reaching toward something new, the white cartilage straining with the effort of expressing happiness that her self-consciousness usually dampened. She clutched her data pad and nodded once.

“It’s applied science,” she said. “The science is remarkable. I merely applied it.”

“The application is the hard part,” I said. “Anyone can know things. You made knowing into doing.”

Her ears climbed higher. Past their previous ceiling, reaching for vertical. They hovered at a height that was new, unprecedented, the lop cartilage trembling with the effort of expressing joy that clinical language couldn’t contain.

Then they settled back. Slowly. But they didn’t drop to their old position. They found a new resting height, higher than before, and stayed there. A new default. Her opinion of herself had been revised upward by recognition, and her ears held the proof.

She blinked at me behind her glasses. Said nothing. Turned and walked to the med bay with her containers, her thick thighs working beneath the clinging fabric, her hips swaying with the weight she was never aware of carrying.

At the doorway, she paused. Her data pad was active. I caught a glimpse of the screen before she angled it away: a private log, formatted in the dense clinical shorthand she used for her personal observations. The last entry was still visible for a half-second before she tilted the pad.

It read: Subject (self) exhibiting persistent thermal awareness of human male. Cognitive allocation to non-research stimulus remains elevated despite successful compound synthesis. Recommendation: further observation. At closer range.

She saw me looking. The data pad snapped against her chest. Her blush, which had been settling toward its new gentle baseline, detonated back to full crimson.

“That’s a private research log,” she said.

“I didn’t read anything.”

“Good. Because the contents are preliminary and unreviewed and not intended for external.” She stopped. Her lop ears trembled at their new height. “Dex.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll need a control subject for the final validation test. Someone to apply the compound and verify the thermal masking effect over a sustained period.” Her voice was clinical. Her nose was twitching. Her glasses were fogging. The three tells firing simultaneously in what was becoming a diagnostic pattern I could read as clearly as an instrument panel. “The test requires prolonged close-quarters proximity. To measure the compound’s efficacy under realistic field conditions.”

“You want me to be your test subject.”

“As a control. For scientific validation.” “It would involve approximately ninety minutes of close-proximity observation in the med bay. The test is legitimate. The data will be applicable to tomorrow’s extraction.”

I looked at her. She looked at me. Her pale blue eyes, behind fogging glasses, held an unmistakable expression: elaborate scientific justification, constructed with care, for reasons that had nothing to do with science. She was waiting to see if I’d let it hold.

Behind her, from the common area, I heard Piri’s soft snort. And from Kaida’s bunk, a single thump.

“I’ll be there after I finish the perimeter check,” I said.

“Acceptable.” She nodded. Precise. Clinical. Her ears held their new position. “For scientific purposes.”

She stepped into the med bay. The door closed.

From the galley, Piri’s voice, whispering to Damira conspiratorial, delighted, as if she’d been waiting for this specific development: “She’s going to make him take his shirt off for science.”

Damira’s response was too quiet for me to hear. But I caught the ghost of a laugh, quickly composed into silence.

I finished the perimeter check. The decoys were operational. The jungle was quiet. The pollen drifted in the afternoon light like golden snow, thick enough to taste on the back of my tongue.

I went back inside and walked to the med bay door.

Through the thin composite, I could hear Veska arranging equipment. The click of containers being positioned. The tap of data pad entries. And beneath those sounds, the rapid, persistent flutter of a nose working at maximum throughput.

She knew what she was setting up.

I knew what she was setting up.

The compound test was real. The science was real. The data would be legitimate and the results would matter for tomorrow’s cave expedition.

But the proximity. The sustained close-quarters contact. The reason she’d requested me specifically as her control subject, when any of the bunnygirls would have served the same experimental function.

That wasn’t science.

I opened the door.

Veska stood in the center of the med bay, compound containers arranged on the examination table, her data pad positioned at a precise angle on the counter, and her glasses freshly cleaned to a polish that would last approximately ninety seconds in my presence. She’d pulled her platinum hair back into a ponytail that was neater than the one she’d been wearing during the all-night synthesis, the careful styling of someone who’d taken time to prepare for what was ostensibly a scientific procedure.

The med bay was small. The examination table dominated the center, flanked by storage cabinets and the medical scanner mounted on a swing arm above. The lighting was the cool blue-white of diagnostic equipment, clinical and precise, illumination designed to reveal rather than flatter. It revealed everything about Veska: the exhaustion shadows under her eyes, the pink at her collarbones where the blush was already beginning its upward march, and the way her underlayer fit in the scanner light, the fabric thin enough that the lace beneath was visible not just at the neckline but across the full swell of her chest.

“Please sit,” she said, gesturing to the examination table. “We’ll begin with baseline thermal readings.”

I sat. She picked up a scanner and began taking readings, the blue light tracing across my forearm in methodical passes. Her hands were steady. Her voice was clinical. Her lop ears were holding at the height they’d claimed in the lab and showing every sign of wanting to climb further.

“Baseline thermal at thirty-seven point one degrees,” she noted. “Consistent with previous readings.” She moved the scanner to my other arm. “The compound’s thermal masking effect should reduce your detectable output to approximately six degrees. Background rock temperature in the cave system averages four point two degrees, so a six-degree reading should fall within the burrowers’ non-response threshold.”

“Should.”

“Based on the chemosensory analysis of the tunnel wall samples and the excretion compounds Kaida collected, the burrowers’ detection threshold sits at approximately eight degrees above ambient. Six falls below that threshold with a margin of two degrees.” She tapped the data pad. “The margin is adequate.”

“Adequate,” I said. “Kaida’s word.”

“It’s an efficient descriptor.” Her glasses fogged one shade. “Shall I continue with the thoracic readings?”

I rolled my sleeves to my forearms. Her nose twitched.

She documented the forearm readings with keystrokes that were slightly faster than necessary, her fingers working harder than the data required. They needed to be doing something other than what they wanted to be doing.

The data pad screen filled with numbers she wasn’t reading.

I traced one of the scratch marks on the examination table’s edge with my fingertip. Scrape-dig marks. Deep. Parallel. Made by fingernails gripping the table’s edge during the night, while the pollen drifted and the ship’s thin walls hid nothing and the scent of everything that had happened at the tree line carried through the air to a woman alone with her data pads and her body and the significant fraction of her brain that was devoted to something she would rather not describe in specific terms.

Veska’s gaze followed my finger. Her face went scarlet.

“The table’s composite material is susceptible to surface scoring under conditions of.” She swallowed. “Atmospheric stress.”

“Atmospheric stress.”

“It’s a well-documented phenomenon.” She adjusted her glasses. The fog was beginning its advance from the edges. “Shall we proceed with the thermal baseline?”

I leaned back on the examination table and let her work. Her hands moved with scientific precision. Her nose twitched with want.

The med bay was small. The door was closed. And the pollen bloom was peaking outside, turning the air to gold.

Ninety minutes. Close quarters. Sustained proximity.

Her data pad clicked. Her glasses fogged. Her lop ears climbed toward a height they’d never reached in my presence.

I watched them rise and said nothing.


Chapter 11: Peer Review

The compound test started with legitimate science.

The med bay door was locked. Veska had locked it before I’d even sat down, a quick flick of the latch that she’d disguised as adjusting the adjacent equipment rack. She hadn’t commented on it. Neither had I.

Veska applied the thermal baseline scanner to my forearm with the detached precision of a researcher working a protocol she’d designed specifically to maintain professional distance. The scanner’s blue light traced across my skin, mapping heat output at thirty-seven calibration points. She noted each reading on her data pad with keystrokes so precise they sounded like Morse code.

“Baseline thermal emission: 37.2 degrees at the radial pulse point,” she said. “Standard human-male output. Consistent with the xenobiological profiles I’ve compiled since boarding.”

“You’ve been compiling profiles on me?”

“On your species generally. As a xenobiological research interest.” She adjusted her glasses. They were holding. The med bay’s filtered air kept the worst of the pollen at bay, though the bloom’s peak intensity meant nothing was entirely clear. “The individual specifics of your thermal output are documented as a subset of the broader species analysis.”

“How detailed is the subset?”

Her nose twitched. Once. Fast. “Comprehensively documented.”

She moved the scanner to my other forearm, documenting the readings with the systematic thoroughness of someone building a data set that could withstand peer review. Each measurement was recorded, cross-referenced against her existing profiles, and annotated with conditions: ambient temperature, humidity level, time of day. The work was genuine. The data was real. Whatever else was happening in this med bay, the scientific foundation was legitimate.

“The compound application begins with the extremities,” she said, setting the scanner down and opening one of the compound containers. The substance inside was translucent, pale green, with a faint bioluminescent shimmer that caught the scanner’s blue light. “This allows for observation of the thermal masking effect in real time while maintaining control over the application sequence.” She dipped her fingers in.

The compound was cool against my skin when she began applying it to my forearm in measured strokes. Not cold. A pleasant contrast to the ship’s residual warmth. It absorbed into the skin rapidly, leaving a faint tingling sensation that faded within seconds.

“The compound bonds with the outermost epidermal layer,” Veska explained, her fingers tracing along my forearm with slow, thorough passes. Her touch was clinical. Her nose was not. The rapid twitching had resumed, her nostrils fluttering with each pass of her fingers along my skin. “It creates a chemical barrier that disrupts the three marker compounds the burrowers use for detection. Thermal emission is reduced by approximately eighty-five percent. Chemical pheromone signature is masked entirely.”

She worked with systematic thoroughness, covering my forearm from wrist to elbow, ensuring the compound coated every surface. Her fingers moved in patterns that followed dermal topography with the precision of someone who understood skin at a cellular level: the tendons of the wrist, the muscle bellies of the forearm, the thicker skin at the elbow.

Her fingers reached my wrist and paused. She held my hand in hers, examining the pilot’s calluses, the strong grip, the long fingers she’d been studying from a distance since the docking bay.

“The dermal texture variation at the metacarpal points suggests sustained manual labor requiring both precision and force,” she said. “Consistent with a piloting and mechanical maintenance background.” She turned my hand over. Her thumb traced the lines of my palm with the slow attention of someone reading something far more personal than dermal topography. “Fascinating tactile properties.”

“You’re reading my palm.”

“I’m documenting dermal characteristics for compound absorption analysis.” Her lop ears had risen from where they’d been settling lately to a height I’d only seen briefly before. Past halfway, climbing, the white cartilage trembling with the effort. She noticed. Her ears caught themselves and eased back. Not to their old position. To something in between. She released my hand.

She applied the compound to my other forearm in silence. The silence was different from the academic monologue she usually hid behind. More honest. More dangerous. Her fingers worked the pale green substance into my skin with strokes that had started clinical and were now something else. Slower. More attentive to the topography of tendons and muscle and my forearm flexing under her touch.

“Your absorption rate is faster than my models predicted,” she said, but her voice had dropped half a register and her eyes were on my hands, not her data pad. “The human epidermis appears to have a higher affinity for the compound’s binding agents than Velan skin. Interesting.”

“Interesting.”

“From a xenobiological perspective.” She cleaned her glasses. Put them on. They fogged immediately. She left them fogged. “The temperature differential between your skin and the compound creates a measurable gradient that could theoretically affect bonding efficacy in ways that.” She trailed off. Her fingers had reached my inner wrist, where the pulse ran close to the surface, and I felt her thumb press down. Counting. Reading my heart rate the way she’d read it afterward in the corridor, the habitual data collection of a scientist who processed the world through measurement because measurement felt safer than feeling.

“Elevated,” she murmured. Then pulled her hand away as if the data had burned her.

“The compound application requires coverage of all thermally significant surface areas,” she said. “For the cave expedition, this means exposed skin: forearms, hands, neck, face.” She paused. The pause lasted three seconds. Four. “For comprehensive testing, additional surface area would provide more robust data.”

“Additional surface area.”

“Remove your shirt for dermal assessment.” She said it like she was reading from a protocol. Her voice was steady. Her data pad was down on the counter. Her glasses had developed the first wisps of fog at the edges. “The thoracic region represents the largest continuous thermal emission surface on the human male body. Compound testing without thoracic data would be scientifically incomplete.”

I pulled my shirt off.

The med bay’s scanner light hit my chest in blue-white illumination. Lean muscle, the V-lines at my hips, the flat definition across my abdomen. I wasn’t built like a soldier. I was built like a pilot: corded forearms, strong shoulders from working overhead panels, functional fitness earned by wrestling with machinery rather than lifting weights.

Veska’s data pad clattered to the counter. She didn’t pick it up.

Her lop ears surged upward. Past halfway. Past the height my compliment in the med bay had drawn from them. They trembled at roughly three-quarters of their full range, higher than I’d ever seen them, and held there.

She blinked. Her breath caught.

“The.” Her voice cracked. “The thoracic thermal emission pattern is.” She stopped. Swallowed. Started again with what was clearly a rehearsed clinical observation that was being sabotaged by the fact that her eyes couldn’t stop tracking the V-lines at my hips. “The compound application to the thoracic region will require.” Another stop. Her ears trembled at their near-vertical position, fighting to go higher, the lop anatomy resisting the upward surge.

She stopped trying to form a sentence. Her mouth stayed open. Nothing came out.

She reached for the compound container instead. Autopilot. The scientist defaulting to procedure when higher cognitive functions had been routed elsewhere. Her fingers dipped into the pale green substance and she reached for my chest, and the moment her palm touched my skin she made a sound that the med bay’s walls would remember.

Not a word. Not a gasp. Twelve days of clinical distance compressed into a single exhale. Every cell in her body had been voting for the opposite, and the vote was final. Her hand pressed flat against my sternum, warm beneath the cool compound, and I felt the tremor in her fingers. Not cold. Not fear. The vibration of restraint approaching its engineering limit.

She applied the compound. Her palm moved across my chest in slow, circular strokes that started as methodology and ended as something the methodology had no notation for. She traced the contour of my pectoral muscles, her fingertips finding the ridge where muscle met collarbone, and her touch lingered there with an attention that had stopped being about thermal masking approximately three seconds after contact.

“The compound requires thorough application for consistent coverage,” she whispered. Her hand moved lower. Across my ribs. Along the V-lines at my hips. Each pass of her fingers left a trail of pale green that caught the scanner light and made my skin look like something from one of her xenobiological specimens, except the specimen was breathing harder than clinical observation typically required.

Her hand stopped at my belt line. Her fingers rested on the skin above my waistband. Her ears trembled at their height.

I watched her glasses fog. Not the gradual mist of proximity. A complete, instant whiteout that rendered the lenses opaque. She pulled them off. Cleaned them. Put them back on. They fogged again before her fingers left the frame.

She left them on. Looking at me through the fog.

“I have additional observations,” she said. Her voice had changed. The clinical register was still there, the scaffolding of academic language that she used to structure reality into manageable shapes. But the scaffolding was creaking. The words came slower, filtered through need. “Regarding cross-species biological compatibility.”

“What kind of observations?”

She stepped forward. Close. Close enough that I could smell her: old books and vanilla and the nervous peach sweetness that she’d told me was practically inconvenient. Close enough that her ears, still straining at their near-vertical height, almost touched my bare chest.

“The human male’s pheromone signature,” she said, “creates a persistent bilateral response in Velan neurochemistry. The unfamiliar-species-caution pathway and the attraction pathway fire simultaneously. The result is a state of heightened cognitive and physiological engagement that resists rational modulation.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I have been trying to think about anything other than you for twelve days and I am failing.” Her pale blue eyes were wide behind the lenses. Raw. Unguarded. The academic armor was still there, still shaping her words, but something honest was showing through the gaps. “I have written fourteen pages of analysis explaining why my responses are environmentally triggered and biologically non-diagnostic. Every page is a lie. I know it’s a lie while I’m writing it. My nose knows. My ears know. My entire body knows.”

She took a breath. It shuddered.

“The night you were at the tree line with Piri. I could smell everything. Through the walls. Through the ventilation. Every chemical signature of what was happening, every spike of mutual arousal, every release.” Her voice dropped. “I sat in this med bay and I put my hands on this table and my body.” She looked at the claw marks gouged into the surface. “My body had opinions about what it wanted. Strong opinions. Opinions I carved into the furniture.”

“Veska.”

“I’m not finished.” Her chin lifted. Her eyes were wet but fierce. “I have been pretending that my responses to you are environmental. They are not. I have been pretending that my interest is academic. It is not. I have been hiding behind data pads and clinical language and thirty-seven percent cognitive overhead and the convenient fiction that atmospheric humidity is responsible for what my glasses do when you walk into a room.” She paused. “The atmospheric humidity in this room is forty-two percent. My glasses are foggy because you are standing in front of me without a shirt and I want you so badly that my body is generating enough heat to fog optical lenses at a distance of point-three meters.”

The words hung in the blue-lit air between us.

Her hand found my chest. Small, warm, fingers spreading across the muscle above my heart. She could feel my pulse. I could feel hers through her fingertips: rapid, strong. She’d stepped off a cliff and was still deciding whether to call it flying.

“The dermal response to direct stimulation is,” she began.

She kissed me.

Her mouth met mine mid-sentence, cutting off the academic framing like a circuit breaker tripping. The kiss was soft at first, tentative, years of data pads and cardigans and clinical language dissolving at the point of contact with the thing she’d been analyzing from a safe distance.

Then it wasn’t soft. Then it was hungry.

Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her body pressed against me, the thin underlayer barely separating her skin from mine, the generous swell of her breasts pressing into my chest, the lace beneath the underlayer rough against my skin. Her glasses bumped my nose. She didn’t care. Her ears pushed higher, past the three-quarter mark, trembling.

I put my hands on her waist. Narrow. The dramatic pinch between her ribs and hips that made the flare of her lower body look like a mathematical curve. She gasped into the kiss when my hands moved to her hips, my palms covering the wide, warm expanse of her, fingers digging into the soft flesh that those pants had been advertising since day one.

“Yes,” she breathed against my mouth. “There. Your hands. I’ve been. For days I’ve been imagining.”

“Imagining what?”

“Don’t make me say it.” Her cheeks were scarlet, the blush visible even in the scanner’s blue light. But her hands were on my belt. Her fingers, the same steady scholar’s fingers that had synthesized a chemical compound from cave fungi, worked the buckle with a precision that was not clinical. “I have hypotheses. Regarding physical compatibility.”

“Hypotheses.”

“Multiple.” She got the belt open. Her hands pulled at my waistband with an urgency that the academic vocabulary couldn’t contain. “Some involve this table.”

I lifted her. My hands under her ass, the spectacular round weight of her filling my palms, and she made a sound that the cave acoustics couldn’t explain because we weren’t in a cave. I set her on the examination table. She wrapped her legs around my waist, thick thighs clamping with surprising strength, pulling me into the space between them.

Her ears climbed another fraction. Not quite vertical. Not yet.

“The underlayer,” she said. Her hands found the hem and pulled it over her head.

Veska without her armor.

C-cups in pale lace, heavy, full, straining the bra’s construction with the generous weight of breasts that the cardigan had been trying to contain since boarding. Porcelain skin flushing crimson from sternum to throat. The small mole below her left collarbone, dark against the bloom of pink. Narrow shoulders that made the dramatic curve of her torso more pronounced: slim on top, generous below, the hourglass ratio of a body designed by a sculptor with a specific vision and infinite patience.

Her glasses caught the blue light. Her ears strained at their height, trembling, not quite there yet. Her nose twitched in a rhythm that had abandoned scientific notation entirely.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

Her ears quivered higher. “That assessment is outside the parameters of the thermal compound test.”

“Consider it a supplementary observation.”

“Noted.” Her voice broke on the word. She unhooked her bra with one hand, a practiced motion that said she’d done this before but not recently, not in years, and the lace fell away.

Full, heavy breasts in blue scanner light. Pale pink nipples, hard, pointed, the dark circles around them flushed with blood. They swayed when she moved, real weight, real gravity, breasts that filled hands to overflowing and demanded attention through sheer physical presence.

I cupped her left breast. My thumb circled the nipple and she gasped, her head dropping back, platinum hair cascading past her shoulders. Her back arched, pressing herself into my palm, and her hips rolled against mine, the wet heat of her arousal seeping through the fabric of her pants.

“The dermal response to direct stimulation is,” she tried again, and I kissed her neck, and the sentence died. “I can’t. I can’t finish the.” My mouth found her breast and she moaned, her fingers digging into my hair, gripping hard. Touch-starved for years, and she’d just rediscovered what skin against skin felt like. “Dex.”

“Tell me what you want,” I said against her breast. “Not what the data says. What you want.”

Her ears trembled at their height. Her glasses had fogged so completely they were useless, two circles of white between us, and she reached up and took them off.

Looked at me.

Put them back on.

“I want to see you clearly,” she said. And the fogging stopped. Not because the physics changed. Because she stopped caring about the fog and started looking through it.

I pulled her pants down. She lifted her hips to help, and the form-fitting fabric peeled away from the body it had been showcasing since day one: wide hips, thick thighs, the spectacular ass that had walked into doorframes and turned every corridor passage into a navigation exercise. White lace panties, damp, translucent against the porcelain skin beneath.

I pulled those down too.

Veska naked on the examination table in blue scanner light. Thicc, pale, flushed crimson from navel to hairline. Platinum hair cascading. Glasses on, fogged but worn. Lop ears trembling near their maximum height. The scholar’s body she’d hidden behind oversized cardigans and academic abstracts, exposed and magnificent and trembling. She’d never believed anyone would want her mind and her body in the same breath.

“I want you,” she said. Three words. No clinical framing. No hedging. Her pale blue eyes through fogged lenses, direct and raw and certain. “Not as a data point. Not as a research subject. I want you.”

Her ears went vertical.

The full height. The absolute maximum that lop ears could achieve, fighting their own anatomy, the cartilage that was designed to droop now standing straight and tall and trembling with the effort of expressing something that no clinical vocabulary could contain. They shot up at the moment the last word left her mouth, the involuntary response of a body hearing the truth that the brain had finally stopped denying. Complete overwhelm. Total surrender. The signal that couldn’t be faked or performed or suppressed.

I kissed her. Deep, slow, my hands on her hips, my thumbs tracing circles on the warm skin. She pulled at my pants, got them down, and when she saw my cock, hard and straining, her mouth opened and closed twice without producing sound.

“The anatomical specifications,” she whispered, staring. “Exceed preliminary estimates.”

“Veska.”

“That was my last clinical observation. I promise.”

She reached for me. Her grip was warm, firm, her scholar’s fingers wrapping around my shaft with a careful precision that made me groan. She stroked once, watching my face with the same intensity she brought to data analysis, cataloguing every micro-response, every twitch, every change in my breathing. Except now she wasn’t writing it down. She was memorizing it.

I laid her back on the table and kissed down her body. Her sternum, where the blush was deepest. The valley between her breasts. Her stomach, the soft skin trembling under my mouth. Each kiss drew a sound from her that the clinical vocabulary couldn’t frame, couldn’t categorize, couldn’t file under non-diagnostic. She gripped the table’s edges, her nails already finding the grooves she’d scored into the surface the night before, her fingers settling into their own tracks like a key returning to a familiar lock.

My mouth reached her hip bone and she made a sound that was part gasp, part laugh, part moan. “The sensitivity distribution across the pelvic region is significantly more pronounced than my theoretical models–” She broke off as my tongue traced the crease where her thigh met her hip. “Oh. Oh, that’s. The nerve density at the inguinal junction is.”

“Veska.”

“I’ll stop narrating. I’ll stop. I just.” My mouth moved lower and the sentence ceased to exist.

I tasted her. She was hot and sweet, her arousal flooding my tongue with the nervous peach sweetness I’d been catching from her scent for days, now concentrated, real, the taste of a woman who’d been aching for weeks. Her body’s response was immediate: hips lifting, thighs spreading wider, the thick, soft flesh of them framing my face as her foot thumped against the table in a rapid rhythm that shook the equipment. Her hands found my hair and gripped, the desperate clutch of a woman rediscovering nerve endings she’d buried under academic abstracts for three years.

I traced her folds with my tongue, learning the topography of her the way she’d learned the topography of my forearms. Slow, thorough, methodical. The outer lips, swollen and flushed dark pink against her porcelain skin. The inner folds, delicate and drenched, parting easily under my tongue. The hood of her clit, where a single focused lick made her thighs clamp around my head hard enough to muffle the world.

“Dex.” Her voice broke. “That’s. You’re. The methodology is.”

I looked up at her from between her thighs. Her ears were at their near-maximum height, her porcelain body flushed crimson under the scanner’s blue light. Platinum hair wild around her shoulders, heavy breasts heaving with each ragged breath, thick thighs spread wide and trembling. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and the fact that she was looking down at me through those lenses with an expression that was equal parts wonder and disbelief made it more devastating.

“The methodology is working,” I said.

“Don’t stop.” The two words came out stripped of every clinical modifier she’d ever used. Raw. “Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked while two fingers worked inside her, curling against the spot that made her voice break into registers that her academic lectures had never explored. She was tight around my fingers, her walls gripping in rhythmic pulses, the slickness of her coating my chin. I worked her with my tongue and my fingers until her thumping foot accelerated into a drumroll and her moans cracked into sounds no language could contain, and when she came the first time her entire body arched off the table, her pussy clenching in violent spasms around my fingers, and her ears shot to full vertical and she screamed a single syllable that might have been my name and might have been a word that hadn’t been invented yet.

I gave her exactly five seconds to recover before I lifted her from the table and turned her. She gasped, steadying herself against the examination table’s edge, her legs trembling from the orgasm that was still rolling through her in aftershock waves. My hands found her hips from behind, palms covering the generous curve of her ass, and I bent her forward over the table.

“Oh.” Her voice dropped an octave. She braced her forearms on the table’s surface, her fingers spreading, finding purchase. Her spectacular ass pressed back against me, the pale skin flushing with warmth and arousal, and when I ran my cock along her slit she was so wet I could feel the heat radiating from her. “That position is. It has structural merit.”

I pressed into her. Slow. The head of my cock spreading her open, her swollen folds parting around me, the wet resistance of a body that wanted everything and was overwhelmed by the reality of getting it. She was tight, tighter than the slick heat suggested, her walls gripping each inch as I fed it to her, and each increment drew a sound from her that started as a clinical observation and ended as a moan.

“The physiological response to penetrative,” she began.

I pushed deeper. Past the initial resistance, into the clenching heat of her, feeling her body stretch and grip and pull at me with desperate, rhythmic contractions.

“Oh God.” The clinical frame shattered. Her fingers dug into the examination table, nails scraping the composite surface. Scrape-dig marks. Deep parallel grooves carved by instinct, the bunnygirl compulsion that she’d been leaving on furniture since we’d landed. “More. Please. Dex, more.”

I gripped her hips, my fingers sinking into the spectacular flesh of her ass, and drove forward, seating myself fully inside her. The sound she made rang off the med bay walls and probably carried through the thin composite into the corridor beyond. I could feel her cervix against my tip, the deepest part of her, and she bore down on me with a clench that said she wanted me exactly where I was and deeper if physics allowed it. Her ears were vertical, quivering, locked at their maximum height with no sign of coming down. Her back arched, the dramatic curve of her spine pressing her magnificent ass harder against my hips, and her foot began thumping against the deck.

I set the pace. Steady, deep, each thrust drawing a sound from her that climbed higher than the last. Her body was built for this: the wide hips that my hands barely spanned, the generous ass that rippled with each impact, her thick thighs bracing against the table’s edge and pushing back to meet each stroke with a strength that surprised me. The contrast of flushed porcelain skin against the dark examination surface. The platinum hair swaying with each impact. The wet, rhythmic sound of my cock driving into her, slick and obscene in the med bay’s clinical quiet.

“Your hands,” she gasped. “On my hips. I can feel every finger. Each one is a data point I’m not recording and I don’t care.”

I pulled her hips back to meet my thrust. Hard. The slap of skin on skin echoed in the small space, my pelvis striking the yielding fullness of her ass with a crack that made the equipment rattle on its shelves. She cried out, her nails gouging fresh trenches in the table’s surface, scrape-dig marks that deepened with each stroke. The bunnygirl compulsion had fully engaged: her fingers scraped and dug at the composite surface with the rhythmic intensity of an instinct too old and too deep to control.

“The compound test,” she panted. “Is yielding unexpected results.”

I leaned forward, pressing my chest against her back, my mouth at her ear. “Tell me what the results are.”

“Inconclusive.” She turned her head. Her eyes behind the lenses were clear. “Further testing is urgently required.”

I pulled out, turned her, and lifted her back onto the table. She opened her legs and I entered her again, face to face, and the sound she made was different now. Deeper. More personal. Not performing for acoustics or losing herself in sensation. Looking at me. Seeing me. Through vertical ears and the complete ruin of every clinical defense she’d ever built.

“Dex.” Her hands found my face. Soft. Holding me like I was the most important data set she’d ever analyzed. “I’m not. This isn’t research. You know that.”

“I know.”

“I wanted you to say it.” Her legs wrapped around my waist, thick thighs gripping, pulling me deeper. “I wanted you to know that I know. That the pretending is over.”

I kissed her. Moved inside her. Slow, deep, each stroke deliberate. She matched my rhythm, her hips rolling to meet me, her breasts pressing against my chest, the weight of them real and warm and intoxicating. Her glasses bumped my forehead and she laughed, a surprised sound that cracked the last wall between academic and human.

“Harder,” she whispered. “I’m close. I’ve been close since you took your shirt off. That’s not an exaggeration. My neurological arousal timeline has been compressed to an unprecedented degree and the current trajectory suggests imminent resolution.”

“You’re narrating again.”

“I know.” She pulled me closer, her mouth against my ear. “I can’t help it. My brain tries to organize what I’m feeling into words because the feelings without words are too much. They’re too big. They don’t fit in sentences.” Her voice broke. “You don’t fit in sentences.”

“Then stop trying to fit me in sentences.”

She was quiet for two heartbeats. Looking at me with the raw, clear gaze of someone who’d decided to stop translating and just feel.

“Harder,” she whispered. “Please.”

I thrust harder. She smiled. A real smile. The first one I’d seen that wasn’t tucked behind a data pad or hidden behind clinical language. It transformed her face from scholarly to radiant, her eyes crinkling at the corners, the blush softening from crimson to rose.

I thrust harder still. Her hands gripped my shoulders, nails biting. Her foot thumped against the table’s base in accelerating rhythm. Her moans climbed, each one shorter, breathier, the academic vocabulary stripped away until nothing was left but sounds.

We fell off the table.

Not gracefully. Her grip on my shoulders pulled me forward as her hips shifted, and gravity did the rest. We hit the floor in a tangle of limbs and scattered data pads, a compound container rolling away across the deck. The impact knocked the breath out of both of us.

“Are you,” I started.

“Don’t stop.” She pulled me down onto her, right there on the med bay floor, her back against the cold composite deck, her platinum hair fanning across the surface between fallen data pads and compound vials. Her legs locked around my waist. “The floor is an acceptable research surface.”

I entered her again and she arched off the deck, her fingers finding the edge of a floor panel and scraping deep gouges into the seam. Her glasses had survived the fall. They were fogged to white but still on her face, and the scanner’s blue light caught them from above, turning the lenses into two circles of electric blue.

“Right there.” Her voice cracked. “Right there, don’t move, don’t change, just.”

The scanner hummed on the counter above us. Its blue light pulsed in rhythm with something, as if the equipment had synchronized with the feedback it was receiving from two bodies on its floor.

Veska came with a sound that was neither clinical nor composed. A raw, unfiltered cry that climbed through the octaves and broke at the peak. Her body locked around me: legs clamping, arms crushing, pussy clenching in rhythmic waves that squeezed my cock with desperate, milking pressure. Her lop ears went rigid, vertical, trembling at their absolute maximum height, every millimeter of cartilage engaged. Her nails dug into my shoulders deep enough to draw blood. Her other hand scraped the deck plating, leaving fresh gouges in the floor panel seam.

Her glasses fell off.

I caught them.

I came inside her while holding her glasses in one hand and gripping her hip with the other. The release surged through me, my cock pulsing, each jet drawing a gasping response from Veska as she felt me fill her. Her legs tightened around my waist. Her eyes, unobscured by lenses, were wide and blue and shining.

“All of it,” she breathed. “Every data point.”

I held her. Buried. The last pulses fading through us both.

The scanner light pulsed. The med bay hummed its clinical hum. Veska’s foot gave three final, contented thumps against the deck.

I put her glasses back on her face. The lenses were clean, somehow. She blinked through them. Looked at me. Looked at the med bay, the scattered data pads, the compound containers still arranged in their pristine testing configuration, the examination table with its scored surface, the floor panels with fresh gouges in the seams.

Her ears were still vertical. They showed no signs of coming down.

She reached for her data pad. Found it on the counter. Tapped the screen with trembling fingers.

Typed one sentence.

“Results: inconclusive. Further testing required.”

She saved the file. Set the data pad down. Looked at me with those pale blue eyes, clear behind clean glasses, ears up, lips swollen, porcelain skin flushed from head to navel.

“The compound test was successful,” she said. Her voice was steady. Almost. “The masking agent performs within projected parameters.”

“And the other test?”

Her smile returned. Small. Real. Something she’d been keeping behind the data pads for a long time.

“Results pending peer review.” She pulled me down by the back of my neck and kissed me, soft and slow, her lop ears finally, gradually, beginning their descent from vertical. They didn’t go all the way down. They settled higher than they’d been before the med bay. Stayed there. Not fighting to climb. Just resting at a height that said the argument was over.

“Dex.”

“Yeah.”

“I think I’d like my cardigan back now.” She looked down at herself, naked on the med bay floor amid scattered data pads and compound vials, and the blush that returned was the warm, gentle pink of someone who was embarrassed not by what had happened but by how much she’d wanted it. “And perhaps a shower.”

“You did say the compound has a mild cooling effect.”

“The compound is not responsible for the temperature differential I’m currently experiencing.” She paused. “That was almost clinical again.”

“Getting closer.”

She was quiet for a moment. The med bay hummed around us, the scanner still running its idle cycle above the examination table, the blue light rotating across the ceiling in slow sweeps. The scrape-dig marks on the table and floor caught the light. Evidence.

“I froze,” she said. Not about this. About something else. “During the predator attack. I locked up. Prey response. Every instinct I have told me to stop moving, and I stopped moving, and Kaida killed it, and you killed the other one, and I stood there being useless.”

“You weren’t useless.”

“I was standing in a corridor with my data pad while something with claws tried to eat Veska the biologist.” She looked at the compound containers, arranged in their neat row on the counter. “I told myself I would never be useless again. The compound. The synthesis. This is me not being useless.”

“This is you saving our lives tomorrow.”

Her lop ears trembled. She turned her face away, but I caught the shine in her eyes before she hid it. When she looked back, the raw vulnerability had been tucked behind something steadier. Not the old academic armor. A new framework. One that could hold both the science and the feeling at the same time.

She laughed. Her ears bobbed with it, and her tail, the small white fluff I’d barely noticed beneath her cardigan all these days, bobbed contentedly against the floor.

I helped her off the floor. Her legs were unsteady, the thick thighs trembling with post-orgasmic aftershock, and she gripped my forearm for balance with a hand that was still shaking. She didn’t let go immediately. Her fingers wrapped around my wrist, thumb against my pulse point, and I felt her thumb press down, measuring my heart rate with the habitual precision of a woman who couldn’t stop collecting data even in the immediate aftermath of having her entire analytical framework dismantled.

“Elevated,” she murmured. “Consistent with sustained physical exertion and hormonal release.” She looked up at me. “Mine is also elevated. In case you were wondering.”

“I was wondering.”

“One hundred and forty-two beats per minute.” She released my wrist. “That’s not a normal resting heart rate. For either species.”

She collected her clothes with scholarly precision, assembling the layers of armor in reverse order: pants, underlayer, cardigan. Each button fastened was a wall rebuilt. But the walls had windows now. The cardigan that had been a fortress was now a choice, worn because she wanted to wear it rather than because she needed to hide.

She paused at the door, compound containers in hand, data pad under her arm, glasses on and clear.

“The compound is ready for deployment,” she said. “Tomorrow’s extraction should proceed as planned.”

“Good work, Veska.”

Her ears rose. Higher than their resting position. Climbing toward the height they’d only reached during the most unguarded moments. They held there, trembling, then settled.

“Thank you.” She adjusted her glasses. They didn’t fog. “For the peer review.”

She stepped through the doorway. Turned left toward the bunks.

From the common area, Piri’s voice, pitched just loud enough to carry: “How were the atmospheric conditions in the med bay, Veska?”

Veska’s response was too quiet for me to catch. But I heard Piri’s delighted laugh, bright and warm and completely unsurprised.

I pulled my shirt on and walked out of the med bay. In the corridor, Kaida stood three meters away, arms crossed, back against the bulkhead. She’d been there for a while. Long enough that her presence in the hallway wasn’t incidental.

Her golden-amber eyes met mine. Her foot thumped. Both feet thumped. She grabbed her right foot and the left one took over.

“Proximity response,” she said.

“Non-diagnostic?”

Her jaw worked. Her ears angled forward. Her tail drifted toward me, and this time she didn’t catch it.

“Inconclusive,” she said.

She walked away. Her combat boots struck the deck with measured impacts, each step precise and controlled, the stride of someone who had every part of her body under disciplined command except the parts that kept thumping and drifting and angling toward things her assessment protocols couldn’t categorize.

The word echoed in the corridor. Veska’s word. Kaida was using Veska’s word.

Not non-diagnostic. Not proximity response. Inconclusive. A word that admitted the data existed. A word that acknowledged the question even if it refused to commit to an answer. Coming from Kaida, who dealt in absolutes, adequate or inadequate, threat or non-threat, pass or fail. The admission that her assessment had produced an inconclusive result was seismic.

The armor was cracking. Not just Veska’s.

I went to the common area. Piri was curled in the co-pilot’s seat with her bare feet on the console, ears still running their surveillance sweeps. She looked up as I passed and her nose did a rapid sequence that I’d learned to interpret as her reading my recent chemical history.

“Med bay atmospheric conditions were intense,” she said mildly.

“Veska would say the compound test was successful.”

“Veska would say a lot of things.” Piri’s amber eyes sparkled. “But right now she’s in her bunk typing at a speed that suggests her private log is about to get a very honest entry. And her scent?” Piri tapped her nose. “She smells like someone who just discovered that equations have feelings.”


Chapter 12: Bloom Season

The bloom hit at noon.

Not gradually. Not like the slow escalation we’d been living through for a week. This was different. The jungle’s pollen cycle had been building toward a peak the way a tide builds toward its high mark, and when it crested, it broke over the clearing like a wave.

The flowers opened. Not some of them. All of them. Every plate-sized bloom in the canopy, every phosphorescent bell on the vines, every starburst cluster in the understory. They opened simultaneously, as if responding to a signal buried in the planet’s biology, and released their pollen in a coordinated burst that turned the air gold.

I was under the ship checking the hull’s cooling system when it happened. The air shifted. Temperature up, humidity up, and a sweetness so thick it was like breathing honey. Golden particles drifted through the shafts of sunlight that penetrated the canopy, each one catching the light and glowing with its own faint luminescence.

Inside the ship, four bunnygirl noses went off simultaneously.

I heard it through the hull: a chorus of sharp inhalations, each one carrying a different emotional frequency. Piri’s delighted gasp. Veska’s strangled academic protest. Kaida’s clipped exhale through her teeth. And Damira’s silence, which was somehow louder than all three sounds combined.

I climbed out from under the ship and walked up the cargo ramp.

The galley looked like a tableau of bunnygirl biology under siege.

Piri stood at the counter, gripping the edge with both hands, her amber eyes wide, pupils blown to black. Her ears were flat against her skull, not the playful flatten of casual arousal but the full, involuntary compression of someone whose biological systems had just received a signal they couldn’t ignore. Her tail vibrated so fast it blurred. Her nose twitched in a continuous flutter that looked almost painful.

“That’s,” she said. “That’s the bloom. That’s the real bloom.” She looked at me and I watched her pupils dilate further, the amber rings thinning to threads around expanding black. “Everything just went to maximum.”

Veska sat at the counter with her data pad, composing what appeared to be a research log at typing speeds that suggested she was trying to outrun her own biology through sheer documentation velocity. Her platinum hair was down, glasses fogged to white, lop ears holding at the height they’d claimed after the med bay. Her blush extended from her hairline to somewhere below the neckline of her underlayer. The cardigan was absent. She’d stopped pretending.

“Atmospheric pollen concentration has increased by approximately four hundred percent in the last ninety seconds,” she said, her voice climbing through registers of clinical detachment like someone ascending a staircase that was on fire. “The bioactive compounds are interacting with Velan neurochemistry at saturation levels I did not project. My models were.” She paused. Cleaned her glasses. “Insufficient.”

Kaida sat in the far corner. Both feet were thumping. She had both ankles gripped in both hands and was still thumping, the vibration traveling through her arms and into her torso and making her combat top shift against her body in ways that drew attention to the defined abs and firm breasts beneath. Her jaw was locked. Her golden-amber eyes were focused on a point approximately three meters above my head. Not looking at me. Aggressively not looking at me.

“The neurological response to elevated atmospheric particulate,” she began.

“Could you maintain composure?” she snapped. At Piri. Not at me. At the person whose ears were flat and whose tail was vibrating and whose nose was twitching in the open unashamed way that Kaida treated as a personal affront to dignity.

Piri turned to her. Still gripping the counter. Still wide-eyed. Her grin surfaced through the intensity, sharp and knowing.

“Could you stop thumping long enough to ask?”

Kaida’s feet stopped. For one second. Then both feet erupted into a drumroll that rattled the stool and shook the galley counter.

Both feet. At the same time. The dual-channel thumping that had started in the galley was back, harder than before, sustained in a way that the galley episode hadn’t been.

She looked down at her feet. Her body had staged a mutiny and delivered the terms in writing.

“It won’t stop,” she said. Quiet. The anger was gone. What replaced it was something rawer. Confusion. Her ears shifted from combat-flat to something I hadn’t seen: one ear up, one droop. Conflicted. Her assessment protocols crashing against data they couldn’t process.

Piri’s grin softened. “It’s okay.”

“It is not okay.” Kaida stood. Her feet thumped against the deck with each step. She walked to the galley entrance and paused, not looking at any of us. “I need to train.”

She left. The sound of her dual thumping receded down the corridor, accompanied by the sharp rhythm of a knife being drawn and resheathed compulsively.

Damira had been standing at the galley’s edge. I hadn’t seen her arrive, which was unusual. Damira’s presence announced itself through the gravitational shift she created in any room. But the bloom had occupied everyone’s attention, and she’d entered during the chaos with quiet authority, using the distraction as cover.

She stood against the bulkhead with her arms folded. Her chestnut hair was down, waves catching the galley’s amber light. Her clothing was fastened to its usual precision, but the two notches she’d loosened days ago were still open. The elegant line of her neck and the shadow above her collarbone were visible.

Her brown ears were still. Controlled. Her scarred ears catching the light.

Her nose twitched.

Not the suppressed micro-twitch I’d been seeing. Not the single, visible flutter she’d been permitting more often. A full, sustained twitch. Three pulses. Her nostrils flaring, reading the pollen-saturated air with the heightened sensitivity of a mature bunnygirl whose biology had decades of accumulated precision and was currently receiving signals at bloom-level intensity.

She didn’t suppress it. She didn’t pretend it hadn’t happened. She stood there and let it happen and looked at me through it.

Her amber eyes held a look I hadn’t seen before. Not warmth. Not the distant assessment. The edge of a cliff she was standing very close to.

Her gaze lingered on me. On my forearms, bare where I’d rolled my sleeves. On my chest, my undershirt damp with humidity and work. On my face.

Half a second too long. A full second. Two seconds. Three. From anyone else, insignificant. From Damira, a confession.

Then she blinked. Straightened. Recomposed. The nose-twitch stopped. The gaze returned to its professional sweep.

“The bloom will make today difficult,” she said. “The cave expedition is planned for tomorrow?”

“First thing,” I confirmed.

“Then today we prepare. Veska’s compound is ready?”

Veska nodded, still typing at panic speed.

“Good. Rest tonight. All of you.” Her gaze passed over Piri, then Veska, then settled on me for another moment that lasted a fraction longer than matriarchal protocol required. “Manage your responses as you see fit. But rest.”

She left the galley. Her stride was unhurried, her hips swaying beneath the elegant fabric with that deliberate, unhurried authority. The second unfastened button exposed the hollow of her throat as she turned, and for an instant, the D-cups that her clothing contained with architectural precision shifted against the fabric in a way that caught the light and my attention simultaneously.

Her tail didn’t move. Controlled.

But I noticed her hand drift back to still it. A preemptive gesture. She was reaching for a tail that hadn’t bobbed. Stopping motion that hadn’t started. Which meant she’d felt the impulse. She’d felt it and killed it before it reached the surface.

Two notches. The cliff’s edge.

The afternoon was an exercise in biological siege warfare.

The pollen settled over everything. Golden particles on every surface, in every breath, coating the hull and the cargo ramp and the clearing’s moss in a shimmering layer that caught the light and turned the mundane into the spectacular. The bioluminescent fungi, which normally waited for dusk to reach full luminosity, were glowing at noon, responding to the pollen’s chemical signals with their own biological enthusiasm. The tree trunks around the clearing blazed amber-green in broad daylight, the organisms reacting to the pollen’s chemistry with metabolic overdrive.

The jungle had decided it was mating season. Everything was responding. Even the plate-sized flowers in the understory, which had been cycling through their petal displays on a regular schedule, were opening wider, staying open longer, releasing secondary pollen bursts that added new layers to the already saturated air.

I prepped packs for tomorrow’s extraction expedition while the bloom worked on me with a more human subtlety. I didn’t feel it the way they did. No scent-signals firing. No neurological pathways amplifying desire beyond manageable levels. But the air was sweet and warm and heavy with pollen that made my skin sensitive, my thoughts drift, and my pulse find reasons to accelerate every time one of them walked past.

Which was often. The Kingfisher was forty feet of shared space. Walking past each other wasn’t optional. The corridor between the galley and the bunks was wide enough for one person to walk and another to press against the wall, which meant every transit was a negotiation of physical proximity that the pollen turned into an event.

I organized the extraction packs in the cargo hold, checking each item against the list Kaida and I had finalized during the morning briefing. Laser cutter: charged, fine-beam calibrated, the power cell at ninety-six percent. Scanner: running at half capacity but sufficient for geological overlay and signature detection. Compound containers: three applications, sealed, stored in thermal-stable cases that Veska had prepared with the obsessive precision of someone whose work was going to be field-tested inside a nest of mandible-equipped burrowers.

Med kit: first-response only. Kaida’s insistence. “If it’s worse than first-response, we’re already dead.” The logic was harsh and sound and Fourteen years of calculating survival probabilities in combat zones had earned Kaida the right to that call.

Veska passed me in the corridor between the cargo hold and the galley, her hip brushing mine in the narrow space. The contact was incidental in terms of geometry and devastating in terms of biology. Her nose went into emergency-frequency flutter, her glasses fogging in my proximity. Her lop ears, already holding higher than they had before yesterday, climbed further at the contact.

“Excuse me. The compound containers in the med bay require reorganization before tomorrow.” She didn’t look at me. She looked at my forearms, the rolled sleeves exposing the pilot’s calluses and corded muscle she’d been documenting in her private log for twelve days. “The deployment sequence must be optimized for field conditions. I need to verify the seal integrity on each container.”

“Need any help?”

Her glasses fogged completely. “The reorganization is a solo procedure. The containers are sensitive to atmospheric variation and the med bay’s controlled environment is essential for accurate seal verification.” She paused. “Also, my ability to maintain professional focus decreases by approximately forty percent per meter of proximity to your forearms.”

She walked away. Her thick thighs worked beneath the form-fitting pants, her hips swaying with the weight that she still somehow hadn’t noticed was the primary navigational hazard on the ship. At the med bay door, she paused and cleaned her glasses with the hem of her underlayer. Through the thin fabric, the outline of pale lace was visible against porcelain skin.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. I could hear her nose twitching from three meters away.

Kaida passed me at the cargo ramp an hour later, her dual thumping echoing on the metal, her combat-damp top clinging to her torso from the morning’s training. She’d been running drills for three hours, the combat forms more intense than usual, as if she could metabolize the bloom’s chemical pressure into kinetic energy. Her olive skin glistened. The scars across her shoulders were vivid against the warm bronze.

She stopped beside the pack I was organizing. Her eyes swept the contents with tactical assessment.

“The extraction tools should be redistributed. I’ll carry the laser cutter. You carry the scanner and the compound.”

“Why the change?”

“Because if the compound fails and we encounter burrowers, I need both hands free for blades. You need free hands for the scanner to navigate an alternate exit.” She paused. Her eyes tracked down my arms to the hands organizing the pack. Tracked back up. “It’s tactical.”

“It’s good thinking.”

“It’s not thinking. It’s contingency planning. Thinking implies deliberation. Contingency is pre-processed.” Her foot thumped. Both feet thumped. The dual-channel response that had become her body’s default commentary on my presence since the bloom began. She looked down at them, then at me, then at the pack with the controlled fury of someone who was losing a fight against her own biology on two separate fronts.

She turned and walked away without another word, her tail pointing at me for six steps before she caught it and tucked it tight against her hip.

And Damira. Damira passed me once, in the cargo hold, checking supply counts with the methodical thoroughness she brought to every operational task. She moved through the space with her usual composed authority, her hair immaculate, her clothing fastened to its current two-notch-lower standard. But her breathing had changed. Deeper. Slower. Deliberate. She was managing her oxygen intake to control a response that faster breathing would betray.

“Water reserves,” she said, not looking at me. “Forty-two liters. Adequate for ten days at current consumption rates.”

“Good.”

“Good.” She stood two meters from me. Two meters that felt like two inches. The pollen made the air between us feel thick, charged, like the pressure differential before a storm. I could smell her: cedar and parchment, the baseline that defined Damira in every room, layered beneath with something richer that the bloom was drawing toward the surface. A warmth. An undertone of aged honey that she’d been suppressing for twenty years.

She turned her head and for one moment, her amber eyes were unguarded, and what I saw in them was hunger.

Not desire. Hunger. The kind that accumulated over years. Decades. The kind that a woman who’d lost her mate and mastered her grief and armored herself in discipline could not fully contain when the planet’s biology declared open season on every defense she’d built. Her gaze held mine for two seconds. Three. Longer than she’d allowed herself since the docking bay. I could see the cliff she was standing on, the edge where twenty years of discipline met the simple biological truth that she was a warm-blooded woman in a pollen-saturated atmosphere standing two meters from a male whose pheromone signature her nose had been reading since a docking bay in a different galaxy.

Her lips parted. Just barely. The smallest separation, the tiniest fracture in the line of her mouth, and in the golden pollen-saturated light of the cargo hold I saw the word she almost said. Whatever it was, she caught it. Swallowed it. Sealed it behind the composure that she wore like hull plating, structural and load-bearing, the thing that kept everything inside from spilling into the space between us.

Her hand moved to the supply crate beside her. Rested there. Her fingers pressed into the edge with a grip that whitened her knuckles, and I realized she was anchoring herself. Holding position the way a pilot holds course through turbulence: not because the controls were difficult, but because letting go meant going somewhere she wasn’t ready to go.

“The extraction packs,” she said. Her voice was perfectly level. Controlled. The voice of a woman who had decided that if she couldn’t stop the cliff from eroding, she could at least choose her footing. “Kaida’s load distribution is sound. I reviewed her contingency assessment. Her tactical judgment is.” She paused. A micro-pause. The kind that in anyone else wouldn’t register but in Damira was the equivalent of a shout. “Reliable.”

She wasn’t talking about Kaida. She was talking about anything that wasn’t the two meters of charged air between us and the hunger I’d just seen and the word she hadn’t said.

She blinked. Turned away. Left the cargo hold with precise, measured steps that refused to hurry. At the threshold, her hand brushed the bulkhead frame, and I watched her fingers trail along the metal. The same path they might take across skin, if the cliff ever gave way.

I stood in the cargo hold breathing pollen-saturated air and thought about the cliff she was standing on. About how erosion was patient. About how even the strongest formations eventually yielded to sustained pressure, not because they were weak but because the force acting on them was older and deeper than resistance.

Then I thought about caves.

The rest of the afternoon I spent on the hull, running diagnostics on the stabilizer housing and checking the patches I’d applied during the initial damage assessment. The work was solitary, deliberate, my hands following the familiar paths of mechanical problem-solving while the bloom’s pollen settled on my arms and the back of my neck like warm golden dust. From the hull’s top, I could see the entire clearing: the ship below, the tree line ringing the space in bioluminescent green, the river glinting through the canopy to the east.

Through the open cargo ramp, the ship’s sounds drifted up. Veska in the med bay, her compound containers clinking as she verified seal integrity with the thoroughness of someone whose work would be tested against forty mandible-equipped organisms tomorrow. Piri in the cockpit, her humming shifting through melodies that tracked the jungle’s emotional register better than any instrument. Kaida somewhere below, the rhythmic scrape of a blade against a whetstone providing a percussive baseline to the ship’s ambient sounds.

And Damira. Silence from Damira’s direction. The particular silence that I was learning to read the way Piri read scent-signals: not the absence of information but the deliberate suppression of it. Damira’s silence was louder than anyone else’s noise.

The stabilizer patches were holding. The hull integrity was within operational parameters. The FTL drive housing showed no degradation beyond the initial rift damage. The ship was as ready as it could be for whatever came next.

I climbed down and stowed my tools. The pollen was making my skin feel alive in ways that had nothing to do with engineering. The warmth, the sweetness, the ambient chemical pressure that even my human biology couldn’t entirely ignore. I splashed water on my face from the cargo hold’s utility faucet and watched the golden particles swirl in the basin, tiny stars dissolving in clear water.

Evening came and the bloom didn’t ease. If anything, the pollen intensified as the sun dropped, the flowers releasing secondary bursts in the dying light. The bioluminescence came alive in full force, the clearing drowning in light that had no single color but all of them at once, layering, overlapping, pulsing in rhythms that had a heartbeat quality.

The stars appeared through gaps in the canopy. Wrong stars. Beautiful wrong stars.

I sat on the cargo ramp eating a ration bar and watching the jungle perform. The heat had eased slightly, enough to make the evening air breathable rather than oppressive, but the pollen lingered, sweet and golden, coating my skin and clothing.

The air was sweeter after dark. The pollen seemed to intensify with the bioluminescence, the two biological systems feeding each other in a loop that turned the clearing into a cathedral of light and chemistry. Each breath tasted of honey and chlorophyll and a note beneath both that I couldn’t name but could feel. My pulse ran slightly fast and my skin was aware of every current of air.

I thought about tomorrow. The cave. The burrowers. The astralith deposit thirty meters up a crystal wall. The compound that Veska had built from cave scraping and brilliance and twelve hours of sustained focus despite the thirty-seven percent of her brain that was devoted to not thinking about me. The tactical plan Kaida and I had reviewed: primary approach, secondary exit, extraction protocol, fallback positions.

The mission was clear. The plan was solid. The team was capable.

But the bloom was peaking, and the biology of four bunnygirl women was making everything more complicated and more urgent in ways that no tactical plan could address.

Piri appeared beside me. Barefoot. Crop top. Shorts. The standard Piri uniform that consisted of minimum fabric and maximum exposure. But tonight she was different. The bloom had done something to her that went beyond the usual amplification.

She was luminous. The bioluminescent pollen had settled on her golden skin and caught the jungle’s glow, making her shimmer. Freckles across her nose and shoulders stood out against the faint golden luminescence, each one a tiny star on a constellation of warm skin. Her honey-gold ears had stopped their constant spinning and were angled up, pointed at the sky, still.

She took my hand. Not the playful grab. Not the urgent pull. She threaded her fingers through mine and held.

“The bloom makes everything more,” she said. “I’ve been more since we landed. But tonight.” She looked at the sky. “Tonight is the most I’ve ever been.”

“Piri.”

“I want the stars to watch,” she said. “Not the tree line. Not the hull. The stars.”

She pulled me to my feet and led me away from the ramp, across the clearing, her bare feet leaving luminescent prints in the moss. Her grip on my hand was different from the urgent pull of the tree line or the playful tug of the hull. This was deliberate. Certain. She knew where she was going.

She led me to the center of the clearing. The moss was soft beneath my boots, springy, bioluminescent organisms embedded in the substrate pulsing in slow rhythms around our footsteps. The clearing was open above us: the canopy parted just enough that the sky was visible, a circle of black velvet studded with alien constellations.

She turned to face me. Pulled her crop top off. Dropped her shorts. Kicked them aside with a bare foot.

Piri naked in the bloom.

The pollen’s luminescence clung to her golden skin like a second layer of starlight. Compact, athletic, every line of her dancer’s body defined by the jungle’s glow. Small, firm breasts with hard nipples catching the blue-white light from the nearest flower cluster. Flat stomach, narrow hips, the slight gap between her toned thighs. Freckles everywhere, glowing, each one a point of warm light against the golden canvas.

Her ears pressed flat. Her tail vibrated. Her nose twitched in the rapid, sustained rhythm that meant everything she was feeling was amplified to its absolute maximum.

“I want to be seen,” she said. “By the sky. By you. By everything.”

I pulled my shirt off. She pulled me down.

The moss was warm and soft, a living cushion that pulsed faintly with bioluminescent light beneath our weight. She climbed on top of me, straddling my hips, her compact body silhouetted against the wrong stars. The golden pollen on her skin caught the starlight and the jungle’s glow simultaneously, making her glow like a creature caught between human and celestial.

She undid my pants with quick, confident hands, the buckle clicking open with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d done this before and didn’t treat the logistics as a separate event from the intimacy. She took my cock in her grip and her breath caught, not from surprise but from the sensation of contact, the warm weight of me in her palm triggering a response that traveled through her entire body. Her ears pressed flatter. Her tail vibrated.

She stroked once, twice, her amber eyes watching my face with the particular intensity of someone who wanted to see every response and catalogue it not through scent but through sight. Her small hand gripped tight, feeling the weight and the heat of me in her palm, the veins along the shaft pulsing against her fingers. Her thumb circled the head, spreading the pre-cum that her grip had drawn out in a slick circle, and she watched my expression change with the focused attention of a woman who was done performing and wanted to understand. She stroked again, base to tip, twisting at the apex, and a groan crawled out of my chest that I couldn’t have held back if I’d tried.

“You’re different tonight too,” she said, her grip tightening, her thumb pressing into the sensitive underside just below the head. “Harder faster. You want this. Not just because I’m offering. Because you need it.”

“I need it,” I confirmed.

Her eyes glistened. “Good. I want you to need me. Not just want me. Need.”

She shifted her grip, aligning me between her thighs, and I felt the heat of her before the contact, the bloom-amplified warmth radiating from her swollen, slick folds like standing near an open flame. The wetness that had been building since the galley coated the head of my cock the moment it pressed against her entrance. She was soaked, dripping, her body running at the biological maximum that the pollen’s peak had unlocked.

“This one’s different,” she said, sinking down onto me in one slow, deliberate motion, her folds parting around my shaft, her tight inner walls stretching to accommodate me inch by inch. Her eyes stayed open. Her breath caught on a broken gasp as she took the last inch and settled her weight fully onto my hips. She held there, her body adjusting, her pussy pulsing around me in slow, gripping waves, and her foot thumped against the moss, sending bioluminescent spores rising around us in a cloud of blue-green light. “This one matters.”

She rode me under the stars. Not the athletic, performative energy of the hull or the tree line. Something slower. More intentional. Her hips rolled in long, measured waves that drew me deep and released and drew me deep again, each cycle building on the last. Her hands braced on my chest, fingers spread, feeling my heartbeat accelerate beneath her palms.

“Tell me something real,” she said, her voice low, her hips never stopping. “Something that isn’t the pollen.”

“You were the bravest thing I’d ever seen on that docking bay,” I said. “Before the rift. Before any of this. You walked up to something your nose said was dangerous and you didn’t flinch.”

Her rhythm faltered. Her eyes glistened. “More.”

“You make this feel like something worth surviving for. Not the mission. Not the ship. This.” I gripped her hips. Pulled her down. She gasped. “You.”

She leaned forward, pressing her forehead against mine. Her copper-gold hair fell around us like a curtain. Her body found a new rhythm, faster, more urgent, her breath coming in short gasps against my lips.

“I need this to be real,” she whispered. “Not just the bloom. Not just the pollen. I need connection. I need someone to see me, not just watch me.”

“I see you.”

She kissed me. Deep, desperate, her tongue tasting mine, her hips driving down in hard, grinding strokes that pressed her clit against my pubic bone. She moaned into my mouth, the sound vibrating through our joined bodies.

I rolled us. Put her on her back in the glowing moss, her golden body pressing into the bioluminescent substrate, the light pulsing beneath and around her like she was lying on a bed of slow stars. Her legs fell open for me, her thighs slick with the wetness that had been flowing since before I touched her. I pushed her knees wider, opening her fully, and the sight of her spread beneath me, golden and glowing and glistening, her swollen pussy flushed dark and dripping against the luminescent moss, made my cock ache with urgency. I lined up and drove into her, hard, burying myself to the hilt in a single stroke, and the sound she made echoed off the canopy and scattered something roosting in the upper branches.

“Yes.” Her back arched off the moss, her small breasts thrust upward, nipples catching the light. Her foot thumped against the ground, sending spores erupting skyward with each impact. “Like that. Just like that.”

I braced myself above her and fucked her with deep, measured thrusts that made the moss pulse with each impact, my hips driving my cock into her tight, clenching heat with a force that rocked her whole body. Each withdrawal dragged her inner walls with it, the friction intense, her wetness coating me in a slick glaze that made every reentry a seamless, devastating plunge. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her nails biting, her body accepting each stroke with a clenching response that squeezed the breath out of me. The bioluminescent flowers around the clearing’s edge pulsed in a rhythm that seemed to synchronize with her thumping foot, the entire jungle responding to the percussion of a bunnygirl’s involuntary pleasure.

“Dex.” Her voice cracked. “I’m close. I’m so close.”

I reached between us, found her clit, swollen and slick, and circled it with my thumb while driving into her. Her eyes went wide. Her ears plastered against her skull. Her foot thundered.

The binky happened.

One moment she was beneath me, arching, building toward climax. The next, the full-body spasm launched her sideways out from under me in a burst of explosive movement. She sprinted three meters across the clearing, bare and golden and bioluminescent, spun twice, and landed in a crouch on the moss with her ears flat and her eyes wild.

She stayed there for two heartbeats. Panting. Glowing.

Then she sprinted back, launched herself at me, and landed in my lap with her legs wrapping around my waist and my cock finding her entrance without guidance, sinking home with a cry from her that carried to the stars.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, her arms locked around my neck, her body bouncing on mine with urgent, frantic energy. “I binky’d. I don’t care. Keep going.”

I gripped her hips and took control. Driving up into her, holding her in place, the strength in my arms and hands containing her chaotic energy and channeling it into something focused. She surrendered the rhythm. Her head fell back, throat exposed, the golden column of her neck catching the starlight.

She came screaming.

The climax ripped through her in waves that I felt in every muscle of her body. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic, milking contractions that pulled at me with the desperate urgency of biology fulfilling its deepest mandate. Her foot thumped against my calf in a staccato burst that sent vibrations through both our bodies. Her tail clamped around my forearm, the soft fur tight as a tourniquet. Her body locked, arched, trembling, every muscle in her compact frame seizing at once, and the sound she made could have woken things sleeping on the other side of the planet.

Her orgasm lasted longer than the previous ones. The bloom had amplified everything, and the peak came in successive waves rather than a single crest, each wave drawing a fresh cry from her that was rawer and less performative than the last. By the third wave, the exhibition was gone entirely. She wasn’t making noise for anyone. She was making noise because her body couldn’t contain what it felt, and the sounds were pressure valves for sensation that exceeded her capacity.

I came with her. Buried deep, her body pulling me over the edge, the release surging through me in hot, pulsing waves. She felt each jet and her breath hitched, her arms tightening, her face pressed into my neck.

“Deep,” she whispered. “All of it. Every time.”

I held her in the center of the clearing, the moss glowing beneath us, the stars watching from above, the pollen drifting in the night air like golden snow. Her breathing slowed against my chest. Her ears rose from flat to half. Her tail unwound from my wrist and settled against my hip.

Quiet.

She lifted her head. Her eyes were wet. Not tears, exactly. A sheen that said the feeling had gone deeper than the physical, and she was still processing its depth.

“I want it to always feel like this,” she said. Soft. Vulnerable. The exhibitionist with the audience stripped away, the performance over, just Piri, visible and tender and afraid. “Not just the sex. This. The being held part. The being known part.”

“It does,” I said.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She pressed her face into my chest and breathed me in. Her nose twitched once, slow, content. The scent-reading of someone confirming what she already knew.

“The stars watched,” she murmured. “And the bioluminescent flowers. And the moss.” She smiled against my skin. “And Veska. Through the med bay porthole. I could smell her pulse from here.”

I looked toward the ship. The med bay’s small porthole was dark, but I thought I saw the faint reflection of glasses catching the bioluminescent light before pulling back.

“Let her watch,” Piri said. “She needs to see that wanting something isn’t the same as losing something.”

We lay in the clearing for a long time. The bloom’s pollen drifted over us, golden and sweet, and the moss pulsed with slow bioluminescent rhythms beneath our tangled bodies. Piri’s tail bobbed against my hip. Contented. The slow, satisfied bob of a bunnygirl who had gotten what she wanted and found that what she wanted went deeper than she’d expected.

Her breathing settled into a rhythm that matched the moss’s pulse. Her body was warm against mine, the compact dancer’s frame fitting into the space beside me like something designed for exactly this configuration. Her copper-gold hair spread across my chest, catching the bioluminescent light in threads of honey-colored fire.

“Dex.”

“Yeah.”

“This is the third time.” She traced a circle on my chest with her fingertip. “The hull. The tree. Here.” Her voice was quiet. Not performing. Not broadcasting. Just talking to me, skin to skin, in the center of a clearing on a planet in the wrong galaxy. “Each time is different. The hull was choosing. The tree was wanting. This was.” She paused. Her finger stopped moving. “This was needing.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Choosing is easy. I’m good at choosing. Wanting is fun. I’m very good at wanting.” She tilted her head up. Her amber eyes were soft in the bioluminescent glow, the pupils contracted back to their normal size, the mischief replaced by tenderness. “Needing is scary. Needing means I can’t do without this. Do without you. And I’ve never needed anyone before.”

I pulled her closer. Her body pressed against mine, compact and warm and real.

“I’ve never needed anyone before either,” I said.

“That’s sad.”

“It was. Before.”

She smiled. Not the bright, shameless grin. The quiet one. The one that existed beneath the performance and belonged only to the moments when no one was watching except the person she’d chosen.

We lay there while the jungle breathed around us, the clearing’s bioluminescence pulsing in its slow rhythm, the pollen drifting like golden snow that carried the weight of an entire planet’s reproductive urgency in its tiny particles. Somewhere in the canopy, something called. Something answered. The jungle’s evening conversation continuing around two small warm bodies lying in its center, witnessed by the wrong stars and the moss and the bioluminescent flowers that pulsed in time with a thumping foot that had finally gone still.

Eventually we gathered our clothes and walked back to the ship. The ramp was down. The common area was dark. Four bunks, four women, four different ways of processing what the bloom’s peak was doing to their biology.

At the bunk corridor, Piri squeezed my hand.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “The caves. Be careful down there.” She rose on her toes and kissed my jaw. “And Dex?”

“Yeah?”

“Veska’s pulse is still elevated.” Her grin returned, warm and knowing. “And Kaida’s been thumping for three hours. Both feet.” She tilted her head, ears spinning. “The bloom doesn’t just turn things up, Dex. It turns things loose.”

She padded to her bunk on silent, bare feet. Her tail bobbed once in the doorway.

I went to my cabin. Through the thin bulkhead, the sounds of the ship at bloom-peak filtered through: Veska’s data pad clicking at a speed that had transcended panic and entered a state I could only describe as compositional fury. Kaida’s dual thumping, muffled by what sounded like both pillows stuffed under her feet. And from Damira’s bunk, the absence of sound that was more telling than any noise.

Silence. Damira, lying in the dark with twenty years of discipline and a bloom-peak atmosphere and the scent of everything that had just happened in the clearing drifting through the ship’s ventilation.

I closed my eyes.

The caves tomorrow. The astralith. The way home.

Through the bulkhead, a sound. So quiet I almost missed it. A deep, deliberate breath from the direction of Damira’s bunk. She was actively managing what her body wanted to do. Managing it. Containing it. Winning the fight through sheer decades of practice.

Then a rustle of fabric. The faint creak of a mattress adjusting to a change in position.

Then silence.


Chapter 13: Deep Vein

Veska’s compound worked.

We knew within the first hundred meters of the burrower zone. The creatures that had filled the tunnels with their scuttling, grinding, mandible-clicking presence during our initial recon now reacted to our passage the same way they reacted to a stone in the floor. They didn’t. Their eyeless heads swiveled in our direction, tasting the air with sensory organs calibrated to detect heat and chemical markers, and found nothing worth investigating.

The three of us had applied the compound in the Kingfisher’s cargo hold before dawn, while the bloom’s secondary cycle turned the clearing gold with its gentler but still insistent pollen release. The substance was pale green, viscous, and smelled like wet mineral and crushed chlorophyll. Veska had insisted on applying it in a specific order: exposed skin first, then clothing seams, then hair, then ears. The ears had been the worst part. Kaida had endured the application to her sharp black ears with a jaw so tight I could hear her teeth grinding, her eyes fixed on a point above my head with the focused fury of a warrior being subjected to indignity by chemistry.

Veska had applied her own compound with the detached precision of a scientist conducting a field trial, her data pad propped against a crate, recording application thickness and coverage metrics as she smeared the green paste across her porcelain skin. Her lop ears pressed flat during application, not from fear but from the sensory overload of coating her most sensitive appendages in a substance designed to suppress their primary function.

“The compound creates a chemical interference layer,” she’d explained while coating my forearms with brisk, efficient strokes that she managed to keep entirely professional despite the fact that her nose was twitching at proximity-alert frequency. “The burrower’s chemosensory array reads our thermal and pheromonal output and classifies it as geological rather than biological. We become stone.”

“Invisible stone,” Kaida had corrected, checking her knife complement for the fourth time.

“Functionally invisible, yes. The compound does not affect vibration detection. Move quietly.”

Now, a hundred meters into the burrower zone, the theory was proving itself in practice.

A burrower the size of a large dog passed within arm’s length of Veska. Its mandibles worked the air centimeters from her trembling hand. Her lop ears were pressed flat against her skull, not from arousal but from the pure, primal terror of a prey animal standing next to a predator and trusting chemistry to hold. Its pale segmented body ground past her in a scraping rhythm that sent dust motes spiraling through the bioluminescent light. The mandibles were obsidian-dark, serrated along their inner edges, designed for cutting through stone and mineral deposits. They could sever a limb without slowing.

It moved on. The mandibles kept grinding. It hadn’t detected her.

Veska’s held breath exploded in a shuddering exhale. She clutched her data pad to her chest and looked at me with pale blue eyes that were equal parts terrified and triumphant.

“The compound is effective,” she whispered. “The burrower’s chemosensory array failed to register our presence at point-three meters.”

“You did this,” I whispered back. “You built this.”

Her lop ears, pressed flat from fear, twitched upward. Even underground, even in the dark, even standing next to something that could shred her with mandibles designed for cutting stone, the praise found its way to her ears. A flush crept up her neck, visible even beneath the pale green compound layer. She opened her mouth, probably to deflect with something clinical about atmospheric humidity, realized they were underground where that excuse didn’t apply, and closed it again.

“The compound is a collaborative result,” she managed. “The cave samples you collected during recon were essential to the formulation.”

“You turned rock scrapings into a burrower invisibility cloak. Take the credit.”

Her ears climbed another fraction. She turned away before I could see the full extent of the blush, her data pad rising to shield her face in the gesture that had become her primary defensive maneuver against compliments.

Kaida moved ahead. She’d applied the compound with military efficiency, covering every exposed surface of her olive skin and combat gear with the pale green substance. It gave her an otherworldly sheen in the bioluminescent fungi’s amber light, like a warrior dipped in jade. Her knives were out despite the compound’s protection, because Kaida’s relationship with her knives was less tactical contingency and more emotional constant. She held one in each hand, the blades angled low and ready, her body moving through the tunnel with the fluid economy of someone who’d been trained to fight in confined spaces.

“Primary deposit chamber ahead,” I said, checking the scanner. “Sixty meters. The burrower density increases significantly.”

“How significantly?”

“Forty-plus signatures in the scanner range. Dense cluster around the astralith formation.”

Kaida assessed this with the expression of someone calculating acceptable casualties and finding the number unacceptably high. “The compound holds?”

“Veska?”

“Four-hour window from application,” Veska confirmed, checking a timestamp on her data pad. “We’ve used approximately forty minutes. Remaining efficacy is high. The compound’s molecular integrity begins degrading at approximately three hours and forty-five minutes, with a rapid decline curve thereafter.” She pushed her glasses up. They were clear down here, the subterranean air free of pollen, and the absence of fogging seemed to startle her each time she reached for them. “I recommend completing extraction and exiting the cave system within three hours to maintain an adequate safety margin.”

“Then we’re invisible.” Kaida’s ears swiveled forward. “Move slow. No vibration. No contact with the tunnel walls. If the compound masks chemistry and heat, vibration is the remaining detection vector.”

We moved like ghosts through the burrower’s domain.

The tunnels narrowed and widened in organic patterns, the stone shaped by centuries of burrower excavation. Their tunnels weren’t random. They followed mineral veins through the rock, carving pathways that tracked the geological deposits with a precision that suggested the creatures could sense mineral composition through the stone itself. The walls were scored with mandible marks, parallel grooves cut into the rock face at regular intervals, and in places the burrowers had carved alcoves where clusters of them rested, their pale bodies curled together, mandibles working in their sleep.

We passed three sleeping clusters. Each time, Kaida’s hand rose to halt us. Each time, we froze, barely breathing, counting heartbeats until the scanner confirmed no change in the creatures’ status. Each time, we moved on with the exaggerated care of people walking across a floor made of glass.

The tunnels opened into the primary deposit chamber, and it was exactly as I remembered from the recon: a vast underground cathedral with a crystal-studded far wall and a lake of still, clear water at its center. The bioluminescent fungi turned every surface into a slow light show. Prismatic crystal formations refracted the glow into rainbows that played across the chamber’s floor. The scale was staggering. The ceiling arched thirty meters overhead, the rock face carved into a natural dome by geological pressure and burrower excavation working in concert over millennia. The lake was glass-still, its surface reflecting the crystal wall’s prismatic display in a mirror image that doubled the light show and turned the chamber into a kaleidoscope.

The burrowers were everywhere. Dozens of them occupied the tunnel mouths around the base of the crystal wall, their pale, segmented bodies grinding through their endless circuits. Some rested at the openings, mandibles working, chemosensory organs tasting an air that now told them nothing about the three warm bodies standing twenty meters away. Others moved along the wall itself, their segmented legs gripping the crystal formations with disturbing agility, climbing surfaces that looked sheer from a distance but were apparently textured enough for their hooked appendages.

“The astralith cluster,” I said, pointing the scanner at the upper right section of the crystal wall. “Thirty meters up. The concentration is higher than the recon suggested. I’m reading a formation approximately the size of my fist at the eleven o’clock position.”

“Access?” Kaida asked. Her eyes were tracking the wall-climbing burrowers with the focused attention of someone recalculating threat assessments in real time.

“The wall has natural handholds. Crystal formations create a climbing surface. But the climb puts me within three meters of active burrower tunnels.”

“The compound covers you.”

“The compound covers chemistry and heat. Vibration from climbing might register.”

Veska stepped forward. She’d positioned herself behind a crystal formation at the lake’s edge, using its bulk as partial cover while she recorded burrower activity patterns on her data pad. “The burrower sensory hierarchy prioritizes chemical detection over vibration. Vibration is a secondary threat-assessment pathway. Moderate vibration from careful climbing should not trigger a defensive response.” She paused. Pushed her glasses up. “Should not.”

“Should not,” Kaida repeated.

“The data supports the assessment. I can’t guarantee it.”

“Can you guarantee anything about this planet?”

“I can guarantee that the atmospheric pollen concentration increases body temperature in Velan females by approximately 1.4 degrees.” Veska’s mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “The practical implications of that guarantee are extensively documented in my field notes.”

Kaida stared at her. Something that wasn’t quite irritation and wasn’t quite amusement crossed her golden eyes. She looked at Veska for a moment longer than tactical assessment required, and I saw the faintest shift in her expression: recognition. One professional acknowledging another’s competence across a vast difference in methodology. She turned to me. “Climb. I’ll guard the base. Veska monitors the burrowers.”

I started climbing.

The crystal wall was rough, covered in formations that provided handholds and footholds in irregular patterns. Some crystals were sharp enough to cut through my gloves. Others were smooth and slippery with the mineral condensation that coated everything underground. I moved slowly, placing each hand and foot with the deliberate care of a man climbing a wall next to creatures that could detect the vibration of a heartbeat through stone.

Five meters up. The bioluminescent fungi thinned, replaced by the crystals’ own faint internal luminescence. The handholds were irregular, some jutting out at angles that required me to shift my weight laterally, my body pressed against the cold stone, my fingers finding cracks and ledges that were sometimes no wider than a fingertip. Pilot’s hands. Built for precision under pressure. The crystal wall wasn’t a flight stick, but the principle was the same: find the grip, trust it, move.

Ten meters up. A burrower in the nearest tunnel shifted. Its eyeless head swiveled toward me, mandibles tasting the air. I froze. Held. My left foot was wedged into a crystal crevice, my right hand gripping a formation that bit into my palm through the glove. The burrower’s mandibles worked the air in slow, searching arcs. Its sensory organs pulsed, the fleshy knobs along its head expanding and contracting as it sampled the chemical spectrum around it.

I counted to ten. To fifteen. To twenty. My forearm burned. My calf trembled.

The burrower turned away. Resumed its circuit along the tunnel mouth.

I kept climbing.

Twenty meters. The astralith formation was visible now, a cluster of prismatic crystals jutting from the wall in a spray pattern that caught the bioluminescent light and threw rainbows across the chamber. The astralith crystals were distinct from the surrounding formations: slightly different color, a deeper prismatic quality that made them look like they were lit from within. The scanner reading was stronger here, the mineral signature pulsing through the device with a clarity that confirmed what my eyes were telling me: this was the real thing.

Below me, the chamber floor was a distant patchwork of light and shadow. I could see Kaida at the wall’s base, a jade-tinted figure holding position with the perfect stillness of a predator waiting. Her knives caught the bioluminescent light in thin lines of reflected amber. Her ears were flat, focused, tracking every burrower in the chamber through sound alone. Her body was coiled in the combat-ready stance that I’d come to recognize as her natural resting state, every muscle engaged, every joint loaded, ready to explode into motion at the first sign of threat.

Veska crouched behind her crystal formation near the lake, her data pad tracking the burrower activity patterns, her nose twitching at the subterranean rate that meant scientific analysis rather than Dex-proximity processing. She looked up at me periodically, her eyes tracking my progress with the focused attention of someone who had contributed the compound that made this extraction possible and was watching her work tested against forty mandible-equipped organisms in real time.

I reached the formation and hooked my left arm through a stable crystal handhold. The position was precarious: my body weight suspended by one arm, feet braced against formations that felt solid but whose load tolerance I was testing in real time. My right hand found the laser cutter on my belt and thumbed it to the lowest setting. A whisper of cutting energy, barely enough to mark metal. For crystal extraction, it was exactly what I needed: precision over power, finesse over force.

I positioned the cutter at the base of the largest astralith crystal. Fist-sized. Dense. The scanner confirmed the mineral composition through the cutter’s integrated analysis: pure astralith, 94.7% concentration. Enough for a nav recalibration and then some.

I began cutting.

The laser’s lowest setting made almost no sound. A faint hiss, the whisper of focused energy meeting crystalline lattice, the subtle crackle of molecular bonds separating under thermal precision. I worked in millimeter increments, tracing the crystal’s base with patient, steady passes. Each cut released a tiny shower of prismatic dust that drifted down toward the chamber floor like glittering snow.

Thirty minutes. The first quarter of the crystal’s base separated. My left arm ached from sustaining my weight, and I shifted positions twice, finding new footholds, redistributing the load across different muscle groups. The cutter’s beam was steady, my pilot’s hands maintaining the fine-motor precision that the work demanded despite the sustained physical strain.

A burrower emerged from a tunnel two meters to my left. I heard it before I saw it: the grinding scrape of mandibles on stone, the clicking of segmented legs finding purchase on crystal. It appeared in my peripheral vision, pale and eyeless, its sensory organs pulsing as it entered the open air of the chamber. It climbed along the wall with the casual confidence of a creature moving through territory it owned, its body following a circuit that brought it within arm’s reach of my position.

I stopped cutting. Held the cutter still. Didn’t breathe.

The burrower paused. Its mandibles worked the air between us. The chemosensory organs expanded, sampling, analyzing. The compound was still effective. The creature’s sensors read my thermal output as mineral, my pheromonal signature as stone. But the proximity was testing the compound’s performance at a range Veska hadn’t had the opportunity to verify.

Two seconds. Five. The burrower’s mandibles ground once, twice, and it continued along its circuit, climbing past me and disappearing into a tunnel mouth three meters above.

I resumed cutting. My heart was hammering. The sustained adrenaline was making my hands less steady, and I had to pause, breathe, reset my grip before the fine-motor work could continue at the required precision.

Forty minutes. Fifty. An hour.

The crystal shifted. Loosened. The final molecular bonds released, and the fist-sized fragment of pure astralith came free in my hand.

Heavy. Dense. Warm from the laser work. It caught the bioluminescent light and refracted it through its structure, throwing tiny rainbows across my face and arms. Inside the crystal, I could see the internal lattice: geometric, repeating, perfectly structured. Precision that nature achieved only through millions of years of uninterrupted growth.

This fragment could recalibrate the Kingfisher’s nav array. This piece of crystal could start the journey home.

I tucked it into the padded case in my pack and began the descent. Slower than the climb. My arms were shaking from the hour of precise work, the sustained grip that had held me in position while my other hand operated the cutter. Pilot’s hands. They could hold a flight stick through atmospheric turbulence, but an hour of one-armed climbing and precision cutting was pushing their limits. Each handhold felt less certain on the way down, my fingers slower to grip, my forearms burning with fatigue.

I reached the floor. Kaida was at my side instantly, her eyes on the crystal case, then on my face, then on my arms. She assessed the tremor in my hands with the clinical efficiency of a combat medic evaluating a soldier’s operational capacity.

“The extraction was successful?” she asked.

“Fist-sized fragment. 94.7% purity.” I showed her the case. The crystal caught the light through the padding, throwing prismatic reflections across her face.

Her expression shifted. Not a smile. Kaida didn’t smile. But the combat tension in her jaw eased. Her ears moved from flat-focused to near-neutral. And her foot thumped once against the cave floor, that slow, measured thump I was beginning to associate with approval she wouldn’t name.

“Adequate,” she said. Then paused. “The extraction technique was patient and precise. Not a warrior’s approach. An engineer’s approach.” Her jaw worked. “Effective.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s not a compliment.” But her ears stayed in that warmer position. “Let’s go.”

Veska appeared from behind her crystal formation, data pad clutched to her chest, her eyes wide with the excitement of a scientist whose field trial had exceeded projections. “The compound maintained efficacy throughout the extraction period. Zero detection events. The burrower that approached your position at the thirty-minute mark conducted a full chemosensory scan at point-two meters and classified you as geological.” She paused. Something shifted in her expression. Less scientist, more person. “You were up there for over an hour. That was. I was.” She adjusted her glasses. “I’m glad the compound worked.”

“You and me both.”

We turned toward the exit passage.

It was blocked.

A section of the tunnel ceiling had collapsed. Not recently; the rock fall was old, the stones settled and colonized by fungi that had been growing on them for years. But we hadn’t come this way, so we hadn’t seen it. The primary passage we’d used to enter the chamber was clear. This was the alternate route: the wider, easier path that the recon scan had identified as a secondary approach.

“Primary route is still open,” I said, checking the scanner.

“The primary route passes through the densest section of the burrower nest,” Kaida replied. Her voice carried the sharp edge of someone doing risk calculus under time pressure. “We used it coming in because the compound was fresh. We’ve been down here for ninety minutes. I don’t want to test Veska’s four-hour estimate against forty burrowers with three hours of margin remaining.”

“The margin should hold,” Veska said. Then stopped. Adjusted her glasses. “I’m eighty percent confident the margin will hold.”

“Eighty.” Kaida looked at me. “Alternative routes?”

I checked the scanner. The geological overlay showed the cave system’s layout in fractured detail: the damaged scanner gave partial data, enough to navigate but not enough to map completely. One alternate passage branched off from the eastern wall of the chamber, curving upward through rock that the scanner classified as mixed sedimentary-metamorphic.

“Eastern passage,” I said. “It curves up toward the surface. Narrower than our entry route but viable.”

“Burrower density?”

“Low. A few signatures in the deeper sections, but the passage widens near the surface.”

“Go.” Kaida took point without waiting for confirmation. Her combat instincts processed alternatives at a speed that made deliberation a luxury rather than a necessity.

We entered the eastern passage.

The tunnel was different from the main cave system. Narrower, yes, but also older. The rock was denser, harder, and the bioluminescent fungi grew in patterns that followed mineral veins rather than water erosion channels. The light was amber-gold rather than the jade-green of the main chambers. Warmer. The air was drier, which made Veska’s nose relax further into its calm, subterranean mode. Her shoulders dropped from the hunched tension she’d been carrying since we entered the burrower zone, and for the first time in ninety minutes, she looked like a researcher rather than a prey animal.

“The geological composition is shifting,” she noted, running her fingers along the wall. “Denser mineral content. The bioluminescent organisms have adapted to the different substrate. Notice the change in coloration from jade to amber. Different species of fungi, or the same species expressing different pigmentation in response to the mineral environment.”

“Fascinating,” Kaida said, in a tone that suggested it was not.

“It is, actually. The adaptive response suggests these organisms have been colonizing this cave system for thousands of years. The speciation gradient tracks with the geological layers, which means–”

“Veska.”

“Right. Walking.”

Two hundred meters in, the tunnel walls changed.

I noticed it first because I was walking with my hand trailing along the stone, feeling the texture for stability. The natural rock transitioned to something smoother. Worked. The irregular surface of geological formation gave way to flat planes and right angles that no natural process could produce.

“Stop,” I said.

Kaida halted instantly. Veska bumped into my back, her hands catching my waist for balance. She released quickly, her nose twitching once despite the pollen-free environment.

I pulled the handheld scanner’s light to maximum and pointed it at the wall.

The carved surfaces extended for meters in both directions. Geometric patterns covered the worked stone: straight lines, angular symbols, the same precise notation system we’d found during the recon. But more of it. Much more. Entire panels of carved information, extending from floor to ceiling, covering both walls of the passage. The symbols were dense, layered, organized in what looked like structured rows and columns. Not random marks. Not decoration. Information.

“This isn’t a natural cave,” I said. “This was a corridor.”

Veska pressed past me, her data pad already recording. Her lop ears rose to full attention, as upright as their anatomy allowed, straining toward the carved walls with the same intensity they showed when her brain engaged something that overwhelmed every other signal. Her glasses reflected the scanner light as she traced the carved symbols with her fingertip, her touch reverent, the way you’d touch a page in a manuscript that might crumble.

“The construction is consistent with the carvings we found during the recon,” she said. “Same tool signatures. Same geometric notation system. But this is not isolated markings. This is architectural. This passage was carved by an intelligent species with engineering capability and symbolic communication.” She turned to me, and the excitement in her pale blue eyes was so bright it almost generated its own light. “Dex, this is a constructed corridor through a natural cave system. Someone mapped these caves and built pathways through them.”

“Not bunnygirl,” I said.

“Definitively not bunnygirl.” She photographed a section of wall where the symbols formed what looked like a directional pattern: arrows or flow indicators pointing deeper into the passage. “Our species’ construction aesthetic is organic. Curved walls, flowing surfaces, materials that work with natural forms. This is angular. Deliberate. Mathematical.”

Kaida had moved ahead, following the carved passage with her combat awareness recalibrated for a different kind of threat. Not burrowers. Not predators. The threat of the unknown, which she processed with the same systematic attention she gave to everything else. She returned from around a bend, her expression carrying the sharp focus that meant she’d found something worth reporting.

“More carvings,” she said. “Denser. And the passage ends.” She sheathed one knife to point back the way she’d come. “The terminal wall has markings that look different from the corridor walls. Larger. More elaborate.”

We followed her around the bend.

The carved corridor extended for another thirty meters, the symbols growing denser with each step, the geometric patterns layering into complex configurations that covered every surface from floor to ceiling. The bioluminescent fungi had colonized the carved stone, giving the angular notation an amber glow that made the symbols look alive, lit from within by the slow metabolism of organisms that had been growing on these walls for centuries.

The passage terminated in a worked stone wall. Not a collapse. A deliberate end. The wall was smooth, covered in the densest concentration of symbols we’d seen: layered scripts radiating outward from a central panel that featured larger, more elaborate markings than anything else in the corridor.

“A directory,” Veska said, her data pad recording from every angle. Her hands were trembling, and not from the compound or the cold. “Or a marker. The central panel uses a different symbolic register from the corridor walls. Larger glyphs. More complex internal structure.” She traced one of the central symbols with her fingertip. “This could be a location identifier. Something that designates where we are in a larger system.”

“A larger system,” I said. “Like a network.”

“Possibly.” She stepped back to photograph the full panel, her lop ears riding high with intellectual excitement, burning through every layer of her usual reserve. “The directional indicators in the corridor walls suggest connections to other locations. Pathways. Someone built through here. Through the natural cave system. They carved passages, marked walls, and left information for anyone who came after.”

“Why?” Kaida asked. Tactical. Direct. The question a warrior asked when confronted with evidence of strategic infrastructure.

“I don’t know yet.” Veska looked at the carved terminus, then back along the corridor. Her glasses caught the amber bioluminescence and threw it back in warm reflections. “But they wanted to be found. You don’t carve this much notation into stone walls unless you intend someone to read it.”

I stood in front of the central panel and tried to feel the shape of what we’d found. Caves with astralith deposits. A constructed corridor through natural formations. Directional markers leading somewhere. An intelligent species that had mapped this underground system and built pathways through it long before any of us existed.

The astralith fragment sat in my pack, heavy and warm against my spine. A crystal that could recalibrate navigation. And a corridor that suggested someone else had already solved the navigation problem, long ago, and left the answers carved in stone.

Kaida stood at the passage’s bend, watching the tunnel behind us. Her combat awareness hadn’t diminished despite the discovery. Her golden-amber eyes moved from the tunnel to me to the carved walls and back.

“We have the astralith fragment. We have photographs. The compound’s clock is running.” She said it with the decisive finality of someone making a tactical determination. “Move.”

She was right. Lingering in an underground passage with a diminishing window of burrower invisibility was not the intelligent play, regardless of how significant the discovery might be.

“Agreed,” I said.

“Note the location. Document everything. We come back with more time and better equipment.” Kaida turned back to the passage. Her ears swiveled. “The burrower activity hasn’t changed. The compound holds. Let’s not test the margin.”

I took final scanner readings and comprehensive photographs of every carved panel. Veska documented with frenzied thoroughness, her data pad clicking at a speed that rivaled her above-ground panic-typing rate but with a different register: not anxiety but urgency. This could rewrite her species’ understanding of the galaxy, and they were running out of compound time.

We left the carved corridor and continued up the eastern passage. The carved walls transitioned back to natural stone after another hundred meters, the artificial corridor giving way to geological formation as if the builders had carved through the existing cave system and stopped when they reached their destination.

The ascent was gradual, the tunnel widening as we climbed, the bioluminescent fungi thinning as the surface drew near. The air temperature rose in increments, the cool mineral atmosphere of the deep caves giving way to the warmer, more humid upper layers. Kaida set the pace, her body moving upward through the narrower sections with an efficiency that made the confined space look like it had been built to her specifications.

The surface came gradually: temperature rising, humidity increasing, the bioluminescent fungi giving way to filtered daylight. We emerged from a cave mouth on the jungle’s eastern slope, a hundred meters higher than the primary entrance and two kilometers north. The canopy was thinner here, allowing shafts of afternoon sunlight to penetrate to the forest floor, and the undergrowth was different: less dense, more fern-like, the plants adapted to the increased elevation and drier conditions.

The pollen hit.

After three hours of clean subterranean air, the bloom’s full-intensity atmosphere was like walking into a wall of sweet heat. Every nose went off simultaneously: mine catching the sweetness as a warm pressure behind my eyes, Veska’s spiraling into its high-frequency emergency mode with a nose-flutter so fast it looked like a hummingbird’s wing, and even Kaida’s disciplined olfactory system producing a series of sharp twitches she pretended were caused by the temperature change.

“Back to the ship,” I said.

Kaida took point. We moved through the jungle along a route that ran parallel to the river, the afternoon heat settling over us like a blanket. The compound was drying on our skin, its pale green tint fading as the jungle’s humidity broke down the surface layer. Veska wiped a streak of it from her cheek and examined the residue on her fingertips with professional interest even while walking at a pace that suggested her desire to be back at the ship was equally professional and personal.

The astralith fragment sat in my pack, dense and warm, throwing faint prismatic light through the padded case whenever a shaft of sunlight caught it at the right angle.

A fist-sized crystal. Carved walls from a civilization that wasn’t bunnygirl. Directional symbols that hinted at a larger network.

The pieces were forming a picture I couldn’t see yet. But I could feel its shape. Large. Old. Connected to the astralith and the ruins and maybe, just maybe, the way home.

We reached the clearing as the sun began its drop toward the canopy line. The Kingfisher sat in the moss, hull catching the golden light, cargo ramp down. Home, such as it was. A forty-foot transport ship on a planet in the wrong galaxy, and the sight of it still loosened the tension in my chest every time we returned from the jungle.

Piri appeared at the ramp, ears spinning, and bounded toward us, bursting with the kinetic energy of hours spent waiting with nothing but her hearing and her nose for company. She’d spent the day on perimeter duty with Damira, her ears deployed as a long-range monitoring system while Damira managed the ship’s operational status from inside, and the waiting had clearly tested the limits of Piri’s capacity for stillness.

She hit me at full speed. Arms around my neck. Nose buried in my throat. Her legs wrapped around my waist and I staggered back a step, catching her weight with the automatic response that three weeks of Piri-launches had trained into my reflexes.

Her amber eyes went wide as she pulled back, her nose working at a speed that meant she was processing a complex scent profile.

“You smell like underground and something ancient,” she said. “And Veska’s productivity hormones. And Kaida’s concentration sweat. And.” She paused. Her ears locked forward, spinning to a stop. “Something I’ve never smelled before.”

“Astralith,” I said, pulling the case from my pack.

The crystal caught the jungle’s light and threw rainbows across Piri’s face. Her eyes went wide. Her ears went still. The constant motion that defined her, the spinning, the tilting, the tracking, all of it stopped for a moment as she looked at the prismatic fragment in my hand.

“That’s going to get us home?” she asked. Her voice was different. Smaller. The performer stripped away, the young woman underneath asking a question that mattered more than any audience.

“That’s going to start getting us home.”

Her tail bobbed. She looked at the crystal, then at me, then at the crystal again. She did a binky. A full-speed, three-meter sprint across the clearing with a spin that scattered bioluminescent spores and ended with her landing in a crouch on the moss, grinning.

“Start is good,” she said. “Start is everything.”

Damira met us at the ramp. Her composure was immaculate, the matriarchal authority restored to its full display after a day spent managing operations from inside the ship’s controlled atmosphere. But her amber eyes took in the crystal, the cave dust on our clothes, the compound residue on our skin, and the expressions on three faces that meant something significant had happened underground. Something shifted behind those eyes, a recalculation, a reorientation of the variables she was tracking.

“Report,” she said.

I gave her the short version: astralith extracted, carved corridors from a non-bunnygirl civilization found underground, geometric symbols covering the walls, evidence of an intelligent species that had built through the cave system long ago. Directional markers suggesting a network of connected locations.

She listened with the stillness of a matriarch processing information that reorganized everything. When I mentioned the builders, her ears tilted forward. That fraction of a degree that meant more from Damira than a full tilt from anyone else.

“Builders,” she said. The word sat in her mouth like something she’d been chewing on for years. “I’ll want to see the photographs.”

“The symbols are dense,” Veska said, clutching her data pad with both hands, the compound still drying on her forearms in pale green streaks. “Directional indicators, location markers, what appears to be a systematic notation covering every surface of the corridor. Someone carved a significant amount of information into those walls. If the notation system is what I think it is, the carvings may reference other locations. Other sites. A network.”

Damira’s amber eyes settled on the crystal in my hands. The prismatic light played across her face, illuminating the fine lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of years and authority and a beauty earned mark by mark over decades.

“Show me everything,” she said.

We went inside. The galley became a briefing room. She settled into the seat at the counter with Veska’s data pad and my scanner readouts spread before her, the photographs of the carved corridor arranged in sequential order from entrance to terminus. Her amber eyes moved across the carved symbol photographs with an intensity I hadn’t seen from her before. Not matriarchal assessment. Older than that. Personal. Her fingertips hovered above the screen without touching, tracing the angular symbols in the air the way you’d trace letters in a language you half-remembered from childhood.

She studied each photograph for a long time. The central panel received the longest examination: her eyes moving across the larger glyphs, returning to specific symbols, comparing them against something stored in the deep architecture of her memory.

She didn’t explain. She didn’t need to. The fairy tales of her childhood were carved into cave walls on a planet in the wrong galaxy, and whatever she was looking for in those symbols, she was going to find it on her own terms. On her own timeline. With the composure and deliberation that she brought to everything that mattered.

Piri sat beside me at the counter, her bare foot pressed against my calf under the table, her ears tracking the room’s emotional register with the continuous awareness that made her the group’s emotional barometer. Kaida stood at the galley entrance, arms folded, watching Damira study the symbols with an expression that carried its own kind of recognition: a soldier who knew that intelligence analysis, when it mattered, deserved patience.

Veska hovered behind Damira’s shoulder, her data pad ready, her lop ears at attention, waiting.


Chapter 14: Spire

The scanner found the metallic signatures at dawn.

I was running the daily system diagnostic on the Kingfisher’s sensor array, coaxing data out of equipment that had been running at half capacity since the rift, when the display spiked. Not geological. Not biological. Metallic. Structured. A signature consistent with refined alloy construction, five kilometers north-northwest of our position.

I pulled up the bearing. The signal sat at the edge of the scanner’s damaged range, just barely resolved, but the return was unmistakable. Something built from metal stood in the jungle five kilometers away. Not natural mineral deposits. Not the scattered geological anomalies the scanner had been cataloguing since we’d landed.

Architecture.

I ran the scan twice more, adjusting the frequency bands to compensate for the array’s damaged sectors. The same spike returned each time, consistent in location and intensity. The alloy composition, as far as the degraded scanner could determine, was unlike anything in the Kingfisher’s material database. Not human construction. Not any standard bunnygirl alloy. Something else.

“Everyone,” I said into the comm. “Common area. Now.”

They assembled in stages. Piri first, barefoot and alert, ears spinning. Veska second, data pad already in hand, lop ears riding higher than they used to. Kaida third, in combat stance, golden-amber eyes sharp. Damira last, composed, her amber gaze settling on the scanner display with the measured attention of someone who already suspected what she was about to see.

“Metallic signatures, five klicks north,” I said. “Consistent with refined alloy construction. Not geological. Not the cave system. Something on the surface.”

Veska leaned into the display, her glasses reflecting the scanner’s glow. She manipulated the readout with practiced efficiency, isolating the alloy signature and running it against the data she’d collected in the caves. “The alloy composition is consistent with the tool signatures on the carved walls we found underground. Same construction methodology.” She looked at me. “Same builders.”

“Surface structures,” Kaida said, her tactical brain already processing. “Five kilometers through dense jungle with active predators. Full group or split team?”

“Full group,” Damira said. Everyone looked at her. She rarely made tactical recommendations. That was Kaida’s domain. But her voice carried the quiet authority that ended discussions rather than starting them. “I want to see this.”

No one argued. Damira had just expressed a want. Not a directive. Not an assessment. A want. The word sat in the galley air with the weight of rarity.

We prepped in thirty minutes. Full packs. Water, rations, med kit, scanner equipment, Veska’s data pads, Kaida’s full knife complement. The astralith fragment stayed in the ship’s storage: too valuable to risk in the jungle, and not needed for this expedition. Piri took point on the perimeter check while we loaded, her ears sweeping the tree line with the continuous scan that had become the group’s primary early warning system.

The bloom had eased slightly overnight. Not ended. Eased. The flowers had completed their primary release and entered a secondary cycle that still thickened the air with golden pollen but at roughly sixty percent of peak intensity. Enough to keep every nose twitching and every biological response elevated, but no longer the overwhelming assault of the previous day. The bioluminescent organisms in the clearing had settled into their post-peak rhythms, the frantic full-daylight display giving way to a subtler, steadier glow that was somehow more beautiful for its restraint.

We left the clearing in formation. Kaida on point, her body cutting into the jungle with the economical precision of a blade through fabric. I followed three meters behind, scanner in hand, tracking both the metallic signatures ahead and the biological signatures around us. Veska walked behind me, her data pad recording environmental data, her nose at its subcanopy frequency: twitching, but manageable. Piri ranged left, her hearing deployed as a mobile early warning system, her bare feet finding the quietest paths through the undergrowth with an instinctive grace that made Kaida’s trained stealth look mechanical by comparison. Damira brought up the rear, her stride unhurried, her elegant boots finding solid ground with the confidence of someone who’d walked through worse and emerged intact.

The jungle between the clearing and the metallic signatures was dense, even by Viridian’s standards. The trees grew closer together, their trunks wider, their canopies interlocking overhead in a ceiling so thick that the ground below existed in perpetual twilight. Bioluminescent fungi provided the primary illumination, casting the forest floor in shifting amber-green light that made the undergrowth look like it was breathing. The root systems were massive here, ancient trees sending out buttress roots that rose to chest height, creating walls and corridors in the jungle floor that forced us to navigate around and between them.

The air was different in the deep jungle. Thicker. Heavier. The pollen was present but layered beneath other scents: the mineral tang of wet stone, the organic sweetness of decomposing vegetation, and a strange metallic undertone that grew stronger as we moved north. Something in the air ahead carried the signature of worked metal exposed to centuries of jungle atmosphere.

Two kilometers in, Piri’s ears locked. She raised one hand. We stopped.

“Large fauna,” she whispered. “Two hundred meters north. Moving east. Not approaching.” She tilted her head, ears tracking the sound with the focused attention of a radar dish isolating a signal. “Pack hunters. Six signatures. Moving away from our path.”

“Same species as the ones we fought?” I asked.

“Different. Smaller. Faster clicks.” She listened for another ten seconds, her body perfectly still, the usual kinetic energy channeled entirely into her auditory processing. “They’re gone. Crossed the river.”

Kaida hadn’t drawn her knives, but her hands had moved to the hilts with the automatic response of muscle memory. She waited for Piri’s all-clear, then released the grips and resumed point without comment. The silent exchange between them, the warrior and the scout working in a protocol they’d developed without formal discussion, was seamless in a way that spoke to three weeks of shared survival building communication channels that transcended personality differences.

We moved on.

Three kilometers. The ground began to rise, a gentle slope that the root systems made treacherous, wet bark and damp moss creating surfaces that demanded careful footing. Kaida navigated it with fluid efficiency, her combat boots finding purchase on surfaces that looked impossible, her body maintaining the low center of gravity that her training had made instinctive. Veska navigated it with determined clumsiness, her wide hips and thick thighs working against the terrain’s geometry in ways that she refused to acknowledge were distracting. She caught a root with her boot at the three-kilometer mark and stumbled forward. I caught her elbow. Her lop ears shot upward, her glasses fogged from the contact, and she said “The terrain gradient is challenging for bipedal locomotion at this humidity level” in a voice that was three registers higher than her professional baseline.

I kept my hand on her elbow until she found her footing. She didn’t pull away immediately. The contact lasted three seconds longer than stability required, and when she did step back, her ears took another four seconds to settle from their startled elevation.

“Thank you,” she said. Then, quieter: “Your grip strength is. Noted.”

Damira passed us during this exchange without comment. But I caught the angle of her eyes as she moved by, the quick downward flick that took in my hand on Veska’s elbow and processed it through whatever framework she was using to track the bonds forming around her. She said nothing. Her expression revealed nothing. But her stride adjusted, placing her slightly farther from me in the formation, as if she’d made a calculation about proximity that required immediate correction.

Four kilometers. The jungle’s character changed. The trees were still massive, but between them, I began to see shapes that weren’t botanical. Hard edges in the undergrowth. Straight lines beneath the vine growth. The glint of dark metal catching bioluminescent light through gaps in the vegetation. The metallic undertone in the air was stronger here, a taste of worked alloy that my tongue caught and that the bunnygirls’ noses identified with varying degrees of analytical precision.

“I smell old metal,” Piri said. “Like the Kingfisher’s hull but. Older. Much older. And something else underneath. Something I don’t have a reference for.”

“The alloy’s oxidation profile is minimal,” Veska said, her data pad already recording atmospheric particulate analysis. “Whatever this material is, it resists corrosion at a level that exceeds any known metallurgical standard.”

“There,” Kaida said.

The spire rose above the canopy like a finger pointing at the wrong stars.

It was massive. A tower of dark metallic alloy, forty meters tall, its surface uncorroded and clean despite what must have been centuries of exposure to the jungle’s humidity. The shape was geometric: a tapering column with faceted surfaces that caught the filtered light in precise angular reflections. Each face of the tower was covered in the same carved symbols we’d found underground, but larger, deeper, carved with a precision that suggested machinery rather than hand tools. The symbols caught the bioluminescent light and threw it back in patterns that seemed intentional, as if the tower had been designed to interact with exactly this kind of ambient illumination.

It wasn’t alone. As we pushed through the last hundred meters of jungle, more structures emerged from the vegetation. Shorter towers, connecting walls, platforms, and the foundations of buildings that the jungle had colonized but not consumed. The metallic alloy resisted corrosion, remained intact, and the jungle had simply grown around it, incorporating the structures into its own biology. Vines crawled up the surfaces without damaging them. Fungi colonized the joints without degrading the metal. The jungle had accepted the ruins as furniture in its living room.

The architecture was angular. Precise. Every surface met at exact angles. Every wall ran straight. Every tower tapered at a consistent ratio. The aesthetic was mathematical: structure as equation, form as function. Standing in it felt like standing inside a proof.

“This is not our work,” Damira said.

She stood at the threshold of the ruins, her chestnut hair catching the filtered light, her brown ears tilted forward at a degree I hadn’t seen before. Not the fraction of a degree that meant mild interest. A full tilt. Visible. Uncontrolled. Her gaze moved across the nearest structure with the intensity of someone reading a familiar story in an alien language.

“Our architecture curves,” she continued, her voice carrying a quality I hadn’t heard in it before: wonder. Damira did not do wonder. Damira did authority and measured assessment. Wonder was for younger women without decades of practice at smoothing emotions into presentable surfaces. “Our buildings flow. We build with materials that work alongside natural forms. This is the opposite. This is geometry imposed on landscape. Angular. Rigid. Deliberate in a way that feels like argument rather than conversation.”

She stepped through the threshold without a word. Not into the ruins. Into memory. Her hand rose to the scarred base of her ear, fingers brushing the small metallic clasp with its angular etched symbols before touching the scar tissue beneath, the tell that surfaced when loss was close. Then dropped.

She walked ahead of us, her stride carrying her deeper into the outer structures with a certainty that had nothing to do with navigation and everything to do with recognition. Her fingers trailed along a carved wall, and I watched her face as she touched the angular symbols. The composure was intact, but barely. The woman behind the matriarch was pressing against the surface, looking through the cracks. Her brown ears were forward, engaged, the scarred bases catching the amber bioluminescent light in a way that made the old wounds look deliberate rather than damaging.

We followed at a distance. Even Piri, who announced everything, said nothing. Something in the set of Damira’s shoulders made silence feel mandatory.

She stopped in a vaulted corridor where the carved symbols were dense enough to cover every surface. The corridor’s dimensions were larger than the cave passage we’d found: wider, taller, built to accommodate movement rather than just mark territory. The ceiling arched overhead in a perfect geometric curve, the angular precision of the builders creating a space that felt both alien and intentional. She stood there for a full minute, reading the angular notation with amber eyes that glistened in the bioluminescent light.

Then she turned.

“There are stories,” she said. “In our oldest mythology. Stories of the builders.”

“The builders?” Veska’s ears had climbed to full attention, the intellectual engagement burning through every layer of her usual self-consciousness. She had her data pad recording, her scanner running, and her glasses were miraculously clear in the subcanopy air’s reduced pollen.

“Beings who came before. Who built structures that lasted forever. Who crossed the spaces between worlds and left markers for those who followed.” Damira’s voice had shifted from matriarchal authority to recitation. The words came from somewhere deep, a place she’d kept sealed since childhood. A place where a younger Damira sat cross-legged and listened to stories told by someone whose voice she still remembered. “We told them as fairy tales. Stories for children. The builders came before us. They made the roads. Then they left.”

“Roads,” I said.

“The fairy tale term. The paths between stars.” She looked back at the corridor’s carved walls, her amber eyes reflecting the angular symbols. “I grew up hearing those stories and believing they were metaphors. That the roads were philosophical: the paths of discovery, the journeys of the spirit.” She paused. Her hand pressed flat against the carved wall, palm against the angular notation, and something moved through her expression that was too large for the mask to contain. “I’m standing in one.”

Her tail bobbed. Once. A single, definitive bob that she didn’t suppress, didn’t reach for, didn’t acknowledge. It happened the way a fact happens: undeniable, complete, requiring no commentary.

I’d been watching Damira long enough to know what that meant. In three weeks of stillness and deliberate control, that single unsuppressed bob carried the weight of a full confession. Three weeks of iron discipline, and she’d just let one through. The fact that she didn’t try to stop it said more than the bob itself.

We moved through the ruins in formation. Kaida cleared each section before we entered, her combat awareness processing the ancient architecture as tactical terrain. She assessed sight lines, choke points, defensive positions, and blind corners with the systematic thoroughness of someone who couldn’t turn off the training even when the enemy was time rather than teeth. Piri’s ears tracked sounds from the structures: the groan of metal settling, the click of small fauna that had made the ruins their home, the faint resonance that traveled through the metallic surfaces when the wind hit them at certain angles.

The outer structures were smaller, utilitarian. Rectangular enclosures with low ceilings, the walls covered in the same angular notation but in sparser concentrations than the vaulted corridor. One enclosure held a stone platform along one wall, the surface worn smooth by repeated use, scored with faint lines that might have been measurement marks. Another contained recessed channels in the floor that converged at a central drain, the engineering of fluid management unmistakable in any civilization. Storage, maybe. Or workshops. The floors showed wear patterns that centuries of jungle colonization hadn’t fully obscured: paths worn into the stone by repeated foot traffic, the subtle depression of heavy objects placed in the same location over long periods. Whatever the builders had been, they’d lived here. Worked here. The ruins weren’t a monument. They were a place.

Veska documented everything. Her data pad captured measurements, symbol patterns, structural dimensions, and material analysis with the systematic thoroughness of someone building a research archive from scratch. She paused at a junction between two outer structures where the carved symbols formed what appeared to be a flow chart: geometric shapes connected by lines, the arrangement suggesting process or sequence rather than location.

“A procedural diagram,” she said, her voice carrying the hushed reverence of a scientist reading the lab notes of a predecessor she’d never imagined existed. “These symbols aren’t directional markers. They’re instructions. Steps in a process.” She photographed the panel from six angles, her ears at full extension. “If I can cross-reference these against the cave corridor symbols, I might be able to identify a shared notation framework.”

“Later,” Kaida said. Not unkindly. With the measured patience of someone who understood that thoroughness had a time and place, and that the time was after they’d cleared the tactical environment.

The hum grew louder as we approached the central structure.

It was the largest building in the complex, a domed structure roughly thirty meters in diameter, its metallic surface covered in the densest concentration of carved symbols I’d seen. The entrance was a triangular aperture, tall enough to walk through, framed by pillars of the same dark alloy. The pillars were carved with symbols that differed from the wall notation: larger, more ornate, arranged in vertical columns that looked like headers or titles rather than the dense informational text of the corridors.

Inside, the bioluminescent fungi had colonized the ceiling in patterns that cast the interior in amber and blue light. The floor was smooth, worked stone covered in geometric patterns that radiated outward from the chamber’s center like a star chart rendered in architecture. The patterns were inlaid with a different material, a lighter alloy that caught the bioluminescent light and created a shimmering web of lines across the floor’s surface.

In the center, the beacon.

A crystalline pillar, three meters tall, rising from a metallic base embedded in the floor. The crystal component was similar to the astralith we’d extracted from the cave, but larger, more complex, and shaped with an intentional precision that no natural geological process could produce. It caught the bioluminescent light and refracted it through its internal structure, throwing prismatic patterns across the chamber’s walls and ceiling. The rainbows moved slowly, rotating, the crystal’s internal facets creating a display that looked less like light refraction and more like communication.

It was beautiful. And it was humming.

A low, persistent note that vibrated through the stone floor and up through my boots and into my chest. Not loud. Not mechanical. Organic, almost. The sound of something alive that had been sleeping for a very long time and was still breathing in its sleep.

“Residual energy,” I said, checking the scanner. “The crystal is still active. Not fully powered, but there’s a low-level energy signature. It’s been running on residual charge for. I don’t know. A very long time.”

Veska circled the pillar, her data pad recording from every angle. Her scientific restraint was barely containing her excitement. Her lop ears were at full extension, lifted by the fascinated urgency that had replaced her usual nervousness entirely, as if the intellectual magnitude of the discovery had overwritten every other signal. “This is a navigation node. The structure is consistent with FTL beacon architecture. The crystalline component serves as both a power storage medium and a signal transmission array.” She knelt at the base, examining the metallic housing with her fingertips hovering just above the surface, close enough to feel the hum but not touching. “The interface suggests the node can receive an astralith power input. Like a socket waiting for a crystal.”

“A network,” I said, the pieces fitting together. The carved corridors underground with their directional markers. The symbols pointing to other locations. The constructed pathways through natural formations. “Nodes like this, scattered across the galaxy. Each one a waypoint. Install astralith, provide power, and the node activates.”

“And when it activates, it connects to the other nodes,” Veska finished, her ears at their new elevated height. “Broadcasting coordinates. Navigation data. A map.”

“A map home.”

The words hung in the chamber’s prismatic air. The beacon’s hum seemed to change quality at the phrase, though I knew that was my imagination projecting meaning onto physics. But the shift was real in the room’s emotional register. Five people standing in the prismatic light of an ancient navigation node, and the words “map home” landing on each of them differently.

Piri’s ears went still. No spinning. No tracking. Still. Pointed at the crystal. Her eyes glistened.

Kaida’s hand rested on her knife hilt, but not gripping. Resting. Her golden-amber eyes swept the chamber with tactical precision, but something behind the assessment was softer than usual. Calculating not threat but possibility.

Damira had moved to the far wall, where the carved symbols were densest. She stood before a panel of angular notation that extended from floor to ceiling, her hand hovering over the surface without touching it. The prismatic light from the beacon played across her hair, and her brown ears were tilted forward at the full degree that she’d abandoned trying to control.

“The scattered burrows,” she said quietly. “In the mythology. The builders made roads between the scattered burrows. Places where our people could rest during the long crossings.” She turned to face us. Her composure was intact, but barely. Barely. The dam was holding, but I could see the water against the wall. “If these nodes correspond to the scattered burrows, then the builders’ network is connected to our species’ history. To our mythology. To our origins.”

“Connected how?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” The admission cost her something. Damira knew things. That was her function. The matriarch who understood the world and explained it to others. Not knowing was a state she occupied with the discomfort of someone sitting in a chair that didn’t fit. “I know the stories. I know the locations are described in our oldest texts. But I never connected them to real structures because I believed the stories were fiction.”

“They weren’t fiction.”

“Apparently not.” Her eyes held mine across the prismatic light, and in them I saw the cognitive landscape shifting. Not eroding. Rebuilding. Damira’s understanding of the world rested on foundations she’d believed were solid, and those foundations were revealing a deeper layer beneath, and the discovery was making the structure larger rather than weaker.

Piri stood at the beacon’s base, her palm flat against the metallic housing. Her ears were still. Not tracking. Not spinning. Still. Listening to something none of us could hear.

“It’s lonely,” she said. Not performing. Not seeking attention. Stating it with the certainty of senses that operated at frequencies the rest of us couldn’t access. “It’s been running alone for a very long time, and it’s lonely.”

“Crystals don’t experience loneliness,” Veska said. But she said it gently, the way you correct a child who’s said something that isn’t technically true but captures an emotional truth that the technical correction misses.

“This one does.” Piri pulled her hand away. She looked at the crystal with her eyes soft and wet. “It’s been waiting. Sending out its little hum into the dark, hoping someone would hear. And we heard it.”

No one corrected her again.

The beacon needed power. Veska needed time to study the interface, decode the symbol system, and determine the correct protocol for astralith insertion. This wasn’t something we could rush. A wrong approach to an alien device that operated on energy principles we didn’t fully understand could damage the node, destroy our astralith fragment, or trigger effects we couldn’t predict.

“We camp here,” Damira said. It wasn’t a suggestion.

Kaida assessed the defensive layout with the systematic attention she brought to every new environment. Her eyes moved from the entrance to the dome’s apex to the secondary apertures in the walls, mapping sight lines and access points with the efficiency of a computer rendering terrain data.

“The ruins provide structural cover. The entrance is a natural choke point. I can establish a perimeter using the connecting walls as boundaries.” She paused. “The metallic construction blocks thermal signatures from the predators. We’d be invisible inside the structure.”

“Convenient architecture,” I said.

“The builders thought of everything.” Kaida’s gaze moved across the chamber, and professional admiration surfaced in her expression. One engineer of tactical spaces recognizing the work of another, separated by species and centuries but united by the principle that good design anticipated need. “They built this to last. They built it to be found.”

We set camp in the beacon chamber. Packs down, ration distribution, water allocation. The routines of camp-making had become efficient through repetition: three weeks of shared survival had established protocols that operated without discussion. Kaida established a perimeter using the ruins’ natural geometry, placing observation points at the entrance and two secondary apertures in the dome’s walls. Veska began her analysis of the beacon interface, her data pads arranged in a semicircle around the pillar’s base, her fingers moving between screens with the focused velocity of a scientist who’d found the project of a lifetime.

Piri explored the ruins with the fearless curiosity that was both her greatest asset and the thing most likely to get her killed. She returned from each foray with reports on the structures’ layout, the small fauna that inhabited them, and the way the metallic surfaces resonated when she tapped them in specific patterns.

“The big tower makes a different sound at the base than at the top,” she announced, crouching beside the beacon pillar with her bare toes curled against the cool stone and her ears tracking some frequency I couldn’t detect. “Like a bell with two notes. A deep one down here and a lighter one where the wind catches the facets.”

“Harmonic resonance from the alloy’s crystalline structure,” Veska said without looking up from her data pad.

“Sure. Or maybe it’s singing. Lonely things sing sometimes.”

Veska’s ears twitched. “The alloy does not sing.”

“It does when the wind hits the third facet from the left.” Piri grinned. She demonstrated, tapping the nearest metallic surface with her knuckles in a three-beat pattern. The sound that came back was resonant, sustained, carrying overtones that rippled through the chamber’s acoustics and blended with the beacon’s note in a way that briefly created something that sounded like a chord. “See? Music. I think the builders liked it.”

Veska’s mouth opened to deliver a correction, then closed. She looked at Piri with the baffled expression of a scientist confronting an observation that didn’t fit her framework but couldn’t be dismissed. Her lop ears tilted toward the fading chord, tracking the harmonic decay with unconscious analytical precision. “The acoustic properties of the alloy are. Unexplained. I’ll note the resonance patterns for further analysis.”

“Note away. I’ll hum along.” She settled cross-legged beside the pillar, her tail bobbing against the stone.

Damira sat apart from the group, near the wall of dense carvings. She’d produced a small notebook from her pack, actual paper, and was transcribing symbol patterns with careful, deliberate strokes. Her chestnut hair fell forward, curtaining her face. The silver at her temples caught the prismatic light from the beacon crystal, and her scarred ears were visible through the parted waves of her hair.

She worked in silence. Her ears tilted forward. Engaged. Processing. She’d grown up with fairy tales and was sitting in one now, the cognitive landscape shifting beneath her feet with every symbol she transcribed. Occasionally she would pause, her pen hovering above the paper, and her lips would move without sound, forming words in what I suspected was the oldest version of her native language, the one reserved for the stories that predated recorded history.

The perimeter work took an hour. Kaida and I walked the ruins’ boundary together, identifying the natural chokepoints where the metallic walls created defensible corridors and the wider gaps where jungle fauna might test the boundary. The ruins’ thermal-blocking properties were real: my scanner showed our heat signatures vanishing the moment we stepped behind the metallic walls, as if the alloy absorbed body heat and distributed it across its surface. Whatever the builders had used, it was better insulation than anything human or bunnygirl engineering had produced.

“This alloy,” Kaida said, running her palm across a wall section. “It’s warm. Not from the sun. From the inside.” She pressed harder. “The metal is generating low-level thermal output. Active material.”

“Self-maintaining,” I said. “That’s why it hasn’t corroded. The alloy isn’t passive. It’s running on some kind of internal energy, keeping itself intact.”

“For how long?”

“Centuries. Minimum.” I checked the scanner. “The energy signature is faint but consistent across every structure we’ve scanned. Every wall. Every pillar. The entire complex is still alive.”

Kaida studied the ancient walls with an expression I hadn’t seen from her before. Not tactical assessment. Respect. Her palm stayed flat against the alloy, feeling the warmth pulse beneath the surface. A soldier who’d trained in fortifications her entire career, standing in one that made everything she’d known look temporary. Her ears angled forward, not tracking threat but acknowledging craft.

I moved through the camp, checking perimeter sensors, distributing evening rations, talking with each of them in the brief, practical exchanges that had become our language. Piri’s touch on my arm as I passed, her fingertips trailing along my forearm with the casual possessiveness of someone who’d claimed territory and saw no reason to pretend otherwise. Veska’s data pad commentary on my scanner data, delivered with her eyes on the screen and her ears tracking my position through some combination of sound and scent that she would have attributed to atmospheric monitoring if pressed. Kaida’s clipped tactical updates, each one stripped to essential information and delivered with a brevity that was itself a form of trust: she didn’t explain because she trusted me to understand.

The evening settled over the ruins. The bioluminescent fungi on the dome’s ceiling intensified, casting the chamber in shifting amber and blue light. The beacon crystal’s prismatic display rotated through its slow, ancient pattern. The jungle outside performed its nightly transformation, the pollen settling, the predators beginning their patrols, the bioluminescent organisms reaching full luminosity in the gathering dark.

The temperature dropped inside the dome. Not cold, but cooler than the jungle outside, the metallic walls creating a microclimate that felt almost comfortable compared to the relentless humidity we’d been living in for three weeks. The pollen was present but attenuated, the dome’s structure filtering the worst of the atmospheric saturation. Noses twitched at lower frequencies. Ears tracked at wider intervals. The constant biological pressure that defined life on Viridian’s surface was dialed down inside the builders’ walls, and the relief was visible on every face.

Piri stretched out beside the beacon pillar, her bare toes curled against the cool stone, her ears spinning at a lazy rate that meant contentment rather than surveillance. She hummed along with the beacon’s note, finding harmonics that shouldn’t have existed but somehow did, her musician’s ear picking up overtones in the crystal’s resonance that Veska’s data pad confirmed were real.

Inside the dome, safe behind metal walls, five people shared ration bars and water and the heavy silence that comes from being small in the presence of something very old.

“Veska,” I said, watching the prismatic light play across the carved walls. “How long to decode the interface?”

“Days.” She pushed her glasses up. “The symbol system has internal logic, but it’s not a language I’ve encountered. It’s more like a mathematical notation system combined with spatial coordinates. I can identify patterns, but translating them into actionable data requires.” She paused. Looked at the beacon crystal, and the prismatic light played across her glasses in shifting rainbows. “Patience.”

“We have time.”

“We have rations for twelve more days.” Kaida, from the entrance, where she’d taken first watch. “Time is not unlimited.”

“It’s enough,” I said. “The beacon is the priority. If Veska can activate it, we might not need to search for astralith on every planet we visit. We might have a map.”

“Might,” Kaida said.

“Better than nothing. Better than random jumping and hoping we find charted space before the food runs out.”

Her eyes held mine across the chamber. The amber glow of the fungi softened her face, turned the sharp angles of her warrior’s features closer to the face she might have worn before the war and the evacuation and the three years of displacement.

Her foot thumped once against the stone floor. She grabbed it.

“Adequate plan,” she said.

From her position near the wall, Damira’s voice carried through the chamber’s acoustics. Quiet. Measured. But with an undertone I hadn’t heard before. Hope. A word Damira would never have used, because hope was for people who hadn’t learned that expectations were vulnerabilities. But the undertone was there, woven through the measured syllables like a thread of different color in a familiar fabric.

“The builders made roads,” she said, looking at her transcribed symbols. “We tell our children they were fairy tales. We tell them the roads don’t exist.”

She looked up. Her gaze found mine across the prismatic light.

“They exist.” She held my gaze. Steady. Unarmored.


Chapter 15: Night Watch

The second day at the ruins produced progress but not activation.

Veska worked on the beacon interface with an intensity that burned clean. Three years of theoretical modeling had been rehearsal. This was the real performance. She identified seventeen distinct symbol categories in the carved notation system, cross-referenced their spatial positions against the beacon’s crystalline structure, and developed a preliminary hypothesis about the activation sequence.

“The interface operates on a principle of resonance alignment,” she explained during the midday break, her data pads spread across the beacon chamber’s floor in an arrangement that looked less like organized research and more like the aftermath of an academic explosion. Her platinum hair was loose, she’d stopped bothering with the ponytail two hours into the morning, and her glasses reflected the prismatic light from the beacon crystal in shifting patterns. “The astralith fragment we extracted has a specific harmonic signature. The beacon’s receptor is calibrated to accept that signature, but the alignment requires precise positioning and activation sequence.”

“How precise?” I asked.

“Extremely. The wrong alignment could damage the receptor, corrupt the crystal’s data lattice, or create a resonance cascade that.” She paused. Adjusted her glasses. “That would be undesirable.”

“Undesirable how?”

“The kind of undesirable that involves the phrase ‘structural failure of surrounding architecture.’” She looked at the dome’s ceiling, which was the surrounding architecture in question. “I need more time.”

“Take it,” I said. “We have rations for eleven days. The water supply is stable. Kaida’s perimeter is solid.”

Veska nodded, already returning to her data pads, her lop ears at their fully engaged upright position, her nose twitching at the slow, measured rate of concentrated analysis. Down here, in the ruins’ pollen-reduced environment, she was operating at capacity. The pollen fog that usually taxed her concentration had lifted. Her eyes were clear. Her hands were steady. The woman who froze during predator attacks was building the key to an alien navigation network, and the transformation from nervous biologist to brilliant researcher was so complete that it looked like watching someone remember who they’d always been.

I left her to it and spent the afternoon doing what I did best: working with my hands. The beacon’s metallic housing had diagnostic ports that I could access with the laser cutter’s fine-beam setting. Not cutting; probing. Mapping the internal circuitry by tracing energy pathways that had been dormant for centuries but still conducted at detectable levels. The work was painstaking, technical, and exactly what my engineering brain craved.

The circuitry was elegant. The builders had designed the beacon’s internal systems with a logic that was alien but not incomprehensible. Energy pathways branched and converged in patterns that resembled neural networks more than traditional wiring: organic routing, redundant pathways, architecture that repaired itself when individual nodes failed. I traced three separate power distribution channels from the crystal housing to the base, each one carrying a fraction of the residual energy that kept the beacon humming. The channels converged at the receptor port where the astralith would eventually be inserted, and the junction architecture confirmed what Veska’s analysis had suggested: the port was designed for precise harmonic matching. Wrong frequency, wrong result.

I documented everything. Mapped the channels on my scanner, cross-referenced the port specifications with the astralith fragment’s measured harmonic signature, and began building a compatibility model that Veska could integrate into her activation sequence research. The work was slow, detailed, and satisfying in the way that engineering always was: a problem with physical dimensions, measurable parameters, and a solution that existed somewhere in the intersection of data and intuition.

Piri ran the perimeter with Kaida, her hearing providing the early warning system that kept the ruins secure. The jungle fauna gave the metallic structures a wide berth, apparently the same instinctive avoidance that made the interior thermally invisible to heat-hunting predators, but Kaida’s combat training didn’t acknowledge concepts like safe and her knife drills continued at the entrance with the reliability of a clock.

They worked well together, the warrior and the scout. I’d watched them develop a shorthand over the past week that neither of them would have acknowledged as friendship: Piri’s ear-flick toward a sound source, Kaida’s answering knife adjustment, the quiet wordless calibration of two people who’d learned each other’s rhythms through days of shared watches. Their complementary skills created a perimeter system that neither could have maintained alone. Piri heard things Kaida couldn’t: the subsonic vibration of burrowing insects in the soil thirty meters out, the click-whistle communication of the pack hunters that prowled the jungle’s upper canopy, the difference between a branch falling from wind and a branch breaking under weight. Kaida assessed threats that Piri’s optimistic nature would have dismissed, converting raw sensory data into tactical responses with the efficiency of a processor designed for exactly this function. Between them, the ruins were as secure as any fixed position could be in an alien jungle with no technology beyond the knives in a soldier’s belt and the ears on a young woman’s head.

I heard them return from a perimeter sweep in the early afternoon, Piri’s bare feet and Kaida’s combat boots creating a rhythm that was becoming familiar: the light, quick taps of curiosity alternating with the measured, deliberate strikes of discipline.

“Nothing on the perimeter,” Kaida reported, pausing at the chamber entrance. Her eyes found me at the beacon’s diagnostic ports, and her expression registered the image: me, on my knees, tools in hand, forearms exposed where I’d rolled my sleeves, the pilot’s calluses and corded muscle visible in the bioluminescent light. She looked for one second longer than the tactical update required. Then she looked away.

“The big cats from yesterday moved south,” Piri added, dropping cross-legged beside the beacon pillar. “Their territorial calls shifted register. They’re not hunting this zone anymore.” She tilted her head at the crystal, her ears angling toward it with familiar attention. “The beacon’s hum changed about twenty minutes ago. Did you notice?”

“Changed how?” Veska asked from her semicircle of data pads.

“Quieter. But. Deeper? Like it’s concentrating on something.” Piri pressed her ear to the metallic base. “Like it’s thinking.”

Veska’s mouth opened. Closed. She added a note to her data pad without comment.

Damira spent the day with the carved walls. She’d filled seventeen pages of her notebook with transcribed symbols, cross-referenced against memory fragments from the mythology she’d grown up hearing. The work was quiet, solitary, and carried the weight of a woman reconciling the fairy tales of her childhood with the physical evidence of their truth. She moved between panels with the deliberate pace of someone who was not just documenting but interpreting, and the interpretation required access to memories she hadn’t visited in years.

She didn’t share her findings. Not yet. Damira released information when she was ready, on her terms, with the measured precision of someone who understood that timing was as important as content. I watched her from across the chamber during a break in my diagnostic work, her silhouette framed by the amber bioluminescence, her pen moving across the paper with careful strokes, and I thought about who she’d been before all the composure. The girl who’d sat cross-legged and listened to stories about builders and roads. The young matriarch who’d chosen responsibility over curiosity. The widow who’d sealed her grief behind walls that were as angular and precise as the builders’ architecture, and just as resistant to erosion.

Evening came. The beacon chamber’s bioluminescent fungi brightened, the crystal pulsed its persistent resonance through the stone floor, and the ruins settled into the deep quiet that ancient places generated: not silence, but the absence of anything modern, the sound of age resting comfortably in its own permanence.

Rations distributed. Water measured. Camp secured. The routines were becoming second nature, the small rituals of shared survival that bound a group together more effectively than any formal structure. Kaida counted portions. Veska measured water volumes with unnecessary precision. Piri distributed the ration bars with a commentary on each person’s preferences that she’d memorized without being asked. Damira accepted her share with a nod that contained more gratitude than most people’s spoken thanks.

“Night watch rotation,” Kaida announced. “First shift: Piri and Damira. Second shift: Dex and me.”

Piri’s ears perked. “I can take second shift.”

“You took second shift last night. Rotation rotates.”

“But I.”

“Piri.” Kaida’s gaze held a warning tempered by patience, or at least the warrior’s version of it: controlled tolerance. “Rotation.”

Piri looked at me. Then at Kaida. Then at me again. Her nose twitched in a rapid sequence that I couldn’t read but that clearly communicated something to Kaida, because the warrior’s foot thumped once, hard, and she grabbed it.

“Non-diagnostic,” Kaida said through her teeth.

“I didn’t say anything,” Piri said innocently.

“Your nose said everything.”

Piri’s grin was mischief and warmth layered together, announcing that she knew something was going to happen and wanted everyone else to know she knew. She retreated to her sleeping position near the beacon pillar, curling into the compact ball that was her default rest posture, tail wrapping around her own ankle.

“Have a good watch,” she said. To both of us. With an emphasis that made the words mean more than their surface content.

Veska was still working when the camp settled for the night. Her data pads cast blue-white light across her face, her glasses reflecting the screen glow, her fingers moving between calculations with the absorbed focus of someone who’d stopped noticing the world around her. I checked on her before settling into my rest position.

“You should sleep,” I said.

“The activation sequence has a branching logic structure that I’m close to isolating. If I stop now, I’ll lose the thread of the pattern recognition.” She didn’t look up. Her lop ears were at full extension, pointed at her work. “Four more hours.”

“Two.”

She looked up. Her pale blue eyes were bright behind the glasses, alive with the intellectual energy that made her beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the thick thighs or the spectacular curves beneath her underlayer. “Three.”

“Two and a half.”

“Acceptable.” She returned to her data pads. Then, quieter, without looking up: “The diagnostic data you mapped from the beacon’s circuitry is remarkably thorough. Your engineering analysis identified three power distribution channels that I hadn’t detected from external observation alone.” She paused. Her ears twitched. “Collaborative research with you is. Productive.”

“Productive.”

“Highly productive.” She still didn’t look up, but the tips of her lop ears flushed pink, visible even in the data pad’s blue-white glow. “Good night, Dex.”

Damira took first watch at the entrance. I found a position near the beacon and closed my eyes. Sleep came in fragments: the resonance of the crystal vibrating through the stone floor beneath me, the soft sounds of the ruins settling, Veska’s data pad clicking as she worked past her negotiated rest allocation because Veska didn’t stop working when there was work to do, she just moved to a horizontal position and continued.

The hand on my shoulder came at the shift change.

“Your watch,” Damira said. She stood above me, amber eyes warm in the beacon’s glow, chestnut hair catching the prismatic light. Her voice was quiet. Private. The matriarch’s public voice stripped away, replaced by the voice she used in the spaces between duty and desire. “Kaida’s waiting at the entrance.”

I rose, stretched, and gathered my scanner and comm unit. Damira settled into the sleeping position I’d vacated, arranging her pack with the measured grace she brought to everything. Her brown ears tilted toward the beacon crystal. Even in rest, the matriarch was oriented toward the mystery.

Kaida was at the entrance.

She sat on the stone sill of the triangular aperture, legs drawn up, one knee supporting her forearm, the other stretched toward the jungle beyond. Her combat gear had softened from the day’s wear: wraps loosened on her forearms, hair partially escaped from its tie, jet-black strands framing her face in the bioluminescent light. Her knives were within reach but not drawn. The warrior at rest, which was a relative term for someone whose resting state still included full environmental awareness and the ability to draw a blade in under a second.

The jungle glowed beyond the entrance. Bioluminescent fungi painted the tree trunks in amber. The flowers pulsed their blue-white light in slow, overlapping rhythms. The pollen drifted in the night air, reduced from the bloom’s peak but still present, a sweet golden haze that caught the biological light and shimmered.

I sat beside her. The stone sill was wide enough for two, barely, our shoulders separated by a handspan. The ruins’ metallic walls blocked the worst of the pollen, but at the entrance, the jungle’s air mixed with the ruins’ cleaner atmosphere in a gradient that settled over us like a warm, scented blanket.

For a while, neither of us spoke. The jungle filled the silence with its nighttime chorus: insect clicks, distant predator calls, the deep pulse of bioluminescent chemistry performing its slow-motion lightshow. The sounds layered into a rhythm that was almost musical, the same overlapping frequencies that Piri heard as singing and Veska measured as harmonic interference patterns.

Kaida’s ears swiveled in their continuous scan. Left, forward, right, left. Tracking sounds I couldn’t hear. Her eyes moved in the same pattern, sweeping the perimeter with the automated discipline of a soldier who’d been trained to watch even when there was nothing to see.

Her foot thumped once against the stone. Slow. Not the staccato of irritation or the rapid drumroll of the bloom’s peak intensity. Something measured. Rhythmic. Almost contemplative.

She didn’t grab it.

“The builders,” she said after a while, her voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry past the entrance. “What Damira said about the mythology. The roads.”

“You know the stories?”

“Every bunnygirl child knows the stories.” She leaned against the carved stone archway, her combat-clad shoulder three inches from mine. “The builders made the roads. They scattered the burrows across the sky so our people could rest during the long crossing. Then they disappeared.” She paused. Her jaw worked, the muscle tensing and releasing. Kaida processing information that didn’t fit her framework. “The military version is different.”

“There’s a military version?”

“Seventh Forward maintains classified historical assessments. The builder mythology corresponds to archaeological evidence that our species encountered advanced structures during early interstellar expansion.” Her foot thumped once. “The official assessment: ‘precursor civilization, status unknown, no active threat.’ Filed and forgotten.”

“Not forgotten,” I said. “We’re standing in it.”

“We are.” She looked at the beacon chamber behind us, where the crystal threw its slow, prismatic display across the sleeping faces of three women and the analytical equipment of a fourth. “You found this. The caves. The crystal. The ruins.”

“Veska found the compound that got us to the astralith. You kept us alive in the jungle. Piri scouted the perimeter.”

“And Damira connected the mythology to the reality.” Kaida’s ears angled forward. “You give credit. That’s.” She stopped. Not because she’d run out of words, but because the word she wanted to say next was one she hadn’t used in a long time and needed to test before deploying. “Noted.”

The silence stretched between us, comfortable in a way that silence between Kaida and anyone hadn’t been three weeks ago. The jungle’s bioluminescent display shifted through its cycle, the amber giving way to deeper greens, the blues intensifying as the night deepened. A bird called in the canopy. The river murmured back. The jungle’s conversation continued around two people sitting in the threshold of something ancient, neither of them entirely sure what they were sitting in the threshold of.

“Why were you evacuated?” I asked. Not because I didn’t know the basics. She’d told me on the ship. But because the question I was asking was different from the one I’d asked before. The first time, I’d been gathering information. This time, I was asking a woman to tell me something that hurt.

Her jaw tightened. Her ears angled away, the defensive swivel that meant she was considering whether to answer honestly or deliver the tactical briefing version.

“Seventh Forward engagement specialists were reclassified as protective assets during the evacuation order,” she said. Clinical. Detached. The briefing version. Then something cracked. Small. A fracture, not a break. “I was reassigned to civilian protection because my combat assessment scores made me high-value for defensive deployment.” She paused. “Meaning I was too effective to lose in the offensive and too dangerous to leave behind.”

“You wanted to stay.”

“I wanted to fight.” The words came out harder than she intended. Her hands tightened on her knees, the combat calluses whitening against the pressure. “My unit. My people. The males I’d trained with since adolescence. They stayed on the line and I was put on a transport with three women and told to keep them alive.”

“You kept them alive for three years.”

“Any trained combatant could have done what I did on the station. Patrol routes. Perimeter assessment. Threat management for a civilian population on a relay station where the most dangerous thing was a drunk maintenance worker who forgot his access code.” The contempt in her voice was acid. Not for the people. For the assignment. For the waste of what she was. “I’m a Seventh Forward engagement specialist. I’m built for front-line combat against coordinated military opposition. I’m not built for escort duty.”

“You’re built for this,” I said. “Here. Now. The jungle, the predators, the caves. You’ve been the reason we’re alive every day since we landed.”

Her foot thumped. The slow rhythm. Her ears shifted from their defensive angle to something more forward. Not fully forward. Testing.

“Three years,” she said. Her voice had changed. Quieter. The briefing voice was gone. What replaced it was the version of Kaida that existed when the armor was too heavy to hold in place. “Three years on a station knowing that the people I trained with were dying. My mate-candidates. The warriors I grew up alongside. Some of them are dead. The ceasefire list was never released to evacuation personnel. I don’t know who survived.”

She looked at her hands. Combat calluses. Strong fingers. The hands of someone built for violence and precision, currently resting on her knees in the bioluminescent glow of an alien jungle, holding nothing.

“I applied for repatriation every thirty days. Denied every time. Too valuable as a protective asset.” She turned the word over in her mouth like a bad ration. “Protective. As if protection was lesser. As if standing between danger and civilians was somehow less than standing in the danger itself.”

“It’s not lesser.”

“No. It’s not.” She was quiet for a moment, her ears tracking the jungle’s sounds, her body performing its automatic surveillance while her mind was somewhere else entirely. Somewhere three years and a galaxy away. “There was a girl on the station. Young. Maybe Piri’s age. She’d lost both parents in the evacuation. No burrow, no matriarch, no one to tell her what the grief was supposed to feel like. She used to follow me on patrol. Just walk behind me. Not talking. Just. Being near something solid.”

Her jaw tightened. “I told her to stop. Told her the patrol route was restricted to security personnel. She kept coming. Every night. Walking three meters behind me in the station’s corridors, her ears flat, her feet silent, just. Following.”

“What happened?”

“I let her.” The words were simple. The weight behind them was not. “I stopped telling her to leave and I let her walk. Three meters. Every night. For nineteen months. Until the ceasefire was announced and the evacuation population was reassigned to permanent housing on Thelen Station.” She paused. “She hugged me when she left. First physical contact she’d initiated since her parents died.”

Her hand opened and closed on her knee. The combat calluses catching the light.

“That was when I understood that protection wasn’t lesser. It was just a different kind of front line.” She looked at me. The golden-amber eyes were steady in the bioluminescent light. Steady and more open than I’d ever seen them. “Three years ago, I didn’t. Three years ago, I thought protection was punishment. That they’d taken me off the line because I’d failed some assessment I couldn’t see.” She paused. “I spent fourteen months believing I’d done something wrong.”

“You hadn’t.”

“I know.” Her foot thumped. Slow. Steady. “But knowing isn’t the same as believing. And believing isn’t the same as feeling. I felt like a failure for fourteen months, and then I felt nothing for the next twenty-two, because nothing was easier than failure.”

“And now you’re here.”

“And now I’m here.” A sound that was almost a laugh. Drier than humor, warmer than bitterness. “In a different galaxy. On an alien planet. With a pilot, a biologist, a matriarch, and a performance artist.” She looked at me. The golden-amber eyes were warm in the bioluminescent light. Warmer than I’d seen them. Not the fierce, evaluating intensity of her usual gaze. Softer. Warm in a way that looked like it scared her. “And the assessment I’ve been running since the docking bay keeps returning results I didn’t program for.”

“What kind of results?”

Her foot thumped. She looked at it. Let it thump.

“You fail every traditional metric,” she said. Her hand dropped to the leather folio at her belt, the assessment notes she’d been carrying since the docking bay. Her fingers touched the worn cover, lingered there, then pulled away without opening it. “Combat capability: inadequate by Seventh Forward standards. Physical dominance: below acceptable threshold. Tactical training: nonexistent.” She listed my failures with the precision of someone who’d consulted those notes a hundred times and whose conclusions she no longer trusted. “You’re not a warrior. You’re not a leader by training. You’re not even a particularly large specimen.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not finished.” Her ears angled forward. Full forward. The sharp black points that usually tracked sound like weapons were pointed at me like declarations. “You punched through a spatial rift because the math was better than braking. You caught Veska with one hand while steering through a dimensional tear with the other. You jury-rigged sensor beacons into heat decoys in ninety seconds using nothing but pilot’s tools and an engineering brain that shouldn’t work under combat conditions but does.” She paused. “You fought beside me, not behind me. You gave Veska the space to build the compound that made the extraction possible. You treat Piri like she matters beyond the performance.”

“She does matter.”

“I know.” Kaida’s voice cracked on the word. Hairline fracture. “I know she does. That’s one of the revised metrics.” She looked at me, and the warrior’s golden eyes held something I’d never seen in them before: the evaluation was over. The folio was closed. What remained was just Kaida, without the armor, without the assessment framework, without the military protocol that gave her permission to notice things about me and file them as professional observations.

“Does he pass?” I asked.

Her foot thumped. Three times. She reached for it. Grabbed it. It thumped through her grip, the slow rhythm vibrating through her hand and up her arm. Her jaw clenched. Her eyes narrowed. The combat between her training and her biology playing out in the small theater of a foot that wouldn’t stop thumping for a male who failed every metric she’d been taught to value and met every one she’d had to invent.

“The assessment is ongoing,” she said. But her ears stayed forward. Open. The sharp black points that usually angled like weapons were soft, almost curved, catching the bioluminescent light in their dark fur.

I reached toward her. Not fast. Not aggressive. Slow, deliberate, the way you approach something you don’t want to startle. My hand found her shoulder. The combat fabric was warm beneath my palm, damp with humidity and the heat her body couldn’t stop producing. Her muscle tensed under my touch, the instinctive combat response of someone trained to treat contact as threat.

Then it relaxed. Not gradually. All at once. The tension releasing from the muscle beneath my palm like a decision being made at a depth below conscious thought.

She didn’t pull away. Didn’t lean in. Didn’t acknowledge the contact. But she let it stay. My hand on her shoulder, her body accepting it, the tension ebbing from the muscle beneath my palm in increments that tracked against some internal resistance she was choosing, moment by moment, not to enforce.

We sat on the stone sill of an ancient entrance and looked at the jungle. The bioluminescent display was shifting through its midnight phase, the warm tones fading as cooler frequencies took over, the jungle trading its golden evening palette for something deeper and stranger. A night bird called from somewhere in the canopy, the sound carrying a descending melody that Piri would have identified by species and emotional register but that I could only describe as lonely. Beautiful and lonely. The sound of something calling out and waiting to hear if anything called back.

Kaida’s breathing had changed. Slower. Deeper. The controlled combat breathing replaced by a natural rhythm, the breathing of a body that had stopped anticipating threat and started processing what was happening in the present. Her shoulder was closer to mine now, the handspan narrowed to fingers, and neither of us had moved consciously. The proximity had happened the way proximity does between two people who are becoming comfortable in each other’s space: gradually, inevitably, by increments too small to acknowledge and too significant to ignore.

“You treat them well,” she said after a long silence. “Piri and Veska. You treat them like they chose you. Not like you acquired them.”

“They did choose me.”

“I know.” Her tail drifted. I saw it from the corner of my eye: the small black fluff moving toward my leg, closing the space between us in centimeters. It reached my thigh. Pulled back. Drifted forward again. Pulled back. The oscillation of a woman whose body knew what it wanted and whose discipline was negotiating terms.

Then it stayed. A light, warm pressure against my leg. A warrior’s tail. A lifetime of perfect control over every physical tell, and she was sitting in the dark letting this one touch the person it wanted to touch.

She noticed. I felt her notice, the subtle tension that ran through her body, the assessment protocol firing and finding the tail where it shouldn’t be and flagging the anomaly. Her jaw tightened. Her ears flickered.

She didn’t pull it back.

We sat with my hand on her shoulder and her tail against my leg and the ancient ruins behind us and the jungle glowing before us, and the silence between us was the most intimate thing I’d experienced since the hull under wrong stars. Not physical intimacy. Deeper than that. A warrior who’d stopped evaluating and started being present. Armor set aside not because it was unnecessary but because the person beside her had earned the vulnerability.

“You’re not what I expected,” she said. Quiet. Almost to herself.

“What did you expect?”

“Someone I could dismiss.” Her eyes found mine. Close enough that I could see the amber flecks in the lighter ring around her pupils. Close enough that the warmth of her breath carried the clean mineral scent of combat sweat mixed with the leather of her knife sheaths and the warm undertone that the pollen amplified into something rich and complex and entirely Kaida. “You’re very difficult to dismiss.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Her foot thumped against the stone. She made no move to stop it. “It’s the most frustrating thing that’s ever happened to me. And I’ve been in live combat zones.”

Something almost happened. A tilt. A shift in the space between us, the space that had been a handspan and was now closer to a finger’s width. I felt her breath on my jaw. Her tail pressed firmer against my leg. Her ears softened further, the sharp angles rounding, the dark fur relaxing into shapes I hadn’t seen from them before: gentle curves instead of weapon-sharp points.

The moment stretched. Her eyes held mine. The golden-amber irises were steady, unblinking, the predator’s focus redirected at a feeling she wasn’t going to fight but wasn’t sure how to accept. Her lips parted. The smallest separation. Not an invitation. A question she hadn’t figured out how to ask yet.

A sound from deeper in the ruins broke the moment.

Not loud. Not threatening. A shift in the beacon’s resonance. The note changed, rising a half-step, the crystal’s frequency adjusting to something the ruins’ acoustics caught and amplified. The sound carried through the metallic walls like a breath, raising the hairs on my arms.

Kaida’s ears snapped to combat position. Her hand found her knife hilt. Her tail pulled from my leg. The warrior reasserted over the woman in a transition so fast it looked like a card trick: one moment soft, the next moment blade-sharp. Every muscle re-engaged, every tell suppressed, the armor slamming back into place with the practiced speed of someone who’d been drilling the transition between vulnerable and lethal for her entire adult life.

“The beacon,” I said.

We moved into the chamber. Veska was already awake, or more likely had never been fully asleep, her data pad in hand, her glasses reflecting the beacon crystal’s light as it pulsed in a new pattern. The prismatic display had shifted, the rainbows rotating at a different speed, the colors deepening in a way that made the chamber feel like the inside of a living thing rather than an ancient structure.

“The resonance shifted,” she said, her voice carrying the crisp excitement of a scientist witnessing exactly the phenomenon she’d theorized. “The crystal’s harmonic frequency changed. Something in the chamber’s acoustic environment triggered a response in the node’s dormant systems.”

“What kind of response?”

“A listening mode. The node detected a stimulus and adjusted its reception parameters. It’s waiting for an input.” She looked at me, then at the astralith fragment’s case sitting against the chamber wall. “It’s waiting for power.”

The crystal pulsed its new note. Higher. Expectant. The prismatic patterns on the walls shifted with the frequency change, the rainbow light breaking into new configurations that cast the chamber in colors I hadn’t seen from the crystal before. Deeper blues. Richer golds. A violet that appeared at the edges of the spectrum like a color that had been sleeping and was now stirring.

Piri was awake, crouched by the beacon’s base, her ears pointed at the crystal, listening with the total absorption that meant she was processing something at the edge of her sensory range. “It sounds different. Like it woke up.” She pressed her palm against the metallic base. “The loneliness is different now. Less lonely. It knows we’re here.”

Damira stood near the carved wall, her notebook in hand, her amber eyes on the beacon with the intensity of someone watching a fairy tale prove itself true in real time. The prismatic light caught the silver at her temples and the careful lines of her transcribed symbols, and her composure held, but the composure was stretched so thin I could see the outline of everything it was holding back.

“It’s ready,” she said. Not a question.

“Almost,” Veska replied. “I need more analysis. The activation sequence must be precise. But the node is responsive. It’s been waiting.” She looked at the crystal, the prismatic light playing across her glasses. “For a very long time.”

The crystal pulsed. We listened. Five people in the prismatic dark, standing at the edge of a change none of us could name yet, and the ancient technology stirring to life around us with patient certainty.

Outside, the jungle continued its nightly performance, indifferent to the ancient technology waking in its midst. The bioluminescent organisms pulsed their slow rhythms. The predators called their territorial claims. The pollen drifted, golden and sweet.

Kaida returned to the entrance. I followed. We resumed our positions on the stone sill, but the moment had shifted. Her tail stayed at her side. Her ears maintained their combat angle. The warrior was back.

But her foot thumped against the stone in that slow, measured rhythm. And she let it.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

She looked at me. Those warm eyes held mine. Not soft. Not surrendered. Warm. The temperature of someone standing in the space between assessment and acceptance and recognizing that the space was shrinking with every hour they spent beside a person who failed every metric that mattered and passed every one that counted.

“The beacon changes things,” she said. “If Veska can activate it. If there’s a network.” She looked at the jungle. “This isn’t just about getting home anymore. It’s about what we find on the way.”

“Yeah.”

Her foot kept its patient rhythm against the stone. A tempo I’d never heard from her before.


Chapter 16: Frequency

Veska cracked the activation sequence at dawn.

I was running a diagnostic on the scanner when she made a sound I’d never heard from her. A laugh. Short, disbelieving, bursting from her like it had escaped against her will.

“I have it,” she said.

I was beside her in three seconds. The beacon chamber was still wrapped in the pre-dawn dimness, bioluminescent fungi casting their amber glow across the carved walls. Veska sat cross-legged at the pillar’s base, surrounded by the organized chaos of six data pads, her notebook, three styluses, and a diagram she’d sketched directly onto the stone floor in charcoal.

Her platinum hair was loose. Completely down. The silky curtain fell past her shoulders and framed her face in a way that transformed her from the scholarly researcher I’d been watching for two weeks into something that made me forget what a diagnostic was. Her lop ears were at full three-quarter attention, straining toward vertical with the effort of a mind operating at peak capacity. She looked impossibly beautiful in the way only Veska could manage: brilliance as attractiveness, understanding as seduction.

“The sequence isn’t linear,” she explained, her fingers moving across the data pad with trembling velocity. “I kept trying to model it as a progressive activation: step one, step two, step three. But the builders didn’t think in sequences. They thought in harmonics.” She looked up at me, pale blue eyes blazing, her whole face lit from within by intellectual fire. “The activation is a chord. Multiple inputs simultaneously. The astralith fragment resonates at a specific frequency. The beacon receptor resonates at a complementary frequency. When both frequencies align, the node activates.”

“Like tuning a string to match another string.”

Her ears shot up another fraction. “Exactly like that. The laser cutter has a frequency modulation setting. If I calibrate it to produce a sustained harmonic at the astralith’s resonant frequency while positioning the fragment in the receptor socket, the crystal lattice should achieve sympathetic resonance with the node’s existing structure.”

“Should.”

“Will.” She said it with a certainty I hadn’t heard from her before. Not the hedged, probability-weighted assessments she usually delivered. Will. “The mathematics resolve. I’ve checked them fourteen times.” She paused. Color climbed her neck. “I wanted to be certain before I woke you.”

“You didn’t sleep.”

“Sleep is a luxury I can afford when the fundamental architecture of an extinct civilization’s navigation network is less pressing than it currently is.”

I watched her hands fly across the data pad, the stylus moving between diagrams with the focused intensity of someone whose mind operated at a frequency the rest of us couldn’t tune into. “Watching your brain work is the most attractive thing on this planet,” I said.

Her ears shot up. The stylus slipped from her fingers and clattered against the stone floor, bouncing twice before settling beside her knee. She stared at the dropped stylus, then at me, then at the stylus again, as if the loss of her grip on a writing instrument required the same diagnostic analysis she’d been applying to the beacon’s harmonic frequencies.

“The.” She reached for the stylus. Fumbled. Got it. “The acoustic properties of the chamber create unexpected. I was adjusting my grip for. The stylus coating has a low friction coefficient under these humidity conditions.”

“Sure.”

Her blush started at her collarbone. Her nose twitched at the rapid rate that meant Dex-proximity combined with intellectual excitement, the two signals she could never separate because they occupied overlapping channels in her neurochemistry. “I did eat. Piri brought me a ration bar at some point during the night. She didn’t say anything. She just left it beside my data pad and walked away.” She paused. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s done for me in approximately three years.”

The others assembled as word spread. Piri first, barefoot and bright, her amber eyes catching the beacon’s prismatic light. She settled beside Veska with a proximity that had become comfortable over the past days: the exhibitionist and the scholar, orbiting the same person from different trajectories.

Kaida arrived in combat stance, assessed the chamber, and positioned herself at the entrance. Her golden-amber eyes swept the space with warrior efficiency, but they kept drifting back to the beacon pillar. Back to me. Her foot thumped once. The slow, measured rhythm from last night.

Damira entered last. Her chestnut hair was immaculate, the waves catching the prismatic light in deep amber. Her clothing was fastened to its usual precision, but I noticed that the two-notch collar had become three. Three unfastened closures at her throat, exposing the warm tan skin of her neck and the hollow between her collarbones. She noticed me noticing. Her amber eyes held mine for a fraction of a second. Then she looked at the beacon.

“Veska has found the activation sequence,” I said.

“I heard.” Damira moved to the carved wall she’d been studying and stood with her arms folded beneath the full curves of her chest, the fabric of her outer layer pulling against her D-cups in the way it always did when she folded her arms: the losing battle between elegant tailoring and mature bunnygirl proportions. “Proceed.”

Veska walked me through the procedure. I would position the astralith fragment in the receptor socket at the beacon’s apex. The socket was a precision-machined aperture in the crystal housing, sized and shaped for exactly the fragment we’d extracted. Once seated, I would use the laser cutter’s fine-beam at a frequency Veska had calculated to fourteen decimal places, directed at the fragment’s primary facet. The sustained harmonic would initiate sympathetic resonance. The node would activate.

Or the node would experience a resonance cascade that would destroy the crystal, the fragment, and possibly the ceiling above us.

“The probability of catastrophic failure is less than three percent,” Veska said.

“Three percent of a ceiling collapsing on my head.”

“Two point seven.” She held my gaze. “I would not risk you for anything above four percent.”

Something about the way she said you instead of the fragment or the beacon made the air between us shift. She noticed what she’d said. Her pale skin flushed from her collarbone upward, the crimson spreading like sunrise on porcelain.

“The fragment,” she corrected. “I would not risk the fragment.”

Piri grinned. Her nose twitched in a rapid sequence directed at Veska that carried a message I couldn’t read but that made Veska’s blush intensify to her hairline.

I climbed the beacon pillar.

The metallic housing provided handholds, the geometric surfaces offering grip points that might have been designed for exactly this purpose. Three meters up, the receptor socket waited: a crystalline aperture with precisely machined faces that caught the bioluminescent light and threw it back in focused beams.

I pulled the astralith fragment from its padded case. It felt different now. Warmer. As if the beacon’s proximity had already begun to affect the crystal’s internal lattice, awakening dormant properties that had waited in geological silence for someone to bring it to its matching frequency.

I positioned the fragment in the socket. It seated with a click that resonated through the pillar and into the chamber walls. The carved symbols nearest the pillar’s base flickered. Not with light. With the absence of something, a shadow that wasn’t a shadow, a visual echo of the resonance settling through the structure.

“Seated,” I called down.

“Initiating harmonic sequence,” Veska replied. Her voice had steadied. The scientist taking over, the woman who could hold a surgical beam steady while her nose was doing backflips. “Laser cutter to frequency seven-three-seven-point-four. Sustained beam on the primary facet. Duration: fifteen seconds.”

I set the cutter. Found the facet. Drew a breath.

“Now.”

The beam hit the crystal.

For five seconds, nothing happened. The laser’s energy entered the astralith’s lattice and disappeared, absorbed into the crystal’s structure like water into sand. The fragment sat in its socket, inert, dark, and I began to calculate how quickly I could descend three meters if the ceiling started to crack.

Then the humming started.

Not the beacon’s dormant frequency. Something new. Something that came from inside the crystal and spread outward through the pillar and into the chamber walls and through the floor and up through the carved symbols until the entire structure was vibrating at a frequency I could feel in my teeth. The hum built, layered, harmonics stacking on harmonics until the sound wasn’t sound anymore but a pressure, a presence, a physical force that made the air thick.

The crystal lit.

The astralith fragment erupted with prismatic light so intense it turned the chamber white. I shielded my eyes with my free hand and kept the cutter steady, counting seconds. Seven. Eight. Nine. The light shifted from white to blue to green to a spectrum I didn’t have a name for, colors that existed outside human visual range bleeding into perceptible wavelengths through sheer intensity.

“Maintain beam,” Veska shouted over the hum. “Five more seconds.”

Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.

The beacon activated.

The chamber erupted. The carved symbols on every wall blazed with light, each one a node in a network of angular notation that suddenly made sense not as writing but as circuitry. Lines of energy raced through the geometric patterns, connecting symbols, linking walls, flowing toward the pillar and the crystal at its apex in a convergence that turned the beacon into a transmission array.

I killed the laser and grabbed the pillar as the activation surge shook the structure. The humming peaked, held, then settled into a new frequency: deeper, steadier, the sound of a machine that had been sleeping for centuries waking up and remembering its purpose.

The holographic display materialized above the crystal.

I descended the pillar fast, my arms shaking, and landed beside Veska, who was staring at the display with lop ears fully vertical. Not arousal-vertical. Awe-vertical. The distinction, I noted clinically, was that awe-vertical came with open mouth and motionless hands rather than flushed skin and trembling fingers.

The display was a star map.

Three-dimensional, rendered in light that looked solid enough to touch, it filled the upper half of the beacon chamber with a galaxy-spanning web of points and connections. Each point was a node, a beacon, a waypoint in the network the builders had constructed across the galaxy.

Lines connected them, some bright and solid, others faded to near-invisibility, others dark and broken entirely. Hundreds of nodes. A web of paths spanning the galaxy like a nervous system.

“There,” Veska whispered, pointing at a cluster near the map’s outer edge. A single point pulsed brighter than the others, a warm amber light that distinguished it from the cooler blue of the dormant nodes. “That’s us. That’s this beacon.”

Our position. One point in a galaxy-spanning network of hundreds.

“And there.” She traced the lines outward from our position. Some ran to nodes that glowed faintly, dormant but not dead. Others ran to dark points: nodes that had failed or been destroyed or simply faded beyond recovery. The active paths formed a route, branching and rejoining, leading deeper into the galaxy.

“The paths show navigable routes,” Veska said, her voice rapid, her hands moving through the holographic display as she catalogued the data with a ferocity that bordered on violence. “Each active node can serve as a waypoint for FTL navigation. Jump to a node, recharge, jump to the next. The inactive nodes are dead ends or require reactivation.”

“A road,” Damira said.

She’d moved from the wall to the display without anyone noticing. She stood in the holographic light, the star map projected across her face and body, points of light scattered across the warm tan of her skin and the waves of her hair. Her brown ears were tilted forward. Full tilt. And her eyes held something I hadn’t seen since she’d said the word “builders”: the look of someone whose fairy tales were becoming a navigation chart.

“The scattered burrows,” she murmured, touching a cluster of nodes that formed a loose constellation near the galaxy’s interior. “The mythology describes them as resting points. Havens. Places where our people could find shelter during the long crossings between worlds.” She looked at me. “These correspond to locations in our oldest texts. I’ve been cross-referencing the carvings against the stories. The positions match.”

“Your species used this network,” I said.

“Or the builders built it for us.” She shook her head slowly. “Or the builders ARE us, or were connected to us, or. I don’t know.” The admission cost her the same way it had in the caves: a crack in the mask she’d worn so long it had become her face. “The stories don’t specify. They only say the builders came before and made the roads.”

Veska had moved through the display with her data pad, recording, analyzing, mapping. She isolated a section of the network near our position and expanded it.

“Four jumps,” she said. “There are four active nodes between our current position and this cluster.” She highlighted a group of nodes that glowed with the steady blue of functional beacons. “Each jump is within the Kingfisher’s FTL range using astralith-calibrated navigation. The first node is designated.” She read the symbol on her pad. “I’m translating the angular notation as ‘The Shallows.’ It’s a system with a habitable planet in the scanner data.”

“The Shallows.” Piri tested the name. Her ears spun. “I like it.”

“What’s beyond the cluster?” Kaida asked from the entrance. She hadn’t moved from her combat position, but her eyes were locked on the display with an intensity that had nothing to do with tactical assessment. “Where does the network lead?”

“I can’t determine the full extent without accessing additional nodes,” Veska said. “But the general direction.” She traced the brightest path through the network, the route with the most active nodes, the clearest path. It led through the galaxy’s interior and emerged on the far side.

“Toward known space,” I said.

“Toward home,” Piri corrected, quietly.

A silence settled over the chamber. The holographic display rotated slowly above the beacon, casting its constellation of lights across five faces. A path. A real path. Not blind jumping and hoping. Not rationing food and praying the scanner found habitable worlds before the water ran out. A road, built by someone, maintained across centuries, leading through the galaxy toward the space we’d been torn from.

Veska highlighted one node in the network that glowed differently from the others. Not blue-dormant or amber-active. Red. A warning color that the builders had apparently shared with human visual convention.

“This node carries a marker I haven’t decoded,” she said. “The symbol notation doesn’t correspond to any category in my preliminary taxonomy. It’s distinct. Separate. And it appears at seventeen locations across the network.” She paused. “The closest translation I can construct from the angular notation system is a concept rather than a name.”

“What concept?”

“Others.”

The word hung in the chamber’s prismatic air.

“Others?” Kaida’s voice sharpened. “Other what?”

“I don’t know. The notation doesn’t specify species, threat level, or origin. It marks certain nodes and certain routes. A warning.” Veska looked at me. Her pale blue eyes were serious. “Someone, or something, else uses this network. Or used it. Or damaged it. The builders considered them significant enough to mark.”

“Significant enough to warn about,” Kaida corrected.

“The distinction between marking and warning is not clear in the notation.”

“It’s clear enough.” Kaida’s hand rested on her knife hilt. “If the builders felt the need to flag something in a network designed to span a galaxy, that something is a threat.”

Damira spoke. “The mythology mentions others.” Her voice was careful, measured, the matriarch choosing each word with the precision of someone placing stones in a foundation. “Not by that name. But the stories include passages about the builders’ roads being contested. Routes that were safe and routes that were dangerous. The stories say the builders disappeared. They don’t say why.”

Another silence. Longer. The holographic map rotated, its hundreds of nodes glowing in their various states: active, dormant, dead, and the seventeen red warnings scattered through the network like blood drops on a star chart.

“First things first,” I said. “The Shallows. One jump. One node. We get there, we reassess. The network gives us options we didn’t have an hour ago. We don’t need to solve the whole galaxy today.”

“Pragmatic.” Kaida’s foot thumped. One. “Adequate strategy.”

Piri moved to the display and pressed her palm against the point of light representing our beacon. The holographic light scattered around her fingers. “We have a map,” she said. “We have a direction. We’re not lost anymore.” She looked at me with amber eyes that held none of their usual mischief. Just warmth. “That’s because of you.”

“That’s because of Veska.”

Veska’s ears twitched. “The activation required your steady hand on the laser cutter for fifteen seconds during a resonance event that could have caused structural failure. The extraction of the astralith fragment required your climbing ability and precision cutting. I provided analysis. You provided execution.”

“You provided the key.”

Her blush returned. The slow creep from her collarbone up her throat, spreading across her porcelain cheeks. “The key was always in the crystal’s resonant frequency. I merely identified it.”

Piri looked between us with her nose twitching in rapid, knowing pulses. She grinned, squeezed my arm, and turned to the entrance.

“I’m going to scout the perimeter,” she announced. “Kaida, you should come. The perimeter definitely needs two people. For tactical reasons.”

Kaida looked at Piri. Looked at me. Looked at Veska. Her eyes narrowed with the expression of someone reading a situation she hadn’t been briefed on and drawing conclusions she refused to articulate.

Her foot thumped. She grabbed it.

“Fine.” She stood and followed Piri toward the entrance. At the threshold, she paused. “The perimeter review will take approximately one hour. Sixty minutes. An adequate timeframe for perimeter assessment.”

She walked out. Her foot thumped against the stone with each step.

Damira watched them go. Her mouth curved a fraction, the controlled warmth of a woman who understood exactly what was about to happen and approved of it completely. The matriarch’s role was to facilitate, not to participate.

“I’ll be at the carved wall,” she said. “The transcription requires focused attention. I won’t be disturbed.” She gathered her notebook and crossed the chamber with measured, unhurried strides, her hips carrying their unhurried sway beneath the elegant fabric, the open collar catching the prismatic light.

She didn’t look back.

The chamber held two people. The crystal pulsed above us, its strengthened frequency vibrating through the pillar and into the floor. The holographic star map turned slowly, casting constellations across the carved walls and the stone floor and the two of us standing in its light.

Veska set her data pad on the stone floor. Deliberately. With both hands. The way someone sets down something they’ve been holding too tightly for too long.

“I have a hypothesis,” she said. Her voice was different. Not the clinical precision of the scientist or the cracking facade of the woman whose biology overwhelmed her vocabulary. Something new. Quiet. Direct. “A hypothesis that requires no instruments.”

“Tell me.”

She reached up and removed her glasses. Folded them carefully. Set them beside the data pad. The world beyond arm’s reach blurred for her, I knew, the prismatic light from the beacon becoming soft, diffused, impressionist. Her pale blue eyes were naked without the black frames. Vulnerable. Larger. The intelligence in them unshielded.

Then she picked the glasses up and put them back on.

“I want to see you clearly,” she said.

I stepped toward her. The prismatic light from the beacon shifted across her face as I moved, painting her porcelain skin in colors that had no name. Her ears twitched upward. Not the slow, incremental rise of building overwhelm. A deliberate straightening. She was trying to make them stand. Willing them upward.

“You don’t have to try,” I said.

“I know they stand on their own when I.” She stopped. Swallowed. “When the situation warrants involuntary.” She stopped again. Took a breath. “When you make me feel something I can’t control.”

“Then stop controlling.”

She looked at me. The prismatic light painted her face in shifting color. Her pupils dilated, the pale blue shrinking to thin rings around expanding black. Her nose twitched in the sustained, rapid flutter that she’d spent two weeks pretending was atmospheric variance.

“I’ve spent my entire adult life maintaining analytical frameworks as a defense against experiences that might compromise my objectivity,” she said. The sentences were getting longer. More convoluted. More Veska. “The systematic dismantling of those frameworks in your presence represents a fundamental shift in my relationship with.”

I kissed her.

Her words stopped. Her body stiffened. Then softened. Her lop ears rose. Not incrementally. Not fighting their anatomy. They stood, trembling, the white fur catching the beacon’s light, fully vertical, and stayed there.

She pulled back. Breathing hard. Prismatic light on her flushed skin.

“That,” she said. “That was a statistically significant interruption to my analytical framework.”

“Want me to do it again?”

Her hands found my shirt. Gripped the fabric. Pulled.

“Please.”

I kissed her again. Slower. My hands found her waist, the narrow span between her ribs and the generous curve of her hips, the transition zone where her body went from scholar to something that made every piece of clothing she wore a structural engineering challenge. She pressed against me. The full swell of her C-cups compressed against my chest, the cardigan long abandoned, her form-fitting underlayer the only barrier between her body and mine. I felt her nipples, hard through the thin fabric, pressing into my chest with a desperation that matched her breathing.

My hands moved down. Over her hips. The wide, generous spread of them, the way her body curved outward from her waist in a ratio that no amount of academic posturing could conceal. Over the spectacular swell of her ass, the round, full shape filling my palms, the form-fitting pants she wore beneath every oversized cardigan stretched tight across curves that had been driving me to distraction since the docking bay.

She gasped into my mouth. Her hands released my shirt and found my belt. Fumbled. Found the buckle. Working with the precision of a scientist and the urgency of a woman who’d run out of clinical excuses.

“The beacon chamber floor is not an optimal research environment,” she said between kisses. Her fingers freed my belt. Started on the button. “The stone surface presents potential discomfort for sustained investigation.”

“Investigation.”

“I’m not calling it what it is.” Her glasses fogged. She didn’t clean them. “If I call it what it is, the framework collapses entirely and I’m just a woman who wants you and can’t stop her ears from standing up.”

“Your ears are standing up.”

“I’m aware.” She pulled my shirt over my head. Her eyes dropped to my chest. To the V-lines at my hips. To the lean definition that pilot’s work carved into a body. Her ears trembled at full vertical. Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened.

“The thoracic observation remains.” She lost the sentence. “You’re.”

“Use small words.”

“Beautiful.” She said it like a confession. Her hands on my chest, palms flat, feeling the muscle beneath skin. “You’re beautiful and I want you and the analytical framework is.” Her voice cracked. “Gone.”

I pushed the underlayer up and over her head. Her platinum hair fell free around her shoulders, a silk curtain that caught the beacon’s prismatic light and threw it back in white-gold reflections. Beneath the layer, the lace she always wore. Black. Delicate. Underwear a woman chose when she wanted to pretend she hadn’t chosen it. The bra strained across her breasts, the generous C-cups overflowing the cups’ edges, the pale pink of her nipples visible through the lace’s pattern.

I unhooked it. She inhaled sharply as the support released. Her breasts fell free, heavy, natural, the weight of them settling against her chest with a sway that the lace had been fighting. Porcelain skin. Pale pink nipples drawn tight. The small mole below her left collarbone catching the light.

“The dermal response to direct stimulation,” she began.

I cupped her left breast. Thumbed the nipple. She made a sound that had no clinical terminology.

“Is,” she tried.

I lowered my mouth to the right one. Took the nipple between my lips. Her fingers locked in my hair. Her back arched, pressing her breast into my mouth, and her foot thumped against the stone floor. Once. Hard.

“Significant,” she finished, her voice barely audible.

I pressed her back against the beacon pillar. The metallic surface hummed beneath her, the crystal’s resonance vibrating through the structure and into her body. She gasped, the frequency adding a layer of sensation to every point of contact. Her hands gripped the pillar’s geometric edges, her back arching against the warm metal, the prismatic light from the crystal above cascading down the pillar’s surface and across her porcelain skin.

We stayed there, her against the pillar, my mouth on her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts, until her knees trembled and the metallic surface grew too unforgiving for what came next.

I guided her down. I pulled my flight jacket from the pack and spread it on the floor beside the beacon pillar. The leather was soft, worn from years of cockpit wear, and the prismatic light from the crystal above painted it in shifting colors.

She lay on her back and looked up at me, her pale blue eyes holding an expression that was equal parts scientific curiosity and raw, unshielded need.

I pulled her pants down. Slowly. The form-fitting fabric peeled away from her hips, her thighs, the spectacular ass that I’d been watching fill every chair on the Kingfisher for two weeks. Beneath them: more black lace. A scrap of nothing stretched across her wide hips. Already damp. Already dark with the wetness her body had been producing since the moment she’d set down her data pad.

I hooked the lace with my fingers and pulled it down.

“Oh,” she said. Quiet. Not academic. Just a woman watching the last barrier between her body and a man she wanted disappear down her thick, soft thighs.

I knelt between her legs. Looked at her. Platinum hair spread across my jacket, porcelain skin flushed pink from her hairline to her navel, heavy breasts rising and falling with each rapid breath, wide hips and thick thighs framing the wet, swollen center of her. Her ears stood vertical, trembling. Her dilated pupils watched me with an intensity that had abandoned every pretense of clinical distance.

“You are the most impressive thing in this galaxy,” I said.

Her eyes filled. Not tears. The sheen of something overwhelming. “That’s not a scientifically defensible statement.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

I lowered my head between her thighs.

She tasted like vanilla and warm skin and the nervous peach sweetness that her body produced when she was aroused, concentrated to its purest form between her thighs. I traced my tongue along her slit, slow, deliberate, parting her swollen folds, tasting the slickness that had soaked through her lace. She was drenched, her arousal flowing freely, the evidence of weeks of suppressed want now pooling against my tongue. Each lick drew a fresh pulse of wetness from her, her body responding with the heightened sensitivity of a woman who’d spent years behind data pads and clinical language and was now feeling the full weight of what happened when someone touched her without a protocol.

“The,” she started. Her hands found my hair. Gripped with the urgency of someone drowning in data she couldn’t process. “The sensitivity of the neural pathway when.”

I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue. The swollen bud was hard, protruding from its hood, achingly sensitive. I flicked it once, then sealed my lips around it and sucked.

Her hips bucked off the jacket. Her thick thighs clamped around my head, the soft flesh pressing against my ears, muffling the world to nothing but the sound of her breathing and the wet sounds of my mouth working her. Her foot thundered against the stone in a rapid burst that echoed through the beacon chamber.

“When the stimulation is.” She lost the word. Lost all the words. A sound came out of her that was half moan, half sob, the scholarly framework crumbling under the weight of a tongue doing things that no clinical protocol had prepared her for.

I worked her with my tongue and my fingers. Two fingers sliding inside her while my mouth stayed on her clit, the combination reducing her vocabulary by approximately ninety-five percent. She was tight, her walls gripping my fingers and pulling them deeper with each pulse, her body clenching around them with a strength that surprised me. I curled them upward, pressing against the ridged spot on her front wall, and her entire body spasmed. Her hips rolled against my mouth, finding a rhythm her mind hadn’t authorized, her body taking over the research while her brain scrambled to document results it couldn’t process. The wet, obscene sounds of my fingers working inside her echoed off the beacon chamber’s curved walls, the acoustics amplifying every slick thrust.

“Dex.” My name. Not a clinical designation. Not “the human male subject.” My name, in a voice stripped of every academic defense she’d ever built. “I need. I want.”

“Tell me.”

“You.” She pulled at my shoulders. Drew me up over her body. Her hands found my pants. Pushed them down. Her fingers wrapped around my cock with a grip that was half scientific measurement and half desperate need, and I felt her thumb trace the underside of the shaft with the same methodical attention she’d given to the astralith crystal’s lattice structure.

“The proportional analysis is consistent with my earlier observation in the med bay,” she said, her voice cracking. “The cross-species dimensional compatibility is.”

“Veska.”

“Excellent. The word I’m looking for is excellent.”

I laughed. She laughed. The laughter died when I positioned myself between her thighs and pressed against her entrance. Her eyes went wide. Her ears trembled at full vertical. Her hands gripped my shoulders.

“I want to see you clearly,” she whispered. “Every detail. That’s why the glasses stay.”

I pushed into her.

Her mouth opened in a silent gasp as the head spread her entrance, stretching her around me. Her body received me in a slow, tight, clenching acceptance that drew me deeper with each heartbeat, her slick inner walls gripping every inch of my shaft as it slid into her. She was blazing inside, wet enough that I could hear it, the sound of her body parting around me intimate and raw in the chamber’s acoustics. Her walls studied me the way her mind studied everything: thoroughly, precisely, with an attention to detail that mapped every ridge and vein through pure sensation.

“Oh,” she said again. Then: “The.” Then nothing. Her hands dug into my shoulders, nails breaking skin. Her thick thighs wrapped around my hips, pulling me deeper with a strength that belied her scholarly posture, and the spectacular ass that had been filling every pair of pants on this ship pressed against the leather jacket beneath her as she arched her back and tilted her pelvis to take me to the hilt. I bottomed out inside her and she let out a breath like she’d been holding it for weeks.

I started moving. Deep, measured strokes that let her feel every inch, the drag of my cock against her tight walls with each withdrawal, the fullness of the return as I drove back in. The beacon’s prismatic light cascaded over us in shifting patterns, painting her porcelain body in colors that changed with each thrust. Blue. Green. The spectrum without a name. Her heavy breasts swayed with the rhythm, the natural weight of them bouncing with each impact, pale pink nipples tracing arcs through the prismatic light, catching color at the apex of each movement.

“The kinetic response to sustained deep penetrative.” She was trying. Genuinely trying to maintain the clinical frame. Her mouth forming academic words while her body responded with something entirely unacademic. Her feet thumped against the floor on either side of me, the rhythmic percussion of a bunnygirl losing control.

I shifted my angle. Hooked her left leg over my shoulder, her thick thigh heavy and warm against my neck. The new position folded her body, opening her deeper, and the first stroke at the new depth drew a sound from her that bounced off the domed ceiling and came back amplified.

“Fuh.” Not a word. A syllable. A fragment of intent without execution. Her head fell back, platinum hair spread across the leather, her throat exposed, the tendons standing taut. Her porcelain chest flushed crimson down to her navel, the blush so vivid it looked painted. I could see my cock driving into her from this angle, the slick shaft glistening with her arousal each time I withdrew, her pink, swollen folds stretched tight around me each time I plunged back in. Her hands left my shoulders and found the stone floor beside the jacket.

She started scraping.

The scrape-dig compulsion hit her hands like current. Her fingers curled against the stone, nails dragging, gouging, leaving thin white tracks in the rock’s surface. The bunnygirl instinct that she’d been passing off as “note-taking” for two weeks erupted in its true form: a full-body release mechanism that used her hands the way a rabbit used its paws, digging into whatever surface was beneath them during climactic overwhelm.

“I’m not,” she gasped between scrapes. “This isn’t.”

“It’s okay.”

“I’m scratching the floor of an extinct civilization’s beacon chamber.”

“They’d understand.”

She laughed. The laugh became a moan. The moan became something deeper as I increased my pace, driving into her with the confident rhythm of a man who’d learned exactly where her breaking point was and intended to hit it repeatedly. Her thick thighs trembled around me. Her hips rose to meet each thrust, her ass lifting off the jacket, her body demanding deeper, harder, more.

“Dex.” She reached for my face. Drew me down. Kissed me with desperate intensity, her tongue finding mine, her moans vibrating through the kiss. Her ears pressed against my jaw, standing so straight that I felt the soft fur tickle my cheekbones.

“I’m close,” she said against my lips. “I’m. The escalation pattern is.”

I reached between us. Found her clit. Her glasses flew sideways on her face as her head snapped back.

“There. Right there. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop. The methodology requires sustained application of. Oh. Oh.”

She came.

The orgasm took her like a wave. Her body arched beneath me, every muscle contracting simultaneously, her pussy clenching around my cock in deep, rhythmic spasms that pulled at me with desperate intensity. Her foot thundered against the stone in a rolling drumbeat that echoed through the chamber. Her hands gouged the floor, white tracks spreading from her clawing fingers. Her ears stood vertical, trembling, reaching for the ceiling of the dome with every fiber of cartilage they possessed.

The beacon reacted.

Whether it was the vibration of her thumping or some other resonance in the chamber’s acoustic environment, the crystal above us pulsed with a surge of light that turned the entire dome into a prismatic cathedral. Colors erupted. The holographic star map blazed. The carved symbols on the walls lit up in sequences that raced around the chamber like circuitry firing in sequence.

Neither of us stopped.

I drove into her through the light show, through her orgasm, through the beacon’s response, and felt my own climax building from the base of my spine. Her hands found my back, nails digging in, her body still spasming around me, her voice making sounds that no data pad would ever record because they belonged to a category of experience that existed outside the bounds of documentation.

“Inside,” she gasped. “Every.” She couldn’t finish. The word hung in the prismatic air, its meaning clear in the way her legs locked behind my back and her body pulled me deep.

I came.

Hot, pulsing, my cock buried in her to the hilt as I released inside her in surging waves that her body accepted with clenching, milking spasms. She felt each pulse and her breath hitched with every one, her hands tightening on my back, her ears trembling, the aftershocks of her orgasm extending and merging with the sensation of being filled.

The beacon’s light subsided. The prismatic display settled into its normal rotation. The star map dimmed to its resting brightness. The chamber returned to amber-and-blue bioluminescent normalcy.

We lay on the leather jacket on the floor of an extinct civilization’s navigation chamber, breathing hard, bodies tangled, the star map turning slowly above us like a galaxy-sized nightlight.

Veska’s ears were still standing. Vertical. Trembling slightly but holding their position with a stubbornness that defied their natural anatomy. She blinked. Looked at me through glasses that had migrated to the tip of her nose during the climax and now perched there at an angle that would have been comic if her expression beneath them hadn’t been so raw.

She reached for her data pad. Her arm stopped halfway. Returned to my chest.

“I think we accidentally advanced the activation sequence,” she said.

I looked at the beacon. The crystal was glowing brighter than it had been before. The holographic display was more detailed, more nodes visible, the pathways between them clearer and more precisely defined.

“We activated something,” I agreed.

“The resonance event during the.” She paused. Swallowed. “During the experiential portion may have introduced harmonic frequencies that the beacon’s dormant systems interpreted as additional calibration data.”

“You’re saying we tuned the beacon with sex.”

Her blush reached her ears. Which were still standing. “I’m saying that the acoustic characteristics of the. Of the.” She gave up. “Yes. Apparently.”

I laughed. She tried not to. Failed.

A real smile. Not the academic twitch of acknowledgment or the surprised curve of unexpected pleasure. A full, genuine smile that lit her pale blue eyes and made her ears bob in a way I’d never seen: not the twitch of interest or the rise of overwhelm but a gentle, contented wave, like tall grass in a warm wind.

She was beautiful. Brilliantly, completely, comprehensively beautiful.

“I’m going to type one note,” she said. “Then I’m going to rest.” She reached for the data pad. This time her arm made it. She pulled the pad to her chest, tapped at the screen with fingers that left faint marks from the stone dust she’d been scraping through, and typed a single entry.

She turned the pad so I could read it.

RESULTS: Inconclusive. Further testing required.

Her ears were still up. She looked at them, cross-eyed, watching their continued vertical stance with scientific bemusement.

“They usually fall by now,” she said.

“Maybe they don’t want to.”

She considered this. Her nose twitched. Slow. Content. The rate of a bunnygirl who wasn’t processing arousal or anxiety or scientific excitement but something simpler and more fundamental: happiness.

“Maybe they don’t,” she agreed.

Her eyes closed. Her breathing steadied. Her data pad slipped sideways on her chest.

She fell asleep mid-thought. I watched her face relax, the last tension draining from her porcelain features, and pulled her against my side on the leather jacket. Her tail twitched once and settled against my hip. Her lop ears, still vertical, gradually eased back to three-quarters as sleep took the effort of holding them away.

Above us, the crystal resonated at its new, stronger frequency. The star map turned. Hundreds of nodes, dozens of paths, one road leading toward home through a galaxy they’d been building navigation charts for centuries before humans learned to fly.

Outside, the jungle glowed. Inside, the chamber held two people, one star map, and the warm, ringing silence that follows the collapse of every defense someone has ever built.

Footsteps at the entrance. Piri and Kaida returning from their conveniently timed perimeter review.

Piri’s voice carried through the chamber’s acoustics. Not to us. To Kaida, in a stage whisper designed to carry.

“I told you. The beacon’s brighter.”

“Coincidence.”

“Kaida. The floor has scratch marks.”

A pause. Kaida’s foot thumped once. “Non-diagnostic.”

Piri’s laugh echoed off the dome’s ceiling. Warm. Genuinely delighted. A binky-worthy sound contained in a giggle because the woman sleeping on my chest deserved the quiet.

Veska’s data pad slid off her chest and clattered softly to the stone.

She didn’t wake up.


Chapter 17: Cracked Armor

The beacon data confirmed what the scanner had been suggesting for days: the first astralith fragment wasn’t enough.

Veska laid it out over morning rations in the beacon chamber, her data pads arranged in the analytical formation that meant she’d been working through the night despite my explicit instruction to sleep. Her platinum hair was in a messy ponytail, her glasses clear in the ruins’ filtered air, her lop ears at the three-quarter default that had become their standard resting position since the previous evening. She looked tired and brilliant and composed in the way that only Veska managed after moments of vulnerability: the scholarly armor rebuilt with slightly different architecture, the seams showing in places it hadn’t before, the whole structure fundamentally altered by what had passed through it.

“The nav recalibration requires a minimum crystal mass of two hundred grams to power the FTL jump calculations across the node network distances,” she said. “Our current fragment masses one hundred and forty-seven grams. The deficit is fifty-three grams. Approximately the size of a small fist.”

“So we go back to the caves,” I said.

“The primary deposit chamber still has viable astralith formations. The recon data confirms fragments of adequate size within extraction range.”

Kaida set her ration bar down. She’d been eating in her standard military fashion: fast, clean, systematic. But she’d paused when Veska mentioned the caves. Her eyes moved from Veska to me with the direct, assessing focus of a warrior calculating variables.

“Full team?” she asked.

“Two-person extraction.” I’d been thinking about this. “The compound supply is limited. Veska needs to stay with the beacon data. Piri’s hearing is wasted underground. Smallest possible team, fastest possible extraction.”

“You and me.” Not a question. A statement. Kaida had already processed the tactical math and reached the same conclusion.

“You and me.”

Her foot thumped. Once. The slow rhythm from the night watch. She looked at the foot. Then at me. Then back at the foot.

“Adequate team composition,” she said.

Piri’s nose twitched in a rapid burst directed at Kaida that carried a message even I could interpret from its context: amusement, warmth, and something that said I know exactly what your foot is saying. Kaida’s jaw clenched. She didn’t address it.

Damira observed from her position near the carved wall, her notebook in her lap. Her amber eyes moved between Kaida and me with the quiet attention of a matriarch cataloguing dynamics. She said nothing. Her brown ears tilted forward by a fraction.

We prepped in twenty minutes. Light packs. Compound. Scanner. Laser cutter. Kaida’s full knife complement, which she’d been carrying since before the evacuation and which she packed with the ritual attention of a soldier preparing for deployment.

At the entrance, Piri caught my arm.

“Be careful,” she said. Not the bright, performative instruction. Quiet. Her amber eyes held something more serious than her usual warmth. “Both of you.”

“We’ll be back before the compound fades.”

She rose on her toes and kissed my jaw. Her nose twitched against my neck, reading the cocktail of purpose and anticipation and something else that my body was producing in Kaida’s proximity. Whatever she read, it made her tail bob.

“Good luck,” she whispered. Then, louder, directed at Kaida: “Don’t forget to thump if you need backup.”

Kaida’s foot hammered the stone. She grabbed it. Glared at Piri. Piri grinned, binky-bounced twice in place, and retreated into the beacon chamber.

We moved into the jungle.

The trek to the cave system took ninety minutes. Kaida led, cutting through the undergrowth with the efficient, blade-like precision that made watching her move through hostile terrain a master class in controlled lethality. Her jet-black hair was tied back tight, exposing the line of her neck, the combat scars across her shoulders visible through the damp-clinging fabric of her top. Humidity plastered the material to her body within the first kilometer, outlining the defined contours beneath: lean muscle, flat stomach, the narrow band of her waist above hips that were angular rather than curved, a warrior’s frame honed for speed and impact rather than aesthetics.

But the aesthetics happened anyway. The way her powerful thighs flexed through each stride. The tight, muscular ass that her combat pants clung to with the same desperation that all clothing felt in the presence of bunnygirl proportions. The sweat that gathered at the small of her back and traced the line of her spine downward. The knives strapped to her outer thighs, blades riding the flex of muscle like they’d been forged to fit her body.

She moved like something dangerous. My throat tightened watching her, and it had nothing to do with the jungle’s humidity.

The cave entrance swallowed us. Cool air replaced the pollen-heavy atmosphere, and I watched Kaida’s shoulders drop a fraction as the subterranean environment eased the biological siege that the bloom had been running on every bunnygirl for days. Her nose twitched twice and settled into its slower, analytical mode. Underground Kaida was still sharp, still warrior-precise, but the edge softened. The constant combat-readiness that the pollen’s neurological amplification produced gave way to something closer to professional focus.

I applied the compound. Kaida applied her own with systematic efficiency, the motions practiced since adolescence. She caught me watching her hands work across the olive skin of her forearms, the pale green substance tracing the lines of old scars and defined muscle.

“The compound application is a tactical preparation,” she said. “Not a display.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your heart rate increased. I can smell the change.” She paused. Her jaw worked. “It’s non-diagnostic.”

“You keep using that word.”

“Because it keeps being accurate.” She finished applying the compound and resheathed her knives. “The primary deposit chamber. Same approach as last time.”

“Deeper this time. Veska identified a secondary formation behind the main cluster. Higher purity. Smaller fragments but denser.”

“How much deeper?”

“Forty meters past the primary chamber. The burrower density drops after the main formation. Veska’s analysis suggests the secondary deposit sits in a thermal pocket that the burrowers find uncomfortable.”

“A thermal pocket that burrowers avoid. Convenient.”

“Veska doesn’t do convenient. She does probability models with seventeen variables.”

Something that wasn’t a smile crossed Kaida’s face. “The biologist has been useful.”

“She’s been essential.”

Kaida resheathed her knives with a snap. “The compound is applied. We have three hours and forty minutes of efficacy. Move.”

We moved.

The primary chamber was as I remembered it: vast, cathedral-ceilinged, the crystal wall throwing prismatic light across the underground lake. The burrowers occupied their tunnels with the grinding, cycling permanence of creatures that had no concept of intrusion because the compound erased our existence from their sensory world.

We passed through. The compound held. Kaida’s knives were drawn despite the chemical invisibility, and she moved through the burrower territory with the coiled alertness of someone whose training didn’t recognize the concept of safe.

Past the primary chamber, the tunnels narrowed. The bioluminescent fungi shifted from amber-green to deeper amber, almost orange, and the temperature climbed. The thermal pocket Veska had identified. The air grew warmer, dryer, and the burrower density dropped exactly as predicted. The creatures’ tunnels thinned and disappeared. Even their ground vibrations faded.

“Quiet here,” Kaida said.

“Too quiet?”

“No such thing as too quiet for a soldier.” But her ears swiveled in their continuous scan, tracking sounds I couldn’t hear. “The thermal gradient discourages the burrowers. Their biology is calibrated for cooler tunnels. This section is effectively unoccupied.”

The secondary deposit revealed itself around a tight bend in the passage. A smaller chamber, maybe twenty meters across, with a low ceiling studded with crystal formations that hung like a mineral chandelier. The astralith deposits were embedded in the ceiling and upper walls: smaller than the primary formation but denser, the scanner confirming purity ratings above 95%.

“There.” I pointed the scanner at a cluster near the chamber’s center. “Three fragments within extraction range. I need thirty minutes to cut them free.”

“I’ll establish position at the entrance.” Kaida’s combat awareness had already mapped the chamber’s tactical geometry: single entrance, no secondary passages, low ceiling that limited vertical mobility. Good for defense. Bad for retreat.

I climbed. The ceiling was low enough that I could reach the deposits from a standing position on a crystal formation that jutted from the wall like a natural step. The laser cutter hummed at its lowest setting. I began the extraction, tracing the astralith fragment’s base with patient, precise passes.

Twenty minutes. The first fragment came free. Forty grams. I pocketed it and moved to the second.

Kaida’s voice, sharp. “Compound.”

I looked down. She was examining her forearm, where the pale green substance had been thick and uniform an hour ago. It was thinning. Not gradually, the way the four-hour window suggested. Rapidly. The warm, dry air of the thermal pocket was accelerating the compound’s evaporation, the heat that discouraged the burrowers also degrading the chemical barrier that kept us invisible to them.

“How fast?” I asked.

“Fast. The coverage on my anterior surfaces is at maybe sixty percent. Forty minutes of degradation in twenty minutes of real time.”

“The heat is cooking it off.”

“Veska’s model didn’t account for thermal variation.” Kaida’s voice held no accusation. Just tactical assessment. “We have. Maybe forty minutes of viable coverage. Maybe less.”

“I need fifteen minutes for the second fragment.”

“You have ten. Then we leave regardless.”

I cut faster. Precision sacrificed for speed, the laser tracing wider paths, removing more rock with each pass. The crystal protested, its resonant frequency rising to an audible whine under the accelerated extraction. Not loud enough to attract burrowers from the outer tunnels. Probably.

Eight minutes. The second fragment loosened. I pried it free with the cutter’s probe attachment. Thirty-five grams. Combined with the first, seventy-five grams. Plus the original fragment’s one hundred and forty-seven. Two hundred and twenty-two grams total. More than enough.

“Done,” I said, descending the crystal step. “Two fragments. We’re over mass requirements.”

“Then move. The compound is at forty percent and dropping.”

We entered the passage back toward the primary chamber. Kaida took point, her knives out, her body moving with the compressed efficiency of a warrior operating on a timer. The amber fungi lit our path. The temperature dropped as we left the thermal pocket. The compound’s degradation would slow in the cooler air, but the damage was done: large sections of exposed skin were now visible to burrower chemosensory, and the heat signature masking was compromised.

The primary chamber opened before us. The crystal wall. The underground lake. The burrower tunnels.

Activity.

The burrowers were agitated. Not the grinding, cycling complacency of our earlier passage. They moved with purpose, their eyeless heads swiveling, mandibles working the air with increased frequency. Something had changed in the chamber’s chemistry. I checked the scanner.

“Our thermal signatures are bleeding through the compound degradation,” I said. “The burrowers are detecting heat anomalies. They can’t locate us precisely, but they know something warm is in their space.”

“How many?”

I counted the scanner signatures. “Six in the immediate passage. Twelve in the wider chamber. More in the peripheral tunnels.”

“The passage to the surface?”

“Through the densest cluster.”

Kaida assessed the situation in the three seconds it took for a Seventh Forward engagement specialist to process threat data and generate tactical options. Her eyes swept the chamber, sharp and calculating. Her ears flattened to combat position. Her body shifted into the coiled readiness that preceded violence.

“Stay behind me,” she said. “When we reach the cluster, move fast. Don’t stop. Don’t engage unless one has you directly.”

“Kaida.”

“This is what I do.” Her voice was cold. Professional. The warrior’s voice that turned combat into protocol and violence into procedure. “This is what three years of escort duty was waiting for.”

She moved into the passage.

The first burrower detected us at ten meters. Its eyeless head snapped toward Kaida, mandibles spreading wide, the chemosensory organs at the head’s apex flaring as they tasted compound-degraded air and found: prey. Warm. Alive. Close.

Kaida was faster. Her knife hand moved in a blur that started at her thigh and ended in the burrower’s chemosensory cluster, the blade piercing the soft tissue between the armored segments of its head. The creature convulsed. Kaida pulled the blade free, sidestepped, and continued forward without breaking stride.

The second burrower came from the left tunnel. Kaida’s off-hand knife intercepted it mid-lunge, the blade finding the joint between its head segment and the first body ring. She twisted. The burrower collapsed, legs twitching, its mandibles grinding air.

“Move,” she said. Not looking back. Moving forward with the relentless precision of a machine designed for one purpose and finally, after three years of escort duty, being used for it.

I moved. The laser cutter was in my hand, thumbed to a cutting frequency that wouldn’t do anything elegant but would do something painful to anything that got within arm’s reach. Not a weapon by design. A tool in the hands of an engineer who didn’t have better options.

The third burrower hit us from above.

It dropped from a ceiling tunnel we hadn’t mapped, landing between Kaida and me in a scrabble of armored legs and grinding mandibles. Kaida spun, her blade already moving, but the creature’s falling trajectory had put her on the wrong side of its body. She couldn’t reach the head, the soft tissue, the kill zones.

The burrower oriented on me. I was closer. Warmer. The compound degradation had exposed more of my skin than Kaida’s military-efficient application had exposed on hers. To the burrower’s sensors, I was the brighter target.

It lunged.

I got the laser cutter up. The beam caught the burrower’s mandible at close range. Not a clean hit. A slash of thermal energy across armored chitin that cracked the surface and made the creature flinch sideways. Enough to deflect the lunge from a direct hit to a glancing one. Its mandible caught my left arm above the elbow. Not the cutting edge. The flat, grinding surface. It felt like being hit with a pipe wrapped in sandpaper: blunt force that scraped skin and bruised muscle but didn’t sever.

Kaida’s blade appeared through the burrower’s head from behind, the knife punching through the armored plate with a force that should have been impossible for someone her size but wasn’t, because Kaida’s combat training had replaced the physics of what a 5’8” woman should be able to do with the reality of what a Seventh Forward engagement specialist could actually do.

The burrower collapsed. Kaida pulled her blade free. Her eyes found my arm.

“Injury?”

“Bruise. Scrape. Functional.”

“Show me.”

“We’re in a burrower nest, Kaida.”

“Show me the arm.”

I showed her. The scrape was ugly but shallow. Blood welled in a raw line above my elbow. The bruise was already forming, a dark shadow spreading beneath the abraded skin. Not deep. Not dangerous. A tool injury, the kind pilots collected from engine work and didn’t report.

Kaida’s jaw tightened. Her ears, flat in combat mode, pressed flatter. Something moved behind her eyes that had nothing to do with tactical assessment.

“Move,” she said. Her voice was rough.

We moved. Two more burrowers in the main passage, drawn by the chemical signatures of dead nest-mates and the increasingly visible thermal presence of two warm bodies with degrading compound coverage. Kaida killed them both with an economy of motion that was brutal in its efficiency. Blade. Thrust. Twist. Next.

The passage to the surface opened ahead. Twenty meters. Fifteen. The burrower activity was concentrated behind us, the creatures responding to the threat in their primary chamber rather than the escape route leading away from it.

Ten meters.

A burrower erupted from a side tunnel. Not from ahead. From the right. From a passage that the scanner had shown as inactive, empty, thermally negligible. The creature was larger than the others. Older. Its armor was thicker, darker, the mandibles wider and edged with mineral deposits that turned their grinding surfaces into cutting tools.

It bypassed Kaida.

The burrower’s chemosensory array had locked onto the strongest thermal signature in the passage, and the scrape on my arm was bleeding, pumping heat and chemical markers into the air with every heartbeat. The creature surged past Kaida’s defensive position and lunged directly at me.

Kaida stepped into its path.

Not a tactical decision. Not a calculated interception. A reflex. The same reflex that had made her shield Piri during the rift transit without noticing she’d done it. The warrior’s body putting itself between threat and the person behind her because that was what a protector did. That was what three years of escort duty had trained into her deeper than any combat protocol.

The burrower’s mandible caught her across the ribs.

This time it was the cutting edge.

The sound Kaida made was not a scream. Not a gasp. A short, sharp exhale through her teeth, the sound of someone absorbing a blow they’d anticipated and managing the pain through trained response. Her body absorbed the impact, the mandible slicing through combat fabric and the olive skin beneath, and she kept moving. Her knife hand found the burrower’s head joint. Drove the blade home. Twisted. The creature shuddered and dropped.

Kaida staggered. Caught herself on the tunnel wall. Blood, dark in the amber fungi-light, spread from a diagonal slash that ran from her lower ribs to her hip. The wound was deep enough to see muscle beneath the parted skin. Not arterial. Not fatal. But serious. The kind of wound that needed pressure, treatment, and a medic who wasn’t currently standing in a burrower tunnel with degrading compound and sixty seconds of tactical window.

“Go,” she said. Her voice was tight. Controlled. “The passage is clear. Fifty meters to the surface.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“I’m aware of my condition. The extraction takes priority.”

“Kaida.”

“Finish the extraction.” She pushed off the wall. Took a step. Her left hand pressed against the wound, applying pressure with the mechanical precision of field first aid training. Her right hand held the bloody knife. Her eyes found mine, fierce and burning and furious. Not at me. At the situation. At the wound that compromised her combat effectiveness. At her body for bleeding when there was work to do. “Move. Now.”

I pulled my shirt off. She started to protest. I pressed the wadded fabric against her wound, hard, replacing her hand with mine.

“The astralith can wait,” I said. “You can’t.”

She stared at me. Her eyes, normally sharp and evaluating and fierce, went still. The assessment processor that ran constantly behind them, the machine that evaluated everything and everyone against metrics she’d been building since adolescence, stopped.

Something broke.

Not her body. Not her composure, which she’d already lost. Something structural. Something load-bearing. A wall she’d been standing behind for twenty-five years, the wall that kept the warrior separate from the woman, the wall that made everything a tactical decision rather than an emotional one. The wall cracked.

Her foot thumped against the cave floor. Not staccato. Not the rapid hammering of irritation or the dual-channel bloom-peak drumroll. Slow. Deep. A rhythm I’d heard fragments of on the night watch and in the quiet moments when her assessment framework paused to recalculate. But complete now. Full. A rhythm that said something her mouth hadn’t found words for.

“You prioritized me,” she said. Quiet. The tunnel’s acoustics carried the words to me and no further. “Over the extraction. Over the mission. Over going home.”

“I prioritized you over everything.”

Her foot thumped again. The slow rhythm. She didn’t grab it. Didn’t look at it. Didn’t reference it. The thumping was happening and she was letting it happen and the fact that she was letting it happen was more significant than anything she could have said.

“There’s a sheltered alcove thirty meters toward the surface,” I said. “Can you walk?”

“I can fight. Walking is beneath discussion.” She straightened. Winced. Held my shirt against her wound and started moving with the determined, damage-suppressing gait of a soldier who’d taken worse and kept going.

The alcove was exactly where the scanner had shown it: a natural widening in the tunnel where a side passage had collapsed centuries ago, creating a chamber approximately five meters across with a high ceiling and a single entrance. The amber fungi grew thick on the walls, casting warm golden light across the smooth stone floor. The air was cool, clean, free of pollen and burrower activity. A defensible position with clear sight lines and enough space to work.

I lowered Kaida to the floor with my hands supporting her shoulders. She resisted for exactly two seconds, the warrior’s reflex against being helped, then accepted the assistance with a grimace that had less to do with pain and more to do with the indignity of needing it.

“The wound,” she said. “Assess it.”

I peeled my shirt away from the slash. The blood had soaked through the fabric but the pressure had slowed the flow. The cut ran diagonally across her lower ribs, starting shallow at the top and deepening toward her hip. The muscle beneath was visible but intact. No organ damage. No arterial involvement. A wound that needed cleaning, closure, and rest. None of which were available in a cave tunnel thirty meters underground.

I pulled the med kit from my pack. Basic supplies: antiseptic gel, wound sealant, bandage strips. Not surgery-grade. But enough.

“Hold still,” I said.

“I don’t need to be told to hold still. I’ve been field-treated before.”

“Then hold still like you know how.”

Her jaw clenched. But she held still. I cleaned the wound with antiseptic gel that made her muscles contract beneath my hands, the olive skin pebbling with the cold chemical burn. I applied wound sealant in careful strips, closing the deepest section first, working outward. The sealant bonded with the tissue and began its chemical healing process, the edges of the wound drawing together under the adhesive’s pull.

“You stepped into its path,” I said while I worked.

“Standard protective interception.”

“It bypassed you. It was going for me. You put yourself between us.”

“Tactical positioning.”

“Kaida.”

“Reflex.” The word came out different from the tactical vocabulary she’d been using. Softer. Stripped. Like it had been pulled from somewhere deeper than her training manual. “The creature was targeting you. My body responded before my tactical processing completed the analysis.” She paused. Her golden eyes found the ceiling. “The reflex prioritization matrix is. Inconsistent with standard combat training.”

“Inconsistent.”

“I’m trained to protect the principal while maintaining combat effectiveness. Stepping into the direct path of a lethal strike sacrifices combat effectiveness for principal protection. The tactical calculus is negative.” She looked at me. “I did it anyway.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” The words cost her something visible. Her jaw worked. Her eyes glistened. Not tears. Kaida didn’t cry. The sheen of something pressurized finding the nearest exit. “I’ve run the assessment seventeen times since the mandible hit. Every analysis returns the same result: tactically suboptimal decision. No combat justification. No protective protocol supports it.” She swallowed. “But every time I replay the moment, I see the burrower targeting you, and every time my body makes the same choice. No hesitation. No calculation.”

I finished the bandaging. The wound was sealed, the sealant doing its work, the bleeding stopped. A scar would form. A diagonal line across her ribs that would join the others on her warrior’s body, but this one would mean something different from all the rest.

“There,” I said. “It’ll hold.”

She looked down at the bandage. Looked at me. Her ears, flat in combat mode since the first burrower, softened. The sharp black points relaxed, their aggressive angle easing into something rounder, less weaponized. The dark fur caught the amber light and turned warm.

Her hand found my collar.

Not a grab. Not the yanking, aggressive motion of a warrior in crisis. A grip. Deliberate. Her fingers closing on the fabric with the controlled precision of someone making a decision she’d been calculating toward since the docking bay.

She pulled me toward her.

“I didn’t save you for breeding calculations,” she said.

Her voice broke on the word save. The crack ran through her like a fault line, and what poured through was everything the assessment framework had been holding back. Her golden-amber eyes were wide, bare, stripped of the evaluating intensity that had been their constant setting. What remained was just Kaida. The woman. Not the warrior, not the specialist, not the evaluation protocol. The woman who’d been pulled from her war and put on a transport and stranded in the wrong galaxy and was currently bleeding from a wound she’d taken because her body had decided, faster than thought, that this person was worth dying for.

“I saved you because.” She couldn’t finish. Her jaw worked. Her eyes searched my face for something her vocabulary couldn’t construct.

I kissed her.

Not gentle. Not patient. Not the slow, careful approach I’d used on the night watch when her tail had drifted toward my leg. This was the kiss her grip on my collar demanded: hard, immediate, a response that matched the intensity of what she’d just told me with her body and her wound and the crack in her voice.

She kissed me back. Fierce. Her free hand found the back of my neck and pulled me closer with a warrior’s strength repurposed for something the Seventh Forward combat manual didn’t cover. Her mouth opened against mine. Her tongue found mine. She tasted like mineral water and the sharp, clean tang of combat exertion and something warmer underneath, layers of want she’d been pressing down since the docking bay.

“Off,” she said against my mouth. Not a request. A combat directive. Her hands found my belt. Unlike Veska’s fumbling, Kaida’s disassembly of my remaining clothing was efficient, systematic, and accomplished at the speed of field equipment disassembly, because that was exactly how her training categorized it.

I eased her combat top over her head, careful of the bandage. Beneath it, the training wraps that bound her chest, and beneath those, her body. The warrior’s body that I’d been watching through combat-damp fabric since the jungle: lean, scarred, muscled, every line drawn by purpose rather than aesthetics. The scars across her shoulders, pale lines on olive skin. The new wound, bandaged and sealed, a fresh mark on a body that wore its history like armor.

Her breasts, freed from the wraps, were firm and proportional to her athletic frame. Small, tight, the muscle beneath giving them definition rather than softness. Her nipples were hard, darkened by arousal and the cool cave air, standing rigid against the amber light.

I traced the scar on her right shoulder. She flinched. Not from pain. From the intimacy of someone touching a wound with reverence rather than clinical assessment.

“Battle scars are combat records,” she said. Her voice was rough. “Not aesthetic features.”

“They’re both.”

Her eyes found mine. The golden-amber was warmer than I’d ever seen it. Not the fierce evaluating gold. Not the softened honey of the night watch. Something in between. Something vulnerable and defiant and terrified and hungry all at once.

“The assessment is over,” she said.

“I know.”

“It’s been over since the docking bay.” The admission tore out of her. “Every metric I cited was fabricated after the conclusion was already determined. Combat capability: irrelevant. Physical dominance: irrelevant. The assessment concluded the moment you caught Veska with one hand while flying through a rift with the other, and everything since then has been.” She swallowed. “Denial.”

“I know that too.”

“Of course you do.” Her jaw clenched. Released. “Piri told you.”

“Piri didn’t have to tell me. Your foot told me.”

Her foot, bare now on the cave floor, thumped. The slow, deep rhythm. She looked at it. And for the first time since I’d known her, she didn’t grab it. Didn’t reference it. Didn’t file it as non-diagnostic.

She let it thump.

“Come here,” she said.

I lowered myself over her, careful of the wound, my weight braced on my arms. She pulled me down the rest of the way with hands that had killed six burrowers in the last thirty minutes and were now discovering what they felt like when used for something other than combat.

She was hard where every other lover I’d known was soft. Lean muscle under warm olive skin. Her abs tense beneath my chest. Her thighs, powerful and defined, wrapping around my hips with a grip strength that could have cracked stone.

The warrior’s body was a weapon even in surrender, every line of it built for impact. The contrast between that lethal architecture and the vulnerability in her eyes as she looked up at me made something in my chest break open.

I kissed the wound. Gently. The fresh bandage beneath my lips. She inhaled sharply.

“That’s not tactical.”

“No.”

“Do it again.”

I kissed along the bandage line. Across her ribs. Down the curve of her waist, where the lean muscle gave way to the hard, narrow span of her hip. Her breath accelerated. Her foot thumped faster, the rhythm shifting from the slow, deep bass to something more urgent. Her hands found my hair and gripped.

I pulled her combat pants down. Her legs were exactly what combat training built: powerful thighs, defined calves, the muscle visible beneath olive skin in the amber light. She wore nothing underneath. Of course she didn’t. Kaida packed efficiently.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. She made a sound that I would treasure forever because it was the sound of Kaida’s combat protocols discovering they had no category for what was happening.

“The,” she started.

“Don’t you dare call this a proximity response.”

She laughed.

The laugh was short, surprised, rough. It came from somewhere below her combat training and above her vulnerability, a sound she hadn’t heard herself make in years. Her hand flew to her mouth. The laugh continued through her fingers, muffled, bewildered, unstoppable.

I kept kissing. Up her inner thigh, the powerful muscle quivering under my lips. To the center of her. She was wet, her body’s arousal betraying the tension her mind had been maintaining, the warm evidence of hours, days, weeks of want coating her folds in a slick sheen that glistened in the amber light. The warrior who controlled everything had no control over this. Her pussy was swollen, flushed dark against her olive skin, and when I breathed against her the heat of my exhale made her entire body twitch.

My tongue found her and her laugh became a gasp and her gasp became a groan and her hands released my hair and found the cave floor and gripped stone with the same force she used to grip her knives.

She tasted like clean mineral sweat and the leather of her knife sheaths and something underneath that was purely Kaida: warm, complex, alive, with a musk that was sharp and compelling in a way that was nothing like Piri’s honey or Veska’s peach. This was steel and heat and a body that had been built for war discovering it had been built for something else too. I explored her with the same attention I’d given the astralith extraction, precise and thorough, learning the spots that made her thighs clamp around my head and the ones that made her foot thunder against the stone. I traced her inner folds, dipped my tongue inside her, feeling her clench against the intrusion with warrior strength, then dragged upward to her clit. She was swollen, the hood pulled back, the sensitive bead exposed and aching, and when I circled it with my tongue, her hips lifted off the floor with the explosive power of those warrior thighs, her abs contracting visibly, her entire core flexing as if she were throwing a punch with her pelvis.

“Dex.”

My name. Not “pilot.” Not the military designation she’d been using since the docking bay. My name, in a voice that had nothing left between it and the air. No armor. No assessment. No protocol.

“Dex.”

I rose over her. Found her mouth. Kissed her with the taste of herself on my lips. She kissed me back with a ferocity that bordered on combat, her hands pulling me against her, her hips rolling up to press against the hardness she could feel between us.

“Now,” she said. “I don’t need more. I need you. Now.”

I positioned myself between her thighs. Her legs wrapped around me, those impossible warrior thighs locking at the ankles behind my back. She reached between us and guided me to her entrance with a directness that was pure Kaida: no pretense, no hesitation, no clinical framing.

I pushed into her.

The first inch met resistance that wasn’t reluctance but pure, clenching tightness, her body’s warrior discipline extending to muscles she probably didn’t know she was controlling. I pressed forward slowly, feeling her stretch around me, her wet heat parting reluctantly, gripping every fraction of my shaft with an intensity that made my arms tremble. Her eyes went wide. Her ears, already softened from their combat flatness, relaxed further, the sharp black points rounding into curves I’d never seen from her. Not softened. Transformed. The warrior’s ears becoming something gentler, something that said the fight was over and she’d found what she was fighting for.

She was tight. Muscular. Her body gripped me with the same controlled strength her hands brought to her knives, her internal muscles clenching in deliberate pulses along my entire length, and the sensation was unlike anything I’d experienced. Not the wet, enthusiastic embrace of Piri. Not the thick, studying pressure of Veska. This was Kaida: fierce, intentional, every muscle engaged, her pussy gripping me with the rhythmic discipline of someone whose body didn’t know how to do anything without precision. Even here. Even now. Even as the wetness between us made the friction devastating.

Then the combat awareness broke.

The shift was visible. A wave of something passing through her body that relaxed every combat-tensed muscle simultaneously. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. Her thighs loosened from their locked grip to something that still held but no longer crushed. And the expression on her face changed from warrior-processing to woman-feeling in a transition that was the most intimate thing I’d ever witnessed.

“Oh,” she said. Quiet. Surprised. “You’re.”

“Tell me if the wound hurts.”

“I can’t feel the wound.” Her eyes were wide. Not evaluating. Experiencing. “I can’t feel anything except. You.”

I moved. Slow at first, deep strokes that withdrew until only the head remained inside her, then pushed back in until I was buried completely, letting her feel every inch of the slide. Her combat-trained body fought the sensation at first, muscles tensing, processing the fullness as data rather than pleasure. Then her hips found the rhythm before her mind authorized it, rolling to meet each thrust with the powerful, precise motion of trained muscle responding to a new kind of stimulus. Her tight, slick channel pulsed around me with each stroke, the warrior’s body learning a new kind of discipline, one measured in pleasure rather than pain.

“Faster,” she said.

I increased the pace. Harder. Each thrust driving a wet slap of skin against skin that echoed in the alcove, the force of it shifting her body against the stone. Her hands found my back, gripping, nails biting into muscle hard enough that I’d carry the marks for days. Her foot thumped against the stone floor in a rhythm that matched my thrusts, accelerating with each stroke, the percussion of a bunnygirl losing the last of her control and finding that the loss felt nothing like defeat.

“The assessment,” she gasped. “The conclusion. The conclusion is.”

“Forget the assessment.”

“I can’t.” She pulled me down. Kissed me hard. “The conclusion is you. The answer was always you. Every metric I tested, every criterion I evaluated, the result was the same. Dex. Just Dex.”

Her body arched beneath me. Olive skin slick with sweat in the amber light, the scars catching the glow, the bandaged wound a fresh line across the landscape of a warrior who’d been fighting her whole life and was now discovering what it felt like to stop.

I hooked her leg over my shoulder. She made a sound that had no military classification. The new angle drove me deeper, and her thighs trembled with the sustained effort of holding position while her body processed sensations that exceeded every parameter her assessment framework had established.

“Dex.” Third time. My name, losing syllables, becoming sound rather than word. Her hands gouged the stone floor. Not the scrape-dig of Veska’s bunnygirl compulsion. The grip of a warrior anchoring herself against overwhelming sensation.

I reached between us. Found her clit. Her whole body jolted.

She came with a sound I’d remember until the stars burned out.

Not a scream. Not a gasp. A cry. Raw, broken, stripped of every layer of armor and protocol and denial she’d ever worn. Her body locked beneath mine in a full-body spasm that arched her off the stone, every trained muscle contracting simultaneously, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic, desperate waves. Her foot thundered against the floor in a burst that shook loose fragments from the ceiling. Her ears went soft, fully rounded, the dark fur relaxing completely for the first time.

And she said my name one more time. “Dex.” Quiet. Into the space between us. The most important word she’d ever spoken.

I followed her over. Buried deep, her body pulling me in with every spasm, the release surging through me in waves that she felt and accepted with a shuddering breath that was half sob. I came inside her with the intensity of something that had been building since the first foot-thump on the docking bay, and she held me through it with arms that had spent twenty-five years learning how to hold blades and were now learning, for the first time, how to hold something fragile.

The amber light glowed. The cave hummed its subterranean note. Two people lay on cool stone in a sheltered alcove thirty meters underground, breathing hard, bodies tangled, the blood and compound and sweat of combat mixing with the aftermath of something that had nothing to do with fighting.

Kaida’s head rested on my chest. Her black hair was wild, escaped from its tie, spread across my skin in a dark curtain that caught the amber light. Her ears were still soft. Rounded. Unweaponized. Her breathing slowed against my sternum.

Her foot thumped once. Slow. Contented. A rhythm I’d never heard from her because she’d never been this.

“If you tell Piri about the sound I made,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest, “I will end you.”

“Which sound?”

“All of them.” She paused. “Especially the last one.”

“The one where you said my name?”

Silence. Her ear pressed against my chest. Listening to my heartbeat, maybe. Or hiding.

“That one wasn’t a sound,” she said. Quiet. Almost too quiet to hear. “That one was.”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.

I held her in the amber light and felt her tail drift against my leg. Not the sideways flick of irritation. Not the combat-tucked defensiveness. A slow, deliberate wrap. Her tail curling around my thigh and staying there, warm, possessive, the physical declaration of something her vocabulary was still learning to express.

“We need to go,” she said eventually. “The compound is at maybe twenty percent. The burrowers will reoccupy the tunnels.”

“Can you walk?”

“I walked through a combat zone with this wound. I can walk through empty tunnels.” She lifted her head. Her eyes found mine in the amber light, and they were warm. Not fierce. Not evaluating. Not the softened honey of reluctant assessment. Warm. She’d found something she didn’t know she was looking for, and the discovery left her terrified and grateful in equal measure.

She kissed me. Brief. Hard. A warrior’s kiss that said I chose this and it wasn’t tactical.

We dressed. I helped with the combat top, easing it over the bandage. She let me. The letting was significant. She rewound her hair into its tie with quick, efficient motions, the black strands disappearing back into their combat arrangement. The armor was going back on. But the eyes behind it were different now. Warmer.

At the alcove entrance, she paused.

“You fight like an engineer,” she said. “The laser cutter. Insufficient. Improvised. Completely infuriating.”

“It worked.”

“It worked.” She looked at me. Her eyes held something new. A verdict, warm and final. “Adequate.”

We moved toward the surface. Her stride was strong despite the wound, the combat-trained body managing pain the way it managed everything: through discipline and the absolute refusal to show weakness. But I noticed that she walked closer to me than tactical formation required. And her tail, hidden beneath the combat gear, drifted toward me with each step.

The surface reached us in warm pollen-scented air and green-gold light. The jungle surrounded us. The walk back to the ruins stretched ahead.

Kaida moved into the undergrowth. Paused. Looked back at me.

“Coming, Dex?”

First time she’d said my name outside of the alcove. Outside of the moment. In the daylight, in the jungle, with the armor back on and the knives at her thighs and the warrior’s posture reassembled.

My name. From a warrior who’d spent two weeks calling me “pilot” and was now standing in the light saying something different.

“Yeah,” I said. “Right behind you.”

Her foot thumped once. She almost smiled.

We walked.


Chapter 18: Activation

Piri smelled us before she saw us.

We were two hundred meters from the ruins when her honey-gold ears locked forward through the undergrowth and her voice carried through the jungle’s amber-green canopy with a precision that should have been impossible at that distance.

“They’re coming. Both alive. Blood. Combat stress. Kaida’s hurt.” A pause. Then, directed at someone behind her: “And something changed.”

We emerged from the tree line into the ruins’ perimeter. Piri stood at the entrance of the outer wall, barefoot on dark metal, her amber eyes tracking us with an intensity that shifted rapidly between concern and a knowledge her nose had delivered before her eyes could confirm.

She launched herself at me. Standard Piri arrival: full-body impact, arms around neck, nose in my throat. But she pulled back faster than usual. Her gaze went to Kaida, who walked behind me with her hand pressed against her bandaged ribs and her jaw set in the expression that meant pain was present but irrelevant.

“You’re hurt,” Piri said. Not to me. To Kaida.

“Surface laceration. Sealed and bandaged.” Kaida’s combat voice. Professional. Except her eyes were different, and Piri’s nose was already processing the chemical evidence of what had happened in the alcove thirty meters underground. I watched Piri’s ears go through three positions in two seconds: alert, interested, and then a rapid, delighted flatten-and-rise that was the Piri equivalent of a standing ovation.

She did a binky.

A full, uncontrolled sprint-spin that took her three meters across the ruins’ outer courtyard, her compact golden body blurring through the bioluminescent light, bare feet silent on ancient stone. She landed in a crouch, grinning, tail vibrating.

Kaida stared at her. “Why are you doing that?”

“Because I’m happy.”

“I’m injured.”

“I know. I’m happy about the other thing.”

“There is no other thing.”

Piri’s nose twitched in a long, sustained sequence that said everything without words. Kaida’s foot thumped. She grabbed it. The grab was halfhearted. The warrior’s reflexive denial meeting a reality that her body had already accepted and her scent-broadcasting biology had already announced.

“Proximity response,” Kaida said.

“Sure,” Piri said. Beaming.

Veska met us at the dome entrance. Her eyes went to Kaida’s wound first, the scientist assessing damage with clinical precision. Then to Kaida’s face. Then to mine. Then back to Kaida’s face. Her glasses fogged.

“The compound degradation was accelerated by thermal variance,” she said. Her voice held the tightness of a scientist whose model had failed and whose colleagues had bled for it. “I should have anticipated the thermal pocket’s effect on evaporation rate. The standard model assumes ambient temperature consistency.”

“The model saved our lives in the primary chamber,” I said. “The thermal pocket was an edge case.”

“Edge cases are where people die.” Her lop ears pressed flat. Not arousal. Self-recrimination. “I’ll revise the compound for thermal resistance before any further subterranean expeditions.”

“Veska.” Kaida’s voice, unexpectedly gentle. The warrior and the scientist looked at each other across the dome’s entrance. “The compound worked. The edge case was survivable. Revise the model and move on.”

Veska blinked. Something shifted in her expression. Kaida had never spoken to her with anything softer than professional acknowledgment. This was closer to reassurance. The change registered on Veska’s face as surprise, then understanding, then a small, uncertain smile.

“I’ll have the revision ready by evening,” she said.

Damira was inside the beacon chamber.

She stood at the base of the pillar, her notebook in one hand, her amber eyes on the holographic display that still rotated above the crystal. The star map’s light painted her face in shifting patterns: blue node-light across her cheekbones, amber route-lines reflected in her eyes. She’d loosened her hair. The chestnut waves fell past her shoulders, catching the prismatic light in deep amber reflections. The loosened collar exposed the warm tan skin above her collarbone.

She looked at Kaida. At the bandage visible through the torn combat top. At the blood that had dried on Kaida’s hands and my shirt. At the way Kaida stood beside me, not behind me, not at a tactical distance, but beside me with her shoulder close enough to touch.

Something crossed Damira’s face. Brief. A flicker behind the stillness, visible only because I’d spent eighteen days learning to read the micro-fractures. Not disapproval. Not surprise. Something older. The expression of a woman watching three bonds form around a man while the fourth remained unfastened, and feeling the shape of what she was choosing not to reach for. Maternal pride and personal cost, occupying the same fraction of a second before the matriarch’s mask resettled.

“Report,” Damira said.

I gave her the tactical summary. Second fragment extracted. Compound degradation. Burrower engagement. Kaida’s wound. Successful extraction despite complications. Two fragments totaling seventy-five grams, bringing total astralith mass to two hundred and twenty-two grams, well above the navigation minimum.

Damira listened. Her brown ears tilted forward, the controlled fraction-of-a-degree that was her maximum visible engagement. When I finished, she turned to Kaida.

“The wound.”

“Sealed. Functional. Won’t impair combat effectiveness within forty-eight hours.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Damira’s voice carried the matriarchal authority that made questions sound like they already contained their answers. “Are you well?”

A conversation passed between the two bunnygirl women, conducted in the language of micro-expressions and decades of shared cultural context that I couldn’t access. Kaida’s ears softened. Not the combat flat or the warmer curves from the alcove. A middle position. Vulnerable but controlled. The ears of a warrior reporting to her matriarch that the landscape had shifted.

“I’m well,” Kaida said.

Damira’s nose twitched. Once. Nearly suppressed, but not quite.

“Good,” she said. “Then let’s finish this.”

The full activation took the remainder of the day.

Veska installed the second set of fragments in the beacon’s secondary receptor sockets, smaller apertures around the base of the pillar that the first activation had revealed. The additional astralith mass didn’t just add power. It deepened the node’s processing capacity, the crystal lattice expanding its harmonic range to access data layers that the initial activation had only hinted at.

The holographic star map transformed.

What had been a galaxy-spanning web of nodes and routes became something denser, more detailed, richer. New nodes appeared: fainter, older, deeper in the network’s architecture. Routes that had shown as single lines now resolved into branching pathways with annotations in the angular builder notation. The map expanded from a navigation chart to something closer to a civilization’s neural network, every node connected to every other through pathways that the astralith crystals had maintained across centuries.

“The secondary crystals are accessing the network’s archival layer,” Veska said, her data pads recording at capacity, her lop ears vertical with scientific overwhelm. “The primary activation gave us the navigation data. The secondary power input is giving us context. History. The builders didn’t just create waypoints. They embedded information in every node.”

“What kind of information?” I asked.

“Astrogation data. Resource catalogues. Environmental assessments for each node’s planetary system.” She moved through the expanded display, her hands passing through holographic stars. “And warnings. More of them than the initial activation showed.”

The red markers were everywhere.

Not seventeen anymore. Dozens. The expanded network revealed a pattern that the initial data had only suggested: entire sections of the galaxy flagged with the angular symbol that Veska had translated as “Others.” The warnings weren’t scattered randomly. They concentrated along specific routes, formed barriers across certain pathways, and surrounded clusters of nodes that had gone dark.

“The dead nodes,” I said. “The ones that failed. They’re concentrated in the warning zones.”

“Correlation is strong.” Veska’s voice was careful. “The nodes that went dark are predominantly located in regions flagged with the Others warning. The implication is that the flagged entity or phenomenon is responsible for node failure.”

“Something is destroying the network.”

“Something destroyed portions of the network at some point in the past. The builders flagged the threat and routed around it. The remaining active pathways avoid the warning zones.”

Kaida stood at the dome entrance, her combat awareness processing the new information with tactical precision despite the wound that pulled at her ribs with each breath. “The route to known space. Does it pass through the warning zones?”

Veska traced the brightest pathway through the network. The route from our position to the cluster she’d identified as the most likely gateway to known space wound through the galaxy’s interior, hopping from active node to active node. For most of its length, the route stayed clear of the red-flagged zones.

“Clear for the first seven jumps,” she said. “But here.” She highlighted a section where the route passed between two clusters of warning markers. “The corridor narrows. The active nodes form a path that runs between two major flagged regions. There’s no alternate route.”

“A chokepoint,” Kaida said.

“A natural defensive formation,” Damira corrected. She’d moved to the display, her tall figure silhouetted against the holographic stars. “If the builders were routing traffic away from a threat, they would channel the safe routes through defensible corridors. This narrowing isn’t a vulnerability. It’s a design choice.”

“Designed for what?”

Damira looked at the corridor, the narrow path between red warnings. “Designed for people who needed to pass through despite the threat. Travelers. Evacuees.” She paused. “Refugees.”

The word hung in the chamber.

Refugees. Like four bunnygirl women on a transport ship, evacuated from a war zone, trying to get home.

“The builders made roads for refugees,” I said.

“The mythology says the builders made roads for our people during the long crossings,” Damira replied. “I’ve been assuming the stories referred to our species specifically. But perhaps the builders made roads for all refugees. All species fleeing something.” She touched the holographic display, her fingers passing through a cluster of warning nodes. “The question is what they were fleeing from.”

“The Others,” Piri said. She’d been quiet, crouched beside the beacon’s base, her ears tracking the conversation. Her amber eyes were serious. Piri without mischief was Piri at her most honest. “Something out there breaks things. The builders knew about it. They built the roads anyway.”

“They built the roads because of it,” Damira corrected gently. “The network isn’t just navigation. It’s evacuation infrastructure. Roads between safe havens, routed around danger.” She looked at me. “We’re standing in a rest stop on a refugee highway.”

The weight of the revelation settled over the chamber like the pressure change before a storm. An extinct civilization had built a galaxy-spanning evacuation network. Something had threatened them badly enough that they’d engineered roads through the danger. And then they’d disappeared, leaving the roads and the warnings and the silence.

“First things first,” I said. “The Kingfisher’s nav array needs calibration with the beacon data. We need to download the star map, the route information, and the warning data. Then we get back to the ship, install the astralith for FTL navigation, and make the first jump to the Shallows.”

“Download timeline?” Kaida asked.

“Veska?”

“Four hours for comprehensive data transfer.” She was already configuring her data pads for maximum storage capacity. “I can prioritize the navigation and warning data. The archival information can wait for future access.”

“Do it. Four hours.” I looked around the chamber. Piri by the beacon. Veska at her data pads. Kaida at the entrance. Damira in the holographic light. “Then we pack, we walk, and we fly.”

“Where?” Piri asked.

“The Shallows. First node. First jump.”

Her tail bobbed. “First step home.”

“First step somewhere,” I said. “Home is a lot of steps.”

Piri smiled. The warm one. The one that said she’d heard what I wasn’t saying and understood it and filed it somewhere close to her heart.

The four hours of data transfer passed in the rhythm that the five of us had developed over two weeks on Viridian: focused work punctuated by meals, check-ins, and the constant, unconscious choreography of people who’d learned each other’s movements well enough to navigate shared space without collision.

But the rhythm was different now. Something had shifted in the group dynamics. Something that lived in the space between Kaida and me that hadn’t existed before the caves and was now visible to everyone with a nose, which was everyone except me.

The visible evidence: Kaida positioned herself nearer to me than tactical formation required. Not by much. Six inches closer than usual. But six inches in the economy of a woman who’d maintained precise professional distance for two weeks was seismic. And her tail. The small black fluff that had spent weeks flicking sideways in irritation and occasionally drifting toward me before being caught and redirected now pointed in my direction with a consistency that suggested her body had made a decision her vocabulary was still processing.

Piri noticed everything and said nothing about it, which was the most alarming behavior she’d exhibited since boarding. She orbited the group with her usual kinetic energy, but she kept finding reasons to be near Kaida. Bringing water. Checking the perimeter near Kaida’s position. At one point, she sat beside the warrior and leaned against her shoulder without saying a word.

Kaida looked at her. Looked at the shoulder contact. Her eyes held the wary calculation of someone determining whether to deploy lethal force and finding the matrix yielding unexpected results.

“What are you doing?” Kaida asked.

“Sitting.”

“You’re touching me.”

“I’m sitting near you. The touching is incidental.” Piri’s nose twitched. “You smell different.”

“I smell like burrower ichor and cave dust.”

“You smell happy.” Piri’s eyes found Kaida’s. “You’ve never smelled happy before.”

Kaida’s foot thumped. Twice. She let it. She sat with Piri’s shoulder against hers and her foot beating against ancient stone and the stunned expression of someone whose emotional landscape had shifted so fundamentally that the familiar landmarks no longer served as navigation aids.

“Proximity response,” she said. But quietly. And without moving away.

Veska worked. The data transfer required her full attention, her fingers moving between pads with the velocity of someone downloading the contents of an extinct civilization’s navigation library against a self-imposed deadline. Her ears stood at full attention throughout, occasionally twitching toward vertical when a particularly significant piece of data resolved on her screens.

She paused during a calibration cycle and looked at me across the beacon chamber. Her glasses caught the holographic light. Her expression held the warm, direct attention that she’d been permitting more freely since the beacon chamber the previous day. Not hiding behind data. Not deflecting through clinical terminology. Just looking at me with the uncomplicated appreciation of a woman who’d decided that wanting something didn’t require a research protocol.

“The data streams are extraordinary,” she said. “The builders’ information architecture is elegant beyond anything I’ve encountered. The way they encoded spatial coordinates within harmonic sequences.” She paused. Color rose in her cheeks. “You have crystal dust in your hair.”

“I was climbing a crystal wall an hour ago.”

“I know. I’m simply.” She cleared her throat. “Noting it. For documentation purposes.”

“You’re documenting my hair?”

“The presence of mineral particulate in your cranial follicles is a data point relevant to the compound’s interaction with crystalline substrates.” She blushed. “Stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you can see through the data point to the actual reason I’m looking at your hair.” She returned to her pads. Her ears had risen another fraction. “Finish your scanner configuration. I need the secondary array calibrated before the transfer completes.”

I grinned and went back to work. Through the chamber, I heard Piri’s quiet, knowing laugh.

Kaida maintained the perimeter despite her wound. I watched her move through her routine, the combat forms modified to accommodate the bandaged ribs, each motion carrying the precision that had defined her even when half the motions made her wince. She caught me watching and her foot thumped once.

“Assessing my combat readiness?” she asked.

“Making sure you’re not pushing through something you shouldn’t be.”

“I’ve fought with worse.”

“That doesn’t mean you should.”

Her eyes held mine. The warmth was there. New. Still surprising her. “Concern is noted. Combat effectiveness is maintained.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

She blinked. Recognition of the echo: I’d mirrored Damira’s earlier response. “I’m well, Dex.”

My name. Still new from her mouth. Still significant.

Piri orbited the group like a satellite, her hearing deployed, her energy directed into practical tasks that she performed with the focused chaos that was her particular gift. She packed supplies, inventoried water, scouted the return route, and maintained a running commentary that kept the atmosphere from settling into the heaviness that the Others revelation had introduced.

“The big tower definitely sings when the wind hits it right,” she announced, returning from her final perimeter sweep. “I’m going to miss this place.”

“We’ll find others,” I said.

“Other singing towers?”

“Other places worth missing.”

She considered this. Her ears spun. Her tail bobbed. “I like that.” She settled beside me at the beacon’s base, her shoulder against my arm, the casual contact that she maintained as naturally as breathing. “I like that a lot.”

Damira spent the four hours at the carved wall, transcribing the final sections of the notation that she’d been studying since we’d arrived. Her notebook was nearly full. Pages of angular symbols rendered in careful handwriting, cross-referenced with mythology fragments and her own analytical annotations. The matriarch’s fairy tales had become field research, and the research was changing the shape of everything she’d believed about her species’ history.

She approached me during the final hour. The transfer was nearly complete. The chamber hummed with the beacon’s strengthened frequency, the holographic display turning overhead, the star map casting its constellations across every surface.

“The signal,” she said. Her voice was quiet. Private. Pitched for me alone.

“What about it?”

“When the beacon activated, it sent one. A network handshake. An announcement that this node is online.” Her eyes held mine with an intensity that her measured calm couldn’t quite contain. “Signals can be received.”

I’d been thinking about this. The beacon activation hadn’t been quiet. The initial surge, the holographic display, the secondary power-up. Each event had pushed energy into the network. Into the spaces between nodes. Into whatever occupied those spaces.

“If the Others are still out there,” I said.

“Then they know a node activated. They know someone is using the roads.” She folded her arms beneath her chest, the elegant fabric pulling against her breasts, her stance rigid with a matriarch’s certainty about uncomfortable truths. “The builders routed around the threat. They didn’t eliminate it. If the threat is dormant, we may have announced ourselves to something that was sleeping.”

“Or it’s been gone for centuries and the warnings are historical.”

“That’s the optimistic reading.”

“I’m a transport pilot stranded in the wrong galaxy with four bunnygirl passengers and a star map built by an extinct civilization. Optimism is a professional requirement.”

The corner of her mouth curved. A warmth she let reach her face without quite giving it permission to stay.

“You’re learning,” she said. “A good leader delivers the difficult truth and then provides reason to move forward despite it.”

“Is that what I did?”

“It’s what you’re becoming.” Her amber eyes softened for a fraction of a second, the professional assessment giving way to private warmth. Recognition of the man standing in front of her as someone she’d been watching grow into a leader she hadn’t anticipated. “The signal is sent. We can’t recall it. So we move forward with awareness and caution.”

“And speed.”

“And speed,” she agreed. Her nose twitched again. Longer this time. She pressed her lips together, the physical manifestation of a woman who knew what her body wanted and was holding it back with the same iron discipline that had survived decades of practice.

“The download is complete,” Veska announced from the beacon’s base. “All priority data transferred. Navigation routes, warning markers, resource indicators, and the archival subset I could access within the time constraint.” She stood, her data pads clutched to her chest, her platinum hair falling around her face. “We can go.”

We packed. Left the beacon chamber with its humming crystal and its ancient symbols and its holographic map turning above an empty room. The dome would stand for centuries more, waiting for the next travelers to find the roads.

The walk back to the Kingfisher took ninety minutes. Kaida insisted on point despite the wound, and I didn’t argue because arguing with Kaida about combat positioning was like arguing with gravity about which direction to pull. Piri ranged left on hearing duty. Veska walked behind me, her data pads secure, her mind already processing the downloaded information. Damira brought up the rear with her matriarch’s stride, unhurried, elegant, each step carrying thirty-eight years of composure and the gravity of a species’ mythology becoming reality.

The Kingfisher sat in the clearing, hull catching the afternoon light, cargo ramp down. The moss had grown against the landing struts during our absence. The ship looked like it belonged there, like the jungle had started to claim it as furniture the same way it had claimed the ruins.

“Home,” Piri said. Then laughed at herself. “Ship. I meant ship.”

Nobody corrected her.

I spent the evening installing the astralith fragments into the nav array housing. The Kingfisher’s navigation system had been designed for charted-space operation: plug into beacon networks, calculate standard jump routes, follow the established paths. What I was doing was different. Jury-rigging the housing to accept raw astralith crystal, calibrating the array to use the beacon data as a navigation overlay, essentially teaching the ship to fly a road system that predated every nav chart in known space.

The work was technical, absorbing, and exactly the problem that made my engineering brain sing. I opened the nav housing’s access panel and examined the array’s crystal receptor. The Kingfisher’s manufacturer had installed a standard beacon interface: a simple socket designed to receive calibration signals from charted-space navigation beacons. What I needed was a custom mount that would hold a raw astralith fragment in the correct orientation relative to the array’s sensor plane while maintaining the crystal’s resonant frequency within the parameters Veska had calculated.

I built the mount from components I scavenged from the sensor beacons. Redundant housings, precision-machined couplings, the same thermal adhesive I’d used for the flash-bangs but applied with the opposite intent: stability instead of detonation. The crystal seated into the improvised mount with a click that resonated through the nav housing, and I felt the hum of the astralith’s resonance travel up through the tool in my hand and into my arm.

The coupling efficiency was beautiful. I’ve loved good engineering since I was seventeen and certified to fly ships that someone else had built. But building something myself, feeling the components align with a precision that said yes, this was made for this, this is what it was always going to be: that was different. That was the thing that made the greasy fingernails and the chronic sleep deficit worth every minute.

I ran the first diagnostic. The crystal’s resonance registered on the nav array’s sensor plane as a low, sustained hum that translated into spatial data on the display. Raw data. Unprocessed. Like looking at the galaxy through frosted glass: shapes and distances present but undefined. The beacon’s downloaded coordinates would provide the overlay that turned the raw hum into navigation, but the crystal had to maintain stable resonance throughout the jump sequence or the coordinates would drift and the ship would drop out of FTL in the wrong place. Or the wrong state. Molecular disassembly being the technical term for what happened when navigation crystals destabilized during a jump.

The standard margin for resonance stability was three percent variance. I measured the improvised mount’s output at four point seven. Close, but close in jump navigation was a polite way to say fatal.

I disassembled the mount. Rebuilt the thermal adhesive layer. Reseated the crystal with a quarter-turn rotation that aligned the lattice structure with the sensor plane’s harmonic axis. Remeasured. Three point one percent. Better. Still not good enough for a pilot who liked having all his molecules in the same zip code.

Veska appeared at the cockpit entrance during the calibration sequence. She’d changed into the lighter sleeping clothes that the non-pollen environment permitted, her platinum hair loose, her glasses slightly askew from what I suspected was an attempt to nap that had been abandoned in favor of checking on my progress.

“The resonance alignment requires confirmation from the secondary sensor array,” she said, settling into the co-pilot’s seat with her data pad. “I’ll monitor the harmonic output while you run the calibration.”

“You should be sleeping.”

“I will sleep when the navigation system is confirmed functional. The risk of crystal misalignment during initial calibration is approximately twelve percent, and the consequences of misalignment include resonance cascade failure in the array housing.” She paused. Her ears twitched. “I would prefer not to lose the fragments we bled for.”

“Fair point.”

“Additionally, the harmonic variance you’re achieving with the current mount design is above safe threshold.” She leaned forward, her data pad showing a waveform readout that she’d been calculating from the bunk corridor. She’d heard the resonance through the walls and diagnosed the problem before she’d even entered the cockpit. “The crystal lattice has a preferential orientation relative to the nav sensor’s oscillation plane. You need to rotate the mount seventeen degrees clockwise and shim the base with a thermally neutral material to dampen the secondary harmonics.”

I stared at her. “You calculated all that from the sound?”

“The crystal’s resonance frequency is 4.7 kilohertz with a secondary harmonic at 9.4 kilohertz. The secondary is interfering with the sensor plane’s sampling rate. The phase relationship between the two frequencies creates constructive interference at intervals that map to the variance peaks you’ve been measuring.” She tilted her head. “I have very good hearing.”

“Bunnygirl hearing.”

“Velan auditory acuity exceeds human baseline by a factor of three in the relevant frequency range, yes. But the mathematical analysis is mine.” She allowed a note of pride into the clinical delivery. “The shimming material can be sourced from the thermal insulation in the cargo bay’s wall panels. I’ve already identified a section that can be removed without compromising hull integrity.”

I went and got the shim material. She was right. The insulation from the cargo bay wall was thermally neutral and structurally rigid enough to serve as a dampening layer. I cut it to spec, installed it beneath the mount, rotated the crystal seventeen degrees per her calculation, and reseated everything.

The variance dropped to one point eight percent. Well within safe margins.

“Better,” I said.

“Optimal,” she corrected. Then smiled. The small, real smile that appeared when the universe conformed to her equations and reminded her that the laws of physics were on her side even when everything else was uncertain.

We worked together for another hour. Her analysis and my hands. Her calculations and my physical implementation. The partnership that had been forming since the med bay, since the beacon chamber, since every moment where her brilliant mind needed someone’s steady hands to translate theory into reality.

The nav display flickered. Stabilized. Populated with data: coordinates, routes, node positions, warning markers. The star map from the beacon chamber rendered in the Kingfisher’s cockpit, reduced to functional navigation but no less extraordinary.

A road. Through the galaxy. One jump at a time.

Veska stared at the display. Her lop ears rose to three-quarter attention. Her glasses reflected the star map’s light, hundreds of tiny points glowing in the lenses.

“We did this,” she said. Quiet. Not the clinical observation. The personal realization. “The compound. The extraction. The beacon. The calibration. We built a navigation system from raw crystal and ancient data.”

“You built the key. I turned it.”

She looked at me. Her pale blue eyes held the expression I was learning to recognize as Veska without armor. Just the woman, looking at the man who valued her mind and her body in equal measure, allowing herself to be seen in the space between the academic and the intimate.

“The calibration appears stable,” she said softly. “I’ll monitor for drift during the night.”

“Sleep, Veska.”

“I’ll monitor for drift. And sleep. Simultaneously.” She stood. Paused at the cockpit entrance. “Dex?”

“Yeah?”

“The coupling efficiency on the crystal housing.” She paused. Her voice went quiet. “It’s beautiful.”

She walked away. I heard her data pad clicking from the bunk corridor within thirty seconds. Some people counted sheep. Veska counted harmonic resonance frequencies.

I sat back in the pilot’s chair and felt the day settle over me like a physical thing. The caves. The burrowers. Kaida’s wound. Kaida’s mouth on mine, her voice saying my name in a way that rewrote everything I thought I knew about her. The beacon’s data. The Others. The signal we’d sent into the void.

Three women I’d bonded with. One who stood at the edge of something she wasn’t ready for. A ship that could fly again. And a galaxy full of ancient roads and older warnings.

The cockpit was quiet. Through the hull, I could hear the jungle’s nighttime chorus. Through the ship’s internal spaces, the sounds of the crew: Veska’s data pad clicking, Piri humming a melody that carried through thin walls, Kaida’s training forms, modified for the wound, the precise tap of controlled movement on the cargo hold floor.

From Damira’s bunk, silence.

The careful stillness of a woman who was awake and choosing not to be heard.

I looked at the nav display. The Shallows. First jump. First node. The road home.

We’d leave at dawn.

Kaida’s footsteps in the corridor. She paused at the cockpit entrance. I turned in the pilot’s chair. She stood in the doorway, her combat gear replaced with a looser top that accommodated the bandage, her jet-black hair down for the first time I’d seen since we’d landed. It fell past her shoulders, sleek and dark, and the change was startling: the warrior with her hair down had decided, maybe for the first time in years, that she didn’t need to be ready for combat in the next three seconds.

“Nav calibration?” she asked.

“Complete. We jump at dawn.”

She nodded. Leaned against the doorframe. Her eyes moved across the cockpit, the nav display, me. Her foot thumped once. The slow rhythm.

“Three bonds,” she said. Quiet.

“Three bonds.”

“In bunnygirl culture, three bonds with one male is. Significant.” She paused. Her foot thumped once. “Damira will have more to say about it. She’s been watching.”

“I’ve noticed.”

Kaida looked at her hands. The combat calluses. The hands that had killed six burrowers and then held my face in a cave alcove. “I didn’t plan this. The assessment was supposed to determine genetic viability for potential future consideration under controlled circumstances. Not.” She gestured vaguely. “This.” Her hand drifted toward her belt, where the leather folio of assessment notes sat in its usual pocket. Her fingers brushed the edge of it, then stopped. Pulled back. The folio stayed where it was, unopened, unconsulted, its contents irrelevant to a conclusion her body had already reached.

“Controlled circumstances.”

“I had a checklist.” She sounded bewildered. “A fourteen-point evaluation matrix. Weighted for combat capability, genetic diversity indicators, and resource provision potential.” She looked at me. “You failed twelve of the fourteen points.”

“Which two did I pass?”

“Resource provision potential and.” She stopped. Her foot thumped. “Category fourteen. Undefined criterion. I added it after the rift. It’s labeled ‘other relevant factors’ and has no scoring metric.”

“What are the other relevant factors?”

“You.” The word came out raw. “Just you. The way you caught Veska. The way you fly. The way you listen when Piri talks like what she says matters. The way you look at Damira like you see the person behind the composure.” She swallowed. “The way you stayed with me in the cave when the extraction was the mission.”

Her foot thumped. Slow. Steady.

“Category fourteen outweighed the other thirteen,” she said. “I don’t know how to weight that in the matrix.”

She fell silent. The cockpit hummed around us. The nav display cast its green light across her face, and I watched the warrior turn the problem over in her mind the way she’d turn a tactical scenario: looking for the angle, the weakness, the point of entry.

“I was trained to evaluate,” she said. “Every situation, every individual, every potential outcome. The Seventh Forward teaches you to assign values, rank variables, determine optimal courses of action. It’s how we survive. It’s how we decide who to fight beside and who to fight against.” She looked at the nav display. “It doesn’t teach you what to do when someone becomes the entire scoring system.”

“Maybe you don’t need the matrix.”

She stared at me. The warrior’s face processing the concept of evaluating without a framework. The expression that crossed her features was close to terror.

“That’s the scariest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she said. “And I’ve heard you say ‘punch through.’”

I laughed. She didn’t. But her mouth twitched in a way that was closer to a smile than anything she’d shown me before the cave. Progress.

“The Seventh Forward doesn’t cover this.” She said it like an admission, her voice dropping to the quiet register that I was learning meant the armor was off. “Three years of escort duty, I kept the matrix running because it was the only thing from my old life that still functioned. Combat readiness. Assessment protocols. The checklist.” She looked at her hands again. “Now the checklist is irrelevant and I’m standing in a cockpit on a ship in the wrong galaxy and I don’t have a framework for what happens next.”

“What happens next is we fly to the Shallows. One step.”

“One step.” Her foot thumped. Slow. Accepting. “Adequate strategy.”

“Get some sleep,” I said. “Dawn launch.”

She straightened. Turned. Paused.

“Dex.”

“Yeah?”

“The sound. In the cave. The one I told you not to tell Piri about.”

“I remember.”

She looked at me over her shoulder. Her golden-amber eyes were warm. Her black hair fell across the collar of her loose top. Her foot thumped once against the corridor floor.

“She already knows,” Kaida said. “She smelled it through three hundred meters of jungle and two levels of ship insulation. She congratulated me via nose-signal during dinner.” A pause. “I threatened to break her nose. She binky’d.”

Her mouth twitched again. Almost. Almost.

She walked away. Her footsteps faded down the corridor, each one accompanied by a faint, slow thump that echoed through the Kingfisher’s bones.


Chapter 19: What Answers

The jungle went quiet at sunset.

Kaida noticed first.

I was at the cargo ramp, running final load calculations for tomorrow’s launch, when her voice cut through the evening air with the flat, clipped precision that meant her combat protocols had already activated.

“Dex. Listen.”

I listened. And heard nothing. The jungle on Viridian never went quiet. Seventeen days of nighttime chorus had trained my ears to expect the clicks, the calls, the deep bioluminescent hum of an ecosystem performing its nightly lightshow. The sounds were constant. Background radiation. The jungle’s heartbeat.

The heartbeat had stopped.

Not gradually. Not the slow fade of creatures settling for sleep. A cutoff. Like someone had pressed mute on the planet.

Kaida was already at the ramp. Her ears were flat. Her knives were drawn. The wound at her ribs hadn’t slowed her transition from resting to combat-ready; if anything, the pain had sharpened her reflexes, the body running hot on adrenaline it was already producing to manage the injury.

“The predator calls stopped. The insect clicks. The canopy fauna.” Her eyes swept the tree line. “Everything stopped simultaneously.”

“Mass prey response?”

“To what?”

Piri appeared at the ramp, barefoot, her honey-gold ears locked in a position I hadn’t seen before: straight up, rigid, not spinning, not tracking. Fixed. Like directional antennae receiving a signal from a single source.

“Something big,” she said. Her voice was flat. No mischief. No warmth. The serious Piri that made everyone listen because she was never serious. “Northeast. Moving slow. The ground is vibrating. I can feel it through the deck.”

I looked at the ramp’s surface. Subtle. A faint tremor, rhythmic, like a heartbeat transmitting through the moss and the soil and the ship’s landing struts.

“Veska, scan northeast.”

Veska was in the cockpit, already running the scanner. Her voice came through the comm with the crisp precision of a scientist delivering data under pressure. “Thermal signature northeast, range two kilometers. Single organism. The signature is.” She paused. “Dex, the thermal mass is larger than anything in my biological database.”

“How large?”

“Comparable to a cargo shuttle.”

Silence in the galley. Not the jungle’s silence. The silence of five people processing the same impossible information.

“The beacon,” Damira said. She stood in the corridor entrance, her amber eyes sharp, every line of her body carrying the matriarch’s authority. “The activation signal. Something received it.”

“The apex predator species,” Veska confirmed. “The biological data from Viridian’s scanner profile includes a classification for a dominant reptilian predator. Territorial. Solitary. Attracted to concentrated energy emissions. The beacon’s activation would register as a massive energy source.”

“A dinner bell,” Piri said.

“A territorial challenge,” Kaida corrected. “If it’s drawn to energy, the beacon was a beacon in every sense.” She turned to me. Her warrior’s face was set, the combat protocols processing threat data at a speed that made her the most valuable person on this ship for the next hour. “Distance and velocity?”

“Two kilometers northeast. Moving at approximately four kilometers per hour. Intercept time: thirty minutes.”

“It’s coming here.”

“The ship’s residual energy signature from the astralith installation is drawing it.” Veska’s voice tightened. “The nav array is broadcasting a low-level resonance from the crystal. To a creature that hunts by energy detection, we’re lit up.”

“Kill the resonance.”

“If I decouple the astralith, we lose the nav calibration. The download data is stored but the crystal-array alignment took six hours to achieve. Decoupling and recoupling would require another full calibration cycle.”

“Which we’d need to do while a cargo-shuttle-sized predator is sitting on us.”

The options narrowed to a single point. We couldn’t run. The Kingfisher wasn’t flight-ready until dawn; the power cells needed the overnight charging cycle from the solar collectors I’d deployed on the hull. We couldn’t hide. The astralith’s resonance would draw the creature directly to the ship regardless of thermal masking or chemical compounds. We couldn’t wait. Thirty minutes and closing.

“We fight,” I said.

Kaida’s foot thumped once. Hard. Affirmative. “Configuration?”

“Everyone.” I looked around the galley. Piri. Veska. Kaida. Damira. “Every one of us has a role. This is everything we’ve learned in seventeen days applied at once.”

I laid it out in five minutes. The plans formed with a clarity born from seventeen days of watching these four women operate, learning their strengths, building the trust that turned passengers into something else.

Kaida: point defense. Her knives, her training, her lethal precision. She couldn’t take the creature head-on; nothing her size could. But she could target weak points. “Eyes, joints, soft tissue between armor plates. The reptilian biology suggests heat-sensing pits on the skull. Destroy the sensors and it fights blind.”

Kaida nodded. Her face was stone. Her foot was silent. Pure combat mode.

Veska: intelligence. “The scanner gives us thermal imaging. You track its movement, identify structural weaknesses in real time, and relay positions to us through the comm. If it has a pattern, an attack cycle, a vulnerability, you find it.”

Veska clutched her data pad. Her glasses were clear. Her lop ears flat with focus. “I’ll set up in the cockpit. Best scanner access and communication range.”

Piri: bait. The word hit the galley like a stone in still water.

“No,” Kaida said.

“Yes,” Piri said. Quiet. Looking at me.

“The creature hunts by energy and heat. Piri’s bunnygirl thermal signature, elevated by the pollen, running hot from breeding cycle proximity, makes her the brightest heat source outside the ship. If she leads it through the ruins, the narrow passages restrict its movement. A cargo-shuttle-sized creature in corridors designed for bipeds.”

“It follows me,” Piri said. “I’m fast. The ruins have exits I’ve mapped. I can stay ahead of it.” She looked at me with amber eyes that held no mischief, no performance, no play. Just courage. The quiet, absolute courage of someone who understood what she was being asked and chose it. “Let me do this.”

Kaida’s jaw clenched. Her golden-amber eyes burned with the conflict between tactical efficiency and something newer, something that didn’t want the woman who’d binky’d at her bonding to be running through dark corridors ahead of a predator.

“She’s right,” Kaida said. The words ground out of her. “The ruins channel it. Restrict movement. Create kill zones.” She looked at Piri. “You run. You don’t stop. You don’t look back.”

“I run like a rabbit,” Piri said. And smiled.

Damira: coordination. “You have the broadest tactical view. Position at the ruins’ entrance. Relay between Veska’s scanner data and ground positions. You’ve managed groups through worse than this.”

“I’ve managed evacuations through active combat zones,” Damira said. Her voice was steady as bedrock. Her amber eyes were clear. The matriarch who’d spent three years protecting her people in exactly this kind of situation stepped forward like the role had been waiting for her. “I’ll coordinate.”

“And me?” I asked myself, out loud.

“You make things explode,” Piri said helpfully.

I pulled the sensor beacons from the cargo hold. The same beacons I’d jury-rigged into heat decoys for the pack hunters in the first week. Modified. Upgraded. The astralith installation had given me access to the Kingfisher’s full power cells, and I’d been tinkering with the beacons during quiet moments, improving their output, experimenting with focused energy release.

They weren’t heat decoys anymore.

“How much energy can those release?” Kaida asked, watching me wire the beacons into a rapid-discharge configuration.

“Enough to flash-blind at close range. Enough to burn exposed tissue at point-blank. Enough to,” I paused, tightening a coupling, “detonate, if I overload the power cells.”

“Detonate.”

“It’s not elegant. It’s not safe. But if I place one on the creature’s body at a structural weak point.”

“An improvised ordnance device.” Kaida’s golden eyes held something that might have been admiration expressed through the lens of combat assessment. “Crude. Effective. Very you.”

“I build like a pilot who’s tired of being outgunned.”

I built four flash-bangs and two charges in twenty minutes. Not pretty. Sensor beacon housings packed with overload-configured power cells, detonation triggered by a pulse from my comm unit. The flash-bangs would produce a concentrated burst of light and heat that would overwhelm any biological sensor array. The charges would produce something more permanent.

We moved to the ruins. The jungle remained silent. The ground vibration grew, the rhythmic tremor becoming audible: a deep, resonant thud that traveled through the soil like a slow heartbeat. The creature was closing.

The ruins’ metallic structures caught the bioluminescent light in angular reflections. The dome. The towers. The connecting walls. The corridors Piri had mapped during her explorations, narrow passages between structures that a bipedal creature could navigate at full speed but that anything larger than a cargo shuttle would find severely restricting.

Damira took position at the dome entrance. Comm unit in hand. Notebook closed. Brown ears forward, scanning, the matriarch whose steadiness was the group’s emotional backbone standing at the center of the web.

Veska was in the cockpit, scanner running, data pad linked to the comm channel. Her voice came through clear and steady. “Thermal signature at one kilometer. Velocity increasing. It’s accelerating.”

“It can smell the ruins’ residual beacon energy,” I said. “It’s hungry.”

Kaida positioned herself in the ruins’ outer courtyard, a flat expanse of dark metal bounded by low walls that created natural choke points. Her knives caught the bioluminescent light. Her wound pulled at her side with each breath. Her face showed nothing.

Piri stood at the mouth of the narrow corridor she’d chosen as her route. Barefoot on dark metal. Copper-gold hair catching the ambient glow. She looked small. She looked brave.

“Thermal signature at five hundred meters,” Veska reported. “I’m getting visual resolution on the scanner. The creature has bioluminescent markings along its dorsal ridge. Consistent with sexual display or territorial signaling. The body plan is quadrupedal, heavily armored anterior, less armored posterior and ventral surfaces.”

“Weak points?”

“The junctions between armor plates. The heat-sensing pits on the skull, two of them, positioned forward. And the ventral surface, if you can get beneath it.”

“How do you get beneath a cargo shuttle that wants to eat you?”

“That’s an engineering problem, not a biological one.”

“Fair.”

The creature arrived.

It didn’t charge from the tree line. It emerged. Slowly. The jungle parted around it like water around a ship’s bow, vegetation bending away, ancient tree trunks groaning as bark scraped against armor plates. Birds that had gone silent minutes before now erupted from the canopy in a panicked burst, their calls sharp and retreating. The bioluminescent fungi on the nearest trees dimmed as the creature’s mass passed through them, as if the light itself was pulling away from something it had evolved to avoid.

The ground tremor I’d felt through the Kingfisher’s struts was deafening here. Each footfall sent vibrations through the ruins’ foundations, through my boots, through my teeth. The metal structure beneath us hummed with a resonance that felt ancestral, as if the builders’ architecture remembered what had walked these grounds before.

Massive. The word was insufficient. The creature was built like a reptilian tank, its body low and wide and covered in overlapping plates of dark armor that caught the bioluminescent light and reflected it in patterns that matched the jungle’s glow. Perfect camouflage for something that didn’t need camouflage.

Its head was broad, flat, studded with the heat-sensing pits Veska had identified, each one a dark aperture in the armor that glowed faintly with infrared reception. Bioluminescent markings ran along its spine in patterns that pulsed with a slow, deliberate rhythm.

Its eyes found us.

I’d fought pack hunters. Fast, coordinated, dangerous in numbers. This was different. This creature’s intelligence showed in its eyes: not the frantic, instinct-driven focus of a pack animal but the measured assessment of something that had learned to evaluate threats across a lifetime of being the biggest thing in any environment. It looked at the ruins with the slow consideration of a creature that recognized structures it had encountered before. Old structures. Structures that had been in its territory longer than its species had existed.

“Flash-bang one,” I said into the comm. “On my mark.”

The creature’s head lowered. The heat pits flared as it scanned the courtyard. Found Kaida. Found me. Found the heat signatures of warm bodies in the cool metal environment.

It charged.

Not fast. Inevitable. The way an avalanche isn’t fast but nothing stops it. The ground shook. The ruins’ metallic structures vibrated with each footfall. The creature’s mass displaced air in a wave that hit us before the body did, hot and musk-heavy, the scent of a predator that had never needed to be subtle.

“Now.”

I triggered the first flash-bang. The beacon erupted in a white-hot burst of light and thermal energy that filled the courtyard with artificial daylight. The creature’s heat pits, evolved to detect precise thermal signatures in a bioluminescent jungle, received a signal approximately ten thousand times stronger than anything in their evolutionary experience.

It screamed.

The sound was subsonic and supersonic simultaneously, a frequency range that hit my chest like a physical blow and made every bunnygirl ear in the vicinity pin flat against skulls in the involuntary prey response to a sound that millions of years of evolution had hardcoded as threat.

The creature reeled. Its charge became a stagger. Its massive head shook, the heat pits overloaded, its biological sensor array temporarily blind.

“Piri. Go.”

Piri ran.

Not away from the creature. Past it. Through the courtyard, along the narrow corridor she’d mapped, her compact golden body moving with the kinetic grace of a former performance artist. The refugee station hadn’t taken the dancer out of her. Her bare feet were silent on the dark metal. Her ears streamed behind her. She was fast. Terrifyingly, beautifully fast, the dancer’s legs driving her through space with an efficiency that burned bunnygirl biology as propulsion.

The creature’s secondary senses caught her thermal signature as the flash-bang’s effect faded. Heat. Moving. Prey. Its massive body oriented toward the corridor entrance and followed.

“It’s pursuing Piri,” Veska reported, her voice tight with controlled terror. “The corridor is restricting its movement. It’s breaking through the connecting walls.”

The sound of metal screaming as the creature forced its bulk through passages designed for beings a tenth its mass. The ruins shook. Dark alloy that had survived centuries of jungle growth buckled and tore under the application of a force that the builders hadn’t anticipated in their evacuation infrastructure.

Kaida moved. Through the parallel corridor, running on the wounded side with a grimace she’d never acknowledge, positioning herself ahead of the creature’s trajectory. Her knives gleamed in the bioluminescent light. She was heading for the intersection where Piri’s route crossed an open courtyard.

“Kaida, position?” I called.

“North courtyard. Twenty seconds.”

“Piri, bring it to the north courtyard. Then exit through the eastern gap.”

“On it.” Piri’s voice, breathless but steady, carried through the comm over the sound of metal being destroyed behind her. “It’s big. It’s very big. I’m trying not to look back.”

“Don’t look back.”

“I’m not looking back. I’m also running faster than I’ve ever run. Including the time I accidentally released a bag of dried hotpeppers into the station ventilation system and the entire security force chased me through four decks.”

She burst into the north courtyard ahead of the creature by three seconds. Three seconds of clear air between the golden blur of a bunnygirl in full sprint and the demolition force of a cargo-shuttle-sized predator destroying ancient architecture behind her.

Kaida was on the wall.

She’d climbed one of the courtyard’s boundary walls, positioning herself above the creature’s path at a height that put her level with its skull. Her body was coiled. Her knives reversed in her grip: points down, angled for penetration through armored seams.

The creature entered the courtyard. Massive head, dark armor, bioluminescent markings pulsing with exertion. The heat pits were recovering, their sensitivity returning, scanning the courtyard for the prey that had led it here.

Kaida dropped.

She landed on the creature’s skull with the precision of a combat drop from a tactical insertion vehicle, her boots hitting the armored plate between the heat pits with an impact that drove her knees into a crouch. Both knives drove downward. The left blade found the heat pit on the near side, punching through the soft sensory membrane and into the neural tissue beneath. The right blade hit armor, skidded, and found the seam between two plates.

The creature’s scream was agony. One heat pit destroyed. Half its primary sensory array gone. It bucked, twisting, trying to dislodge the thing on its head with the frantic energy of something experiencing pain it had no evolutionary framework for processing.

Kaida held. Her thighs gripped the creature’s skull with the same warrior strength that had gripped me in the cave. Her left knife she drove deeper. Her right knife she wrenched through the armor seam, prying, widening the gap, looking for the structural weakness that.

The creature threw her.

The bucking motion peaked with a twist that generated enough centrifugal force to break Kaida’s grip. She flew three meters and hit the courtyard wall with a sound that drove the air from my lungs. She crumpled. Didn’t move for one second. Two.

Then she rolled to her feet, knives still in hand, blood on her face from a cut above her eyebrow. She wiped it with the back of her hand and readjusted her grip.

“The right pit is still functional,” she said into the comm. “The armor seam on the dorsal ridge is compromised. Two centimeters of exposed tissue above the forward spine.”

“That’s my target,” I said.

I was moving. Through the connecting corridor that ran parallel to the courtyard. The charges in my pack. The comm trigger in my hand. The creature was partially blind, enraged, and thrashing in a courtyard that restricted its movement. Half its thermal sensing was destroyed. The other half was trying to track multiple heat sources in an enclosed space.

The creature found me.

Its remaining heat pit locked onto my thermal signature as I crossed the corridor’s exit into the courtyard. The massive head swung toward me with a speed that something that size shouldn’t have possessed, and a forelimb swept the ground in a lateral strike that caught my legs and slammed me against the courtyard wall. The impact drove the air from my lungs. The creature’s body surged forward, pinning me against the dark metal with the weight of its armored shoulder, the heat pit inches from my face, the remaining eye socket leaking ichor in a hot drip that hit my chest.

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. The creature’s mass pressed me flat, and its jaws were opening, the mandible plates separating to reveal the grinding interior that could process rock and bone with equal indifference.

A blade appeared in the creature’s remaining heat pit.

Kaida’s knife, thrown from fifteen meters across the courtyard, hit the soft sensory membrane at the exact angle required to bypass the armored rim and sink to the hilt. The creature shrieked. Its head snapped sideways, the involuntary pain response pulling its weight off me for two seconds.

Two seconds was enough. I rolled sideways, gasping, and scrambled clear as the creature thrashed, both heat pits destroyed, its massive body crashing against the courtyard walls in a frenzy of pain-driven rage.

“Veska, where’s the ventral exposure?”

“When it rears to strike, the ventral surface between the forward legs is unarmored for approximately three seconds.”

“Damira, tell Piri to circle back. I need it to orient west. Sound, not heat. It’s blind now but it can still hear.”

Damira’s voice, calm, authoritative, the coordinator’s clarity cutting through combat chaos. “Piri, re-enter through the western corridor. Make noise. Draw it west.”

“Looping now.” Piri’s voice, still running, still breathless, still somehow carrying an undertone of exhilaration that was pure Piri.

The creature oriented west as Piri’s footsteps rang off the corridor walls. It charged. In the confined courtyard, the charge was more of a lunge, its massive body covering the distance in two steps.

Piri dove through the corridor gap as the creature’s head hit the wall where she’d been standing. Metal screamed. The wall buckled. The creature reared back for a second strike, and for three seconds, its ventral surface was exposed: the pale, less-armored underside between its forward legs, soft tissue protected by position rather than plates.

I threw the charge.

The modified sensor beacon hit the creature’s exposed underside and stuck. The adhesive compound I’d applied, borrowed from Veska’s burrower-masking chemicals because a good engineer uses what’s available, bonded with the creature’s hide on contact.

I triggered the detonation.

The explosion was not large. The power cell of a modified sensor beacon didn’t have the energy output of a proper ordnance device. But it was concentrated, focused, directed inward by the beacon housing, and it detonated against exposed, unarmored tissue at point-blank range.

The creature screamed. This sound was different from the sensory-pain shriek. This was deeper. More fundamental. The sound of an organism processing damage that threatened survival rather than sensory function.

It staggered. Its forward legs buckled. The bioluminescent markings along its spine flickered, the patterns disrupting, the light dimming. It was still alive. Still massive. Still dangerous. But hurt. Hurt in a way that the apex predator of Viridian’s ecosystem had never experienced.

“Second charge,” I said. “Kaida, the compromised armor seam.”

Kaida was already moving. She scooped the second charge from where I’d placed it on the courtyard wall and sprinted toward the creature’s dorsal side with the dead-sprint velocity of a Seventh Forward engagement specialist whose body had been trained to do exactly this kind of impossible thing.

She jumped. Not onto the skull this time. Higher. The compromised armor seam above the forward spine, where her knife had pried open two centimeters of exposed tissue. She slapped the charge against the gap, the adhesive bonding instantly, and threw herself sideways off the creature’s back before gravity had finished calculating her trajectory.

I triggered it.

The second detonation hit the exposed tissue above the creature’s spine. The creature convulsed. The bioluminescent markings went dark. Its legs buckled fully, the forward pair collapsing, the massive body pitching forward into the courtyard floor with an impact that cracked the ancient metal surface and sent vibrations through the ruins.

It didn’t get up.

It wasn’t dead. The thermal signature on Veska’s scanner still pulsed with life. But the spinal damage had compromised its motor function, and the combined sensory and structural injuries had removed its ability to fight. It lay in the north courtyard, breathing in labored cycles that shook the ground, its bioluminescent markings fading to dark.

“It’s retreating internally,” Veska reported. “The organism is entering a trauma-induced torpor state. Metabolic functions dropping. It’s shutting down to heal.”

“Will it recover?”

“Reptilian regenerative capacity at this organism’s mass? Likely. But not for days. Possibly weeks.”

“We’ll be gone in hours.”

The courtyard was quiet. The kind of quiet that follows violence: the ringing silence of adrenaline burning off and the brain catching up with what the body just did.

Kaida leaned against the courtyard wall. Blood on her face. Blood seeping through the bandage at her ribs where the combat had reopened the sealed wound. Her knives hung at her sides, the blades dark with the creature’s ichor. She looked at me across the creature’s massive, heaving body.

“Not bad,” she said. Her foot thumped once. Satisfied.

Piri appeared at the western corridor entrance. Barefoot. Windblown. Grinning. She’d just outrun a predator the size of a cargo shuttle through ancient corridors in the dark, and the incandescent delight on her face said she knew it.

She binky’d.

A full, uncontrollable sprint-spin across the courtyard, around the creature’s unconscious body, past Kaida’s position, and ending in a skidding halt in front of me. She threw her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist and kissed me with adrenaline-fueled intensity. She’d been very alive for the last fifteen minutes and wanted to make sure that aliveness was properly communicated.

“That,” she said against my mouth, “was the most terrifying and exciting thing that has ever happened to me. And I’ve done some things.”

Damira arrived from her coordination position at the dome entrance. She moved through the courtyard with measured strides, her amber eyes taking in the unconscious predator, the damaged ruins, the blood on two of her people, and the embrace happening against the courtyard wall.

“The data core,” she said.

I’d forgotten. The beacon chamber. The holographic display. The data we’d been downloading.

“The creature’s passage through the ruins may have damaged the dome structure,” Veska said through the comm. “The beacon chamber’s status is unknown.”

“I’ll check.” I set Piri down, or rather, Piri set herself down with a final squeeze that left her scent on my skin and her warmth in my chest. I moved through the ruins toward the dome.

The creature’s path of destruction was impressive. Three connecting walls demolished. Two towers scarred with impact marks. The narrow corridors Piri had led it through were now wide corridors, the metal walls bent outward by the creature’s passage like paper in a wind tunnel.

The dome was intact. The metallic construction that had survived centuries of jungle growth had survived the apex predator’s rampage, the curved surfaces deflecting the creature’s charges away from the structure. Inside, the beacon crystal still hummed. The holographic display still turned. The star map still glowed.

But the signal was different. The activation pattern had shifted. The beacon was broadcasting at higher power, its energy output increased by the astralith fragments we’d installed. The creature had been drawn to the original activation. This enhanced broadcast would reach further.

Much further.

We gathered the remaining data cores and equipment and returned to the Kingfisher. The walk through the dark jungle was silent, the ecosystem still muted in the aftermath of the apex predator’s passage. The clearing held the ship, the moss, the bioluminescent glow that had become familiar.

We loaded the equipment. I ran the final pre-flight diagnostics while everyone stowed gear and secured the interior. My hands shook on the diagnostic terminal. Not fear. Aftermath. The adrenaline’s chemical invoice arriving now that the body’s credit line had been used up. I gripped the console until the tremor passed and finished the power cell readout. Eighty percent. Enough. We didn’t need full charge for the first jump. We needed to leave before whatever the enhanced beacon signal attracted arrived.

The ship’s interior was alive with the charged energy that followed shared survival. The air tasted different. Sharper. The ventilation system cycling air that carried traces of combat sweat, predator musk, and the metallic tang of the modified beacons’ detonation residue. Through the thin walls, I could hear each of them processing survival in their own way. Piri hummed, her melody carrying the adrenaline high into something musical, the tune shifting keys every few bars as her mood cycled through relief and exhilaration and something that sounded suspiciously like pride. Veska catalogued data with the focused velocity of a scientist processing a lifetime’s worth of information before the next crisis, her data pad clicking in rapid bursts separated by silences that meant she was staring at a result she hadn’t expected. Damira organized supplies with quiet efficiency, her movements precise, her calm absolute.

Kaida sat in the cargo hold, the interior doors sealed behind her. She leaned against the wall, her combat gear bloodied, her wound rebandaged with fresh sealant from the med kit. She was cleaning her knives. The methodical scraping of blade against cleaning cloth. The warrior’s meditation.

I found her there after the diagnostics were complete.

She looked up. Golden-amber eyes. Blood on her face. Hair wild and loose. The warrior who’d ridden a predator and driven knives into its skull while bleeding from a wound she’d taken protecting me.

“Dawn launch,” I said. “Everything’s ready.”

“Good.” She resumed cleaning. Scrape. Scrape. Precise, even strokes.

I sat beside her. The cargo wall was cold against my back. The hold smelled like metal and ichor and combat sweat. Kaida’s scent, sharp and mineral, the clean competitive musk that her body produced when it was operating at full combat capacity.

She set the knife down. Looked at me. Her golden eyes were bright, lit by the adrenaline that hadn’t fully metabolized, the biological high of a warrior who’d fought for the first time in three years and discovered that the part of her that lived for this hadn’t atrophied during those years of escort duty.

“Modified sensor beacons with adhesive compound,” she said. Her voice was warm. Approving. “Improvised ordnance devices. Overloaded power cells in makeshift housing.” She shook her head. “No warrior would think of that. No warrior would need to.”

“It worked because you put a knife in its eye.”

“It worked because everyone did their job.” She paused. “Piri ran. I’ve never seen a non-combatant show that kind of courage.”

“She’s not a non-combatant anymore.”

“No.” Kaida’s voice softened. “None of them are.”

Silence. The cargo hold hummed with the Kingfisher’s idle systems. Outside, the jungle had begun to find its voice again, the creatures emerging from their silence as the apex predator’s presence receded.

Kaida’s hand found my thigh. Not her tail. Her hand. Deliberate. The calloused grip of a warrior initiating contact without tactical justification.

“Genetic assessment,” she said.

“Kaida.”

“Shut up.” Her hand tightened on my thigh. Her golden-amber eyes held mine with an intensity that had nothing clinical in it. “Genetic assessment: conclusive. Combat compatibility: confirmed. Category fourteen: exceeds all parameters.” She leaned toward me. “Updated conclusion: the specimen is.”

She kissed me.

Different from the cave. This was deliberate. Intentional. Kaida choosing to kiss me because she wanted to, not because her armor had cracked and the want had poured through. Choosing it with her eyes open and her assessment folio metaphorically burning in a corner.

I kissed her back. My hand found the back of her neck, fingers threading into her loose black hair, pulling her closer. She came willingly. Not surrendering. Advancing. The warrior’s body pressing against mine with confident forward motion. She’d identified her objective. She was pursuing it.

She climbed into my lap. Her powerful thighs straddled my hips, her hands finding the wall behind my head for leverage, her body grinding against mine with an urgency that was different from the cave. The cave had been desperation. This was celebration. The adrenaline of survival turning into the adrenaline of victory.

“Your wound,” I said against her mouth.

“Non-diagnostic.” She grinned. Actually grinned. The expression was shocking on a face that hadn’t openly smiled in the two weeks I’d known it, and it transformed her from the fierce, evaluating warrior into someone younger, brighter. A woman who’d existed before the war and the evacuation and the three years of displacement.

She pulled my shirt off. Her hands explored my chest with a confidence the cave hadn’t held. The cave had been discovery. This was claiming. Her calloused fingers traced the lean muscle with proprietary attention, the V-lines at my hips, the corded forearms that every bunnygirl on this ship had been watching since the docking bay. She gripped my shoulders and dug her thumbs into the muscle the way she tested a blade’s edge: measuring, assessing, approving.

“You build things,” she said. “Engines and flash-bangs and navigation systems. You build things that work.”

“So do you.”

Her hands stilled. “I break things.”

“You broke through a predator’s armor with a knife and your body. That’s building something.” I pulled her combat top over her head. Careful of the bandage. “Building a win.”

She kissed me again. Harder. Her teeth caught my lower lip, the sharp sting of it sending a jolt straight through me. Her hands went to my belt, working the buckle with combat-efficient speed, the same hands that had killed six burrowers and driven a knife through armor plate now stripping my clothing with the same ruthless efficiency she brought to every obstacle between her and an objective.

I unwound her wraps. The binding cloth fell away in spirals, revealing the lean, scarred body in the cargo hold’s harsh lighting. Not the amber glow of the cave. The functional white strips of the Kingfisher’s interior illumination: unflattering, honest, light that hid nothing. Her scars caught the light. The pale slash across her right shoulder. The new wound at her ribs, sealed and healing, the diagonal line a fresh addition to a body that wore its combat history like rank insignia. The thin line on her forearm. A warrior’s body catalogued in bright, merciless detail.

She was beautiful in the way weapons are beautiful: purposeful, precise, every line serving a function. Small, firm breasts with hard nipples standing rigid in the cargo hold’s recycled air, the pectoral muscle beneath giving them a defined shape that was as different from Veska’s heavy softness as steel from silk. Defined abs, each ridge visible in the harsh light, contracting with her breathing. The powerful thighs that had gripped a predator’s skull. Her olive skin still streaked with combat sweat and the creature’s dried ichor, the musk of violence and exertion hanging on her like perfume.

She freed my cock and gripped it with a certainty that sent a bolt of heat through my spine. Her hand was calloused, her grip strong, the same grip that held blades steady through killing strokes. She stroked with deliberate, thorough precision, base to tip, her thumb pressing the underside, measuring my pulse through the shaft, her golden eyes cataloguing each involuntary twitch of my abs with the intensity of a woman who was learning that assessment could be a different kind of intimacy. She squeezed at the base, feeling the girth against her palm, then dragged upward with a twist that wrung a groan from my chest.

“Category fourteen,” she said. Her voice was rough, the adrenaline still running beneath it. “Performance metric: preliminary assessment exceeds expectations.”

“Are you grading me?”

“Old habits.” Her grip tightened on the upstroke, her thumb swirling over the head, spreading the pre-cum that had beaded there. Then she rose on her knees, positioned herself above me, and guided me to her entrance. She was wet, her arousal slicking the head of my cock the moment it pressed against her folds. She sank down onto me with a single, controlled descent, her tight, muscular pussy stretching around my shaft with the deliberate pace of a soldier measuring ground, taking me deep until her thighs met my hips and we both exhaled in the same moment.

Tight. Strong. Her muscular body gripping me with the intentional control of trained warrior physiology, her inner walls clenching along my entire length in pulses that matched her heartbeat. She held at the base, adjusting, her abs contracting as she tilted her pelvis to seat me against the spot that made her breath hitch. Feeling me inside her with the focused attention of someone cataloguing a new sensation against the data she’d collected in the cave and finding that the context changed everything.

“Different from the cave,” she said.

“Better?”

“The cave was.” She started to move. Rising, sinking, her powerful thighs controlling the rhythm with the disciplined precision of someone who’d spent years training those muscles for a different kind of repetitive motion. Each rise exposed my shaft, glistening with her slickness, before her body swallowed me again with a clenching downstroke that bottomed out with an impact. “The cave was breaking. This is. Choosing.”

She rode me against the cargo wall with the aggressive confidence of a woman who’d made her choice and intended to enforce it. Each descent drove me deep, her tight pussy gripping and releasing with military precision, the wet heat of her clenching around me hard enough to make my vision blur. Each rise was controlled, her body lifting with the explosive power of those warrior thighs, the muscle flexing visibly in the harsh light, the tendons in her neck standing taut. Her black hair fell forward, wild, freed from its tie, curtaining her face in a dark frame that made her golden eyes burn brighter.

I gripped her hips. The narrow, angular span of them, so different from Veska’s generous curves or Piri’s compact shape. Kaida’s hips were built for combat movement, the bone close beneath olive skin, and I held them while she moved above me with the relentless energy of someone who was very, very good at repetitive physical operations. The view of her from below was devastating: scarred torso, small breasts bouncing with each impact, defined abs rippling, and between us the wet, obscene junction where her body took mine, her slick folds stretched around my shaft, the sounds of our joining filling the metal hold.

“Harder,” she said. Not asking. Commanding. The warrior giving orders in a context that the Seventh Forward manual definitely didn’t cover.

I drove up into her. Hard. Meeting her descent with the full force of my hips, the collision impact sending a wet crack through the hold. The sound echoed off the metal walls, flesh against flesh mixed with the slick sound of her arousal and the metallic ring of the cargo wall shaking against its braces.

Her foot hit the cargo floor. Thumping. Fast, rhythmic, accelerating with each thrust. The percussion of a bunnygirl in the final stages of combat between her training and her biology, the biology winning in a rout.

“Dex.” My name. Third time today. Third context. The combat-edge version, stripped of formality, raw with exertion and pleasure and something that might have been joy. “Dex, I.”

“Tell me.”

“I.” Her rhythm stuttered. Resumed harder. Her hands gripped the wall behind my head, her arms bracketing me, her face close enough that I could see the amber flecks in her irises dilating as her pupils swallowed the gold. “I didn’t know it could feel like this. The assessment framework, the metrics, the breeding calculations. None of them. None of them predicted.”

“What?”

“This.” She kissed me. Fierce. “You.”

I reached between us. Found her clit. She hissed through her teeth, the sound of a warrior absorbing a strike, and her thighs clenched with enough force to make stars bloom behind my eyes.

She came with a shout that echoed off the cargo walls and probably carried through the ship’s interior to every bunnygirl ear within range. Her body locked above mine, every muscle contracting, her pussy gripping me in rhythmic spasms that were as strong as everything else about her. Her foot hammered the floor in a burst that shook the cargo shelving. Her ears softened, rounded, the dark fur relaxing completely.

And she laughed.

Not the short, surprised bark from the cave. A real laugh. Full, warm, disbelieving, the laugh of a woman rediscovering something she’d lost so long ago she’d forgotten she’d had it. It burst out of her with the uncontrolled force of the binky Piri couldn’t suppress, and it was the most human sound I’d ever heard from the most militantly composed person I’d ever met.

I came with her laughter in my ears. Buried deep, her body pulling me over, the release surging through me while she laughed above me with her head thrown back and her golden eyes wet and her warrior’s body shaking with laughter and release and the discovery that surrender could feel like victory.

The cargo hold was quiet afterward. Two people catching their breath in a metal room on a ship that was a long way from anywhere either of them had planned to be.

Kaida’s forehead rested against mine. Her breathing slowed. The laugh had subsided into something softer: a curve at the corner of her mouth that stayed. Stayed.

“If you tell anyone about the laughing,” she said.

“Piri already knows. She can hear us through the walls.”

“She can smell us through the walls.” Kaida’s mouth twitched. The curve held. “Fine. She can know about the laughing.” She paused. “But if she knows about the thing I said.”

“The part where you said my name like it was the answer to every question you’d ever asked?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You said something very close to that.”

Her eyes held mine. Warm. Vulnerable. Still surprised by the warmth and the vulnerability and the fact that neither of them had destroyed her.

“You fight like an engineer,” she said. “Infuriating. It works.” She kissed me. Quick. Hard. A warrior’s punctuation. “Everything about you works, and I don’t have a category for it, and I’m going to stop trying to find one.”

Her foot thumped. Once. Contented.

She didn’t grab it.

We cleaned up. Dressed. Kaida’s wound had held through the encounter, the sealant doing its job despite the strenuous motion that was significantly outside its recommended application parameters. She retied her hair. The armor went back on. But the curve at her mouth stayed, a new feature on a landscape I was still learning to read.

At the cargo hold entrance, I caught her hand. She looked at our joined fingers with an expression that suggested she was reviewing the tactical implications of hand-holding and finding the manual suspiciously absent of guidance.

“For the record,” I said. “You passed every metric I’ve got.”

Her foot thumped. Her jaw worked. The curve held.

“Adequate,” she said.

She walked away.

The cargo hold was quiet. Just the hum of the ship and the faint, warm echo of the word adequate ringing in the metal walls like a bell she’d never admit she’d struck.


Chapter 20: Not Yet

Everyone was asleep except the ship.

The Kingfisher hummed around me. Not the idle hum of a grounded vessel running minimal systems. The ready hum. The sound of a ship with a charged nav array, a loaded star map, and a jump plotted for dawn. A ship that wanted to fly.

I sat in the pilot’s chair and watched the cockpit displays cycle through pre-flight data. Nav alignment: green. Power cells: ninety-four percent. Astralith resonance: stable. Course to the Shallows: plotted, confirmed, locked. Everything was ready. Everything was done.

The clock on the console read 02:47. Three hours until dawn. Three hours until we left the planet that had almost killed us, had given us astralith and ruins and star maps and burrowers and an apex predator and pollen that turned the air into a weapon of biological persuasion.

Viridian had given me three bonds.

I flexed my hands on the armrests. Pilot’s hands. Calloused, grease-stained, the strong grip that had held a laser cutter steady during a resonance event and a warrior’s face in a cave alcove and a scholar’s hips in a beacon chamber and an exhibitionist’s body under alien constellations. These hands had done more in eighteen days than in the previous twenty-four years of my life.

The nav display cast green light across the cockpit. I stared at the route to the Shallows and tried to remember who I’d been when I’d taken the contract at Waystation Bravo-9. A transport pilot. An independent operator with a ship held together by bypass cables and stubbornness. A man whose longest relationship had been with his flight stick, and whose deepest commitment had been to next month’s fuel payment.

That man was eighteen days ago. He felt like a stranger.

I pulled up the ship’s log. The entries told a story I was still processing. Day one: four passengers boarded, contract standard, three-day jump. I’d noted the cargo manifest in my usual shorthand. Four Velan females, civilian evacuees, return transport to homeworld. No special requirements listed. I hadn’t written down what they looked like. Hadn’t mentioned the way the shortest one sniffed my neck during boarding, or the way the tallest one’s hand on the shortest one’s shoulder held something I couldn’t name yet. The log entries were professional. Detached. The notes of a man who flew alone and intended to keep it that way.

Day two: spatial rift, forced transit, nav array destroyed. Day three: emergency landing on uncharted world. The entries after that were less structured. They stopped reading like a ship’s log and started reading like something else. A journal. A record of the systematic disassembly of a loner’s defenses by four women who hadn’t asked permission before they started.

The combat damage report was its own document. Pack hunter engagement: six kills, improvised heat decoys, Kaida’s first adequate. Burrower encounters: twelve total, one combat wound sustained, one that mattered more than the wound. Apex predator: cargo-shuttle-class, fought with modified sensor beacons and a warrior who rode its skull. We should have died four times. We didn’t. Not because we were lucky. Because we’d become something that luck had nothing to do with.

I closed the log and looked at the stars through the viewport. Wrong stars. Eighteen days of wrong stars that were starting to look familiar. I could identify three constellations now, named by Piri during evenings on the cargo ramp. The Runner, because the star pattern looked like someone mid-sprint. The Glasses, because two bright stars sat close together in a frame shape that Veska pretended not to notice. The Blade, which Kaida had named with a single word and a thump.

Damira hadn’t named any constellations. She’d listened to the others name them and watched with the quiet attention of a matriarch cataloguing her warren’s mythology in real time.

Through the ship’s thin walls, the sounds of sleep. Piri’s breathing, soft and rhythmic, punctuated by the occasional foot-twitch that meant she was dreaming of running. Veska’s silence, the deep stillness of exhaustion that came from downloading the contents of an extinct civilization’s navigation library into a data pad. Kaida’s measured breath, the disciplined inhale-exhale of a soldier’s sleep: efficient, quick, one ear open.

And behind the sounds of sleep, the ship itself. The cooling clicks of the hull contracting in the nighttime temperature drop. The whisper of the ventilation system cycling air. The distant, resonant hum of the astralith crystal in the nav array, vibrating at a frequency that I could feel through the chair’s armrests. The ship was alive with the energy of departure. Ready. Patient. Waiting for the pilot to tell it where to go.

I’d always thought of the Kingfisher as mine. My ship. My home. The one constant in a life defined by transit and impermanence. Now I listened to four different rhythms of breathing through the walls and realized the ship had stopped being mine. It was ours. The distinction made something in my chest expand in a way that was uncomfortable and necessary at the same time.

The fourth sound was footsteps.

Quiet. Measured. The deliberate placement of heeled boots on the corridor floor, each step carrying the same unhurried grace that its owner brought to everything. Not trying to be silent. Not trying to be heard. Simply walking at the pace she’d walked at for decades, the pace of a woman who arrived when she intended to arrive, neither early nor late.

Damira appeared in the cockpit doorway.

She carried a med kit. The standard Kingfisher emergency medical supplies, augmented with the Viridian-specific additions Veska had compiled: antiseptic compounds calibrated for alien soil bacteria, wound sealant optimized for the planet’s humidity, pain-management dermal patches that I hadn’t been using because the inventory was limited and the bunnygirls might need them more.

“You didn’t let me look at your injuries,” she said.

I turned in the pilot’s chair. She stood in the doorway, filling it in the way only Damira could: not with mass but with presence. Her chestnut hair was down. The waves fell past her shoulders, catching the cockpit’s ambient light, the silver threads at her temples gleaming like filaments of something precious woven into something warm. She wore her sleeping clothes. Not the elegant layers of her daytime armor. Something simpler. A long, soft tunic that fell to her thighs, cinched at the waist, the fabric draping across her body in a way that revealed the architecture beneath through suggestion rather than exposure.

The mature hourglass figure that her elegant layers hinted at and controlled was, in the soft tunic’s less structured embrace, impossible to look away from. Full D-cups that the fabric draped over rather than contained, their weight and shape visible in every shift of the material. The slim waist that made the curve of her hips beneath seem dramatic, almost unreal. The fabric moved with her breath, and each inhale pressed the swell of her breasts against the soft material in a way that was more intimate than nudity because it was accidental.

Her feet were bare. First time I’d seen that. Damira without heeled boots was Damira without one of her control mechanisms. Her feet were narrow, elegant, the toenails unpainted. The vulnerability of bare feet on someone who wore control as naturally as she wore clothing was startling.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You have untreated lacerations on your forearms from the crystal climb. The bruise on your left arm where the burrower struck you is deep enough to require monitoring. And the combat at the ruins added contusions I can see from here.” She entered the cockpit. Her stride was different without the heeled boots: lower, more grounded, the sway of her hips carrying a different frequency, less architectural, more natural. “Sit.”

The matriarch’s voice. Not a request. An instruction that accomplished its purpose by making compliance feel like the obvious course of action rather than an order being followed.

I sat.

She knelt beside the pilot’s chair. The motion was graceful, her body folding with practiced ease, the tunic settling around her thighs as her knees met the deck plate. She’d tended wounds before. Many wounds. Many times. The med kit opened in her lap, the supplies arranged with a matriarch’s organized efficiency. The antiseptic compounds lined up by application order. The bandage strips sorted by width. Even the dermal patches were stacked with the adhesive sides aligned, ready for immediate deployment. A matriarch’s efficiency, refined across decades of caring for people who needed her to be faster than the crisis.

She took my right forearm. Her hands were warm. The touch was professional, clinical, the same steady competence she’d displayed during every crisis since the rift. But the contact lasted longer than medicine required. Her fingers lingered at the pulse point of my wrist before moving to the first laceration.

Her nose twitched.

Not the micro-slips she’d permitted before. Not the suppressed flutter that escaped in moments of distraction. A full, sustained, deliberate twitch. Her nostrils flaring, the scent-reading organs engaging with the full sensitivity of a mature bunnygirl whose biological systems had decades of precision and were currently receiving the chemical signature of a human male at close range with no pollen, no distraction, no other noses in the room.

She didn’t suppress it.

She let it happen. Let me see it. Her amber eyes met mine over my forearm, and the twitch continued, three pulses, four, her nose processing whatever my body was telling it with the thoroughness that defined everything she did.

Then she looked down. Applied the antiseptic. The alcohol stung and I flinched, and her free hand settled on my wrist to steady me. The touch was firm and practiced. Warm. She began treating the laceration with strokes that were careful and thorough.

“The launch is at dawn,” I said. Conversation. Normal conversation. Words to fill silence when silence was too heavy.

“I know.” She cleaned the wound with careful strokes. “The nav calibration is holding?”

“Stable. The astralith resonance is clean. First jump to the Shallows, then we reassess at the node.”

“Good.” She sealed the laceration with wound adhesive, the compound bonding to my skin with a faint tingle that her fingers traced to confirm proper adhesion. She moved to the next laceration on my forearm, the deeper one from the crystal climb, where an astralith formation had caught my glove and sliced through to the skin beneath. “This one needs a stitch.”

“We don’t have stitches.”

“We have wound adhesive and patience, which are the field-medic equivalent.” She applied the adhesive in thin strips, pulling the edges of the cut together with precise, gentle tension. She’d done this procedure a hundred times and had never lost a patient to infection or neglect. Her fingers moved along my forearm with a rhythm that was clinical and intimate simultaneously, each touch lingering a fraction longer than the medical requirement, each adjustment of the adhesive accompanied by a brush of her thumb against the uninjured skin beside the wound.

“How many wounds have you treated?” I asked.

“Over the course of my life? Hundreds.” She sealed the last strip. Examined her work with the critical eye of someone whose standards didn’t lower for field conditions. “I was matriarch of a warren with thirty-seven members for eleven years. Children who climbed too high. Adolescents who sparred too hard. Warriors who came back from training with cuts and fractures and the stubborn expression that young bunnygirl soldiers wore when they didn’t want to admit they needed help.”

“Sounds like Kaida.”

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile. An acknowledgment. “Kaida reminds me of several young warriors I’ve known. The same pride. The same terror of being seen as anything other than capable.” She moved to the bruise on my left arm, where the burrower’s mandible had struck. Her fingers probed the discolored tissue with gentle pressure that found the edges of the deep bruise without pushing into them. “I also tended wounds during the evacuation. Three years on a relay station with limited medical personnel meant the matriarch became the medic. I learned human-adjacent anatomy from the station’s medical database. Your species heals differently. Slower in some ways. More completely in others.”

“You studied human medicine?”

“I study whatever my people need me to understand.” Her thumb found the center of the bruise and applied a pressure point technique that eased the swollen tissue. The ache eased by a fraction. “When a human male appeared on the contract docket, I reviewed the relevant biological literature. Bone density, muscular structure, cardiovascular parameters. Standard preparation for a matriarch responsible for passenger safety.”

“And scent compatibility?”

Her nose twitched. Once. “That was not in the medical database.”

“Did you mind?”

“Tending people? No. I’ve never minded being needed.” She reached for the dermal patch. “I minded that the need came from displacement instead of home. I minded treating anxiety and depression and the slow erosion of purpose that comes from living in a place that isn’t yours.”

Her fingers applied the dermal patch to my bruised arm. The compound warmed against my skin, drawing the deep ache out of the tissue with a chemical patience that mimicked her own. She smoothed the edges, checked the adhesion, and let her hand rest against my forearm. Not checking. Resting. The distinction lived in the duration. A medical check lasted two seconds. This was six seconds and counting.

She didn’t move it.

The contact sat between us like a word neither of us had spoken. Her palm against the inside of my wrist, her thumb near the pulse that was accelerating under her touch in a way she could feel and could smell and could read with thirty-eight years of biological precision. I could smell her too, in the human way: cedar and parchment and the faintest warmth beneath, like a banked fire that had been holding its heat for years.

“You’ve been pushing yourself,” she said.

“Everyone’s been pushing.”

“Everyone has not taken a burrower strike, fought an apex predator, activated an ancient navigation beacon, and maintained the ship’s systems without rest.” Her gaze lifted to mine. “You have.”

“The ship needs a pilot.”

“The ship has a pilot.” Her thumb moved against my wrist. A slow circle. Feeling the pulse that was betraying me with every beat. “The pilot needs to be told that someone sees what he’s doing.”

“What am I doing?”

“Everything.” The word carried the weight of eighteen days of observation. “You’re doing everything, and you’re doing it well, and you won’t hear it from Kaida because she speaks in assessments, and you won’t hear it from Veska because she speaks in data, and you won’t hear it from Piri because she speaks in action. So you’ll hear it from me.”

She paused. The hand stayed on my wrist. The thumb continued its slow circle.

“You’re a good man, Dex Callahan. And you’ve become a good leader. Not by training. Not by title. By every decision you’ve made since the rift.”

“By punching through when braking was the safer option. By catching Veska with one hand while flying through a dimensional tear with the other. By sitting with Kaida on a night watch and listening to a warrior talk about the war she was pulled from. By seeing Piri as more than the performance and telling her so.” She paused. “By looking at me and seeing the person behind the composure when I’ve spent decades making sure nobody can.”

The words settled into the cockpit’s quiet like stones dropping into still water. Not dramatic. Not weighted with performance. Just true. The matriarch’s assessment, delivered with the same steady precision she brought to everything, carrying the same authority. But beneath the calm, a rawness that had been building since the rift and was now finding its way to the surface through the crack that the proximity and the quiet and the 3 AM honesty had widened.

She resumed treating the bruise on my left arm. The dermal patch warmed against my skin, drawing the deep ache out of the tissue. She never rushed. Decades of caregiving had made patience a reflex, and her hands moved with the steady attention of a woman who’d treated hundreds of injuries and intended to treat hundreds more.

“Tell me about him,” I said.

Her hands stilled. Not a freeze. Not the prey-lock startle response. A conscious pause. The matriarch deciding how to handle a question she’d been expecting and hadn’t prepared for.

“Who told you?” she asked.

“Nobody. The scar on your ears. The way you touch it when you think nobody’s watching. The particular kind of quiet you carry when the ship goes still.”

She looked at me. Her amber eyes held a depth I hadn’t seen before. Deeper than warmth or assessment or the cliff-edge hunger from the bloom. A rawness that had been waiting beneath decades of stillness for the right question in the right moment.

“His name was Tovin,” she said. “He was steady. Like a star you navigate by.”

She continued working on my arm. The dermal patch adhered. She checked its placement with professional attention.

“We were bonded for eleven years. Matriarch bond. The kind that links not just two people but everyone connected to them. When he was alive, I could feel our warren through the bond. Every member. Every mood. Every heartbeat.” She paused. “When he died, the bond severed. Not gradually. Instantly. One moment I was connected to thirty-seven people through a web of living scent-links. The next, silence.”

“The ear scar.”

“The same event. An explosive concussion. The blast killed him and damaged the neural pathways at the base of my ears.” She touched the scarred tissue, the rough, healed skin where the delicate nerve networks that gave bunnygirl ears their expressive range had been partially destroyed. “The stillness everyone sees as discipline is partly nerve damage. I can’t move them the way I used to. The control I’m praised for is partly disability.”

She said it without self-pity. Without the bid for sympathy that lesser discipline would have produced. Just fact. The matriarch delivering truth the way she delivered wound treatment: cleanly, without flinching.

“When he went out,” she said, “I couldn’t find the heading. The metaphor is navigational because you’re a pilot and it will translate. When a matriarch loses her bond-mate, the sensory network collapses. The connections to the warren remain but their quality degrades. It’s like. Like losing your nav array. You can still fly. You can still see the stars. But you can’t plot a course. Every direction feels the same.”

“How long?”

“Fourteen years.” She let the number exist without softening it. The way you let a scar exist. Not hidden, not displayed. Just present. “The first year, I couldn’t smell properly. The bond-mate’s scent becomes the baseline for everything a matriarch processes. Without it, every other scent registers wrong. Food tasted different. The children smelled different. I couldn’t read emotions accurately for months.” Her hands in her lap tightened briefly. “The second year, I started to recalibrate. By the third year, I could function. By the fifth, I could lead again without anyone noticing the gap.”

“But you noticed.”

“Every day.” She finished the dermal patch. Set the med kit aside. Her hands settled in her lap. The gesture was deliberate: placing the tools of caregiving down, transitioning from the matriarch-as-medic to a woman without a title or a function or a protocol. Just a woman sitting beside a man in a quiet cockpit at 3 AM with a truth she’d been carrying since before the stars went wrong.

“Fourteen years of navigating without a heading. Fourteen years of maintaining composure because the warren needed stability, and stability was the one thing I could provide without a bond-mate.” She looked at me. “It gets easier. Not better. Easier. The distinction matters.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Better implies the wound heals. Easier implies you learn to walk with it.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I walk very well. I’ve had fourteen years of practice. I walk so well that people forget I’m carrying anything. That’s the goal. That’s the composure.”

“But you’re still carrying it.”

“Every day.” She looked at the viewport. The wrong constellations reflected in her amber eyes, and I understood for the first time that the matriarch’s composure wasn’t strength. It was architecture. Load-bearing walls built around an absence shaped like a person, holding the ceiling up where the central pillar used to stand.

Her amber eyes were steady. Not glassy with unshed tears. Not performing vulnerability. Just honest. The absolute, devastating honesty of a woman who’d spent decades learning that the only person she couldn’t lie to was herself, and who was now choosing not to lie to me. “The warren felt his absence like a missing tooth. They adjusted. They found new connections, new structures. Life continued. I made sure of that. But for the matriarch, the missing tooth is also the missing jaw. The missing skull. The missing everything.”

She looked at the stars through the viewport. The wrong constellations. Piri’s Runner and Glasses and Blade. The stars she hadn’t named because naming them would mean accepting them, and accepting this galaxy meant accepting that the home she’d been navigating toward for three years had gotten further away, not closer.

“The children asked me about him, after. The young ones. They asked what he was like.” She smiled. Not at me. At the viewport. At a memory projected onto wrong stars. “I told them he was steady. That’s the first thing I say. Steady. It’s inadequate but it’s the truest word. He made a room calmer by entering it. Who made decisions feel safer by participating in them. Who.” She stopped. Breathed. Continued. “Who held the center of things by simply being there.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her fingers, resting on the closed med kit, traced the latch with absent precision.

“He had a habit of waking before anyone in the warren and walking the perimeter. Not for security. He just liked to know the shape of the day before it started. He’d come back with his ears cold from the morning air and his report was always the same: ‘The world is still here.’ As if that were news.” The smile returned. Smaller. “After he was gone, I started doing the walk. Every morning. For years. Same route. Same words when I came back inside, said to an empty room. The world is still here.” She paused. “It wasn’t the same report without him.”

“Sounds like a matriarch’s bond-mate.”

“He was born for it.” She looked at me. The smile was gone. What replaced it was harder to name. “He was born for it the way some people are born for flying. It was natural. Effortless. He never struggled with the weight because he was built to carry it.”

The cockpit hummed. The nav display cycled. The stars through the viewport were wrong and beautiful and waiting.

“You remind me of no one,” she said.

The words landed with physical weight, a truth she’d been carrying since before the clearing, before the bloom, before the caves. A confession she’d been testing against her tongue in private moments, shaping, examining, deciding whether to release.

“That’s why it’s difficult.”

I looked at her. The matriarch of four bunnygirl evacuees, kneeling beside my pilot’s chair at 3 AM in bare feet and a sleeping tunic, her hands in her lap, her hair catching the cockpit’s light, her amber eyes carrying fourteen years of absence and the weight of every day since the rift.

“If you reminded me of him,” she continued, “it would be easier. I could file the attraction as grief seeking a familiar shape. Nostalgia with a pulse. But you’re.” She paused. “You are nothing like him. He was a warrior. Broad, certain, voice like ground stone. He filled a room by standing in it. You fill a room by fixing something in it.” She swallowed. “You’re lean and clever and wry and your hands never stop working and you build things instead of breaking them. He led by authority. You lead by solving the problem before anyone else has finished defining it.” She looked at the nav display, at the route I’d plotted, at the astralith calibration readouts still glowing on the secondary screen. “You’re new. You’re entirely new. And that means what I feel isn’t memory.”

“What is it?”

Her nose twitched. Full. Sustained. Thirty-eight years of restraint cracking along a fault line that she’d been monitoring since the docking bay and that eighteen days of proximity and pollen and watching me become a person she hadn’t expected had widened into a fracture she couldn’t repair.

Her hand moved to my forearm. Not treating. Not checking the dermal patch. Resting. Her thumb traced a slow circle on my inner wrist, feeling the pulse that was beating hard enough for her to feel without scent-reading.

“It’s something I’m not ready for,” she said.

She didn’t remove her hand.

The cockpit was quiet. The stars through the viewport. The hum of a ship ready to fly. Two people in the dark, one touching the other’s wrist with a gentleness that belied thirty-eight years of practiced strength.

“A matriarch’s bond is different,” she said. “What Piri has with you. What Veska has. What Kaida has. Those bonds are real and permanent and beautiful. But they’re between two people.”

“And yours?”

Her hand tightened on my wrist. “A matriarch’s bond changes everything. For everyone.” She let the weight of that settle. “When I was bonded to Tovin, I could feel every connection in the warren flowing through me. Every joy. Every heartache. The most connected a person can be.” She looked at the stars. “When it ended, the disconnection was proportional.”

The cockpit hummed around the word.

“It’s permanent. It’s total. And before I create it again, you need to understand what it means. All of it.”

“You’re not ready,” I said.

“I’m not certain.” The distinction mattered. She’d chosen the word the way she chose all her words: deliberately, knowing its exact edges. “Ready implies fear. Certainty implies knowledge. I don’t have enough knowledge yet. About you. About them. About how three bonds already formed would bear the weight of a fourth that changes them all.”

“That’s a lot of weight.”

“You’ve been carrying a lot of weight.” Her expression softened. “You carry it well.”

A single foot-thump.

One.

The sound was so quiet I almost missed it. Her bare heel against the cockpit floor, the impact muffled by the absence of her heeled boots, the vibration traveling through the deck plates and into the silence of the ship.

One thump. After twenty years of training. After decades of iron control. After building an identity around the suppression of every involuntary impulse that bunnygirl biology produced.

One thump.

The silence that followed was the loudest sound I’d ever heard.

I sat very still. The way you sit when a wild animal approaches: not because movement would scare it away, but because the moment is so precisely balanced that any shift in weight could change its meaning. The thump still vibrated in the deck plates beneath my boots, a frequency that traveled through the ship’s bones the way the astralith’s resonance traveled through the nav array. A single data point. Irrefutable.

Twenty years. She’d trained herself for twenty years, and her foot had chosen this cockpit, this hour, this man.

Damira looked down at her foot. The bare foot that had just done something she’d trained it not to do for two decades. Her expression was. I don’t have a word for it. Devastated. Amused. Terrified. Grateful. The mask didn’t crack so much as it revealed, for one second, the full depth of what was held behind it.

She didn’t mention it.

I didn’t mention it.

Nobody would ever mention it.

Her hand moved from my wrist to my face. Her palm against my jaw. Her thumb along my cheekbone. The touch was warm, assured, carrying the practiced intimacy of a woman who knew how to touch and hadn’t touched anyone in fourteen years.

She studied me. Her amber eyes, close, measuring, cataloguing. Not the way Kaida assessed. Not with metrics and frameworks and weighted criteria. With a knowledge older than metrics. An instinct that knew what it was looking for because it had held the shape of it for over a decade and was now feeling the edges of a new possibility and testing whether the shape fit.

“You remind me of no one,” she said again. “That’s why it’s difficult. And that’s why it might be right.”

Her brown ears tilted forward. Full tilt. The scar at the base of her left ear caught the cockpit’s green light, the rough, healed tissue illuminated in a way that made the old wound look like part of the navigation display’s constellation. Above the scar, a small metallic clasp glinted: dark alloy engraved with angular symbols, the only personal object she’d brought from before the evacuation. I’d seen it occasionally, on evenings when she dressed with particular care. Tonight she wore it in the dark, for no audience except the stars.

She leaned forward. The warmth of her preceded the contact. Cedar and aged parchment and the deep, rich note that her restraint usually held beneath the surface. The scent of a woman who’d been suppressing desire for so long that its emergence hit like a physical force.

Close. Close enough that I could feel her breath against my lips. Close enough that her D-cups pressed against my forearm where it rested on the chair, the soft weight of them settling against me through the thin fabric of her tunic. Close enough that her hair fell forward, curtaining both our faces in a private space that smelled like cedar and aged parchment and the first warmth of a fire being rekindled.

She stopped.

One centimeter. Maybe less. The distance between her mouth and mine measured in the span of a decision that she’d been approaching since the docking bay and wasn’t going to make tonight.

Her eyes were open. Looking at me from a distance that was less than a breath. I could see the amber rings around her pupils. The fine lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of decades of expressions carefully managed. The depth of a want that lived behind her gaze and had been rising, rising, rising since the docking bay.

She pulled back.

Straightened. The mask reassembled. Not all at once. Not the snap-back that I’d seen during the bloom when she’d corrected every micro-fracture with surgical precision. This was slower. More deliberate. A woman putting herself back together piece by piece and choosing, consciously, which pieces to leave out.

Her hand stayed on my face for a moment longer. Then it dropped. She placed it in her lap with the other one. Folded them. The matriarch’s posture.

“Not yet,” she said.

Two words. Two syllables. The weight of a woman’s entire emotional history compressed into a phrase that meant everything it said and everything it didn’t say.

Not no. Not yet.

She stood. The cockpit’s light caught her as she rose, the tunic settling against her body, the full curves beneath it shifting with the motion. She was magnificent. I’d spent weeks learning the distinct beauties of three women with three different architectures. Damira’s beauty was different. Not the kinetic gold of Piri. Not the scholarly contrast of Veska. Not the lethal grace of Kaida. Damira’s beauty was gravitational. The kind that bent the space around it and changed the trajectory of everything that passed close enough to feel it.

Her tail bobbed.

Twice.

The most it had moved since I’d known her.

She reached back and stilled it with her hand. The gesture was automatic, practiced, the reflex of twenty years of control catching up with the impulse. But she stilled it slowly. Like she was reluctant to stop it. Like the motion of her tail expressing contentment was a sensation she wanted to hold for just a moment longer before discipline required its suppression.

“You have three mates now, Dex.” She stood in the cockpit doorway. Amber eyes. Chestnut hair. Cockpit light tracing the strong lines of her jaw. The sleeping tunic draped over the body that her elegant layers usually only suggested. “Do you know what that means in our culture?”

“Not entirely.”

“When we’re home, I’ll explain.” She paused. “All of it.”

“Then tell me everything.” I turned in the pilot’s chair to face her fully. “We’ve got a long trip.”

Her tail bobbed again. Once. In the doorway. She reached back to still it.

She didn’t.

Her hand rose, reached for the tail, and stopped. Held. Dropped back to her side. The tail bobbed once more, undisturbed, the soft brown fur expressing a contentment that the matriarch of four evacuees and a fourteen-year grief and twenty years of practiced control had decided, for one moment, to let her body say without interference.

She turned and walked away.

Her bare feet were silent on the corridor floor. Her stride carried the same unhurried, measured grace that it always did, but lighter somehow. Less armored. The sway of her hips beneath the sleeping tunic was the same and entirely different, the same architecture operating with one fewer layer of defense.

She didn’t look back.

I sat in the pilot’s chair and looked at the stars through the viewport. Wrong stars. Stars I was learning to navigate using roads built by an extinct civilization. The place on my jaw where her palm had rested still felt warm. I touched it. The skin held the memory of her hand the way the nav display held the beacon data: information embedded at a level deeper than the surface, invisible until you knew to look for it.

I thought about what she’d told me. A matriarch’s bond linking everyone through her. A warren connected by a single woman’s choice. If Damira bonded with me, it wouldn’t be two people finding each other. It would be a foundation being poured. Something permanent enough to build lives on.

I’d never had a foundation. Transit stations and fuel payments and a ship held together with workarounds. Temporary solutions maintained long enough to feel permanent, but only because I’d never stayed anywhere long enough to test the difference.

She was offering the difference. Not tonight. Not soon. But the offer was on the table, and it weighed more than anything I’d ever been asked to carry.

The cockpit hummed. The nav display glowed. The Shallows waited one jump away. And somewhere in the ship behind me, a woman who’d said not yet was lying in her bunk with a tail she’d chosen not to still.

The promise lived in the gap between those two words. In the space where no would have been final and yet held the door open. She’d chosen the word with the same precision she chose everything: knowing its full weight, knowing that the man hearing it would carry it forward through every jump and every planet and every quiet cockpit hour until she was ready to replace it with a different word.

Not yet.

Not no.

Through the thin walls, I heard Piri shift in her bunk. The faintest sound: a contented sigh, a tail bobbing against a blanket. She was awake. Of course she was awake. Piri’s hearing missed nothing and her nose missed less.

She didn’t say anything.

In Piri’s vocabulary of radical honesty and shameless commentary, silence was the loudest possible response. It meant the moment was too important to interrupt. Too significant to annotate. The woman who said everything about everyone had heard everything that happened in the cockpit and chosen to say nothing.

The highest compliment she’d ever given anyone.

The astralith crystal hummed its resonant note through the nav housing, through the deck plates, through the chair, through me. A ship ready to fly.

Dawn was three hours away.


Chapter 21: Eve of Departure

We ran the last supply haul at first light. Water from the river, supplemental rations Veska had identified in the fungal growth along the cave entrance, medicinal compounds for the wound kit. The jungle gave us what it had left to give: the river ran clear and cold, the fungal clusters Veska had flagged yielded enough dried protein supplement for three days, and the medicinal compounds filled the gaps in our depleted stores.

The five of us moved through the jungle as a unit, not passengers and pilot. Kaida on point with Piri flanking, Veska cataloguing as she walked, Damira keeping pace at the center. Nobody gave orders. Nobody needed to.

Then dawn launched us into the sky.

The Kingfisher punched through the canopy in a burst of shredded vine and scattered bioluminescent spores, the damaged stabilizer complaining with a vibration I could feel through the flight stick. I compensated by instinct. Seventeen days of ground time hadn’t dulled the muscle memory. My hands adjusted before my brain finished processing the feedback, pilot’s reflexes operating in the space between sensation and thought.

Viridian fell away beneath us. The jungle canopy spread like a green ocean, the river a silver thread winding through it, the clearing where we’d lived for eighteen days a small, dark wound in the vegetation that was already beginning to heal. The bioluminescent fungi caught the dawn light and threw it back in amber ripples. From altitude, the planet looked peaceful. Beautiful. A paradise that had tried to eat us every day we’d been on its surface.

Piri pressed her face against the cockpit viewport. Her honey-gold ears were flat against her skull, not from arousal but from a feeling harder to name. She didn’t like leaving happy places. Never had. Her amber eyes tracked the shrinking clearing with the careful attention of someone cataloguing a memory she didn’t want to lose.

“I’ll miss the moss,” she said. “The way it glowed when you walked on it.”

“You can’t bring the moss.”

“I tried. Veska said the atmospheric requirements were incompatible with ship systems. I asked nicely.” She looked at me. The flat ears rose to half-mast. “She said no in seventeen syllables.”

Orbit. The planet’s curve filled the viewport, green and blue and streaked with cloud formations that caught the sun in the way that only atmospheres capable of supporting life managed. The sun was wrong, like the stars. Smaller. More amber. The light it cast was warmer than standard-spectrum, which explained the jungle’s perpetual golden quality.

I checked the nav display. Course to the Shallows: confirmed. Jump coordinates: locked. The astralith crystal in the nav array hummed its resonant note, the sound traveling through the ship’s structure like a heartbeat. The Kingfisher was ready.

“Jump in sixty seconds,” I said into the comm.

Acknowledgments came back in four flavors. Piri’s enthusiastic whoop. Veska’s “Confirmed, preparing for FTL transition” from the med bay where she’d secured her data pads against jump turbulence. Kaida’s single “Ready” from behind my chair, where she’d positioned herself with one hand on the headrest, not quite touching my shoulder. The combat-secure brace of a warrior who expected FTL jumps to involve violence, anchored to the pilot’s chair because that was where the person she’d chosen to protect sat. Her foot thumped once against the cockpit floor. Not anxiety. Anticipation. Damira’s measured “Proceed” from the passenger bunks.

I engaged the jump drive.

The transit was different from standard FTL. Not the smooth, charted-beacon acceleration of regular space. This was raw. The astralith’s manual nav calibration didn’t have the precision of established beacon networks. The jump was rougher, shorter, the ship translating between normal space and FTL with a jolt that rattled the hull and made the stabilizer scream.

Three seconds. Five. Seven.

The Kingfisher dropped out of FTL into a system I’d never seen.

The Shallows.

The name fit. The system’s star was a white dwarf, small and bright, casting sharp light across a sparse field of rocky bodies and dust clouds. The habitable planet sat in the inner orbit: a water world, the scanner resolving its surface as mostly ocean with scattered island chains. Blue and white and grey, the colors of deep water and shallow reefs and clouds that formed in the convection patterns above warm currents.

“Atmospheric composition: breathable,” Veska reported. “Surface temperature: moderate. Hydrographic coverage: eighty-seven percent. The island formations suggest tectonic activity and coral-analogue reef structures.”

“Threats?”

“Scanner doesn’t show anything at this range. But the scanner showed Viridian as habitable and neglected to mention cargo-shuttle-sized predators.”

“Fair point.”

I turned in the pilot’s chair. The jump was complete. The first node in the builders’ network, reached via their ancient roads. Behind us, Viridian. Ahead, a water world and the next step on the path home.

The day unfolded in the rhythm of a crew processing transition. From planet to ship. From ground to sky. From a place they’d survived to a place they hadn’t seen yet.

I spent the morning running system diagnostics and planning the approach to the Shallows’ surface. The scanner data needed interpretation. The island formations were numerous, some large enough for a ship landing, most too small or too rocky. Water supply wouldn’t be a problem. Food: the ocean might offer options. The node beacon, if one existed here, would need to be located.

Veska processed data in the med bay, her data pads arranged in the semicircle formation that meant she was cross-referencing the beacon archives against the scanner’s real-time readings. She emerged periodically to deliver findings with the crisp precision that was her natural communication mode and the slight blush that accompanied any finding she delivered to me personally.

“The beacon archive indicates a node on the planet’s largest island formation,” she said during one such emergence, her lop ears at three-quarter attention. “The designation translates approximately as ‘shallow water node.’ The archive also notes a resource classification I’m still decoding.” She paused. Color rose in her cheeks. “The thermal environment in the cockpit is. Elevated.”

“Ship controls the temperature, Veska.”

“I’m aware.” She cleared her throat. “The thermal elevation is endogenous.” She retreated to the med bay with a controlled stride, her internal temperature having nothing to do with the cockpit and everything to do with the person sitting in the pilot’s chair.

Kaida ran training forms in the cargo hold. Modified for the wound, which was healing cleanly under the sealant’s chemical encouragement. I heard the precise tap of her movements through the floor: controlled, rhythmic, disciplined. She’d added something new to her routine. A set of movements that I recognized from the burrower fight: defensive interceptions, body-block positions, the combat geometry of putting yourself between a threat and the person behind you.

She was training to protect me. Not as protocol. As practice.

Piri ranged through the ship, her kinetic energy finding outlets in the confined space. She organized the galley. She checked the external hull sensors. She braided a lanyard from cargo straps and attached it to one of Kaida’s knife sheaths, which earned a death glare and then, two hours later, a grunted “It holds better.”

Damira moved through the ship’s spaces with her matriarchal authority intact and a new undercurrent beneath it. She poured drinks. She checked supplies. She spoke with each of them in the brief, private conversations that she conducted like a conductor tuning an orchestra: a word here, a touch there, the adjustments that kept four personalities in harmony.

She passed me in the corridor once. Her eyes met mine. The bare feet from last night were back in their heeled boots. The sleeping tunic replaced by her elegant layers. The open neckline she’d adopted as her new standard.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her tail, beneath the elegant fabric, shifted as she passed. I couldn’t see it. But I felt the air move.

Evening came.

The Shallows’ planet turned below us, blue and white, the ocean catching the white dwarf’s light in patterns that made the surface look like a sheet of beaten silver. We’d land tomorrow. Scout the island. Find the node. Continue the journey.

Tonight was the last night between worlds. The edge of the familiar, even if the familiar was barely three weeks old. Tomorrow: a new planet, new dangers, new unknowns. The rhythm that would define our journey through the builders’ network. Arrive, survive, discover, depart.

I was in the common area checking the meal allocation when three women arranged themselves around me with the choreographed precision of a plan discussed in a language I couldn’t speak.

Piri appeared first. She settled onto the bench beside me, her shoulder against my arm, her legs folded beneath her, her bare feet tucked against my thigh. The contact was standard Piri: natural, inevitable, as necessary to her as breathing. Her eyes held their usual warmth but also an anticipation that looked deliberate. Planning.

Veska appeared second. She sat on my other side, closer than her usual proximity. Her data pad was in her lap but the screen was dark. She wasn’t working. She was present. Fully, deliberately present, with her platinum hair down and her glasses pushed up into her hair and her pale blue eyes uncorrected and vulnerable. Without them, her face was softer, younger, the intelligence in her eyes unframed and direct.

Kaida appeared third. She leaned against the galley counter, arms folded, golden-amber eyes watching. Not sitting. Not joining the bench. Positioned at an angle that let her observe while maintaining the illusion of separation. Her foot thumped once. Slow. Unhurried.

Three bonds. Arranged around me in the common area of a ship that had carried us through a rift and a jungle and a cave system and an apex predator and was now floating above a water world in an uncharted galaxy.

Damira stood. She gathered her notebook, smoothed her elegant layers with the unhurried precision that accompanied all her movements, and turned toward the corridor.

“The pilot should sleep well,” she said. Not looking at me. Not needing to. The word pilot carried the warmth it had been accumulating for days, the professional designation that had become something closer to an endearment through sheer repetition and the gradual softening of the voice that delivered it.

She walked away. Her heeled boots measured the corridor floor. Her bunk partition closed with a quiet click.

The matriarch, facilitating.

Piri’s hand found mine. She threaded her fingers through my pilot’s fingers with confident intimacy. She’d been doing this since the hull under alien constellations, the first night she chose me. Her thumb traced the calluses on my palm.

“Tomorrow’s the new planet,” she said. “New everything. New ground, new air, new sky.”

“New dangers,” Kaida added from the counter.

“New discoveries,” Veska said quietly.

“Tonight is tonight,” Piri said. She looked at me. Her amber eyes held their mischief and beneath it something more sincere. More wanting. “And tonight I don’t want to be alone. And I don’t think Veska does either.”

Veska’s breath caught. Her uncorrected pale blue eyes, wide and unshielded, met mine with a directness that the scholarly armor would have softened.

“Piri and I.” Veska began. Stopped. Started again. “We discussed. Earlier. Via.” She made a gesture near her nose that meant the conversation had happened in the invisible scent-language that constituted two-thirds of bunnygirl social interaction and zero percent of anything I could perceive. “The discussion was comprehensive.”

“The discussion was her nose and my nose agreeing that tonight should be for three,” Piri translated.

Veska’s blush started at her collarbone and raced upward. “The phrasing is reductive but the conclusion is accurate.”

Kaida pushed off the counter. Her golden-amber eyes moved between Piri, Veska, and me. Something crossed her face that I was still learning to read. Not jealousy. Bunnygirl culture didn’t wire for jealousy in the way humans did. Something more like acknowledgment. Recognition. The warrior processing a tactical situation and determining that her role in this particular operation was observer, not participant.

“I’ll take the watch,” she said. Quiet. Not clipped. Not hostile.

Piri looked at her. The exchange that passed between them was conducted in the layered language of nose-signals and ear-positions and the reluctant sisterhood that had developed between the chaos agent and the warrior over weeks of shared survival.

“Thank you,” Piri said. To Kaida. Serious.

Kaida’s foot thumped once. “Proximity response.” She turned and walked toward the cockpit. At the corridor entrance, she paused. Looked back. “The walls are thin. I’ll be monitoring the perimeter. Not. Anything else.”

She walked away. Her footsteps faded down the corridor, accompanied by the slow, measured thumps that had become as much a part of the Kingfisher’s ambient sound as the engine hum.

Piri stood. She held both our hands. Mine and Veska’s. The physical connection of three people about to choose something together.

“Tonight we’re all here,” she said. “Tomorrow is uncertain. It’s always uncertain. So tonight I want this. Both of you. Together.”

Veska’s hand trembled in Piri’s grip. Her uncorrected eyes were wide. “I have no data on tripartite dynamics,” she said. “The literature on multi-partner bunnygirl bonds focuses on sequential pairing rather than simultaneous.”

“That’s the point.” Piri smiled. “No data. Just us.”

She led us toward my cabin. The small space that served as my personal quarters, my refuge, the one room on the Kingfisher that was mine. The bunk was narrow, designed for one pilot, barely adequate for two. Three was an engineering challenge.

Piri solved engineering challenges with enthusiasm.

She closed the cabin door behind us. The space was intimate. Close. The bunk against one wall, the personal storage against the other, the viewport showing the water world’s silver surface beneath.

Piri turned to Veska first. Not to me. To her. The exhibitionist and the scholar, standing in the dim light of my cabin, Piri’s eyes finding Veska’s uncorrected blue.

“You’re beautiful,” Piri said. “You’ve always been beautiful. The data pads and the cardigans and the glasses, they don’t hide it. They frame it.” She reached up and tucked a strand of platinum hair behind Veska’s ear. The lop ear. The soft white cartilage flinched under the touch, then leaned into it with a motion that was purely involuntary.

Veska’s breath shuddered. “The aesthetic assessment is. Reciprocated.” She looked at Piri’s compact golden body, the crop top and shorts that constituted her full wardrobe, the sun-kissed skin and freckles and dancer’s definition. “You’re.” She stopped trying to find the academic word. “You’re stunning.”

Piri kissed her.

The kiss was gentle. Testing. Two women who’d been communicating in scent-language for eighteen days and were now translating that communication into touch. Veska froze for a heartbeat, the prey-lock response firing and dying in the same moment, and then her hands found Piri’s waist and she kissed back with desperate intensity. Three years of being touched by no one. And now this: being touched by a woman who understood exactly what that absence felt like.

Piri’s nose worked against Veska’s cheek, reading the scent signals that poured off the scholar’s flushed skin. Whatever she read made her pull Veska closer, her small hands spanning the wider woman’s waist, her thumbs tracing the curve of Veska’s hips through the fabric. Veska made a sound into the kiss that was half whimper, half the structural failure of a wall she’d been maintaining since her warren fell apart.

They turned to me. Together. The exhibitionist and the scholar, their bodies side by side, the contrast that couldn’t have been more striking if someone had staged it. Piri: 5’4”, petite, golden, freckled, lean muscle and kinetic energy. Veska: 5’7”, pale, platinum, curves that her scholarly posture couldn’t diminish, ears already rising.

“Come here,” Piri said.

I came.

We kissed. Rotating. Piri’s mouth, warm and demanding, tasting of honey. Veska’s mouth, softer, more tentative, then suddenly fierce as her scholarly reserve collapsed under the pressure of two people wanting her simultaneously. My hands found both of them: Piri’s narrow waist, Veska’s generous hip, the contrast in body architecture making each touch feel like learning a new language.

Piri pulled her crop top off. No ceremony. No buildup. Piri removing clothing was as natural as Piri breathing: fast, efficient, unapologetic. Her small, firm breasts caught the viewport’s silver light. Hard nipples. Freckles across her collarbones and the upper curves. Golden skin. She was luminous.

Veska watched her. The scholar watching the exhibitionist with uncorrected eyes that catalogued every detail. Her hands reached for her own underlayer’s hem. Hesitated.

“Together,” Piri said. She took the hem from Veska’s hands. Drew it upward. Over the generous swell of her C-cups. Over the lace bra that Veska wore like academic armor. Over her platinum hair and her rising ears.

Veska stood in her lace bra and form-fitting pants, porcelain skin catching the light, her blush spreading from her collarbone to her navel. She was magnificent. The thicc curves that her cardigans and data pads and scholarly posture spent every day minimizing were impossible to minimize in a cabin this size with two people looking at her with undisguised appreciation.

Piri reached behind Veska and unhooked the bra. She did it with the deft efficiency of someone who understood the mechanics and the significance. The lace fell away. Veska’s breasts settled free, heavy, natural, pale pink nipples hardening in the cabin’s air. Piri took one in her hand, the contrast of her golden fingers against Veska’s porcelain skin a visual that stopped my brain for a full second.

“Beautiful,” Piri said. Looking at me while touching Veska. “Isn’t she?”

“She is.”

Veska’s eyes found mine. Uncorrected. Vulnerable. The woman behind the data pads and the academic terminology and the scholarly armor she’d built around herself. Just Veska. Wanting to be seen.

“I want to see everything,” she said. Then reached for her glasses in her hair and put them on. The familiar black frames settled onto her nose. The world sharpened for her. “Better.”

I undressed. Pulled my shirt off, the undershirt beneath it, kicked my boots, my pants. Veska’s eyes tracked every reveal with the scientific attention that was indistinguishable from hunger. Piri’s eyes tracked with the open appreciation that was indistinguishable from delight.

Piri stepped to me. Her compact body pressed against my chest, her bare breasts warm against my skin, her arms around my neck. She kissed me while Veska watched, and the watching was half the point. Exhibition. The scent-audience that usually consisted of bunnygirls smelling through walls was now an audience of one, standing in the same room, seeing everything.

“Your turn,” Piri said to Veska. Not an instruction. An invitation.

Veska stepped forward. Her hands found my chest. The palms flat, feeling the muscle beneath skin, the V-lines at my hips. She kissed me with the raw desperation of a woman whose scholarly distance had been dismantled and who’d discovered that the proximity was addictive. Her C-cups pressed against me from the other side, heavier than Piri’s, softer, the pale skin warm and yielding.

Two pairs of hands. Two mouths. Two bodies pressed against mine from different angles, different textures, different temperatures. Piri’s golden warmth and Veska’s porcelain heat. The contrast was nuclear.

Piri shimmied out of her shorts. The last barrier. She stood naked, compact and golden, freckles dusted across her shoulders and the upper curves of her breasts, the slight gap between her toned thighs, the small white tail bobbing with excited, rapid pulses.

She pulled Veska’s pants down. Slowly. Over the wide hips. Over the thick thighs. Over the round, full ass that form-fitting pants had been fighting to contain since the docking bay. Over the black lace underwear that matched the discarded bra.

“These too,” Piri said, hooking the lace with her finger.

Veska’s blush was comprehensive. Hairline to hips. But she nodded.

The lace came down. Veska stood naked in the silver light, all her scholarly armor stripped, all her curves on display: the generous hips, the thick thighs, the full breasts, the porcelain skin flushed pink. Her platinum hair cascaded around her shoulders. Her ears stood at three-quarter height and climbing. Her skin flushed deeper.

She looked at the two naked bodies in front of her and made a sound that was approximately “Oh” drawn through four registers of vocal range.

The bunk was not designed for three people. The engineering problem was real. The solution required creativity, communication, and the spatial awareness that comes from living in close quarters on a small ship for weeks.

Veska looked at the bunk. Looked at three naked bodies. I could see the calculations running. “The surface area is insufficient for three prone adults of varying body types. The structural support is rated for.”

“Veska.” Piri put a finger on the scholar’s lips. “Stop measuring the bunk.”

“The measurements are concerning.”

“The measurements will work because I’m small and you’re flexible and he’s an engineer.”

Piri solved it by climbing on top of me.

I lay back on the bunk. Piri straddled my chest, her compact body light, her knees on either side of my ribs. She leaned down and kissed me, her copper-gold hair falling around our faces. “I’m going to face Veska,” she murmured. “I want to see her while you’re inside me. I want to watch her ears rise.”

She repositioned. Reverse. Facing away from me, toward the foot of the bunk where Veska stood. Her compact golden ass was inches from my face, the firm round cheeks catching the viewport’s silver light, her dancer’s back curving down to the small tail that vibrated at its base. She reached back, took my cock in her hand with confident precision, stroked once to feel the hardness and the heat of me, and guided the head to her entrance. I felt her wet folds part around the tip, the slick heat engulfing me as she sank down with a slow roll that seated me fully inside her.

The sound she made carried through the cabin walls and probably through the ship’s hull and out into the vacuum of space. A moan of pure, satisfied fullness, her tight body stretching around my shaft, her inner walls gripping in the familiar rhythm I’d learned on the hull under alien stars.

“Veska,” she said. Breathless. Looking at the scholar who stood at the foot of the bunk watching two people fuck with the expression of someone whose analytical frameworks were processing data that exceeded every existing model. “Come here.”

Veska moved to the bunk’s edge. Piri leaned forward, my cock buried inside her, her body bent at the waist, the angle changing the grip of her pussy around me into something tighter, more intense. She reached for Veska’s hand and pulled her onto the bunk.

The logistics resolved through instinct rather than planning. Veska on her back at the foot of the bunk, her thick thighs parted, her porcelain body spread across the narrow mattress, her platinum hair fanning beneath her. The blush on her chest was crimson, spreading down her stomach, her heavy breasts rising and falling with each rapid breath. Piri above her, still riding me, her mouth descending to Veska’s breast, her tongue circling the pale pink nipple before taking it between her lips and sucking.

Veska’s ears shot vertical. Full. Immediate. The surrender signal firing with no preliminary buildup because the stimulus was unprecedented and her body’s response categories didn’t have a “gradual” setting for this.

I watched Piri ride me while kissing Veska’s breast, the golden body and the porcelain body intertwined, the visual contrast between them hitting every nerve I owned simultaneously. Piri’s petite, sun-kissed frame moving above Veska’s pale, generous curves, the freckled shoulders against the porcelain skin, the copper-gold bob against the platinum fall. Piri’s hips rolled in the rhythmic, athletic motion that was her signature, each descent driving me deep, her tight pussy sliding down my shaft with a wet sound that mixed with the soft, hungry noises she made against Veska’s breast.

Veska’s hand came up and traced the line of Piri’s jaw. Tender. The scholar touching the exhibitionist with a reverence that had nothing to do with data collection and everything to do with gratitude. Piri caught the hand. Kissed the palm. Kept moving on me without breaking rhythm, her body capable of maintaining multiple conversations at once: one with my cock, one with Veska’s breast, one with Veska’s hand, each in a different register of intimacy.

Veska’s hands found Piri’s hair. Gripped. Her hips rolled upward, seeking contact, seeking something. Piri reached down between Veska’s thighs with her free hand and found what she was looking for with the accuracy of someone whose scent-reading ability could pinpoint arousal to the millimeter.

The sound Veska made was half moan, half the death rattle of the academic framework’s final structural support.

“I want,” Veska gasped. “I need.”

I shifted. Piri felt the motion and rose off me with a wet, reluctant sound. She repositioned: beside Veska, on her side, her hand still between the scholar’s thighs, her eyes bright.

“Your turn,” she said. Not to me. To Veska. To the woman whose ears were vertical and whose thick thighs were trembling around Piri’s golden fingers.

I moved between Veska’s legs. She looked up at me, her platinum hair spread across the pillow, her breasts rising and falling with each rapid breath, her wide hips cradling me. Piri lay beside her, close, skin to skin, golden against porcelain.

I pushed into Veska. She arched off the mattress, her mouth opening in a gasp that Piri swallowed with a kiss. Piri’s hand found Veska’s breast, kneading, her other hand sliding between their joined bodies to find Veska’s clit.

Two women. One on my cock, the other touching her, both of them making sounds that merged into a harmony that no composer had ever written and no data pad had ever recorded.

I thrust into Veska with deep, measured strokes while Piri played her like an instrument. Veska’s scholarly reserve had evaporated completely. She clung to Piri with one hand and to my shoulder with the other, her body arching to meet each thrust, her thick thighs tightening around my hips with surprising strength.

“The biometric response to simultaneous multi-partner stimulation is,” Veska tried. Her eyes rolled. Her ears trembled at full vertical. “Is. Is.”

Piri kissed her quiet.

“Stop thinking,” Piri whispered against Veska’s mouth. “Feel.”

I increased my pace. Deeper. Harder. Veska’s body responded with the clenching, gripping intensity that was her signature, her pussy tight around me, her hips rising to meet every stroke. Piri’s fingers worked her clit in the same rhythm, the coordination between us instinctive, the three-person choreography finding its pattern without discussion.

“I’m close,” Veska gasped. “I’m. The escalation is.”

I pulled out. Veska made a sound of protest that was approximately six academic syllables compressed into one. I repositioned. Flipped Veska onto her stomach. Her spectacular ass, the star of her physical architecture, rose into the air as she shifted to her knees. Wide, full, pale, the round shape of it catching the silver viewport light.

Piri positioned herself in front of Veska, sitting against the headboard, her legs spread, golden thighs framing the scholar’s flushed face. Veska looked up at Piri, flushed and breathless. Piri brushed platinum hair from her face.

“I want to see everything,” Piri said. “While he takes you from behind. I want to watch your face. I want to see your ears.”

Veska’s ears trembled. Her hands found Piri’s thighs. She lowered her mouth to Piri’s center with the methodical focus of a scientist conducting research, and Piri’s head fell back against the headboard as the exhibitionist discovered what it felt like to be the one being studied.

I gripped Veska’s hips. The wide, generous spread of them filling my hands to overflowing, my fingers sinking into the soft flesh at the juncture of hip and thigh. I pushed into her from behind, the angle different, deeper, and the view of her spectacular ass pressing against my hips, those pale, full cheeks spreading around my shaft each time I drove in, was an image that burned into memory and would stay there until the stars went out. She was drenched, her arousal coating my cock in a slick glaze that made every thrust frictionless and devastating. Her body received me with a clenching acceptance that tightened further when Piri’s taste hit her tongue, the dual stimulation from both ends overwhelming every remaining processing capacity she had. Her pussy clamped around me in a spasm that coincided with a muffled cry against Piri’s center, the vibration of her voice making Piri’s back arch off the headboard.

The cabin filled with sounds. Piri’s vocal, unashamed moans as Veska worked between her thighs, her tongue evidently applying the same methodical thoroughness to Piri’s anatomy that she applied to everything. Veska’s muffled cries against Piri’s skin, each one driven deeper by a thrust from behind. The wet, rhythmic impact of my hips meeting Veska’s ass, the slick sound of our bodies joining and separating. The percussion of feet: Piri’s thumping against the headboard, Veska’s thumping against the mattress, a polyrhythmic beat that turned the narrow bunk into a drum.

Piri’s hands found Veska’s ears. Held them. Not pulling, not directing. Cradling. The sensitive white cartilage between her golden fingers, feeling the tremors that ran through them with each thrust from behind. Veska’s muffled sound against Piri’s center changed pitch, higher, more urgent. The ear-touch amplifying everything.

“I feel you,” Piri said. Looking down at Veska between her thighs, looking past her at me. Her amber eyes were bright with tears she’d never admit to. Not sadness. The opposite of sadness. The thing that happened when a woman who’d performed connection for three years suddenly felt the real version and didn’t have a performance for it. “I feel both of you.”

Veska’s hands scrape-dug into the mattress. The bunnygirl compulsion erupting at full force, her fingers gouging through the thin sheet and into the padding beneath, leaving tracks that would tell a story the mattress would carry until it was replaced.

Veska’s glasses slid off her face. The motion of the bunk, the angle of her head, the sweat on her nose. The frames lost their grip and tumbled toward the narrow gap between the mattress and the wall.

Piri’s hand caught them. Quick. Reflexive. The exhibitionist’s spatial awareness operating at a level that turned a falling pair of glasses into a moment of intimacy more significant than anything else happening in the bunk. She held the black frames in her golden fingers, looked at Veska’s bare, unfocused face, and gently slid them back onto her nose.

“I want you to see everything,” Piri said. Quiet. Sincere. Looking into the pale blue eyes that sharpened behind the returned lenses.

Veska’s ears rose to full vertical. She nodded.

I gathered Veska’s platinum hair. Pulled gently, arching her head back, her mouth leaving Piri’s body. Piri leaned forward and kissed her. The three of us connected: my cock inside Veska, Piri kissing her, my hand in her hair, the circuit complete.

“Together,” Piri said. “All of us. Now.”

I drove into Veska with everything I had, each thrust slamming my hips against the yielding fullness of her ass, the impact rocking the bunk against the wall in a rhythmic percussion that anyone on the ship could hear and everyone on the ship would understand. My free hand reached around her hip and found her clit, swollen and slick, protruding from its hood. Piri’s hand joined mine there, our fingers interleaving, golden and calloused against each other, working Veska together in coordinated circles while I fucked her in deep, relentless strokes that drove the bunk against the wall hard enough to rattle the viewport frame.

Veska came first. The orgasm ripped through her in a full-body convulsion that I felt in every point of contact, her pussy clamping around my cock in rhythmic, desperate spasms so intense they verged on painful, each contraction milking along my entire length with a grip that her whole body had committed to. Her hands gouged the mattress to the frame, fingernails shredding through fabric and padding. Her lop ears stood so vertical they looked like a different species’ anatomy, fighting their own biology with a commitment that only complete overwhelm could produce. The sound she made against Piri’s center was a vibration more than a voice, and it lasted longer than any of her previous orgasms, the waves rolling through her in sustained, clenching pulses.

Piri came second. Veska’s cry against her skin, the vibration of the scholar’s overwhelm transferring through contact where tongue met flesh, triggered Piri’s climax in a cascade that started at her toes and traveled upward through her dancer’s legs. Her foot thundered against the headboard hard enough to crack the panel. Her ears plastered flat against her skull. She arched and cried out with the full-volume, uninhibited abandon that was her signature and her philosophy, her compact body seizing, her golden thighs clamping around Veska’s head.

I came last. Buried to the hilt inside Veska, her body pulling me over with the aftershock spasms of her orgasm, her pussy milking my cock in rhythmic, greedy contractions that drew everything from me. Piri’s golden hand was still interleaved with mine between Veska’s thighs, our joined fingers slick with Veska’s arousal, and I came inside her in hot, surging waves that she felt and accepted with a shuddering clench that prolonged every pulse. The release was intense, sustained, and I felt it echo through the two women touching me like a signal traveling through a network, a resonance that connected all three of us through skin and heat and the shared sounds of completion.

For a long moment, none of us moved. The bunk creaked. The viewport light shifted as the ship’s orbit carried us over a new section of the water world’s silver ocean. Three bodies breathing in roughly synchronized rhythm, connected at too many points to separate cleanly, none of us wanting to.

We collapsed. The bunk was not designed for three bodies in post-climactic sprawl. The engineering problem reasserted itself. Piri solved it by wedging herself between Veska and the wall, her compact body filling the narrow gap with the ease of a lifetime spent fitting into small spaces.

Veska lay on my chest, her platinum hair spilling across my shoulder, her ears gradually easing from vertical toward their resting droop. Her black frames had survived somehow, still perched on her face, fogged beyond recovery.

“I want to see everything,” she said. The echo of her own phrase, delivered now with a tired, satisfied, wondering quality. She looked at Piri, curled against the wall, golden skin against the ship’s grey interior. She looked at me, beneath her, my chest rising and falling with slowing breath. “Everything is. More than the data predicted.”

Piri kissed Veska’s shoulder. “Better than data.”

“Nothing is better than data.” Veska’s ears twitched. “But this is. Approximately equivalent.”

Piri laughed. The warm, delighted sound that she produced when something made her genuinely happy. She burrowed closer, her tail wrapping around Veska’s waist, her nose nestled against the scholar’s neck.

“Piri,” Veska said.

“Mm.”

“Your nose is broadcasting.”

“I know.”

“Everyone on the ship can smell.”

“Everyone on the ship already smelled everything. Kaida’s been thumping in the cockpit for twenty minutes. I could hear it through the wall.” She grinned against Veska’s skin. “It’s her contented rhythm. I know the difference.”

Veska considered this. Her glasses fogged again. She didn’t clean them. “The scent-communication dynamics of a multi-bond warren are going to require extensive documentation.”

“You can document tomorrow.”

“I should start the preliminary notes while the experiential data is fresh.”

“Veska.”

“The methodology requires temporal proximity to the source event for.”

Piri kissed her quiet.

The cabin settled. Three bodies in a bunk built for one. The viewport showed the water world below, silver and blue, the next planet in the builders’ network. Tomorrow we’d land. Tomorrow we’d explore. Tomorrow would be uncertain, the way every tomorrow in this galaxy had been and would be.

Tonight was tonight.

Veska’s hand found her data pad. She’d brought it into the cabin. Of course she had. She pulled it to her chest, tapped the screen with fingers that still had mattress-stuffing under their nails from the scrape-dig, and typed a single entry.

She turned the pad so we could both see it.

HYPOTHESIS REGARDING TRIPARTITE DYNAMICS: Confirmed. Further research required. Extensive further research. Recommend recurring experimental protocol with both research partners present.

NOTE: The bunk is inadequate. Recommend engineering modifications for expanded sleeping capacity. Priority: high.

Her lop ears were still halfway up. Not full vertical. The contented mid-position of a woman who’d been thoroughly overwhelmed and was settling back to baseline at her own pace.

“My hypothesis regarding tripartite dynamics has been,” she said, her eyes closing, her breathing slowing, “conclusively. Empirically. Rigorously.”

She fell asleep mid-sentence.

Piri looked at me over Veska’s sleeping shoulder. Her amber eyes were warm. Not the mischief-warm or the arousal-warm or the performance-warm. The real warm. The one that she kept behind all the others.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For this. For her.” She glanced at Veska’s sleeping face, the platinum hair fanned across my shoulder, the glasses still perched crookedly on her nose, the faintest movement of her lips as she peer-reviewed something in her dreams. “For seeing her. Not just wanting her. Seeing her. She spent three years being invisible. You and I, we made her visible.”

“She was always visible.”

“She was always there. That’s different.” Piri’s tail bobbed against Veska’s waist. “You made her feel like being seen was safe. I made her feel like being seen was fun.” She smiled. “We’re a good team.”

“The three of us?”

“The five of us.” She nestled closer. Her eyes found the viewport, the water world below, the silver light. “Tomorrow. The Shallows. New everything.”

“New everything,” I agreed.

“Dex?”

“Yeah?”

“She talks in her sleep.” Piri’s grin was audible even in the dark. “Scientific terminology. Full sentences. I think she’s peer-reviewing something.”

I listened. Veska’s breathing had settled into the slow rhythm of deep sleep, but her lips were moving. Faint, barely audible murmurs that sounded like “resonance coefficient” and “standard deviation.”

“She’s probably writing the paper on tripartite dynamics in her dreams,” I said.

“Good. She’ll have the first draft done by morning.” Piri’s hand found mine across Veska’s sleeping body. Squeezed once. “This is what it’s supposed to feel like.”

“What?”

“Warren.” She said the word softly. With a weight it hadn’t carried before. “Not just proximity. Not just scent. This. People choosing each other. People staying.”

Her breathing slowed. Her ears settled to half-mast. Her tail stilled against Veska’s waist, wrapped and possessive and content.

I lay in a bunk not designed for three with two bunnygirl women sleeping against me. One golden, one porcelain. One who said everything, one who said too much in too many syllables. Both of them warm. Both of them real. Both of them choosing to be here. Both of them choosing me. And me, choosing them back with a certainty that had nothing tentative in it anymore.

Through the thin walls, the sound of the ship. Kaida in the cockpit, her footsteps pacing, her watch steady, her thumping a slow, contented metronome. Damira in her bunk, the silence of a woman who was awake and listening and choosing, with each breath, to wait.


Chapter 22: Heading Out

The Shallows’ ocean was the color of liquid silver.

I sat in the pilot’s chair and watched the water world turn below us. We’d been in orbit since dawn, the Kingfisher holding position while Veska confirmed the beacon archive’s surface data against the scanner’s real-time readings. Now the data was confirmed. Time to land.

I brought the Kingfisher down through a cloud layer that tasted like salt and ozone, the hull cutting through moisture that beaded on the viewport in droplets that caught the white dwarf’s sharp light and scattered it into miniature prisms. Below, the water world resolved from abstract blue to specific geography: island chains scattered across an ocean that covered most of the planet’s surface, coral-analogue reef structures visible as dark patterns beneath the shallow coastal waters, and a single large island that the beacon archive had flagged as the node location.

The landing was smooth. Smoother than Viridian, where the damaged stabilizer had fought the jungle’s turbulence every meter of the descent. Here, the atmosphere was cleaner, the wind patterns gentler, and the stabilizer, still held together with bypass cables and stubborn engineering that refused to acknowledge structural limitations, performed within acceptable parameters.

We set down on a flat stretch of rock above the island’s main beach. The shore extended in a crescent of white sand that met the silver ocean in a line of gentle surf. The island’s interior rose in low, rocky hills covered with scrubby vegetation: tough, salt-resistant plants with grey-green leaves and small, bright flowers that caught the white dwarf’s light and threw it back in reds and yellows.

Different from Viridian. No canopy overhead. No bioluminescent fungi. No pollen thick enough to taste. The air was clean, salty, carrying the mineral edge of deep ocean and the organic sweetness of tidal pools.

The cargo ramp dropped. Piri was the first one out, because Piri was always the first one anywhere. She stood on the rock, barefoot, her copper-gold hair catching the sharp white light, her honey-gold ears spinning as they catalogued new sounds: the surf, the wind through the scrub vegetation, the distant calls of something avian circling above the reef formations.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. Then looked at her feet. “And warm. The rock is warm.” She wiggled her toes. “I can feel the sun in the stone.”

I followed her out. The air hit me like a different world, which it was. After eighteen days of jungle humidity and pollen and the constant, sweet pressure of Viridian’s atmosphere, the Shallows’ climate felt spare. Clean. Like stepping from a crowded room into open air.

Veska emerged with her data pads already recording. She scanned the beach, the ocean, the island’s interior, the atmosphere, cataloguing everything with the focused velocity of a scientist on a new planet. Her lop ears were at full three-quarter attention, her glasses catching the light. She’d returned to the cardigan. Not the thick, oversized version from the ship, but a lighter one, thinner, a garment that fought the same losing battle against her curves but surrendered more gracefully in the warmer climate.

“Atmospheric composition is consistent with the beacon archive data,” she reported. “Oxygen-nitrogen balance within Velan respiratory parameters. Temperature: twenty-six degrees standard. Humidity: moderate. No detectable pollen analogues.” She paused. Her nose twitched at its normal background rate rather than the pollen-accelerated frenzy that had been its default on Viridian. “The reduced allergenic particulate is. Refreshing.”

“You can just say you feel better.”

“I feel more capable of maintaining analytical precision without the interference of exogenous neurochemical amplification.” She straightened. “But yes. Better.”

Kaida came down the ramp in combat stance, golden-amber eyes sweeping the beach, the rocks, the scrub hillside. Her wound had healed enough that her movement was fluid again, the combat forms restored to their full range, though I noticed she still favored the right side when she turned. Her knives were at her thighs. Her hair was tied back.

She assessed the terrain with the systematic attention of a Seventh Forward specialist evaluating a landing zone. “Sight lines: excellent. No canopy concealment. Minimal cover for approach from the interior. The beach is defensible.” She looked at the ocean. “Aquatic threats?”

“Unknown,” Veska said. “The scanner shows biological activity in the reef formations. Species classification pending.”

“Assume hostile until classified otherwise.” Kaida’s foot thumped once on the rock. The sound was different here. Brighter. The rock surface producing a clean, sharp note rather than the muffled thud of moss or metal decking.

She looked down at her foot. Then at me. Something that might have been a smile, if you were generous with your definition and had spent enough time learning to read the dialect of Kaida’s face.

“New surface,” she said. “Different acoustic properties.”

“Your foot sounds like a snare drum.”

“Non-diagnostic.” But the almost-smile held. She thumped again, deliberately, testing the pitch. “The resonance frequency is higher than ship decking. More. Percussive.” She looked at me sideways. “Don’t say it.”

“Wasn’t going to say anything.”

“You were going to say something clever about the acoustics.”

“I was going to say you have good rhythm.”

Her foot thumped once more. Hard. She turned away, but not before I caught the almost-smile broadening by a fraction that on anyone else would have been invisible and on Kaida was a standing ovation.

Damira descended the ramp last. She stood at the Kingfisher’s base and looked at the water world with the composed assessment that she brought to every new environment and the focused attention that she’d been applying since the ruins to everything that might connect to the builders’ mythology.

Her chestnut hair caught the sharp white light, the waves throwing back the white dwarf’s spectrum in warm auburn highlights that Viridian’s amber glow had never produced. She wore her standard elegant layers, fastened to three unfastened closures at the throat, the collar exposing the warm tan skin of her neck. Her heeled boots found the rock surface and she walked to the cliff’s edge, looking out over the silver ocean with the bearing of a woman who’d stood at the edges of many things and always kept her footing.

“The beacon archive mentioned this world,” she said. “In the builder mythology, the scattered burrows include resting points near water. Safe harbors. Places where the crossings paused and the weary could recover.”

“A rest stop,” Piri said.

“A waypoint.” Damira’s gaze swept the horizon. “The builders designed their network with care. Each node isn’t just a navigation point. It’s a place. A world chosen for specific qualities.” She looked at the beach, the clean air, the gentle surf. “This world was chosen for its calm.”

The calm was real. After Viridian’s relentless biological assault, the Shallows felt like a held breath. The ocean’s rhythm was steady, predictable, the surf breaking in even intervals that created a pattern you could set a clock by. The wind was consistent. The temperature was stable. The planet felt like it had been designed to be the antithesis of everything that Viridian had thrown at us.

I organized the initial expedition while the crew settled. Basic priorities: locate the beacon node, assess fresh water sources, survey the island’s interior, check for threats. The beacon archive had provided a rough location for the node: the island’s northern ridge, approximately three kilometers from our landing site. An easy walk.

“Full group?” Kaida asked. The same question she’d asked at Viridian. The same tactical assessment being applied to a different terrain.

“Full group,” I said. “We stay together until we know what’s here.”

Nobody argued. The instinct to fragment, to split into smaller teams for efficiency, had been replaced over eighteen days of shared survival by a cohesion that didn’t need a name. We moved as a unit because we were a unit. Not passengers and pilot. Not anymore.

The walk to the northern ridge took forty minutes. The island’s terrain was gentle compared to the jungle: rocky hills with scrub vegetation, tidal pools in the low spots, small creatures that scurried into rock crevices at our approach. The white dwarf’s light was sharper than a standard star’s, casting defined shadows that made the landscape look crisp, almost hyper-real.

Piri ranged ahead, her hearing deployed, her bare feet sure on the warm rock. She kept up a running commentary on sounds: the avian creatures’ calls, the click of something in the tidal pools, the resonance of the rock when she tapped it.

“This rock sings too,” she announced. “Different note from the ruins. Sharper. Brighter.”

“It’s a different geological composition,” Veska said. “Igneous rather than sedimentary. The crystalline structure produces.”

“It sings,” Piri said firmly.

Veska’s ears twitched. “The rock has auditory properties consistent with crystalline resonance that, when stimulated by percussive force, produce tonal outputs that could be described as.”

“Singing.”

“The simplified characterization is not inaccurate.”

Kaida walked beside me. Close. The proximity that had become her default since the cave, the warrior’s body occupying the space beside the person it had decided to protect. Her eyes scanned the terrain with professional attention, but periodically they drifted to me. To my hands. To the scanner in my grip.

“New planet,” she said. “Same crew.”

“Same crew.”

Her foot thumped once on the rock. The sharp, bright note rang across the hillside. She looked at it.

“The acoustic properties of this surface will make the thumping audible across significantly greater distances,” she observed.

“So everyone on the island gets the full concert.”

“Irrelevant.” But her hand brushed against mine as we walked, the backs of our fingers touching in the space between our strides. Not holding hands. Not yet. Something before that. Something that said I’m here in the physical language that Kaida was learning to speak.

Damira walked behind us. I could feel her presence without looking: the gravitational weight of the matriarch, the measured stride, the quiet observation that catalogued everything and revealed nothing. She’d been watching the group dynamics shift over the past two days with watchful attention, cataloguing the architecture of relationships while her own position in that architecture remained undetermined.

Not yet.

The node was on the northern ridge, exactly where the beacon archive had indicated. Different from Viridian’s spire and dome. This structure was low, built into the rock rather than rising above it, a circular platform of dark metal set flush with the ridge’s surface. The crystalline component rose from the center: smaller than the Viridian beacon, but the same prismatic quality, the same geometric precision.

The ocean was visible from the ridge in every direction. Silver water, stretching to every horizon, the island sitting in it like a stone in a stream. The white dwarf’s light turned the ocean’s surface into a mirror that reflected the sky with perfect fidelity.

“The node is dormant,” Veska reported, her scanner circling the platform. “Same architecture as the Viridian beacon. The receptor socket is present. We’d need an astralith fragment for activation.”

“We have fragments remaining.”

“Two. One dedicated to the Kingfisher’s nav array. One available for node activation.” She knelt beside the crystalline component. Her lop ears were at full attention. “If we activate this node, it strengthens the network connection and provides updated data for the next segment of the route.”

“And sends another signal,” Kaida said.

“Yes. Another activation event that the network registers.” Veska looked at me. “The Others warning is a factor.”

“It’s always going to be a factor.” I looked at the node. The platform. The crystal. The road that someone had built across the galaxy for reasons we were still learning. “We activate it. We need the data. The route forward depends on network connectivity.”

“Agreed,” Damira said. She’d moved to the platform’s edge and stood looking at the carved symbols that ringed the metallic surface. Smaller than the Viridian carvings but the same angular notation system. “The builders intended their network to be used. The nodes exist to be activated. The warnings exist to be heeded. Both can be true simultaneously.”

“Proceed with awareness,” I said.

“Proceed with awareness,” she echoed. And looked at me with an expression that might have been pride.

We activated the node.

The process was faster with experience. Veska’s calculations refined to six decimal places instead of fourteen because she’d learned which variables were cosmetic. My cutter work was more efficient because my hands remembered the crystal’s grain from the first extraction. The crystal’s harmonic response was more predictable now that we’d done it before.

We’d become a crew that did this. The thought landed as I held the cutter steady and felt the crystal’s resonance travel up through the tool. Not passengers and a pilot jury-rigging alien technology. A team with roles they’d earned through survival, operating with the wordless coordination that came from having bled together and built together and chosen each other through a dozen moments where choosing was harder than walking away.

Piri sat on the platform’s edge, her legs dangling over the ridge, the ocean wind lifting her copper-gold hair. Her hearing was deployed outward, tracking the island’s ambient sounds for anomalies. She hummed while she listened, a melody that shifted keys with the wind. Kaida circled the perimeter with her knives loose, covering the team the way she covered breathing: automatically, without thought, because the alternative was unacceptable. Her wound had healed enough that her patrol was fluid, and the almost-smile appeared when she passed my position and our eyes met.

The Shallows’ node lit with a prismatic display that was gentler than Viridian’s: a star map rendered in the white dwarf’s spectrum, sharper and cleaner, the node positions more precisely defined.

New data populated the network. The Shallows confirmed: active, connected. The next node in the chain: three jumps away, designated in angular notation that Veska translated as something she couldn’t quite render in standard language.

“The closest semantic equivalent is ‘deep roots,’” she said. “A forested world. The archive indicates significant biological complexity.”

“Another jungle?”

“A different biome. The specifications suggest temperate forest rather than tropical. Lower temperature range. Different flora.” She paused. “Different challenges.”

The star map also updated the Others warning. The red markers shifted, some fading, others brightening, the pattern adjusting with the new data. The corridor between the warning zones, the narrow passage that Veska had identified as their route through the flagged regions, was still clear. Still passable.

But narrower than before.

“The threat is active,” Damira said, studying the updated map. “The warnings aren’t historical. They’re dynamic. They’re changing.”

“Something is still out there,” Kaida said.

“Something has always been out there.” Damira’s voice held the information without wavering. “The builders knew it. They built the roads anyway. We’ll travel them anyway.”

We returned to the ship in the late afternoon. The white dwarf was dropping toward the ocean’s horizon, casting long shadows across the island and turning the silver water to gold. The Kingfisher sat on its rocky perch above the beach, the hull catching the light in the way that only a ship that was someone’s home could: not a machine, but a place. A center.

We ate on the rock beside the ship. Ration bars and water, the same meal we’d shared for eighteen days, but the context changed everything. New world beneath us. New sky above. The sound of the ocean instead of the jungle’s chorus. The air was clean and salt-edged and free of the sweet, insistent pollen that had been turning biology into a weapons platform since the first day on Viridian.

The absence of pollen changed things. Not dramatically. The bonds were formed, the attractions established, the biological chemistry between five people set in patterns that wouldn’t reverse themselves because the air cleared. But the constant neurochemical pressure that the pollen had been applying to four bunnygirl nervous systems eased, and the result was visible in the way they held themselves.

Piri sat against me, her shoulder warm, her tail bobbing contentedly. Without the pollen’s amplification, her energy was its natural level: bright, kinetic, warm. Not the bloom-peak intensity that had turned every contact into a live wire. Her eyes reflected the sunset, and her smile was the comfortable version, the one that appeared when she was simply happy rather than when her biology was demanding she express happiness at maximum volume.

Veska sat beside me on the other side, her data pad in her lap, her glasses reflecting the sunset. Her lop ears had settled to a position I hadn’t seen on Viridian: relaxed. Genuinely, fully relaxed, the white cartilage finding a gentle droop that was neither the defensive flat nor the straining three-quarter attention. She looked comfortable in her body in a way that the pollen’s constant interference had never allowed. Her nose twitched at its baseline rate: present, reading, but not firing emergency signals every time I shifted position.

“The ambient allergen reduction is having a measurable effect on my analytical capacity,” she observed. “I’ve been able to maintain a continuous chain of scientific thought for approximately forty-five minutes without biological interruption. That hasn’t happened since before we landed on Viridian.”

“Biological interruption,” Piri repeated, grinning. “You mean the part where your ears stand up every time Dex walks into a room.”

“That is a reductive summary of a complex neurochemical cascade.”

“Neurochemical interference with cognitive function caused by proximity to the human male pheromone signature amplified by atmospheric particulate.” Veska’s blush was gentle. Not the crimson flood that Viridian produced. A soft pink that touched her cheekbones and made her look her age instead of the perpetually flustered researcher she’d been for two weeks. “The reduction in interference allows more precise scientific work.”

“But you still can’t maintain eye contact with him for more than four seconds.”

“I can maintain eye contact for.” Veska looked at me. One second. Two. Three. Her glasses fogged from the inside, the thermal differential between her face and the cooler ocean air condensing on the lenses. “The atmospheric humidity on this world creates unique challenges for optical equipment maintenance.”

“Sure it does.”

Kaida sat across from us on a rock, her combat gear loosened, her jet-black hair escaping its tie in the ocean wind. The change in her was the most striking. Without the pollen’s neurological amplification, the dual-channel thumping that had plagued her on Viridian had subsided to its natural pattern: single-foot, controlled, the slow rhythm that I’d learned was Kaida at baseline. She thumped gently against the rock surface. Didn’t grab it. Almost smiled.

The almost-smile had become a frequent visitor since the cave. It appeared at the corners of her mouth in moments when she forgot to prevent it: when Piri said something ridiculous, when Veska used seventeen words where three would suffice, when I looked at her with the steady attention that she’d spent two weeks denying and had since upgraded to a classification she hadn’t named but that her foot recognized.

“The Shallows is defensible,” she said, her golden-amber eyes sweeping the sunset horizon with the automated scan of someone who couldn’t turn the combat assessment off and had stopped wanting to. “Good sight lines. Limited approach vectors. The ocean restricts ground-based threats to the island surface. If we need to stay for an extended period, the tactical situation is favorable.”

“Are you evaluating the planet for permanent occupation or tactical positioning?” I asked.

“Both are relevant assessments.” She looked at me. Her eyes were warm. “A good leader evaluates all options.”

Three bonds. Visible in the way they arranged themselves around me. Visible in the scent-links that every bunnygirl nose could read and that I could only infer from the way they oriented, the way they gravitated, the way the four of them had shifted from passengers to something that moved together with the coordinated awareness of a single organism.

Damira sat apart from the group, on a rock that overlooked the ocean. She’d been quiet through the meal, her eyes on the horizon, her notebook open in her lap. The wind lifted her hair, the chestnut waves streaming in the salt breeze. She looked like a painting of patience itself. She’d been watching things for decades and had learned that the watching was as important as the things being watched.

She closed her notebook and stood. Brushed sand from her elegant layers. Her brown ears tilted forward at the sunset, the controlled fraction-of-a-degree that carried the full weight of whatever she was processing.

“The pilot should sleep well,” she said. She said the word pilot the way she’d been saying it for days: not as a title. As a name. As a word that contained the professional and the personal in a single syllable, a term of endearment she hadn’t admitted to yet. Not yet. But closer than it had been yesterday.

She disappeared into the ship. The sound of her heeled boots on the ramp. The quiet closing of her bunk’s partition. The absence she left behind shaped like warmth, the way a room holds heat after a fire goes out.

I watched the sunset. The white dwarf painted the ocean in colors I’d never seen from a standard star: sharper oranges, harder yellows, a band of violet at the horizon that didn’t belong in any spectrum I’d learned in nav school.

“Dex.” Piri’s voice, quiet against my shoulder.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for getting us here.”

“Here is a rock on a water planet in an uncharted galaxy.”

“Here is alive and together and moving forward.” She looked up at me. Her eyes caught the sunset. “Here is good.”

I kissed her forehead. She nestled closer. Her tail wrapped around my wrist.

Evening shifted to night. The white dwarf set. The stars emerged, wrong and beautiful, the unfamiliar constellations that I was beginning to learn. The ocean turned from gold to silver to black, the surf catching starlight in its breaking crests.

The three women drifted toward sleep. Piri inside first, boneless and content. Veska next, her data pad clicking until the keystrokes slowed and stopped. Kaida last, taking a position at the ramp entrance that was half guard-duty and half meditation, her golden eyes on the ocean until they closed.

I sat in the cockpit. The nav display glowed with the updated route. Node by node. Jump by jump. The path through the builders’ network toward known space. Toward home.

Deep Roots was next. Three jumps. A new world. A new biome. New dangers and discoveries and the continuing architecture of a journey that had started as a three-day contract and had become a journey I didn’t have a word for yet.

The cockpit door opened. I turned.

Damira.

She stood in the doorway. Not in her sleeping tunic. Not in her elegant layers. A state between formal and vulnerable. She’d loosened her clothing but not changed it, the formal structure relaxed into a version of herself that was softer, the way a building settles after the scaffolding comes down. Three unfastened closures. Her hair catching the cockpit’s glow.

“Walk with me,” she said.

I followed her to the cargo hold. The largest open space on the ship. The ramp was up, the hold lit by the dim emergency strips that ran along the floor, casting the metal walls in amber shadow. The space still carried the faint scent of combat from the previous night: ichor and adrenaline and the mineral edge of Kaida’s sweat. A different memory lived here now, layered over the functional purpose of the room the way all of our memories were layering over this ship, turning cargo space into something personal.

She turned to face me. The cargo hold’s low light caught the planes of her face, the silver at her temples, the depth of her amber eyes. She stood with her arms at her sides. Not folded. Not defensive. Open.

“Three bonds,” she said. “With one male. In our culture, this is the threshold of a warren. The number that activates the biological potential for a matriarch to bind.” She studied my face. “Do you understand what the bonds are? Biologically?”

“Piri mentioned scent. Veska talked about pheromone compatibility.”

“They told you the surface. I’m going to tell you the structure.” She clasped her hands in front of her, the matriarch’s teaching posture. “When a Velan woman bonds with a male, the connection creates a biological scent-link. A chemical signature that becomes embedded in your pheromone profile. Permanent. It doesn’t wash off. It doesn’t fade with distance or time. You carry the mark of every bond in the chemistry of your skin.”

“Permanent.”

The word sat in the cargo hold’s amber light. I’d owned the Kingfisher for seven years. Before that, a string of transit stations where the longest I’d stayed was fourteen months. Nothing in my life had been permanent. Not by circumstance. By choice. By the quiet, unexamined decision to keep everything temporary so that losing it wouldn’t hurt.

“Until severed by deliberate biological process, which is painful and rarely done. You carry three marks now. Piri, Veska, Kaida. Any Velan woman who comes within scenting range of you will read those marks instantly. They will know who you belong to, who belongs to you, and the depth and nature of each connection.” Her amber eyes held mine. “You are, in our biological language, spoken for. Three times over. When we reach known space, when you meet other Velan people, they will smell you and know.”

The weight of it settled on my shoulders like gravity increasing by fractions. Not unpleasant. Just heavy. Permanent in a way that nothing in my life had ever been. I’d owned the Kingfisher for seven years. Before that, transit stations. Before that, a mother who worked maintenance and a father who left. Nothing permanent. Nothing that lasted because both people chose it to last.

“What happens if I meet other Velan people?” I asked. “On the road. At the nodes.”

“They’ll read you. Instantly. The marks are specific enough that a skilled scent-reader could identify not just the bonds but their emotional character. Whether they were formed in joy or desperation. Whether they’re maintained with care or neglect.” She paused. “Yours will read as genuine. All three.”

“You can tell that?”

“I could tell from the moment each one formed. The scent-shift was visible to every nose on this ship.” Her voice softened. “Piri’s bond smells like sunlight. Veska’s smells like old paper and static charge. Kaida’s smells like steel cooling after a forge.” She held my gaze. “They chose well. And so did you.”

“You told me about the matriarch bond.”

“I told you what it does. I didn’t tell you what it requires.” She took a breath. “A matriarch’s bond requires certainty. Not feelings. Not attraction. Not even love, though love is.” She paused. “Love is a component. The certainty is about something else. It’s about permanence. A matriarch who bonds creates a structure that persists for lifetimes. The bond doesn’t weaken. It doesn’t fade. It becomes the architecture of everything the warren is.”

“That’s why you said not yet.”

“That’s why I said not yet.” Her amber eyes held mine. “I need to know that the architecture will hold. That you understand what you’re carrying. That the three bonds you’ve formed aren’t just connections but foundations. Because when I bond, I build on those foundations, and what I build will be the home that every person in this warren lives in for the rest of their lives.”

The weight of it. Not just Damira’s decision. The decision that would define every relationship on this ship for as long as they lasted. Which, if Damira was right about the permanence, was forever.

“I’m not asking tonight,” she said. “I’m not asking for a long time. What I’m asking is that you think about it. That as we travel this road, as we visit these worlds, as you bond deeper with three women who chose you, you consider what it would mean to be the center of something permanent.” She unclasped her hands. Let them fall to her sides. The teaching posture abandoned for something less structured. “You’ve never had a home, Dex. Not really. I know that about you. I can smell the absence the way I smell my own. The Kingfisher is your home in the way that a lifeboat is a home: it keeps you alive and moving, but it’s not a place you chose. It’s a place you ended up.”

I didn’t argue. She was right.

“What I’m offering, when I’m ready to offer it, isn’t a lifeboat. It’s a foundation. Something built rather than found. Something that stays.”

“I’ve been thinking about it since the cockpit.”

“I know.” Her nose twitched. Once. The full, visible twitch that she’d stopped suppressing in private. “Your scent changes when you think about me. Piri’s been commenting on it. Via nose-signal. She thinks I don’t notice.” The corner of her mouth curved. “I notice everything.”

She reached into a pocket of her loosened outer layer and produced a small object. A clasp. Metallic, dark, engraved with angular symbols that I recognized from the beacon carvings. Not a builder artifact. A bunnygirl reproduction, carved in the style of the builders’ notation.

“My ear accessory,” she said. “The one I wear on formal occasions. It’s the only physical object I brought from before the evacuation.” She held it in her palm. The engraved symbols caught the cargo hold’s dim light. “In our culture, a matriarch removes this when she bonds. It represents the composure she’s choosing to set aside.”

She closed her fingers around it. Put it back in her pocket.

“When I give this to you,” she said. “When I place it in your hands and remove it from my ear in front of the warren. That is the moment. That is the bond.” She looked at me. Her eyes held fourteen years of absence and eighteen days of something new and the entire uncertain future of a galaxy they were crossing together. “Before I add a fourth, you will understand all of it.”

“Then tell me everything.”

“I will. World by world. Jump by jump. You’ll understand because I’ll make sure you understand, and when you do, and when I’m certain, and when the warren is ready.” She paused. “Then.”

Not yet. But then.

“We have a long trip,” I said.

“We do.” Her tail bobbed. Twice. She looked at it. This time, she didn’t reach back. She let it move. Let me see it move. The small brown fluff expressing contentment in the cargo hold of a ship that was becoming something more than a transport vessel.

“It’s late,” she said.

“I know. But I’m going to sit in the cockpit and look at the stars for a while.”

“That’s what pilots do.” She turned. Walked toward the hold’s exit. At the threshold, she paused.

“Dex.”

First time. Not “the pilot” spoken as endearment. Not the professional designation that she’d been using since the docking bay with increasing warmth. My name. From the matriarch’s mouth, in the quiet of the cargo hold, with the water world’s ocean audible through the hull.

“Yeah?”

“You’ve become something I didn’t expect. When I boarded your ship at Bravo-9, I expected a contract pilot. Someone to deliver four evacuees and collect payment. Instead.” She looked at me over her shoulder. Those eyes. The fine lines at their corners that spoke of decades. The stillness that was choosing, carefully and deliberately, to let more show than it hid. “Instead, you became this. And this is.”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to. The tail bobbed once more in the threshold, undisturbed, and she walked away with the unhurried grace of a woman who had all the time that a galaxy-spanning road could provide.

I went to the cockpit. Sat in the pilot’s chair. The nav display showed the route: the Shallows, then Deep Roots, then the next node, then the next. The builders’ roads stretching through the galaxy toward home.

Home. The word was changing shape. It had started as coordinates. A place in known space. A destination at the end of a contract. Somewhere out there, past the nodes and the warnings and the Others and the ancient architecture of an extinct civilization’s evacuation network.

Home was changing. Becoming less a place and more a collection of sounds.

Piri’s laughter echoing off the hull. Veska’s data pad clicking in the dark before silence took her mid-sentence. Kaida’s thumping, the slow contented rhythm that she’d stopped grabbing, stopped denying, stopped filing as non-diagnostic. Damira’s silence, the loudest sound on the ship, heavy with a decision that would change everything when she made it.

Home was forty feet of ship held together with bypass cables and stubbornness, carrying five people through the wrong galaxy on ancient roads. Home was four different breathing patterns through thin walls. Home was being needed by people I hadn’t known existed twenty days ago and couldn’t imagine existing without now.

I pulled up the jump calculations. Deep Roots. Three jumps. A forested world with different challenges and different dangers. Then the next node, and the next, and eventually the corridor between the warning zones where whatever the builders had called “Others” waited or slept or remembered.

The route stretched across the nav display like a chain of islands in a dark ocean. Each node a landing. Each jump a crossing. The builders had traveled these roads when the galaxy was younger and the network was complete. We’d travel them now, through the gaps and the warnings and the silence where nodes had gone dark.

I wasn’t afraid. I probably should have been. A transport pilot with a damaged stabilizer and four bunnygirl women who’d chosen him for reasons that ranged from pheromone-driven to honor-bound to still-deciding, heading deeper into a galaxy that an extinct civilization had built evacuation infrastructure to escape.

But the ship hummed around me. The astralith crystal sang its steady note. Four breathing patterns filled the thin-walled spaces behind me with the evidence of people who were alive and present and staying.

The comm crackled. Piri’s voice, muzzy with sleep, from her bunk.

“Dex?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re sitting in the cockpit looking at the stars, aren’t you.”

“How’d you know?”

“Your heartbeat does a specific thing when you’re in the pilot’s chair thinking about the future. It goes steady. Like an engine at cruise.” She yawned. “It’s my favorite sound on the ship.”

“Go back to sleep, Piri.”

“I’m going. I just wanted you to know.” A pause. “We’re going to make it home.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Because you make things work. Engines and flash-bangs and bunnygirl women who forgot how to want things.” Her voice softened. “You make things work, Dex. You’ll make this work too.”

“Goodnight, Piri.”

“Goodnight. Tell the stars I said hi.”

The comm clicked off.

I set the jump for morning and powered the display down to standby.
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