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Chapter 1: Avian Anatomy

The wing was wrong in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

I’d treated mammalian bone structure for years. Combat fractures, shrapnel trauma, the splintering mess that high-velocity impacts leave in dense bone. Veterinary work added canine and feline orthopedics to the repertoire. I’d set a German Shepherd’s tibia with nothing but field supplies and a headlamp. I’d stitched Mika’s ribs with eighteen sutures and a prayer.

But avian bone was something else entirely. Hollow. Thin-walled. Designed by evolution to be as light as possible while still bearing the enormous stress of powered flight. The walls of these bones were thinner than the PVC pipe I was cutting to splint them. One wrong grip and I’d crush what I was trying to save.

And this wing was shattered.

“Gauze.” I held my hand out without looking up.

Hana placed it in my palm. Precise, no hesitation. She’d been watching me work for weeks now, and her hands knew what mine needed before my mouth finished forming the words. I caught the faintest nose twitch from my peripheral vision, her body processing the scents in the room the way mine processed visual data. Blood. Antiseptic. The unfamiliar heat signature of harpy physiology.

The harpy lay on the exam table, unconscious for the moment. Tawny brown and gold feathers framed her face where hair should have been, wind-swept and layered even in stillness. Sharp angular features. A face built for wind resistance, for cutting through air at speed. Her body was lean and athletic under the feathers, narrow-waisted, with long powerful legs ending in taloned feet that gripped the table edge even in unconsciousness. A flyer’s body. Built for the sky and currently chained to the ground.

Her arms transitioned at the elbows into massive wing structures, the left one folded against her body in a protective tuck, the right one splayed across the table and onto the extension I’d rigged from a second table pushed against the first. The right wing was the problem. And by problem, I meant catastrophe.

I’d been working for ninety minutes already. The radius had snapped clean, which was the good news. Clean breaks in hollow bone could be set if you were careful, if your hands were steady enough and your pressure calibrated precisely. The ulna was the nightmare: comminuted fracture, three fragments minimum, possibly four. I could feel them shifting under my fingertips like broken glass in a paper bag. One fragment was pressing outward against the tissue, threatening to punch through the skin and turn this whole situation into a compound fracture with open wound and immediate infection risk.

Every minute that fragment stayed displaced was a minute closer to surgical intervention I didn’t have the tools for.

“More light.” I shifted the surgical lamp with my elbow. The overhead unit ran off the battery bank and threw decent illumination, but I needed it closer to the work. The feather follicle tissue around the injury site was dense, complex, nothing like the skin I was trained on. Each follicle was anchored in a sheath of connective tissue that I had to navigate around while debriding the wound. Cutting through a follicle would mean a bald spot in the wing that might never regrow feathers. Might compromise the aerodynamic surface. Might mean she could never fly straight again.

No pressure.

Mika stood at the treatment room door. Arms crossed, charcoal ears flat against her skull, tail low and still. Guarding. She hadn’t said a word since we’d carried the harpy inside two hours ago, but her amber eyes tracked every movement I made with the precision of a predator watching a hunt. When the harpy had been brought in, unconscious and bleeding, Mika had positioned herself between the door and the table without being asked. Old instinct. Protect the den while the healer works.

She’d carried the harpy most of the way from the crash site, twenty yards past the east fence. The bird was lighter than she looked, hollow bones and lean muscle, but the dead weight of an unconscious body was still dead weight. Mika had lifted her without complaint, ears pinned against the wind, and laid her on the table with a gentleness that she’d deny if anyone mentioned it.

Outside, the faint shimmer of Suki’s concealment screen painted the air with barely-visible amber. She was burning reserves to keep the clinic invisible from the outside. A harpy crashing near the compound would attract attention. The impact site was visible: torn scrub, scattered feathers, a furrow in the loose soil where the body had skidded. Scavengers would investigate that. Ferals would scent the blood. The fox-fire illusion wrapped the building in a shell of visual noise, making it look like just another stretch of overgrown ruins. Empty. Not worth investigating.

Suki had been maintaining this screen for hours now. Her fox-fire reserves weren’t infinite. I made a mental note to check on her when this was done.

“Suture kit.” I trimmed feathers away from the wound site with surgical scissors, clearing my workspace. The feathers came away clean, each one a masterwork of natural engineering, barbed and interlocking, that I was cutting through like brush. “Small gauge. The 4-0 nylon.”

Hana had it ready. She’d organized the suture kits by gauge and material two weeks ago, a reorganization project that had taken her an entire afternoon and left every kit labeled with hand-written tags in her careful script. Now she could pull what I needed without searching. Her doe eyes were wide but steady, warm brown with gold flecks catching the surgical lamp’s light. One lop ear hung beside her jaw while the other perked at half-mast, tracking the sounds in the room. Her foot thumped once against the floor, an involuntary stress response, and she shifted her weight to suppress it.

I flushed the wound with saline I’d made that morning. Boiled water, measured salt, cooled to body temperature. Standard field preparation. The debrided tissue looked cleaner now, pink and raw where I’d removed dead material, but the bone fragments underneath were still a puzzle I had to solve by touch alone.

In a hospital, I’d have imaging. I’d have an orthopedic surgeon with twenty years of experience and a set of titanium pins. I’d have a sterile operating theater and anesthesia and a surgical team.

I had my hands. A lamp. PVC pipe. Veterinary suture material and the hope that improvisation would translate to avian-humanoid wing anatomy.

Good enough. It had to be.

I slid my fingers along the ulna shaft, feeling for fragments. The first was displaced laterally, a wedge of hollow bone the size of my thumbnail. I coaxed it back toward alignment with steady pressure, my other hand stabilizing the proximal fragment to prevent rotation. Harpy bone was so thin. The wall thickness was maybe two millimeters. Too much pressure and I’d crush it. Too little and the fragment would drift back out of position before the splint could hold it.

Steady hands. Steady breath. The world narrowed to the space between my fingertips.

The fragment shifted. Seated into position with a faint click I felt more than heard. I held it there, motionless, counting heartbeats while I assessed the alignment.

Good. Not perfect. Good enough for biology to bridge the gap.

The harpy’s breathing changed.

I felt it before I saw it: a shift in the rhythm of her chest, the shallow rapid breaths of unconsciousness giving way to something deeper. More deliberate. Her body temperature, already running hotter than Mika’s or Suki’s, spiked another degree under my fingers. The skin beneath the feathers flushed with returning awareness. Her good wing twitched, feathers rustling against the table.

“She’s waking up,” I said. “Mika.”

Mika was already closer, two silent steps from the door to the tableside. Her claws extended to half-length. Not aggressive. Ready.

The harpy’s eyes opened.

Golden-brown, sharp, fierce. Disoriented for one second, pupils contracting against the surgical lamp’s brightness. Then she registered the situation in a rush: a stranger’s hands on her shattered wing, an unfamiliar room, the smell of antiseptic and blood and her own pain, a catgirl with amber eyes and half-extended claws standing three feet away.

She panicked.

The good wing snapped open, twelve feet of tawny feathers exploding outward in the confined treatment room. The saline bottle went flying, bouncing off the cabinet and spraying fluid across the floor. Gauze scattered in a white blizzard. Hana flinched backward, ears flattening against her head, a strangled squeak escaping before she caught herself. The wing swept across the instrument tray and sent hemostats, scissors, and needle drivers clattering to the tile.

“Hold the wing.” I didn’t raise my voice. Steady. Low. The same tone I’d used in forward operating bases when casualties arrived screaming and the whole tent smelled like copper and cordite. “Mika. Gently.”

Mika was already moving. She caught the good wing mid-sweep with both hands, pressing it down against the harpy’s body with controlled strength. Not rough. Firm. The catgirl’s enhanced muscle pinned the twelve-foot span flat against the table while the harpy thrashed underneath, making a sound between a screech and a sob that rattled something primal in the back of my skull.

“Let go of me.” The harpy’s voice was raw, hoarse, scraped thin by unconsciousness and pain. She tried to twist free. The movement sent a visible shock through her shattered wing and she went rigid, a gasp locking in her throat. Taloned feet scraped the stainless steel. “My wing. What did you. My wing.”

“I’m treating it.” I kept my hands exactly where they were, stabilizing the fracture site. The fragment I’d spent ten minutes aligning had slipped. Half a centimeter of drift that I’d need to correct. Ten more minutes of delicate work. “You crashed near our compound with a shattered right wing. Radius clean break, ulna comminuted. I’ve been working on it for the last ninety minutes and I need you to hold still so I don’t have to start over.”

She heard the calm in my voice. Something in it cut through the panic. Her eyes focused on my face, searching, processing. Not a threat assessment. A competence assessment.

“Can I fly?”

The question came out before anything else. Not where am I. Not who are you. Not how did I get here.

Can I fly.

I met her eyes. Golden-brown, burning with fear she was trying to process as anger because anger was easier. I gave her what I always gave patients who deserved it.

The truth.

“Not for weeks. Minimum. The radius will set clean if you stop fighting me. The ulna has multiple fragments that need to consolidate before they can bear any load. Even with accelerated healing, you’re looking at weeks before the fractures are solid enough to support the wing’s weight. Months before you’ll have the range of motion and strength for actual flight.”

She went quiet.

The silence in the treatment room was heavier than the crash had been. Mika held the good wing with steady pressure, watching the harpy’s face. Hana stood by the supply shelf, a roll of bandage clutched in both hands, her foot thumping twice against the floor before she caught it, pressed her weight down on it, and held still. Her nose twitched rapidly. Reading the emotional temperature of the room. It was bad.

The harpy stared at the ceiling. Her jaw worked. The fierce golden-brown eyes went glassy with something I recognized from beside too many beds. Not physical pain. The specific anguish of a creature who’d just learned that the one capability that defined her was broken.

I’d seen it in soldiers who lost limbs. In working dogs who lost the ability to run. The moment when function becomes absence and the world reshapes itself around the hole.

“I need to keep working,” I said. Not soft. Not hard. Just factual. “The fragments are still displaced. If I don’t align them and splint this today, the healing will start wrong and I’ll have to re-break it to fix it. That’s worse. I need you to hold still and let me do my job.”

She turned her head toward me. Read my face. My hands. The steadiness of both.

Whatever she found there was enough.

“Do it.”

I nodded. “Mika, release the wing slowly. She’s going to hold still.” I looked at the harpy. “You’re going to hold still.”

“I said do it.”

Mika eased off. Her ears rotated toward me, checking, then back to the harpy. One ear canted forward, the other scanning the room. Cautious but not hostile. Professional recognition of a fellow fighter in a bad spot. Her tail swished once. Acknowledgment.

I went back to work.

The ulna fragments took another forty minutes. Each one had to be palpated into position through the muscle and connective tissue without cutting the wing open further. I didn’t have the luxury of direct visualization. This was all tactile. Fingertip sensitivity, spatial memory, the ability to build a three-dimensional map of bone fragments in my head and hold it steady while my hands did the fine motor work of reassembly.

The harpy held still through all of it. Her breathing was controlled, deliberate, the kind of disciplined pain management that told me she’d been hurt before and knew how to ride it out. Military training or equivalent. Someone had taught this woman to manage pain, or she’d taught herself through enough repetition that the technique was second nature. Her good wing trembled but stayed folded against her side. Her taloned feet gripped the edge of the table hard enough to score grooves in the stainless steel.

I talked while I worked. Old habit. Patients did better when they understood what was happening to their body.

“Your bone density is lower than any patient I’ve treated. Hollow-walled structure, pneumatized. The marrow cavity is mostly air. Makes sense for flight, reduces weight dramatically, but it means fractures splinter instead of cracking clean. The fragments are thin but they’re holding position now. I’m going to splint with PVC sections cut to match your wing geometry. Padded with gauze and bandage, secured with tape. The splint needs to immobilize the fracture sites while allowing limited movement in the adjacent joints, or you’ll lose range of motion during healing and that’s almost as bad as the break itself.”

“You talk a lot.” Her voice was strained but steadier now. The panic had settled into grim endurance.

“It’s a medical consultation. You’re entitled to know what I’m doing to your body.”

“You a doctor?”

“Combat medic. Former. With veterinary experience.”

She processed that for a moment. Her eyes narrowed. “You’re a vet.”

“I’m a medic who worked in a vet clinic. Your wing anatomy is closer to avian veterinary orthopedics than anything in a human trauma manual, so right now that combination is the best credential you’re going to find in a hundred-mile radius.”

A sound that might have been a laugh if she’d had more energy. “Lucky me.”

I built the primary splint while the conversation continued in fragments. PVC pipe sections cut with the hacksaw to match the angles of her wing bones. The humerus was intact, which was a mercy, but the splint had to bridge the radius and ulna while accounting for the joint between them and the feather shafts that sprouted from the surrounding tissue. Each PVC piece was padded with layers of gauze and wrapped in bandage material before being positioned against the wing and secured with more bandage, more tape, more patience.

A wing wasn’t a forearm. It curved. It tapered. It had three functional joints instead of two, and the bone-to-muscle-to-feather relationship was more complex than anything in a mammalian limb. I was improvising at every step, and I knew it, and the only way through improvisation was to commit to each decision and adjust when reality proved you wrong.

Hana handed me materials as I needed them, her rhythm perfectly matched to mine. PVC section. Gauze. Tape. Scissors. Saline rinse. More gauze. She anticipated the sequence now, having watched me build Mika’s original splint, having helped me repair and adjust it during the weeks of healing that followed. Her hands were still a forager’s hands, not a surgeon’s, but they were learning. The rough-but-functional technique of someone trained by observation rather than instruction.

“What’s your name?” I asked the harpy as I wrapped the final section of the primary splint.

She hesitated. The question seemed to cost her something. A name was a transaction. An exchange of trust.

Then: “Yara.”

“Ryder. The one who held your wing is Mika. Catgirl. The one handing me supplies is Hana. Bunnygirl.”

Yara’s sharp eyes moved from Mika to Hana. Mika met the look without blinking, ears forward, gaze steady. Predator acknowledging predator. Hana offered a small wave, her lips pressed together in a nervous smile. One lop ear perked halfway up, the other hanging beside her jaw. Her nose twitched.

“And outside?” Yara’s nostrils flared. Even grounded and broken, her senses were sharp. “Something else. Smells like burning leaves and lies.”

I almost smiled. “That’s Suki. Kitsune. She’s keeping us hidden while I work on you.”

“How many of you are there?”

“Four, before you crashed. Five now.”

She absorbed that. Her eyes kept coming back to my hands. Watching me work the way Mika had watched in those first days, the way every patient eventually watched when they started to believe the person treating them might actually know what they were doing. Evaluating. Deciding whether competence was enough to build trust on.

I secured the final PVC section along the ulna line and wrapped it tight. Checked the tension of every wrap, the alignment of every segment. Pressed my fingers gently along the fracture site and felt for shifting. Nothing moved. The primary splint was solid.

I still needed a secondary support along the radius and a sling arrangement to immobilize the wing against her body during the first phase of healing, but the critical work was finished. The fragments were aligned. The splint held them in place. The rest was biology and time and a patient who would probably fight me every step of the recovery.

“Temperature is elevated,” I noted, pressing two fingers against her wrist. The pulse beneath was rapid, thready, but stronger than when she’d been unconscious. Heat radiated from her skin in waves. “Elevated even for monster girl baseline. Harpy physiology runs hot?”

“We burn fast.” She closed her eyes. Exhaustion was winning over pain. “Everything about us is fast.”

I filed that for the notebook. Elevated metabolism, elevated temperature, potentially elevated healing rate. Hollow bones prone to splintering but possibly compensated by faster callus formation. Different drug metabolism, faster drug clearance, doses adjusted upward. I’d need to monitor closely, adjust the splint as the healing progressed, design a rehabilitation program that matched harpy wing mechanics rather than human limb mechanics.

New species. New medicine. Same principle: assess, treat, adapt.

“I’m going to give you an antibiotic injection and start a saline drip. You’re dehydrated and you haven’t eaten. When did you last eat?”

“I don’t remember.” The words were fading. She was losing the fight against unconsciousness, her body demanding rest to begin the healing process.

“Hana.” I glanced over. “Can you heat some of the broth from dinner?”

“Already on it.” She was gone before I finished the sentence, bare feet padding silently down the hallway, the soft rapid thump of her foot against the kitchen floor audible even from the treatment room. She was worried. She thumped when she was worried.

Mika hadn’t moved from her position by the table. She was studying Yara with the same evaluating look she gave any new variable in the compound’s equation. Ears forward now, tail still, claws at their default half-extension. Not threatening. Assessing. Filing data.

“Another fighter,” Mika said. Not a question.

Yara opened one eye and turned her head toward the catgirl. Two predators taking measure of each other. Something passed between them, some recognition of shared instinct, of violence survived and competence earned. Yara was a creature of the sky. Mika was a creature of shadows and earth. Different hunting grounds. Same fundamental wiring underneath.

“I was,” Yara said. “Before my wing.”

“Your wing will heal.” Mika’s voice was flat. Matter-of-fact. The kind of certainty that didn’t invite debate. “He’s good.”

Coming from Mika, that was a standing ovation.

I cleaned the treatment area while Yara drifted. Drew up the antibiotic dose from the veterinary stock, calculating for her estimated body weight. She was lighter than she looked, hollow bones reducing her overall mass, but the elevated metabolism meant she’d burn through the drug faster than baseline. I adjusted upward and administered the IM injection in her uninjured left arm.

Got the saline drip running through a butterfly needle in the vein above the wing transition point. The anatomy there was fascinating even under these circumstances. Human vasculature transitioning seamlessly into avian wing structure, the blood vessels branching to feed both the arm muscles and the flight membranes. I’d want to study that when things calmed down.

If things calmed down.

Hana returned with warm broth in a salvaged mug. Yara drank it in small sips, Hana supporting the cup because the harpy’s hands were shaking too badly to hold it steady. The hard eyes softened for exactly one second when the warm broth hit her throat, a flicker of something grateful and raw, and then the walls came back up. She finished the broth without speaking and closed her eyes.

Asleep within minutes. The body knew what it needed.

I sat on the stool beside the table, notebook open on my knee, and wrote. Wing anatomy observations. Splint design sketches. Drug dosing calculations. Recovery timeline estimates broken into phases: immobilization, consolidation, early mobilization, rehabilitation, strength training, test flights. Weeks and weeks of work ahead. Maybe months.

My notebook was getting thick. The medical section alone had grown from a few pages of inventory to a full patient chart system, each resident with their own ongoing record. I added a new section. Patient: Yara. Species: Harpy. Admission: compound wing fracture, right side. Treatment: field splinting, antibiotic prophylaxis, IV hydration.

The population count needed updating again. I wrote it in the daily log section.

Population: five.

Outside, Suki’s concealment screen held steady, a faint amber shimmer against the predawn sky visible only if you knew to look for it. The breach glow pulsed on the eastern horizon, sickly yellow-green, the color of infected tissue. It seemed brighter tonight. Or maybe that was fatigue talking.

I wrote the date. The weather. Clear and cold. The fence status. Intact, all sections. The supply situation. Strained. Five mouths instead of four. A harpy’s elevated metabolism probably meant she ate more, burned more, needed more of everything.

I capped the pen and looked at Yara’s sleeping face. Even unconscious, she looked fierce. The kind of face that argued with the wind.

She’d be a terrible patient. I could already tell.

I went back to the secondary splint. There was still work to do, and dawn was coming.


Chapter 2: Grounded

Yara was the worst patient I’d ever had. And I’d treated Mika.

Three days after the crash, she tried to extend her injured wing during my morning examination. Didn’t warn me. Didn’t ask permission. Just flexed the muscles and pushed, gritting her teeth against the pain, trying to force the splinted limb to unfurl.

I caught the wing before it moved two inches, both hands wrapping around the PVC splint frame and holding it still. The fragments underneath were still mobile. Another centimeter of extension and she’d have displaced the ulna alignment I’d spent forty minutes building.

“Stop.” I kept my voice level. An order, not an ask.

“I can feel it knitting.” Her golden-brown eyes blazed. “It’s ready.”

“It’s been three days. Nothing is ready. You have comminuted fragments that haven’t begun consolidation.” I guided the wing back to its resting position against her body, firm and slow, not letting her fight me. “You’re feeling the inflammatory response, not healing. Your body is sending blood to the fracture site to build a callus framework. That framework needs weeks to calcify. Weeks. If you stress it now, the fragments will shift and I’ll have to re-break the bone and start over.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I absolutely would. And it would hurt more the second time.”

She held my gaze. I held hers. Two stubborn people and one shattered wing between them.

Yara looked away first. Not submission. Acknowledgment. She knew I was right and she hated it the way she’d hate anything that kept her on the ground.

“Three days feels like a year down here,” she muttered.

I understood that. A creature of the sky, chained to the earth. Every instinct telling her to fly, every nerve in her wing screaming that the answer to any problem was altitude. Get high enough and everything on the ground becomes small.

“I’m designing a rehabilitation program,” I told her. “Passive range of motion first, then assisted exercises, then active rehabilitation. We’ll get your wing back. But we’re doing it on a timeline that your bones agree with, not your patience.”

She made a sound that was half scoff, half frustrated groan. Her taloned feet gripped the edge of the cot, scoring new lines in the wooden frame Hana had found for her. The treatment table wasn’t a long-term sleeping arrangement. Hana had located a folding cot in the strip mall stockroom three weeks ago. Yara’s legs hung off the end, but it beat stainless steel.

The compound was adjusting to five. Adjusting was a generous word.

Mika and Yara had clashed within hours of Yara regaining full consciousness. Two alpha predators in a confined space. Different species, different hunting modalities, identical refusal to concede territory. The first confrontation happened at breakfast on day two.

Yara had been mobile enough to make it to the kitchen table, walking stiffly with her good wing tucked and her splinted wing bound against her side. She took the chair at the end. Mika’s chair. Mika arrived thirty seconds later, ears already flat, tail lashing in sharp arcs.

“That’s my seat.”

“Don’t see your name on it.”

I watched from the counter where I was pouring coffee. Hana’s foot thumped rapidly against the floor beside me. She was holding a plate of rice and wild onion, her doe eyes bouncing between the two fighters like a spectator at a very tense tennis match.

Mika’s claws extended. A deliberate display. Not combat readiness. Territorial emphasis.

Yara’s good wing shifted, feathers ruffling. An equivalent display. A bird fluffing its plumage to look bigger.

“Mika.” I set my coffee down. “Take my chair. I’ll eat standing.”

Mika’s ears rotated toward me. Her eyes narrowed, pupils contracting to slits. For a moment I thought she’d refuse on principle. Then her tail swished once, grudging, and she took my chair. Next to her usual spot. Close enough to claim adjacent territory.

Yara watched the exchange with sharp eyes. She was reading the compound dynamics the way a scout reads terrain. Who defers to whom. Who controls what. Where the power flows.

Suki had appeared in the doorway at some point, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed and both tails swishing with lazy amusement. Her russet ears were perked forward. Entertainment mode.

“And here we observe,” she murmured in her nature-documentary cadence, “the convergence of two apex predators at a shared feeding station. Note the ritualized display behaviors. Fascinating.”

“Shut up, fox,” Mika said.

“The ground predator vocalizes a threat. Will the newcomer respond?”

Yara looked at Suki. Then back at her plate. “Is she always like this?”

“Worse,” Mika and I said simultaneously.

Suki beamed.

The territorial friction continued in smaller ways. Yara pacing the hallways, restless, aggressive energy with nowhere to go. Mika intercepting her near the east fence, where the catgirl’s patrol route was sacrosanct. A terse exchange of words that Hana relayed to me afterward, wide-eyed: “Mika said if she crosses the fence line, she’ll carry her back by the good wing. Yara said she’d like to see her try.”

Nobody crossed the fence line. Nobody carried anyone. But the tension hummed through the compound like a plucked wire.

Hana was the one who cracked it.

On the morning of day three, while I was doing Yara’s wing examination, Hana brought a fresh dressing kit and a cup of chamomile tea. She set the tea beside Yara without a word. Yara looked at it, looked at Hana, and something in the bunnygirl’s gentle face defused whatever the harpy had been about to say.

Yara drank the tea. Hana changed the wound dressing while I held the splint steady. Her hands were careful, thorough, the antiseptic wash applied with gauze squares in a pattern she’d learned from watching me.

“You’re good at this,” Yara said.

Hana flushed pink from her collarbone to her cheeks. “I’ve had practice.”

“She’s the reason this clinic functions,” I said. “The herb garden, the medical staging, half the supply organization. Hana runs logistics.”

Hana’s foot thumped against the floor. She covered it by shifting her weight. Her nose twitched rapidly. Praise made her nervous. Praise from Ryder made her thump.

Yara watched this exchange with that sharp, calculating look she’d been turning on everyone since she’d arrived. I could see the calculation happening behind those sharp eyes: this wasn’t a loose collection of survivors. This was a unit. Everyone had a role. Everyone had value. The bunnygirl wasn’t just soft. She was infrastructure.

“Thank you,” Yara said to Hana. “For the tea.”

Hana’s lop ears perked to half-mast. A small, genuine smile. “I’ll bring more tomorrow.”

Progress. One cup at a time.

Feeding five people strained supplies. I did the math that afternoon while Yara slept, sitting at the kitchen table with my notebook and the supply inventory Hana kept updated on the treatment room wall.

Protein stores: enough for ten days at current consumption. Twelve days if I cut my own portions, which I’d been doing quietly for a week. Hana noticed, because Hana noticed everything involving food, and she’d started putting extra rice on my plate when she thought I wasn’t looking. I was always looking. I ate it because fighting her on it would hurt her more than the calories were worth.

Medical supplies: adequate but shrinking. The antibiotics I’d used on Yara were from the veterinary stock, which was finite. The cephalexin was running low. I needed amoxicillin from the pharmacy run, and compression bandages, and more suture material for the smaller gauges I was burning through on Yara’s wing maintenance.

Fuel: generator ran two hours a day. The canisters we’d pulled from the hardware store were half-depleted. Another three weeks, maybe four, before we’d need to find a new source.

The numbers pointed in one direction. We needed a scavenging run.

I brought it up at the evening meal. All five of us around the kitchen table, Yara at the end in what was now her seat, Mika next to me with her tail brushing my leg under the table in a contact she’d never acknowledge, Hana across from me with her foot thumping gently against the chair leg, Suki perched on the counter behind us because sitting at the table like a normal person was beneath her.

“Strip mall run,” I said. “Tomorrow. Food, fuel, construction materials. We need to start thinking about a watchtower.”

“Watchtower?” Yara’s feathered crests, the tawny plumes that framed her face where hair should have been, lifted.

“Elevated observation point. Once your wing heals, you’ll be our aerial scout. In the meantime, we need eyes above ground level.”

The stubborn resistance I’d been seeing for three days gave way to something hungrier. Purpose. The first hint that being grounded didn’t mean being useless.

“I can advise on the design,” she said. “I know what a perch needs.”

“Good. You and Hana work on a materials list. I’ll take Mika and Suki on the run.”

Mika’s ears perked forward. The predator awakening at the promise of a hunt. Her claws retracted fully, relaxed, the catgirl’s version of cracking her knuckles.

Suki hopped off the counter. “Finally. I’ve been camouflaging the same building for three days. My nodes need refreshing and I want to check the southeast approach.” Her russet tails fanned. “Also, I saw a shoe store on my last scout and Hana’s feet are cold.”

Hana looked down at her bare feet. Thumped once. “I don’t need shoes.”

“Sweetness, it’s November.”

The evening settled into something that almost felt normal. Suki created fox-fire lanterns that hung from the porch overhang, three of them now, burning with the steady amber warmth of her maintained power. The glow was softer than firelight but warmer than electric light. It made the porch feel like somewhere people lived instead of survived.

Yara sat on the porch steps, her good wing half-extended to catch the last of the evening air. The feathers rippled in the breeze. Her splinted wing pressed against her side, a constant reminder of what she couldn’t do. But she was looking out at the compound. At the garden beds, the fence line, the observation platforms, the rain collection system. Taking inventory with a scout’s eye.

“You built all this?” she asked.

“We built it.” I leaned against the porch rail. “Mika built the west fence and the spike traps. Hana built the garden and the medical staging. Suki built the sensor network and the concealment system. I just stitched people up and gave directions.”

“You’re being modest.”

“I’m being accurate.”

She studied me. Less hostility now. Less suspicion. She was starting to see the compound the way Mika had eventually seen it: not a cage, but a den.

“Something knocked me out of the sky,” she said. Quiet. The first time she’d offered information without being asked. “I was flying reconnaissance. Something hit my wing and then I was falling.” She looked at her splinted wing. Jaw tight. “That’s all I want to say about it right now.”

I didn’t push. She’d barely been here three days. Trust was a currency you earned in installments, not demanded in lump sums.

But I logged the admission and cross-referenced it with what Suki had said the night Yara crashed: “I know what did that to her. And I know why she fell.” The kitsune had been agitated, her fox-fire flickering in a pattern I’d never seen. She knew something about what had grounded this harpy, and she hadn’t shared it yet.

I’d ask. Soon. Suki dispensed information on her own timeline, wrapped in riddles and fox-stories, but I was running out of patience for the packaging.

The eastern horizon burned with breach light, that infected green staining the sky like a bruise that wouldn’t heal. Brighter than last week. Brighter than last month.

I made my evening perimeter check. Walked the fence line, tested every repair point, counted every vulnerability. The east fence, rebuilt after the battle with sixteen-gauge wire and proper posts, held solid. The west fence, Mika’s reconstruction, was the strongest section of the perimeter. The south fence backed up to the rubble slope that ferals avoided. The north fence was original construction, weakest, on the list for reinforcement.

My knee ached. Left knee. Three-year-old shrapnel wound that never fully healed and never fully stopped reminding me it existed. The evening cold made it worse. I favored it on the uneven ground, adjusting my stride without thinking about it.

Mika found me at the east fence.

She moved without sound. One moment I was alone in the dark, checking a fence joint by touch. The next she was there, close enough that her body heat registered against my arm. Her amber eyes caught the breach glow and reflected it back in gold.

She didn’t speak. She put her hand on my chest and pushed me against the fence wire.

Not gentle. Her palm flat against my sternum, fingers spread, the pressure firm enough to pin me against the sixteen-gauge wire. Her claws were retracted. Had been retracted from the start. Trust was default now between us. The claws hadn’t extended in Ryder’s presence in weeks. But her grip was harder tonight. Her eyes were fiercer. Her tail lashed behind her in sharp arcs.

I knew what this was. New girl in the compound. Another combat type. Another alpha. Mika wasn’t threatened, not exactly. She was something more primal than threatened. She was claiming.

“Mika.”

She kissed me. Hard. Her mouth tasted like the wild garlic Hana used in tonight’s dinner and something underneath that was purely Mika: warm, sharp, predatory. Her tongue pushed past my lips without asking permission. Her hand on my chest pressed harder, the wire digging into my back through my shirt.

I gripped her hair. The choppy charcoal strands were coarser than Hana’s silk, wilder than Suki’s flowing russet. I fisted it at the base of her skull and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. She snarled. Approval, not anger. Her ears pinned back flat against her skull, the involuntary tell she couldn’t suppress.

“Against the fence?” I kept my voice low. Rough. The register she responded to.

“Against the fence.” She wrapped one powerful leg around my hip, her thigh hooking behind me, pulling me into her. The lean muscle of her leg was iron through the cargo pants. “Here. Now.”

She ground against me, her hips rolling forward with a fighter’s controlled precision. I was hard already. Her body had that effect, the athletic tension, the predator coiled to spring, the knowledge that this was surrender and not weakness. She felt me through the fabric and made a sound in her throat. Not a moan. A growl of satisfaction.

I spun her around. One smooth motion, my hand on her hip guiding the rotation, and she went willingly. Face-first against the fence, her hands gripping the wire at shoulder height. The moonlight caught the lean muscles of her back through the fitted tank top, the scars across her shoulders, the sharp architecture of her shoulder blades.

She looked over her shoulder at me. Amber eyes molten in the dark. Ears pinned flat. Flush climbing her neck. The arousal she couldn’t hide and had stopped trying to.

I pressed against her from behind, my chest against her back, my mouth at her ear. “You sure?”

“If you ask me that one more time, I’ll claw the fence apart.” But her voice had dropped. Rough velvet. The register that only came out when the walls were down.

I pulled her cargo pants down to her thighs. She helped, shifting her weight, kicking one leg free. No underwear. Apocalypse scavenging priorities. I ran my hand up the inside of her thigh, feeling the dense muscle, the heat radiating from her skin. My fingers slid between her legs and found her soaked. Slick arousal coated her inner thighs, her pussy swollen and hot against my hand. Had been wet, probably, since she’d decided to find me on the fence line.

My fingers parted her slick folds, rubbing along her slit, and she pressed back against my hand, her hips grinding. I slid two fingers inside her and she clenched around them, tight and scorching. A low purr started in her chest, vibrating through her ribcage and into my palm where it pressed against her stomach. She’d kill me if I mentioned the purring. I didn’t mention it. I just felt it while I pumped my fingers slowly, curling them against the spot that made her thighs tremble.

I freed my cock from my pants and positioned behind her. She braced against the fence, fingers tightening on the wire until her knuckles went white. I rubbed the head along her slick entrance, felt her push back impatiently, then pushed inside her in one slow, deliberate stroke. Felt her body clench around my cock, resist, then release and pull me deeper, the tight walls stretching to take me. The heat was intense, almost unbearable. Monster girl physiology ran hot, and aroused catgirl ran hotter. Her pussy gripped me like a fist, the dense catgirl muscle squeezing with a force that no human woman could match.

“Harder.” She pushed back against me, taking more, her ass pressing against my hips. “Don’t be gentle. Not tonight.”

I gripped her hip with one hand, the fence wire above her head with the other, and gave her what she asked for. Hard, deep thrusts that slammed my hips against her ass and pressed her against the wire with each stroke. The wet slap of skin on skin mixed with the metallic rattle of the fence. Her purring got louder, resonating through the metal, vibrating through both our bodies and into the wire itself, through my cock where it was buried inside her.

She was magnificent against the fence. The lean muscle of her back flexing with each impact. Small firm tits pressed against the cold wire through her tank top, nipples hard points visible even in the dark. Scarred shoulders catching moonlight. The warrior’s body, built for violence, channeling all that coiled power into receiving instead of striking.

I reached around and found her clit with two fingers. She gasped. Her ears went flat. Her tail lashed once, twice, then wrapped tight around my thigh, locking us together. The purring shifted pitch, deeper, louder, the vibration traveling through her core and into my cock with every thrust.

“Yours.” She said it against the fence wire, her breath fogging the metal. Not a whisper. Not a shout. A statement of fact delivered with the same flat certainty she used for tactical assessments. “Not first. Not always. Just yours.”

I gripped the back of her neck. The scruff point, where her choppy hair met the line of fine dark fur at the base of her charcoal ears. Firm. Steady. The override she couldn’t train away.

She melted.

Full-body tension dissolved in a single beat. Her knees buckled and her weight sagged against the fence, held upright by the wire under her hands and my body behind her. The purring erupted, louder than I’d heard it, vibrating through the fence hard enough that I could feel it in my grip on the wire above her head.

“Yours,” she said again. Half-whispered. Wrecked. “Ryder.”

I fucked her through it. Hard strokes that pushed her against the rattling fence. My fingers on her clit, circling, pressing. Her hips bucked. Her tail squeezed my thigh. The purring built to a crescendo that I felt in my teeth.

She came with a sound between a snarl and a cry, her whole body clenching, inner walls gripping me in rhythmic spasms that pulled me over the edge with her. I pushed deep and held, my hand on her scruff, my mouth against her ear, my cock pulsing inside her while her body milked every drop. The heat between us was furnace-level. The fence shook.

We stayed like that for a long moment. Pressed together against cold wire, breathing hard, the purring slowing to a steady rumble that vibrated through both of us. Her tail stayed wrapped around my thigh. Her hands uncurled from the fence wire, leaving impressions in her palms.

I eased out of her carefully. She shivered at the withdrawal, then straightened, pulling her pants up with steady hands. Turned to face me. Her amber eyes were warm honey in the moonlight. The amber-gold of trust. Her ears were at half-mast, not aggressive, not surrendered. Just settled.

She put her hand on my chest again. Over my heart. Felt it pounding.

“The bird,” she said. “She’s not a threat to this.”

I covered her hand with mine. “I know.”

“Good.” She stepped back. The walls came up. The ears went to patrol position. The tail straightened into its operational posture. Mika the enforcer. Mika who didn’t have feelings and certainly hadn’t just said the word “yours” twice while pressed against compound fencing.

She prowled away into the dark. Silent. Weight-shifting. Predatory.

I fixed my pants, checked the fence where we’d bent a wire, and finished my perimeter check with a slight limp that had nothing to do with my knee.

Back inside, Hana had left a plate of food on the kitchen table covered with a cloth. The way she always did when someone missed a meal.

I sat at the table and ate cold rice. Updated my journal.

Population: five. Supplies strained. Scavenging run scheduled for dawn.

Morale: complicated.

I closed the notebook, checked the locks, and went to my cot. Tomorrow we’d hunt for supplies.


Chapter 3: Supply Run

The strip mall sat a mile south through suburban wreckage, a stretch of collapsed houses, rusted vehicles, and craters where reality had hiccupped during the breach. I’d run this route a dozen times. Knew every sightline, every piece of cover, every spot where ferals liked to den.

Mika moved ahead and to the left, twenty yards of separation, her charcoal ears swiveling independently as she scanned the terrain. Her blade rode her hip. Her claws were at half-extension, the default wasteland setting. She moved through the ruins like smoke, silent and fluid, her weight shifting between cover points with a predator’s practiced economy.

Suki flanked right, closer to me, her fox-fire dimmed to near-invisible. She was running two operations simultaneously: a passive scent-masking field around our group and active monitoring of her sensor network. Every few minutes her amber eyes would unfocus for a second, receiving data from the nodes she’d planted in a 300-yard radius around the clinic. At full two-tail capacity now. The network was stronger, the data sharper, the coverage wider.

We’d left at dawn. Hana stayed behind to manage Yara, who’d argued about being left out of the run until I told her she’d rupture every fragment in her wing if she tried to navigate uneven ground with a twelve-foot splinted wing. She’d gone quiet. Simmered. Hana had brought her tea.

The route south cut through what used to be a residential neighborhood. The houses were mostly collapsed now, roofs caved in, walls blown outward by some force that had nothing to do with conventional physics. The breach had done strange things to architecture. Angles that shouldn’t exist. Surfaces that caught light from the wrong direction. A stop sign twisted into a spiral, its metal warped by dimensional shearing.

Breach haze tinted the morning amber. Everything looked like it was being viewed through old glass.

“Prints.” Mika stopped at a crossroads, one ear canted toward the ground. She crouched, fingers tracing the packed dirt. “Two sets. Heavy treaded boots. Not Jackals.”

I moved to her position and looked. She was right. The bootprints were distinct from the ones we’d catalogued after the Jackal attack. Heavier tread pattern, deeper impression, wider stride. Someone bigger. Or someone carrying more weight.

“Different faction,” I said.

Suki appeared beside us, silent as thought. She crouched and pressed her fingertips into the soil beside the prints. Fox-fire flickered at the contact point, a brief amber pulse. “Fresh. Within twenty-four hours. Two individuals, walking purposefully. Not running, not wandering. Scouting pattern. They stopped here.” She pointed to a depression where someone had knelt. “And here.” A second depression, ten feet away, facing our direction. “They were looking toward the clinic.”

My stomach dropped a degree. “New scouts.”

“New faction,” Suki said. Her usual playfulness was absent. Her russet ears were flat. Serious Suki. The version that showed up when the data didn’t match the pattern. “The Jackals use tactical boots, surplus military. These are work boots. Steel-toed. Different gear, different supply chain, different group.”

I looked at the prints again. Two scouts. Organized enough to run parallel observation. Equipped differently from Pike’s people. A second faction operating in our supply radius.

That was a problem.

“Tag it,” I told Suki.

She pressed her palm flat against the ground. Fox-fire sank into the soil, invisible once it settled. A sensor node, dormant until something crossed it, keyed to the specific weight and tread pattern of these boots. If they came back this way, Suki would feel it.

We continued south.

The strip mall was a collection of storefronts sharing a parking lot, the asphalt cracked and heaving with aggressive breach-zone vegetation. Weeds that grew too fast and too green, their stems thick as fingers, pushing through concrete like it wasn’t there. A pharmacy, a dollar store, a restaurant, a cell phone retailer. All picked over in the early days, then abandoned when the easy scavenging dried up.

The things scavengers missed were the things we needed. Protein bars in a back stockroom. Compression bandages in a pharmacy storeroom. Fuel canisters behind the restaurant where the propane tanks hadn’t been worth the weight for people traveling light.

Mika went in first. She always went in first. Nostrils flaring, ears rotating, every sense extended to maximum range. I waited at the entrance with the pry bar, watching the parking lot.

“Two.” Mika’s voice came from inside, low and flat. “Canine type. Class two. Denning in the back of the pharmacy.”

“Engage or avoid?”

“Engage. They’re between us and the bandages.”

I heard the sounds: a wet clicking, the scrape of six legs on tile, a hiss. Then Mika’s blade moving through air. A sharp screech of metal tearing, the death sound of a feral canine. A second screech. Silence.

Mika appeared in the doorway, wiping her blade on her cargo pants. Not a scratch on her. “Clear.”

We worked fast. Suki maintained overwatch from the pharmacy roof while Mika and I loaded supplies into the salvaged duffel bags we carried. The haul was good: two boxes of protein bars still sealed in their cardboard, a case of compression bandages, three fuel canisters with propane still in them, a box of latex gloves, four bottles of rubbing alcohol. In the dollar store, I found AA batteries, a hand-crank flashlight, and a bin of galvanized bolts and pipe fittings that the early scavengers had ignored. In the restaurant’s utility closet, three sections of steel pipe and a bundle of lumber scraps. Watchtower materials. Not enough for the full build, but a start.

Mika found something better. In the restaurant’s storage area, behind a collapsed shelf, a case of canned tuna. Twelve cans. Protein for a week.

“Good eyes,” I told her.

Her ears did the complex forward-back-sideways thing that meant pleased but refusing to show it. “It was behind the shelf. Obvious.”

“Obvious to someone with night vision and enhanced smell.”

Her tail swished once. Acknowledgment. She loaded the cans without further comment, but the ears stayed in the pleased configuration.

Suki dropped from the roof, landing beside me with the weightless grace of something that shouldn’t be as quiet as it was. “More bootprints,” she said. “East side of the parking lot. Same tread pattern. They circled this location.”

“Same day?”

“Within twenty-four hours of the others. They’re mapping supply locations.” Her amber eyes met mine, vertical pupils narrowed. “Someone is doing homework on our operational area, Doc.”

I looked east. The breach light hung on the horizon, faint in daylight but visible. Whatever these new scouts were, they were methodical. Organized. Not the desperate scramble of Pike’s Jackals. This was logistics.

We loaded up and started back.

The return route was uneventful. Mika ranged ahead, clearing sightlines. Suki refreshed three of her perimeter nodes en route, pressing her palms to the soil and feeding fox-fire into the buried sensors. The effort cost her, a slight dimming of her skin’s natural luminescence that she covered with a joke about needing a spa day.

We reached the compound forty minutes later. Hana was waiting at the gate, her doe eyes scanning us head-to-toe for injuries before we’d cleared the fence. Satisfied we were intact, she started cataloguing the supplies before we’d set the bags down.

“Protein bars. Compression bandages. Propane.” Her nose twitched rapidly as she sorted. “Tuna. Oh, that’s wonderful. I can make something proper tonight.”

Mika dropped her bag near the supply shelf and walked to her whetstone on the porch without a word. Battle ritual. Post-mission blade maintenance. Her ears were at patrol position, scanning, but the tension in her shoulders was eased. Good run. Good haul.

Yara was on the porch steps, her good wing half-extended in the afternoon sun. She’d been watching the gate since we left, I could tell. A scout who couldn’t scout, reduced to waiting. She hated it. But she’d stayed put, and that was progress.

Hana caught my eye as I passed. “She let me change the dressing,” she said quietly, pride and relief mixed in equal measure. “Ate two bowls of rice without complaining.”

I glanced at Yara’s splinted wing. Fresh bandages, clean wrap, tension even. Hana’s work was getting better every week.

“What did you find?” Yara asked.

“Supplies. And trouble.” I set my bag inside and came back out. “Evening war council. After dinner.”

The war council was the kitchen table, five chairs, one fox on the counter. I laid out the situation.

“A second faction. Not Jackals. Different boots, different stride pattern, different operational approach. They’ve been scouting our supply routes and our compound location within the last twenty-four hours.”

Suki projected a fox-fire map on the table. Amber lines and points traced the geography of our area: the clinic at center, supply routes radiating outward, known faction positions marked. She added two new points where we’d found the bootprints.

“The scouts paralleled the east fence here.” She traced a line on the amber map. “Same approach vector the Jackals used before, but they stopped further out. Observing from range. Professional.”

“Pike’s allies?” Hana asked. Her foot thumped softly under the table. The thought of another attack made her nervous. It should.

“Different faction entirely,” I said. “Suki?”

“The Jackals are disorganized thugs with a smart leader. These prints suggest discipline. They moved in pairs, maintained intervals, used cover. Military-adjacent behavior or someone who learned from military people.” Her eyes flickered. “Which means either former military or someone who’s absorbed military survivors.”

Mika’s ears flattened. “How many?”

“We found two. That’s the scouting element. The force behind them is unknown.”

Silence around the table. Hana’s foot thumped. Mika’s claws scraped the table surface. Yara’s taloned feet gripped the chair legs.

“We need better intelligence,” Yara said. “Aerial reconnaissance would give you the full picture. Troop concentration, supply lines, approach vectors.”

Every head turned toward her. Toward her splinted wing.

“When you can fly,” I said. “Not before.”

“How long?”

“Three weeks minimum before I’d clear you for any flight. Six before combat maneuvers.”

She looked like she wanted to argue. I watched the battle happen behind her eyes: impatience versus discipline, pride versus pragmatism. Discipline won. Barely.

“Three weeks,” she said. “I’ll be ready.”

After the council, the compound settled into its evening rhythm. Warm amber light pooled across the porch and spilled onto the hard-packed yard. Mika disappeared onto the perimeter for her night patrol, a shadow moving through shadows. Yara sat on the porch steps, staring at the sky with the expression of someone looking at something they’d lost.

Hana found me in the kitchen.

She was cleaning up from dinner, her honey-gold hair loose around her shoulders, an oversized shirt hanging from her frame and straining across her chest where her body had filled out over weeks of consistent nutrition. The shirt was one I’d scavenged from the pharmacy run, cotton, originally too big for her. It wasn’t too big anymore. The buttons at the bust pulled against their holes, fabric taut across full breasts that swayed when she moved.

She looked up when I entered. Her nose twitched. Her foot thumped once against the floor, then stopped.

Then started again.

“You came back.” Her voice was soft. Not a statement. Relief compressed into three words.

“Supply run. Routine.”

“There’s nothing routine about leaving the fence.” She set down the dish she was drying and turned to face me. Wide doe eyes, warm brown with gold flecks, searching my face. Reading me the way she read everyone, with a prey animal’s precision for detecting threat and safety. “I heard you talking about the bootprints. Another group.”

“We’ll handle it.”

“I know.” She stepped closer. Her scent reached me: warm vanilla, fresh hay, the sweet hint of milk underneath. Shifted warmer tonight. Headier. Her skin was flushed pink across her chest, visible above the neckline of the too-tight shirt.

I knew what that meant. I’d been her medic before I’d been anything else. Heat cycle. The biological imperative that hit her like a wave and left her flushed, desperate, and increasingly unashamed of what she needed.

Her hand found mine under the edge of the table. Not subtle. Her fingers laced through mine and squeezed. Warm. Her pulse visible in the vein at her wrist, faster than baseline.

Across the room, Mika’s shadow moved past the window on her patrol route. Through the kitchen doorway, I could see Suki’s fox-fire lanterns flickering on the porch. The compound’s evening noises: Yara shifting on her cot, Suki humming something old and shapeless, the generator’s distant rhythm.

Hana pulled my hand. Toward the hallway. Toward the nest.

She didn’t wait for the others to leave. She didn’t look around to see who was watching. She took my hand and pulled with quiet, firm certainty.

The nest had grown over the past weeks. Expanded into a full alcove built from blankets, cushions, a salvaged curtain canopy, and layers of softness that Hana had constructed with the same careful attention she brought to the herb garden. A battery lamp cast warm amber light through the hanging fabrics. It smelled like her: vanilla and chamomile and clean fabric.

She pulled me down. Pushed my shoulders back against the cushions. Climbed on top of me.

This wasn’t the trembling, barely-able-to-make-eye-contact Hana from early days. This was weeks of trust, weeks of consistent safety, and a heat cycle that had burned away the last of her hesitation. She straddled my hips, her thick thighs gripping, her weight settling against me. Her honey-gold hair fell around us like a curtain.

She ground against me through our clothes. Slow, deliberate rolls of her wide hips, pressing her heat against the hardness that was already straining my pants. Her nose twitched rapidly. She could smell my arousal. Had been able to since before I’d walked into the kitchen.

“I couldn’t sit still today,” she whispered. Her hands went to my shirt, pulling it over my head, running her palms across my chest. Her touch was exploratory, appreciative, her fingers tracing the scars from the Jackal battle, the bruise on my ribs that had finally faded to yellow. “Couldn’t stop thinking about you out there. Couldn’t stop.”

She stripped off her shirt. The buttons hadn’t stood a chance. Her breasts spilled free, full and heavy, pale skin flushed pink from the chest up. Nipples already peaked, the color of ripe peach. She didn’t cover herself. Didn’t look away. Held my gaze while I looked at her, and her foot thumped against the blankets beneath us.

I pulled her down and took one nipple into my mouth. She gasped, arching into me, her fingers digging into my shoulders. Her hips never stopped moving, rolling against me in slow grinding circles that sent pressure and heat through both of us.

“Off,” she breathed, tugging at my waistband. “I need. Off. Now.”

We shed the rest of our clothes in a tangle of fabric and urgency. She pulled me free of my pants and wrapped her hand around my cock, her grip warm and firm, her eyes widening slightly. Her nose twitched. Her foot thumped faster.

She rose up on her knees and guided my cock to her entrance. Wet. Scorching. The slick evidence of the heat cycle coated her inner thighs, her pussy dripping with need, the swollen lips parting around the head of my cock as she began to sink down. She took me slowly, inch by inch, her eyes locked on mine, her mouth falling open on a long exhale that trembled at the edges. I watched my cock disappear inside her, the pale skin of her inner thighs framing where we joined, her pussy stretching to accommodate me, gripping tightly with every inch she took.

“You came back to me,” she said. Not a whisper anymore. Full voice. She bottomed out with a gasp, her ass settling against my thighs, my cock buried completely in her wet heat. Her hips began to move, rolling forward and back, taking me deep with each stroke. Her full tits bounced with each motion, soft and heavy, the pale skin flushed pink to the nipples, the peaked tips tracing circles in the air. “Don’t leave. Don’t pull out. Fill me.”

The breeding language. Full-voiced now, no hesitation, no shame. She owned it. The biological imperative and the emotional need fused into something raw and honest.

I gripped her hips. My fingers sank into the soft flesh, pulling her down harder onto each stroke. She moaned, her lop ears lifting from their natural droop, rising toward half-mast. Her nose twitched in rapid fire. The blush had spread from her chest to her neck to her cheeks, a visible map of her arousal written across pale skin.

She braced her hands on my chest and rode me. Wide hips rolling with a rhythm that was instinct, not learned. Thick thighs gripping, the deceptive strength of a bunnygirl’s legs locking us together. Her cotton-puff tail vibrated against my thighs. Her breathing came in soft cries that she didn’t try to muffle.

I sat up, wrapping my arms around her, pulling her against my chest. Changed the angle. Deeper. She cried out, her arms going around my neck, her face pressed against my shoulder.

“Harder,” she said. “Fill me until I can’t think. I need every drop.”

I thrust up into her, my hands on her ass, gripping the plush softness and using it as leverage. She bounced on my cock, her full body in motion, breasts pressed against my chest, hips slamming down to meet each stroke. The wet sounds of our connection filled the nest. Her foot thumped against the blankets in accelerating rhythm.

“Don’t stop.” Her voice cracked. Her lop ears were rising, fighting their own anatomy, lifting toward vertical. “Please. Don’t stop. Breed me.”

I cupped her face with one hand. Made her look at me. Her doe eyes were soft, unfocused, half-lidded with pleasure and need. Gold flecks catching the battery lamp’s amber glow.

“I’m right here,” I told her. “I came back.”

She shattered.

Her lop ears snapped fully upright, defying gravity, standing straight on either side of her head. Her inner walls clenched around me in rhythmic spasms, pulling, milking, her whole body arching backward with the force of it. Her mouth opened on a silent cry that became a gasping moan. The foot-thumping hit a crescendo, rapid and rhythmic and completely uncontrollable.

I came inside her. Deep. The way she’d asked. My hands gripping her hips, pulling her down tight against me as I pulsed into her, filling her, giving her everything she’d demanded. Her body took it all, the internal clenching drawing every last drop, her thighs locked around me like she’d never let go.

We collapsed into the nest together. A tangle of limbs and blankets and heavy breathing. Her lop ears slowly, reluctantly, sank back to their natural droop. Her nose twitched against my neck, reading my scent, my heartbeat, the satisfied exhaustion she could smell before I could feel it.

“You came back,” she said again. Quieter now. A prayer answered.

“Always.”

Her arms tightened around me. Her cotton-puff tail bobbed against my hip, gentle contented beats. Her thick thighs stayed wrapped around my waist. She would not let go. She would fall asleep like this, wrapped around me completely, her nose pressed to the pulse point in my neck, her body warm and heavy and alive.

I held her. Let the nest hold us both. Outside, Suki’s humming drifted from the porch. Hana’s breathing slowed against my chest, deepened, and her arms loosened their grip just enough to tell me she’d fallen asleep.


Chapter 4: Watching

Suki was overextending, and she thought I didn’t notice.

I found her on the clinic roof at dawn, sitting cross-legged with her palms flat on the concrete, eyes closed. Fox-fire flickered at her fingertips in irregular pulses, feeding energy into the concealment screen and sensor network simultaneously. Her skin luminescence, usually a soft porcelain glow in the pre-dawn light, was dimmer than I’d seen it in weeks.

She looked like a lantern running low on oil.

“How long have you been up here?” I leaned against the access hatch frame.

“Hmm? Oh, the usual.” Her eyes opened, bright in the pre-dawn light, and the grin materialized on cue. Perfect. Practiced. “Dawn constitutional. Roof yoga. A trickster needs her beauty sleep and since sleep is boring, I skip it and do this instead.”

“Suki.”

The grin flickered. She heard the tone. Not the amused tolerance I usually gave her performance. The steady, clinical tone that said I’m assessing a patient and the assessment isn’t good.

“The breach is pulsing harder,” she said. The grin dropped. Just like that, with the speed that always hit me somewhere behind the sternum. Performing Suki to real Suki in one sentence. “Something is testing the barrier. Pushing. Rhythmic, like a heartbeat. I’ve been maintaining the concealment screen, the sensor nodes, and the mine network, and the mine network is draining faster because the ambient energy from the breach is interfering with my reserves.”

I turned that over. “You’re burning reserves faster than you’re recovering.”

“I’m fine.”

“Your skin glow is down forty percent from baseline, your eyes have been unfocused twice this morning, and you didn’t steal from Mika’s plate at breakfast. You’re not fine.”

She blinked. Then a real smile, small and genuine, replaced the grin. “You notice everything, don’t you, Doc?”

“It’s what I do.”

I sat beside her on the roof. The breach glow pulsed on the eastern horizon, visible even in the growing daylight. The bruised green-amber light, brighter than yesterday, brighter than last week. Pulsing with a rhythm that I now recognized as what Suki had described: like a heartbeat.

“Tell me,” I said.

She was quiet for a moment. The silence from Suki was always significant. The absence of sound from someone who never stopped filling it.

“A fox watched a forest burn once,” she said. Her voice shifted into the storytelling register: old, measured, rhythmic. The cadence of someone who’d been telling stories for longer than anyone alive. “The first fire was lightning. Natural. The forest burned and the forest regrew. The fox moved on.”

She created a small fox-fire image in her palms. A miniature forest, amber flames licking through tiny trees. Beautiful and controlled.

“Years later, the same fox returned. The same forest was burning again. But this time, the fire started in a circle. Perfect circle. Deliberate.” The fox-fire forest burned in a ring, the flames moving inward with geometric precision. “The first fire was an accident. The second fire was set.”

The image collapsed into sparks.

“The breaches,” I said. “The first one was natural?”

“The first breach was a thin place that tore. They’ve always existed. Weak points between dimensions. Things slip through. Always have. Every mythology your species ever dreamed up was based on something that came through a thin place.” She pulled her knees to her chest, her russet tails wrapping around her. Two tails, fluffy white tips catching the dawn light. “Thin places heal. Like skin over a wound. The breach should have closed within months.”

“But it didn’t.”

“Something is holding it open. Deliberately. And it’s not just holding, it’s pushing.” Her amber eyes met mine, and for a moment the centuries showed in them. All the weight of watching things end and begin and end again. “The new bootprints your team found. The increased feral activity near the perimeter. The thing that knocked Yara out of the sky. They’re connected. The breach is intensifying, and everything within its radius is responding.”

“What knocked Yara out of the sky?”

Suki hesitated. I watched her process the question, watched the instinct to wrap the answer in a riddle war with the part of her that was tired of carrying information alone.

“Something that came through recently,” she said. “Something that flies. Something that hunts things that fly. Yara wasn’t random. She was targeted.”

“By what?”

“I don’t know yet.” She said it like it cost her. Suki always had answers. Admitting ignorance was her version of bleeding. “I know it’s from the breach-side. I know it’s intelligent. And I know the breach pulsing harder means more things are coming through.”

I sat with that for a while. The sun was coming up behind the breach glow, turning the eastern sky into a layered mess of orange and sickly green. Beautiful and wrong.

“You need to pull back on the concealment screen,” I said. “Reduce the mine density on the outer ring. Conserve reserves.”

“If I reduce coverage, they’ll see us.”

“If you burn out, we lose the entire network. You’re not expendable, Suki. You’re our intelligence infrastructure. Degraded intelligence is worse than reduced perimeter.”

She looked at me. The vertical pupils were dilated in the low light, making them almost round. Almost vulnerable.

“You sound like a commander,” she said.

“I sound like a medic telling a patient to stop pushing through the pain.”

The walls that were always partially down with me dropped another degree. The performance dimmed to a low hum.

“The last time I felt a breach pulse like this was four hundred years ago,” she said. Quiet. No storytelling cadence. Just Suki. “A thin place in what’s now central Japan. It tore. Things came through. Bad things. It took three kitsune working in concert to close it, and two of them didn’t survive.”

“Three kitsune.”

“Two five-tails and a seven-tail. More power than I have now.” She looked at her two tails. “More power than I’ll have in time.”

I stored the numbers. Kitsune power scaled with tails. Suki had two. Needed more. The breach was growing. The math didn’t add up.

Then her fox-fire surged.

It happened without warning. A pulse of amber light rippled from her hands across her entire body, brightest at her lower back where the tails emerged. Both russet tails went rigid. Her eyes went wide. Her hands clutched the rooftop concrete.

And behind her, between the two existing tails, a third form flickered into existence. Amber fire shaped like a fox tail, translucent, trembling, burning with an intensity that made her existing tails look dim.

Three seconds. The third tail blazed. Suki gasped, her porcelain skin lit up like a lantern, every curve illuminated in amber gold.

Then it vanished. The rooftop went dim. Suki sagged.

“That hasn’t happened in a very long time,” she whispered. Her voice was thin. The voice of someone who’d just felt something ancient and enormous move inside them. “The last time I grew a new tail, it took a century. This happened in seconds.”

“Power growth?”

“Tied to the breach.” She wrapped her arms around her knees. “I grow when the breach grows. More dimensional energy, more fuel for kitsune physiology. It’s a feedback loop. The worse things get, the stronger I become.” A pause. “Which means if I’m growing fast, things are getting very bad.”

I watched her for a moment. Small frame curled on the rooftop, russet hair catching the dawn light, two tails wrapped tight around her body. The centuries-old trickster who’d seen worlds end, sitting on a vet clinic roof, afraid.

“Then we’ll be ready,” I said.

She looked at me. No grin. No performance. Just amber eyes and something fragile behind them.

“Just like that?”

“What else is there? The breach is growing. You’re growing with it. We prepare, we adapt, we survive.” I stood and offered her my hand. “And you eat breakfast before you do anything else. High-calorie. Doctor’s orders.”

She took my hand. Hers was small, warm, lighter than it should be for a living creature. Fox-bone density, I’d theorized. Not hollow like Yara’s, but lighter than human.

“You’re very annoying when you’re competent,” she said. But the grin that came back was real. Small. Warm. Not a performance.

I pulled her up. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

The afternoon brought a different kind of progress. Yara’s wing examination.

She sat on the treatment table, holding still with visible effort while I unwrapped the splint and palpated the fracture sites. Three days since the last full examination. The swelling had decreased. The tissue around the wound site was pink and healthy, no signs of infection. When I pressed gently along the ulna line, the fragments didn’t shift.

“Consolidation is starting,” I said. “Faster than I expected. Your metabolism is doing the work.”

“I told you. We burn fast.” She was watching my hands on her wing with fierce concentration, her golden-brown eyes tracking every adjustment I made. The look of a warrior watching someone handle something they both understood was sacred. Her body. Her wings. The instruments of flight that defined her.

She held perfectly still while I worked. Not the frozen stillness of pain tolerance, but something deliberate and controlled, her breathing regulated into a rhythm I recognized from patients who’d learned to manage discomfort through discipline. Her eyes tracked every movement of my fingers along the splint line. Twice, her good wing twitched toward me, an involuntary shielding gesture she caught and suppressed. The wing examinations were teaching me things about harpy anatomy that no textbook covered, starting with the fact that letting someone handle the injured wing cost her something I didn’t have a clinical term for.

“Range of motion test,” I said. “Don’t push. Let me guide. You tell me when it hurts.”

I cradled the wing at the elbow joint and slowly, carefully extended it outward. The feathers rustled. The splint held. The wing moved through thirty degrees of extension before she tensed.

“There.”

I stopped. Thirty degrees. Not bad for this stage of healing. I flexed it back, tested the secondary joint. Forty degrees there. Better.

“You’re ahead of schedule,” I told her. “If this rate holds, I’ll start passive range-of-motion exercises within a week.”

Hope lit her face. The first real hope I’d seen since she’d asked “Can I fly?” and I’d given her the truth.

“How far ahead?” she asked.

“Don’t get excited. Ahead of schedule doesn’t mean ready. Your bone structure is thin and any stress before full consolidation puts you back at zero.” I rewrapped the splint. “But the progress is good.”

She nodded. For once, didn’t argue. Just accepted the assessment with the patience of someone who’d decided to trust the process because the alternative was worse.

“Your compound,” she said as I secured the last wrap. “It’s different from what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“A cage. Every settlement I’ve seen since the breach was either a fortress or a prison. Walls to keep things in as much as out.” She looked through the treatment room door, down the hallway where Hana’s reorganization had transformed the clinic into something warm and functional. Wildflowers in a cup on the kitchen table, visible from here. “This is a home.”

“Hana did that.”

“The bunnygirl builds nests. The catgirl builds fences. The fox builds illusions.” Yara’s fierce golden-brown eyes came back to me. “And you build people.”

Before I could respond to that, Hana appeared in the doorway with a cup of chamomile tea and a jar of wildflowers. Purple and yellow blossoms, freshly picked from the garden border. She set the tea beside Yara and put the flowers on the windowsill.

“For the treatment room,” Hana said. “It’s too clinical in here.”

Yara looked at the flowers. Then at Hana. Then at the tea.

She didn’t throw them out.

Evening came soft that night. The breach glow painted the horizon. Suki’s fox-fire lanterns burned on the porch, three of them, their amber warmth intensified by whatever the third-tail manifestation had done to her reserves. She’d eaten two extra portions at dinner without being prompted. Good.

I found Suki on the roof at dusk. She was sitting in her usual spot, legs dangling over the edge, tails draped behind her. The fox-fire lanterns below cast amber light upward, catching the russet-red of her hair and the faint glow beneath her pale skin.

She didn’t have the grin on. No performance. She was looking east, toward the breach glow, with an expression I’d only seen a few times: old. The face of someone who’d been alive long enough that the years were a physical weight.

I sat beside her.

She reached for me. No preamble. No joke. No theatrical setup. Her small hand found my arm and pulled me closer, and when I turned toward her, she kissed me.

Soft. Searching. Her lips tasted like the chamomile tea Hana made for everyone and underneath it, the warmth of autumn leaves and sake that was purely Suki’s. Her hand came up to my jaw, her fingertips reading my face like she was memorizing it by touch.

“The third tail scared me,” she said against my mouth. “I don’t scare easily.”

I cupped the back of her head, my fingers sliding through the russet hair, and held her there. “I know.”

She pulled me down onto the roof beside her. The concrete was cold but her body was warm, warmer than human, warmer than her usual elevated baseline. The fox-fire that lived under her skin was running higher tonight, fed by whatever the third-tail manifestation had stirred up.

She started with oral. Her comfort zone. Her power move. She slid down my body with practiced grace, her small hands working my belt and pants with efficient familiarity. Her bright eyes looked up at me as she freed my cock, already hard and straining, and she wrapped her lips around the head with a slow, savoring suction that pulled a groan from my chest.

Her fox tongue. Slightly longer than human, more dexterous, and she used it with centuries of skill. The tongue coiled around my shaft as she took me deeper, the prehensile muscle spiraling in a way no human mouth could replicate, stroking and squeezing as she bobbed. She took me deep, her throat opening, her jaw stretching to accommodate, her eyes locked on mine, amber and glowing faintly in the dusk. The wet heat of her mouth, the rhythmic suction, the tongue working the underside of my cock with devastating precision. Fox-fire flickered across her cheeks, her throat, the curve of her jaw as she moved. This was where she was confident. Where the performance was real because the performance was genuine pleasure in her own skill.

But the fox-fire was surging. Each stroke of her mouth sent amber light rippling down her neck, across her collarbones, over the swell of her tits where they pressed together in the low-cut top she’d scavenged from somewhere. Uncontrolled. The power surge from this morning was still in her system, and my touch was making it pulse.

She pulled back, gasping. Not performance gasping. Real. Her lips wet and swollen, a thread of saliva connecting her lower lip to the head of my cock. Her eyes wide. “I can’t control it tonight. The fox-fire. It’s responding to everything.”

“Then don’t control it.”

Something broke in her expression. The last thin wall of performance dissolving. She pulled me onto her, tugging at my shirt, and I covered her small body with mine. The scale contrast hit me the way it always did with Suki: she was tiny beneath me, 5’2” of compact curves and centuries of survival, and when my weight settled against her, her breath caught with a vulnerability she couldn’t stage.

I undressed her slowly. The top came off to reveal porcelain skin blazing with amber light, fox-fire blooming from her sternum outward in waves that matched her heartbeat. Full tits on her petite frame, round and gravity-defying, the nipples peaked and flushed the golden-pink of kitsune arousal. I cupped them both, filling my palms, feeling the impossible weight of them on such a small body. My thumbs rolled across the swollen nipples and she whimpered, her back arching, fox-fire flaring brighter where my hands touched. Her waist nipped in dramatically before her hips flared wider than her frame had any right to hold. Every curve concentrated, amplified by the small body containing them.

I kissed her neck. Her collarbone. Took one golden-pink nipple into my mouth and sucked, tasting the warmth of her skin and the faint electric tingle of fox-fire on my tongue. She cried out, her fingers digging into my hair. Each touch left a trail of fox-fire on my own skin, warm and tingling, not burning. She arched into me, her tails wrapping around my waist before she could stop them. Both of them. The involuntary possessive response that only happened when the show was over.

“Face to face,” she whispered. “I want to see you.”

I reached between us. Found her soaked, her pussy hot and slick against my fingers. I rubbed her clit once, twice, and felt her entire body jolt, a fresh surge of fox-fire blooming from between her thighs. Then I positioned myself and entered her slowly. She was tight, incredibly tight, her small body resisting before yielding around my cock with a gripping heat that made my jaw clench. Wet and impossibly warm, the fox-fire warmth radiating from inside as well as out. Her legs wrapped around me, petite and shapely, her luminous skin glowing steady amber. Her tails locked around my waist. No performance. No exhibitionist positioning. Just face to face, foreheads touching, breath mixing while I sank into her inch by inch.

She moved with me instead of directing me. A first. Every other time with Suki had been her choreographing the encounter, controlling the pace, putting on a show. Tonight she followed my rhythm, her tight pussy gripping my cock with each withdrawal, pulling me back in with each thrust. Her small hands gripped my shoulders. Her hips rose to meet each thrust with a rolling motion that was instinct, not performance.

Fox-fire surged through both of us. Amber light rippled across my chest where her hands touched, across my arms where her legs wrapped, warm and electric. Every nerve in contact with her skin felt amplified. I could feel her heartbeat through her pussy walls, fluttering against my cock, faster than human. The sensation was overwhelming and intimate simultaneously, her supernatural physiology reaching into mine.

I stroked one tail. Base to tip, slow and deliberate, the way I’d learned broke through every defense she had.

She gasped. Real. Her fox-fire erupted bright enough to illuminate the rooftop, amber-gold light pouring from her skin in uncontrolled waves. Her tails went rigid around my waist. Her pussy clamped down so hard around my cock that I couldn’t move for a breathless second. Her mouth opened on a sound that wasn’t performed: a raw, startled cry of pleasure that had no audience.

And behind her existing tails, the third tail manifested.

It blazed into existence at the peak of the fox-fire surge, longer and denser than the flicker that morning, wrapping around my wrist alongside the other two. Three tails, amber and russet and white-tipped, locked around me with possessive desperation. The power was tangible. I could feel it in my skin, in my bones, in the charged air between us.

“Oh.” Suki’s voice was thin. Unrecognizable. No centuries of wit. No performance. A woman ambushed by something she hadn’t expected. “Ryder.”

She said my name. Not “Doc.” My name. While her third tail burned against my wrist and her fox-fire blazed across both our bodies and her amber eyes were wide and unguarded and terrified and present.

I held her gaze. Didn’t look away. Steady and calm, the way I gave her everything, the way she needed someone who wouldn’t flinch when the show stopped.

I thrust deeper. She cried out. Her walls clenched. Fox-fire erupted in a final wave, bright enough that it was visible from the compound below, amber-gold washing across the rooftop and pouring over the edge like liquid light. Her third tail blazed for five full seconds, solid and real and burning with power, before flickering back to translucence.

I came inside her, my hand on her tail, my forehead against hers, her body shaking with the aftershocks. She was silent through the climax. Not the devastating silence of her surrender signal. Something different. Something raw and overwhelmed and too big for even silence to contain.

We lay on the rooftop in the aftermath. Fox-fire dimmed slowly, settling from the explosive bloom to a steady amber glow across her skin. She was curled against me, all three tails wrapped tight, her face hidden in my neck. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest. Fast. Afraid. Alive.

“The power and the vulnerability,” she said eventually. Her voice shook. She tried a joke: “Well, that was a show nobody bought tickets for.” It came out thin. Not funny. Not meant to be.

I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her closer. “Stay.”

Her tails tightened.


Chapter 5: Starving

The sensor network triggered at 0547.

I was already awake, running through the morning medical inventory in the treatment room, counting antibiotic doses and suture packets. Suki’s fox-fire nodes communicated through a resonance she felt in her bones, a directional awareness that told her mass, speed, and bearing of anything that crossed the perimeter. This morning it woke her with enough urgency that she rolled off the roof access and dropped into the hallway without using the ladder.

“Southeast approach.” Her amber eyes were sharp, the playful mask gone. “One signature. Slow. Stumbling. Approximately ninety pounds.”

“Feral?”

“Too light for canine type. Wrong movement pattern. This is bipedal.”

I grabbed the pry bar and headed for the door. Mika materialized from the shadows of the east fence, already moving to intercept. She’d been finishing her night patrol. Her blade was drawn, ears flat, tail low. Combat ready.

We found her fifty yards from the fence.

She was on her knees in the scrub, barely upright. The dawn light was thin and amber, the breach haze filtering everything through its sickly tint, but even through that distortion I could see that whatever this woman was, she was dying.

Emaciated. The kind of thin that went past hunger and into the body consuming itself. Cheekbones like blades under papery skin. Arms that looked like they’d snap if she braced against the ground. Her hair was dark wine-red, matted and dull, hanging past her shoulders in tangles. Her skin should have been pale but it was gray, ashen, drained of anything that resembled life.

Two small horns curved back from her temples. Cracked. Dull. Like old bone left in the sun.

A thin pointed tail lay limp in the dirt behind her.

She looked up at us with eyes that should have been beautiful. Deep violet, large, rimmed with lashes that belonged on something supernatural. But the eyes were hollow. Sunken. Vacant with the specific emptiness of someone who had been running on nothing for longer than any body should hold out.

“Please.” One word. Barely a whisper. Her lips were cracked.

Mika’s ears went from flat to forward. Her blade stayed drawn but lowered. She was reading the threat level and finding none. This creature couldn’t have threatened a rabbit, let alone a catgirl.

“Ryder.” Mika’s voice was flat. Deferring to the medic.

I was already moving. Knelt beside her. Standard triage protocol kicked in: airway, breathing, circulation. Airway clear. Breathing shallow and slow, too slow, maybe eight respirations per minute. I pressed two fingers to her throat.

Her pulse was wrong.

Not fast, not weak. Impossibly slow. Twenty beats per minute at most. A human heart at that rate would be in cardiac failure. But her body was still functioning, still conscious, still forming words. Whatever she was, her physiology had a different baseline.

“Temperature.” I pressed the back of my hand against her forehead. Cold. Cooler than ambient. Every monster girl I’d treated ran hot. Elevated metabolism, elevated temperature. This woman was running below human baseline.

No wounds. No lacerations, no contusions, no signs of physical trauma. She was just empty. Hollowed out from the inside.

“Can you tell me what you need?” I asked. Calm. Steady. The same voice for every patient.

Her violet eyes focused on me with visible effort. “Warmth,” she managed. “Feeling. I feed on…” She trailed off. Tried again. “Emotional energy. Ambient. The warmth people make when they’re together.” Her cracked lips twisted in something that might have been self-deprecating humor in better days. “The wasteland has none.”

A succubus. Not the predatory mythology. Something different. She fed on ambient emotional energy, the passive residue of human connection. In the old world, she’d have been surrounded by it. Cities, crowds, relationships, the constant hum of emotional life that billions of people generated just by existing.

The wasteland was an emotional desert. Barren. Empty. Whatever communities had survived were scattered and afraid, their emotional output consumed by survival stress. For a being that fed on warmth, the post-breach world was starvation rations.

“How long?” I asked.

“Months. I followed…” She swayed. I caught her shoulder. Even through my glove I could feel how thin she was. No muscle. No fat. Just bone wrapped in skin. “I followed a warmth. Your compound. It’s like a fire in a blizzard. I could feel it for miles.”

I looked at Mika. She met my eyes. Her ears were forward, her expression guarded but not hostile. She was doing the same calculation I was: is this real, or is this a setup?

I made the call.

“We’re bringing her in. Mika, take her left side. I’ve got right.”

“You’re bringing a predator inside the fence.” Mika said it without heat. A factual observation.

“I’m bringing a patient inside the fence. Same as you.”

The hardness in Mika’s amber eyes gave way. Recognition. Memory. A catgirl with shredded ribs, a medic who didn’t flinch, a choice made in the dark. She sheathed her blade and moved to the woman’s left side.

We carried her between us. She weighed nothing. Ninety pounds at most, and I was being generous. Her body was a scaffold of hollow need. The thin pointed tail dragged in the dirt behind us. The cracked horns caught the dawn light and threw no reflection.

Inside the compound, the effect was immediate and visible.

The woman’s eyes fluttered open as we crossed the fence line. Her violet irises, dull and hollow thirty seconds ago, flickered with a faint luminance. The ambient emotional warmth of the compound, five people who cared about each other in a world where caring was an act of defiance, hit her like a transfusion.

She gasped. Not pain. Relief. The sound of someone taking a first real breath after drowning.

We got her to the recovery area. The cot in the back room, the one that had been Mika’s, then Hana’s, then nobody’s since everyone had migrated to more permanent sleeping arrangements. I laid her down, started an assessment. Saline drip for hydration. Vital signs monitoring. The heartbeat was still impossibly slow, but I could see it strengthening, the pulse at her throat deepening as the compound’s emotional warmth seeped into her.

Hana appeared in the doorway, her doe eyes wide. She took in the scene: the emaciated woman on the cot, the cracked horns, the limp tail. Hana didn’t ask questions. She pulled a chair to the bedside and sat down. Took the woman’s hand.

The succubus’s eyes opened. Violet met brown. Something passed between them. Hana’s warmth, Hana’s boundless capacity for care and connection, radiated from her like heat from a stove. The woman’s skin, ashen gray moments ago, flushed faintly. The barest hint of color, like a match struck in a dark room.

“I’m Hana,” the bunnygirl said. Soft. Simple. The same gentle tone she’d used with Yara, with Mika, with me. “You’re safe here.”

The woman’s violet eyes glistened. She didn’t cry. She didn’t have the moisture for tears. But her hand tightened around Hana’s, and the color in her skin deepened another shade.

“Neve,” she whispered. “My name is Neve.”

Suki arrived five minutes later, dropping through the hallway hatch from the roof with her usual disregard for doors. She stopped in the recovery room doorway, both tails going still. Her eyes swept over Neve’s form, the horns, the tail, the supernatural architecture of a being she recognized.

“Well,” Suki said. The playfulness was muted. Respectful, almost. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve met one of you.”

Neve’s gaze found Suki. Some recognition passed between them that operated on a frequency the rest of us couldn’t hear. Two ancient beings, or at least one ancient and one old, acknowledging each other across a gap of species and centuries.

“Kitsune,” Neve said. “I thought you were all gone.”

“I thought the same about you.” Suki leaned against the doorframe. “The wasteland isn’t kind to empaths.”

“The wasteland is an empty room.” Neve’s voice was gaining strength, each word stronger than the last. Hana’s hand in hers, the ambient warmth of the compound flowing into her. “No joy. No love. No anger, even. Just nothing. I’ve been walking through nothing for months.”

I monitored her vitals while they talked. Heart rate climbing: twenty-five, then thirty. Still dangerously low by human standards but trending in the right direction. Temperature rising slowly from below baseline toward something that might eventually be normal. Color continuing to return. The ashen gray retreating to reveal skin that was naturally pale with a warm undertone, almost luminous when healthy.

“Ryder.” Mika’s voice from the hallway. I excused myself and found her leaning against the wall, arms crossed, ears flat. Guarded.

“Talk to me,” I said.

“She feeds on emotion.” Mika’s slit-pupiled eyes were hard. “That makes her a predator. Different hunting method than ferals, but the same fundamental dynamic. She consumes what we produce.”

“She feeds on ambient energy. Passive. Like a plant absorbing sunlight.” I kept my voice level. “She’s not draining anyone. She’s absorbing what we’d produce regardless.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know she weighs ninety pounds and her heartbeat is barely functional. Whatever she is, she’s the opposite of a threat right now.”

Mika’s jaw tightened. Her claws extended to half-length, the unconscious stress response. “You trust too easily.”

“You trusted me when I sedated you and stitched your ribs. I’m asking you to extend the same grace.”

That landed. I saw it in the micro-shift of her ears, the fractional retraction of her claws. The memory of her own arrival: hostile, bleeding, terrified, treated by a stranger who didn’t flinch.

“I’ll be watching her,” Mika said. Not a concession. A compromise.

“That’s your job.”

She pushed off the wall and prowled down the hallway. Silent. Weight-shifting. The enforcer on patrol.

Suki was waiting for me when I returned to the recovery room. She pulled me aside while Hana continued sitting with Neve, the bunnygirl’s warmth providing a steady transfusion of emotional energy that I could almost see in the returning color of Neve’s skin.

“She’s not dangerous, kitten,” Suki said, pitching her voice toward the hallway where Mika had gone. The charcoal ear tip visible past the doorframe flattened at “kitten,” then disappeared from view. “She’s dying.”

“I know,” I said. “Walk me through succubus physiology.”

Suki’s ears perked forward. Intelligence briefing mode. “They feed on emotional energy. Not through contact, not through sex, despite what your species’ mythology decided. They absorb ambient emotional resonance the way I absorb dimensional energy. In the old world, a succubus in a city would be well-fed just walking down a crowded street. The emotional noise of daily life: frustration, joy, desire, boredom. All food.”

“And in the wasteland?”

“Starvation. The survivors are too scattered, too afraid, too numb. The emotional output is survival-level cortisol and not much else. She’s been eating scraps.” Suki’s gaze met mine. “Your compound is different, Doc. You’ve built something that generates real emotional warmth. Care, trust, loyalty, affection. This place is a banquet table in a famine.”

I looked through the doorway. Hana was smoothing Neve’s hair back from her forehead, a gesture of such simple tenderness that it made my chest tighten. Neve’s eyes were closed, her breathing deeper, her color improving minute by minute. The cracked horns seemed fractionally less dull.

“She followed the warmth here,” I said. “She could feel it for miles.”

“Which means she’s a sensor.” Suki’s tone shifted. Strategic. “If she can feel emotional output at that range, she can feel emotional intent. Hostile intent has a distinct signature. She could be the most powerful early warning system we’ve ever had.”

I processed that. The compound’s defenses: Suki’s fox-fire sensor network, Mika’s physical patrols, the mine field and spike traps. All reactive. All limited by range and resolution. A being who could sense emotional states at range would add a dimension of intelligence we’d never had.

But she was a patient first.

“Recovery is the priority,” I said. “Let her feed, let her rest. We’ll talk about compound roles when she’s stable.”

Suki nodded. Then, quieter: “Doc. The two of us. The old ones.” She meant herself and Neve. Beings who’d been alive longer than human civilizations. “We carry the same weight. Outliving everyone we’ve known. The jokes and the detachment are different flavors of the same armor.”

I heard what she wasn’t saying. Be careful with her. Not because she’s dangerous. Because she’s fragile in ways that her supernatural body doesn’t show.

“I’ll be careful,” I said.

Suki squeezed my arm and hopped up to the hallway hatch, disappearing onto the roof with a flash of russet tails. Heading back to her post. Back to watching the breach glow on the horizon that pulsed a little brighter with each passing day.

I spent the rest of the morning in the recovery room. Monitored Neve’s vitals every thirty minutes. Heart rate climbed to forty, then forty-five. Temperature normalized to just above human baseline. She slept, mostly, with Hana sitting beside her for the first two hours before I sent the bunnygirl to eat and rest.

Yara came to the doorway during her restless laps of the hallway. She looked at Neve, then at me.

“Another one?”

“Another patient.”

“You’re going to run out of cots.”

“Already have. We’ll figure it out.”

Yara made a sound that was half-laugh, half-sigh. She looked at Neve’s cracked horns, her thin pointed tail, the gaunt architecture of a body that was rebuilding itself from the emotional warmth of a veterinary clinic full of monster girls who cared about each other.

“This place,” Yara said. Not a complete thought. Just the observation. She shook her head and paced away, her good wing twitching with the restless energy of a flyer denied her sky.

Neve woke in the late afternoon. Her eyes opened with more clarity than they’d held at dawn. The violet irises had depth now, luminance, the faint inner glow of a supernatural being that was being fed for the first time in months.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

She was quiet for a moment. Taking stock. Her hand rose to her horns, felt the cracks, flinched.

“Like waking up after a very long sleep.” Her voice was stronger. Smoother. An intelligent voice, low and controlled, with the diction of someone who’d been alive long enough to refine their speech. “Your compound. The emotional warmth here. It’s extraordinary.”

“We care about each other. That’s all.”

“No.” She met my eyes. Deep violet, searching. Reading my emotional state with the same precision that Hana’s nose read scent. “It’s not all. I’ve felt settlements before. Clusters of survivors held together by fear and convenience. Their emotional output is gray. Utilitarian. Survival noise.” She paused. “Your compound radiates warmth. Genuine warmth. Trust. Affection. Things people choose to feel, not things survival forces them to. It’s like…” She searched for the analogy. “Clean water after months of mud.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I did what I did: checked her vitals, adjusted the saline drip, noted the improvement in my chart.

“I need to understand your physiology,” I told her. “Your heart rate is climbing but it’s still below anything I’d consider normal. Your temperature is normalizing. The horns,” I gestured to the cracks, “are those structural or cosmetic?”

“They’ll heal as I feed. The cracks are from depletion. Everything about a succubus reflects her feeding state. Horns, skin, hair, eyes.” She touched her matted wine-red hair. “When I’m well, it’s…” She stopped. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters. You’re my patient.”

She studied me. The emotional reading she was running was visible in the way her pupils dilated, the way her head tilted slightly, the way her violet eyes shifted depth. She was reading me the way Mika’s ears read sound: constantly, involuntarily, with a precision that missed nothing.

“You mean that,” she said. She sounded surprised. Genuinely surprised. “You actually see me as a patient. Not as a succubus.”

“I see you as someone whose heart rate is forty-five, whose horns are cracked from malnutrition, and who needs to eat and rest.” I closed my notebook. “The rest we can figure out when you’re stable.”

The wariness in her expression didn’t leave entirely, but a crack appeared in it. The same crack I’d seen in Mika, in Hana, in Yara. The moment when a patient begins to believe that the person treating them might actually care about the treatment and not the commodity.

“Thank you,” Neve said.

“Don’t thank me yet. I don’t know the first thing about succubus medicine.” I stood. “But I’m a fast learner.”

I left her resting. Hana had returned with fresh broth and wildflowers for the bedside table. Neve drank the broth slowly, her eyes tracking Hana’s every movement with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Awe, maybe. Or hunger of a different kind: someone who fed on warmth, watching the warmest person she’d ever met move through a room like sunlight.

I updated the journal.

Population: six. Supplies critical. New patient: succubus, feeding depleted. New faction scouted.

I set the pen down and started planning tomorrow’s medical schedule. Five patients meant five assessments, five treatment plans, five sets of physiology I needed to understand well enough to keep alive.


Chapter 6: Feeding

Neve’s recovery was visible in stages, like watching a photograph develop.

Day one after her arrival, the ashen gray skin retreated from her face and hands, replaced by a natural pallor with a warm undertone that hinted at what she’d look like at full health. Her wine-red hair, matted and dull, began to catch light. Her violet eyes held their glow for longer stretches between the dimming spells that marked periods of low energy.

Day two, the horns began to heal. The cracks that had marred them when she’d collapsed outside the fence smoothed and filled, the bone densifying, the surface transitioning from rough and dull to something that approached polished obsidian. Small changes. Incremental. But visible if you were monitoring, and I was monitoring everything.

Day three, the compound understood what a healthy succubus looked like.

She walked onto the porch for the first time at sunset. The light caught her, and the effect was immediate and disorienting for everyone who saw it.

Neve at full feeding strength was a disruption to normal cognitive function.

5’9”, statuesque. Long legs that seemed designed to draw the eye upward. A dramatic hourglass figure that was different from Hana’s softness, structured and sculpted rather than plush, with the proportions of something a classical artist would have carved from marble and then improved. Her wine-red hair fell past her shoulders in waves that caught the amber of the breach-glow and the fox-fire lanterns both. Her skin, no longer ashen, was pale and luminous with a warm undertone that deepened to a rosy flush across her cheeks and the upper swell of her chest. The horns gleamed polished obsidian, elegant curves sweeping back from her temples. Her eyes were deep violet, bright, intelligent, shifting with faint inner luminance.

She was, objectively, the most supernaturally beautiful woman I had ever seen. And I lived with a catgirl warrior, a voluptuous bunnygirl, and a glowing kitsune.

Hana stopped mid-step in the garden and stared. Her lop ears perked at half-mast. Her nose twitched. Beside her, a tomato she’d been about to pick was forgotten entirely.

Mika, perched on the east observation platform, went still. Her ears flattened. Not aggression. Assessment. The catgirl watched Neve the way she watched any potential threat: with absolute focus and zero expression.

Suki appeared on the porch railing, crouching with both tails fanned behind her. Her amber eyes swept over Neve’s recovered form with an appreciation that was as much professional respect as aesthetic admiration. “Well,” she said. “You cleaned up.”

Neve looked down at herself as if seeing her own body after a long absence. Which, in a way, she was. Months of starvation had stripped her to nothing. Now, fed on the compound’s emotional warmth, the body she’d worn for centuries was returning.

“This is what you looked like before,” I said. Medical observation. Her recovery was remarkable from a physiological standpoint.

“This is what I look like when I’m not dying.” Her gaze found mine. Dry. Self-aware. There was intelligence behind the supernatural beauty that I filed as the more important feature. “Thank you. For not treating me like a spectacle.”

“You’re a patient who’s recovering well. That’s the spectacle.”

Something in her expression softened. The wariness she’d carried since arrival receded another fraction.

She tilted her head, the way she did when she was reading. Her violet eyes focused on me with a depth that went past surface observation. “Your emotional signature,” she said. “It’s unusual.”

“Unusual how?”

“Clean. Steady. Like clean water after months of mud.” She said it simply, without embellishment. “Most people are noise. You’re signal.”

I didn’t know what to do with that, so I did what I always did. Changed the subject and filed the data.

Over the next two days, Neve demonstrated her value to the compound in a way that changed how I thought about defense.

She was sitting on the porch in the late afternoon, eyes closed, head tilted slightly as if listening to something the rest of us couldn’t hear. I was reviewing the supply inventory with Hana at the kitchen table, planning the next scavenging run.

“Someone is watching,” Neve said.

I was at the door in three seconds. “Where?”

“Northeast. Beyond the tree line. Two of them.” Her violet eyes opened, the pupils dilated, the inner glow brightened. She was reading emotional signatures the way Suki’s nodes read physical mass. “Calculating. Not afraid. Methodical. One is… eager. The other is professional. They’re evaluating.”

I looked northeast. Nothing visible. The scrubby woodland that bordered the compound on that side offered concealment for any observer with patience.

I checked Suki’s node coverage. The fox-fire network’s northeast sector had three nodes at 300-yard intervals. None had triggered.

Neve had detected the scouts before Suki’s entire sensor grid.

“Range?” I asked.

“Four hundred yards. Maybe five.” She was concentrating, her brow furrowed. “They’ve been there for approximately twenty minutes. They arrived from the east.”

I sent Mika to verify. She returned thirty minutes later with the report: bootprints in the tree line, northeast approach. Same heavy treads we’d found at the strip mall. Two observers. They’d withdrawn east before Mika reached their position.

“Her range exceeds my network by a hundred yards,” Suki said that evening, her expression thoughtful. “And she detected direction, count, and emotional state. My nodes give me mass and bearing. She gives me intent.” A pause. “I’m jealous and impressed. Mostly jealous.”

Neve and Suki bonded over the following days. I caught the first real moment on the third evening.

I’d come around the clinic’s west corner to check a fence splice and stopped short. They were sitting on the porch steps, close enough that Suki’s tails rested against Neve’s hip. Neve had her horns tipped back, watching the sky. Suki had her knees drawn up, chin resting on them.

“The fourteenth century,” Suki was saying. “I tried silence for about forty years. Lived in a cave in the mountains, ate berries, talked to no one.”

“How was it?”

“Terrible. I got so bored I started arguing with rocks.” Suki’s ears twitched. “You?”

“I tried something similar. Twelfth century. A monastery in the eastern mountains let me stay because I could heal the sick just by sitting in the room.” Neve’s voice was quiet, stripped of the careful control she used with everyone else. “I left when the abbot fell in love with me and it nearly destroyed his faith.”

“They always fall in love.”

“They always fall in love,” Neve echoed. A pause. “It stopped being flattering after the first century.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Two women who’d watched empires rise and collapse, sitting on the porch of a veterinary clinic in a wasteland, and finding in each other the only company that didn’t require translation.

I backed away before they noticed me.

“How old?” I asked Suki the next day, nodding toward Neve.

“She doesn’t count anymore. Neither do I.” Suki’s gaze was soft. “When you’ve been alive long enough, the number becomes meaningless. You just are.”

“Are you going to tell me what you have in common?”

“We both lost everyone we loved. Multiple times. Enough times that the losing became the pattern and the loving became the risk.” She met my eyes. “This compound is the first time either of us has decided the risk is worth it in a very long time.”

Mika watched Neve constantly.

Not hostile. Not anymore. The initial suspicion had settled into something more complex: the steady, patient surveillance of a predator who’d decided the unknown quantity deserved observation rather than confrontation.

Mika’s ears tracked Neve whenever the succubus moved through the compound. At meals, the catgirl positioned herself where she could see both the door and Neve simultaneously. During evening watches, she adjusted her patrol route to pass the porch where Neve often sat.

“She’s not a threat,” I told Mika during a morning fence check.

“She’s a predator who looks like prey,” Mika said. Her amber eyes were steady. “That’s the most dangerous kind.”

“She’s an empath who feeds on ambient warmth. She can’t hurt anyone in this compound.”

“She can read emotions. She knows what we’re feeling before we do.” Mika’s claws scored the fence post. Unconscious stress. “I don’t like being read.”

“You don’t like being seen. There’s a difference.”

Her ears flattened. I’d landed a hit. She looked away, jaw tight, and when she looked back the amber was harder than before. “I’m watching her. That’s my job. You heal. I protect. Let me do mine.”

Fair enough.

By the evening of the fourth day, the clinic had found its rhythm. Suki on the roof, maintaining the reduced network I’d insisted on. Neve on the porch, eyes closed, smiling faintly as she absorbed the ambient warmth. Yara in the hallway, pacing her restless laps, her good wing twitching. Hana in the kitchen, making something that smelled like wild garlic and rice.

I was in my sleeping area, cleaning medical instruments. The space had expanded from the original back office cot into something approaching a room. Hana’s influence. A second cot beside mine, a shelf for supplies, a curtain for privacy that functioned more as a suggestion.

Hana appeared in the doorway.

She was wearing one of the oversized shirts, the cotton one that strained across her bust and hung loose everywhere else. Her honey-gold hair was down, falling in waves past her shoulders. Her feet were bare, thumping softly on the floor. Once. Twice. Her nose twitched.

Behind her, visible through the curtain gap, Mika stood in the hallway. The catgirl was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, tail low. She’d been heading to her own sleeping spot. But she’d stopped when she saw Hana.

Hana looked at me. Then she looked back at Mika.

“Stay,” Hana said.

One word. Soft but clear. Not a request. Not a question. An invitation delivered with the quiet certainty that had been building in Hana for weeks, the shy girl who’d stopped being shy about the things that mattered.

Mika’s ears went through three positions in two seconds: flat, then sideways, then slowly, reluctantly, forward. Her gaze moved from Hana to me.

I held her gaze. Steady. Whatever she decided, I’d follow her lead. This was Hana’s initiative and Mika’s choice.

Mika stepped through the curtain.

Three of us. The sleeping area felt smaller with three bodies and the weight of what was about to happen. Hana on my left, warm and soft, her hand finding mine. Mika on my right, coiled and watchful, her tail tense, her breath controlled.

Different energies. Hana radiated warmth, her body pressing against my side, her fingers lacing through mine. Mika radiated tension, the contained energy of a predator evaluating a new dynamic, the careful stillness of someone deciding whether to stay or bolt.

I kissed Hana first. Soft, slow, the way she liked to start. Her lips parted against mine and she sighed, the sound vibrating through her chest. Her hand squeezed mine. Her foot thumped once against the cot frame.

I turned to Mika. She watched me with amber eyes that were shifting from guarded to something hotter. Her ears had pinned back. The involuntary tell. She was aroused and fighting it and losing.

I kissed her. Harder than Hana. She responded with a bite to my lower lip and a growl that vibrated through my jaw. Her hand gripped my shirt and pulled.

What followed was a negotiation conducted entirely through bodies.

I undressed Hana while Mika watched. The oversized shirt came off to reveal full breasts, pale skin flushed pink from the chest down, wide hips, the soft belly and thick thighs that were her signature. Hana’s lop ears rose to half-mast, her nose twitching rapidly, her eyes on mine and then on Mika’s and then back to mine.

Mika undressed herself. Tank top off in one motion, cargo pants kicked away. Lean muscle, olive-tan skin, small firm tits with nipples already hard in the cool air. Battle scars across her shoulders. The contrast between the two bodies was stark and deliberate: Hana all softness and curves, Mika all edges and defined muscle. Two opposite architectures of feminine beauty, side by side.

I laid Hana back on the cot and settled between her thighs. She wrapped her legs around me with the bunnygirl strength that always surprised, thick thighs locking behind my back, pulling me close. Her soft pants came away with my help, revealing creamy pale skin and the slick evidence of arousal that glistened in the lamplight. I ran my fingers along her folds, parting them, feeling how wet she was already. Her hips jerked and a whimper escaped her lips.

I entered her slowly, watching her face. Her mouth fell open on a trembling exhale as I sank into her inch by inch. Wet. Scorching. Her inner walls gripped and released in fluttering contractions, pulling me deeper as her body adjusted to the stretch. Her eyes went soft, unfocused, her pupils blown wide.

“Yes.” Her breeding language started as whispered fragments. “Please. Fill me. All of it.”

Mika pressed against my back. Her lean body hot along my spine, her small firm tits flattened against my shoulder blades, the hard points of her nipples branding my skin through the thin fabric. She bit my shoulder. Hard enough to leave teeth marks in the muscle. Her hand snaked around my waist, fingers splaying across my stomach, trailing lower until her fingertips grazed the base of my cock where it disappeared into Hana’s body. She felt the slick heat of our connection and growled against my ear.

“Harder.” Mika’s voice was rough. Commanding. Her tail wrapped around my thigh, the grip crushing. “She wants it harder. I can see her pussy dripping down your cock.”

She was right. Hana’s hips were rising to meet each stroke, her inner walls clenching greedily every time I pulled back, her breeding language escalating: “Fill me, please, I need it. Don’t stop. Give me everything.”

I gripped Hana’s hip with one hand, bracing against the cot with the other, and drove deeper. Her full tits bounced with each impact, pale and heavy, nipples flushed dark pink and swollen. The wet sound of my cock driving into her filled the small room. Her mouth opened on a moan she didn’t try to suppress. The foot-thumping started, rapid and rhythmic against the blankets.

Mika’s hand slid down between Hana’s thighs. Found her clit. Pressed two fingers against the swollen nub and rubbed in tight circles while I fucked into the bunnygirl beneath her.

Hana’s back arched off the cot. “Oh God. Oh. Please, I can’t–” Her voice cracked. The combination of my cock stretching her and Mika’s fingers on her clit was short-circuiting her ability to form words. Her pussy clenched so hard around me that I had to grit my teeth.

I pulled out of Hana. She whimpered at the loss, her hips chasing me, her empty pussy visibly clenching around nothing. My cock was slick with her arousal, glistening in the lamplight.

I turned to Mika. “Your turn.”

I pushed her down onto the cot beside Hana. She went willingly, the controlled fall of a fighter who’d chosen to yield. I pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. She snarled, baring her fangs. Her hips rolled upward, grinding her bare pussy against my cock, coating me in her own slick heat.

I gripped her scruff with my free hand. The response was immediate: full-body tension dissolved, her wrists going limp under my grip, her snarl collapsing into a moan that transitioned into a deep, resonant purr. Her amber eyes shifted to warm honey. Her thighs fell open.

I entered her in one hard stroke, burying myself to the hilt. She arched off the cot, the purr ripping from her chest, her lean body clenching around me like a fist. Tight. Scorching. The athletic muscles of her inner walls gripping with a ferocity that was nothing like Hana’s yielding warmth. Mika’s body fought for everything, even in surrender. Her pussy milked my cock with every squeeze, the dense catgirl muscle pulling at me with an intensity that made my vision narrow.

Beside us, Hana watched with wide doe eyes, her nose twitching rapidly, her foot thumping. She’d rolled onto her side, honey-gold hair fanned across the pillow, one hand sliding between her thick thighs. Her fingers found her clit, still swollen and slick from Mika’s attention, and she began touching herself while she watched me pound into the catgirl. Her blush spread from chest to cheeks. Her other hand cupped her own breast, squeezing the soft flesh, rolling the nipple between her fingers.

I fucked Mika hard. The way she needed. Pinned wrists, scruff grip, deep strokes that bottomed out and made her gasp. Each thrust drove a wet slap of skin on skin that echoed in the sleeping area. Her purring shook the cot frame. Her tail lashed once, twice, then wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper into every thrust. Her small firm tits bounced in tight arcs with each impact, nipples dragging against my chest.

And then the moment.

Mika’s free hand, the one not pinned above her head, reached sideways. Across the narrow space between the two women. Her fingers found Hana’s.

Their hands interlaced.

The warrior and the prey animal. Clawed fingers and soft fingers. Olive-tan and creamy pale. Connected through the man between them and choosing to connect beyond him.

Mika didn’t pull away. Her eyes were closed, her face turned toward the pillow, purring so hard I could feel it in my bones. But her fingers gripped Hana’s with a tenderness that would have been invisible if I hadn’t been looking.

Hana squeezed back. Her lop ears rose toward vertical. Her doe eyes glistened.

I moved between them. Pulled my cock from Mika’s gripping heat and thrust back into Hana’s welcoming warmth. The contrast hit me like a punch: Hana’s pussy was softer, wetter, yielding around me with a liquid embrace while her thick thighs locked behind my back. Her breeding language went full-voiced: “Breed me. Fill me. Don’t you dare pull out.” I drove into her with deep, rolling strokes while Mika watched, panting, her pussy empty and clenching, slick arousal coating her inner thighs.

Back to Mika. Slamming into her tight heat, her scruff in my hand, her wrists pinned, her body arching to take every inch. The snarling submission. The purring that vibrated through the cot frame and into my cock and through my spine.

They held hands the entire time. Through every switch, every thrust, every gasp.

Mika came first. Silent except for the purr that exploded in volume, her lean body clenching in rhythmic waves that gripped my cock in pulsing contractions so intense I had to stop moving or follow her over. Claws retracted, eyes screwed shut, the orgasm rolling through her in visible convulsions that I could feel from deep inside her. Her pussy spasmed around me, squeezing, milking, the catgirl’s dense muscle working with an animal intensity. Her hand crushed Hana’s.

I withdrew from Mika’s trembling body and turned to Hana. She was ready. More than ready. Her lop ears were straining upward, fighting gravity. Her eyes were unfocused, glazed with need, her fingers glistening between her thighs. I pushed inside her and she cried out, pulling me deep with her legs, her free hand on my face. My cock slid into her soaked pussy without resistance, the heat enveloping me, and I felt her body grip immediately, her inner walls rippling with desperate need.

Her breeding language dissolved into sounds without words. Fragments. My name. Pleas that were barely human.

I came inside her. Deep. The way she always asked. I pressed as far as I could go and let the orgasm tear through me, my cock pulsing, pumping cum into her body in hot surges. My hands gripped her wide hips, pulling her against me, keeping us sealed together while her body milked me with desperate internal contractions, her pussy working my cock in rhythmic waves that drew every last drop from me. Her lop ears snapped fully upright. Her foot thumped in a final rapid burst. Her mouth opened on a gasping cry that was half my name and half a sound that belonged to something older than language.

Afterward, we lay tangled together. Three bodies on a cot designed for one, arranged in a configuration that shouldn’t have been comfortable and was.

Hana on my left, wrapped around my arm, her nose pressed to my pulse point, her foot thumping gently in contented afterbeats. Her cotton-puff tail bobbed against my hip.

Mika on my right, pressed against my side with her face hidden in my shoulder. Purring. Her tail coiled around my leg. Her hand was still holding Hana’s, resting on my stomach. Fingers interlaced.

The catgirl and the bunnygirl, connected through me and through each other. The warrior’s scarred hand and the forager’s soft hand, clasped together on the skin of the man they’d both chosen.

Neither of them let go until morning.


Chapter 7: Physical Therapy

Three weeks since the crash, and Yara’s fractures were consolidating faster than I’d projected.

I discovered this during the morning wing examination, my fingers tracing the ulna line through the splint gap I’d designed for exactly this purpose. The fragments that had shifted like gravel under my touch three weeks ago were now fixed. Firm. The callus formation had bridged the gaps between fragments, and while the bone was still fragile by flight standards, it was no longer the shattered puzzle I’d assembled on that first night.

“Healing rate is approximately twice human baseline,” I said, making notes. “Slower than catgirl, but significantly faster than anything in my medical training.”

Yara held still on the treatment table. She always held still for examinations now. Three weeks of daily sessions had established the pattern: my hands on her wing, her body motionless, her fierce golden-brown eyes tracking every movement of my fingers with the focus of a hawk watching prey. Not hostile focus. Something else. The kind of attention that a warrior gives to the hands of the person rebuilding the weapon that defines them.

“Does that mean I can fly?” she asked. The same question. Every day.

“It means we can start rehabilitation.” I unwrapped the secondary splint along the radius line. “Passive range of motion first. I’ll guide the wing through its movement arc while you keep the muscles relaxed. No active pushing. No resistance. Just letting the joints remember what they’re supposed to do.”

She nodded. Her taloned feet gripped the table edge. The grip was her tell, the way Mika’s ears were hers and Hana’s thumping was Hana’s. When Yara was controlling herself, fighting the urge to act, her feet gripped whatever was available with crushing force.

I cradled her injured wing at the elbow joint. The wing was massive. Twelve-foot span when fully extended, and even folded, it was a substantial piece of anatomy that required both my arms to support properly. The feathers rustled against my forearms. Tawny brown and gold, layered and interlocking, designed for cutting through air at speed.

I began the passive extension. Slow. Degree by degree. The wing unfolded from its tucked position, the humerus rotating in the shoulder socket, the radius and ulna tracking through the elbow joint. My hands supported the weight of the limb at two points: the elbow and the mid-span, where the primary flight feathers began.

“Tell me when you feel tension,” I said.

“Now.” Thirty-five degrees. Better than the last session by five degrees.

I held the position for ten seconds, then slowly flexed the wing back to neutral. Extended again. Held. Flexed. The rehabilitation rhythm that would become our daily routine.

The physical therapy was intimate in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

Nobody touched a harpy’s wings. I was learning this through observation rather than instruction, because Yara didn’t talk about it directly. But the way she held herself during sessions told the story. Her breathing controlled itself into that disciplined pattern. Her good wing folded tightly against her body, protective, as if to compensate for the vulnerability of the injured one being handled. Her eyes never left my hands.

Wings were sacred. The defining capability. The thing that made a harpy a harpy rather than just a woman with feathers. Letting someone touch them was an act of trust that went deeper than anything physical. Yara had let me because she was broken and I was the one who could fix her. But over three weeks of daily sessions, the trust had shifted. Evolved. My hands on her wing had become something she anticipated rather than endured.

I moved through the exercise sequence. Extension. Flexion. Lateral rotation. Each movement guided by my hands on the wing membrane, the feather shafts, the joint where arm became wing. The transition point was fascinating: human musculature blending seamlessly into avian structure, the tendons rerouting to serve flight instead of grip. My fingers traced the anatomy while I worked, mapping the architecture for future reference.

“You do that,” Yara said.

“Do what?”

“Study while you work. Your hands are doing the exercise, but your fingers are also learning. You’re not just healing. You’re cataloguing.”

“Medic habit.”

“It’s more than that.” Her eyes held mine. “You pay attention to things like they matter.”

I didn’t have a response to that, so I continued the exercises.

At the forty-minute mark, she pushed too hard.

I felt it coming. The tension in her wing muscles shifted from passive to active, the harpy fighting her own restraint, trying to extend the wing under her own power instead of letting me guide it. The competitive impulse. The fighter who couldn’t stand being limited.

The wing shot to eighty percent extension. Something in the connective tissue around the ulna callus popped. Not a bone sound. Tendon or ligament, stressed beyond its current tolerance. Yara gasped, composure cracking into raw pain.

I caught the wing before it could extend further. Both hands on the mid-span, controlling the collapse back to neutral. Firm. Steady. The way you handle any creature that’s hurt itself through impatience.

“Hold still.” I palpated the injury site. The callus was intact. Thank God. But the surrounding tissue was inflamed, a tendon strained beyond its capacity. “You didn’t break the bone. You strained the connective tissue.”

“I felt it give.” Her voice was tight. Angry at herself.

“You pushed past the limit I set.” I looked at her. Direct. “You’re two weeks ahead of schedule and you just set yourself back three days. Was it worth it?”

She snarled. The sound was different from Mika’s snarl: higher, sharper, with an avian quality that scraped the air. Then the anger deflated and something tired took its place.

“No.”

“No. Three days of restricted movement while the tendon recovers. Passive exercises only. No active pushing.” I wrapped the wing in a cold compress from the veterinary stores. “I know you want to fly. I know every minute on the ground feels like a year. But your wing doesn’t care about your timeline. It cares about tissue tolerance and progressive loading. We do this my way or we don’t do it at all.”

She held my gaze. Those tawny eyes were burning, frustrated, and reluctantly respectful. The same progression I’d seen in every patient who’d argued with me and discovered that I was right.

“Three days,” she said. “Then we start again.”

“Three days. Then we start again.”

She leaned back on the table, wings folded, jaw set. A bird with clipped wings, choosing to wait.

After the session, Yara told me about the crash.

We were on the porch, the afternoon sun cutting through the breach haze to give everything a golden-amber cast. She was eating Hana’s rice and wild garlic mixture with her taloned feet propped on the railing, her wings folded behind her like a feathered backpack.

“I was flying reconnaissance,” she said. “South of the breach glow. Mapping the feral migration patterns. I’d been doing it for weeks. The sky was clear. Nothing on the wind.”

She stared east. The breach light cast its sick glow eastward, faint in daylight but always there.

“Something hit me from above.” Her voice flattened. Controlled. The combat debrief tone. “Fast. I never saw it. One moment I was flying, the next something slammed into my right wing from a direction I didn’t think anything could come from. I was at three thousand feet. Nothing flies above three thousand feet in the wasteland.”

“Something did.”

“Something from breach-side.” She set down her plate. “I felt it. The dimensional charge. The same wrongness you feel near the breach glow. Whatever hit me came through recently. And it was hunting. Not random. It tracked me, matched my altitude, and struck with precision.”

I noted this against Suki’s words from the night of the crash. “I know what did that to her.” The kitsune had recognized something. An enemy from the other side that she’d seen before, or heard of, or felt through whatever dimensional awareness a centuries-old fox possessed.

“How far did you fall?”

“Three thousand feet. I tried to glide with the good wing, but the rotation was uncontrollable. I fell for…” She swallowed. “A long time. Managed to level enough to hit scrub instead of concrete. The wing shattered on impact. I crawled. For hours. Following the glow of your compound’s fox-fire lanterns.”

Suki’s lanterns. The warm amber lights that hung from the porch overhang. Meant as comfort. Serving as a beacon for someone falling through the dark.

“I owe the fox my life,” Yara said. Not easily. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

“I won’t.”

“She’ll be insufferable.”

“She’s already insufferable. It would just be worse.”

Yara let out a rough sound caught between a laugh and a sigh. Her eyes held something warmer than they had in weeks.

The afternoon shifted to base-building.

The watchtower was Yara’s contribution to the compound’s design. She’d sketched it during her first week of convalescence, using a pen borrowed from my medical supplies and a piece of cardboard from Hana’s pantry organization. The design was intuitive: she knew what a perch needed because she’d been building and using perches her entire life.

The foundation was four posts, eight feet tall, sunk three feet deep in compacted gravel. Mika and I dug the postholes while Suki camouflaged the construction from distant observers, her fox-fire illusions making the activity look like overgrown rubble shifting in the wind. The physical work was straightforward but demanding. Posthole digging in rocky soil with a hand-driven driver, two people, four hours.

Mika worked beside me in focused silence. Her lean body was built for this: dense muscle, efficient movement, tireless endurance. She drove the posthole driver into the packed earth with strikes that sank the tool six inches per blow. I followed up with the tamping bar, packing gravel around the post bases.

Hana ran logistics. She’d inventoried the lumber and hardware from the Griswold’s run, tracked what we had versus what we needed, and organized the materials in a staging area beside the construction site. She moved between the supply pile and the work zone with the quiet efficiency of someone who’d found her operational niche.

Neve sat on the porch, eyes closed, a faint smile on her face.

“She’s feeding,” Suki told me during a water break, nodding toward the succubus. “All of you, working together, building something. The emotional output is like a five-course meal for her.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a partnership. She feeds on what we’d generate anyway. And while she’s feeding, she’s monitoring. She’s been tracking the northeast approach all afternoon. No hostile signatures.” Suki sipped water. “She’s a passive radar system that runs on feelings. I’d say that’s the best deal anyone’s ever gotten in the apocalypse.”

By late afternoon, the four posts were in place, braced and solid. The framework would go up tomorrow. Crossbeams, platform, railing. Yara had specified a perch rail at the top edge, a horizontal bar she could grip with her taloned feet for comfortable roosting during observation shifts.

“When it’s done,” Yara said, standing beside the post nearest the east fence, running her hand along the rough-hewn wood, “I can see for miles. Nothing approaches from any direction without me seeing it.”

“That’s the idea.”

She looked up at the top of the post. Eight feet. Not high. Not the sky. But higher than the ground.

“It’s a start,” she said.

Evening. The clinic settled into its now-familiar rhythms. Six people sharing a space designed for one veterinarian and his patients. Hana cooked dinner: rice, canned tuna from the strip mall haul, wild greens from the garden. Yara ate with the group for the first time without tension, seated at her end of the table, her good wing tucked, her injured wing bound against her side.

After dinner, wing therapy. I’d moved the evening session to compensate for the missed morning exercises, adjusting the intensity downward to accommodate the strained tendon. Passive range of motion only. No resistance. My hands guiding her wing through the movement arc, degree by degree, while the treatment room’s battery lamp cast warm light across us both.

Yara held still. Her eyes followed my hands. The feathers of her wing rustled with each movement, tawny and gold catching the light. Her body temperature radiated through the wing membrane into my palms, hotter than Mika, hotter than Suki, the elevated metabolism of a creature designed to power flight.

“You’re not what I pictured when I heard ‘combat medic,’” she said.

“What did you picture?”

“Someone desperate. Clingy. A man who collected damaged women because it made him feel powerful.” She watched my hands on her wing. “You’re not that.”

“I’m a medic. I treat patients.”

“You treat patients like they matter. Not like they owe you for the treatment.”

My hands continued the extension, guiding the wing through its arc. Thirty-five degrees. Hold. Flex back to neutral. Repeat. The rhythm was meditative for both of us.

“Can I tell you something direct?” she asked.

“You haven’t exactly been subtle since you woke up.”

“Harpy trait. We don’t do subtle.” She held my gaze. “Every hand that’s ever been on my wings was trying to break them. Yours are the first that felt like they were putting something back together.”

After the session, I secured the splint, checked the tendon strain with gentle palpation, and noted the progress in my chart. Yara swung her legs off the table, her taloned feet clicking on the tile.

“I don’t do subtle, Doc,” she said.

She gripped my wrist with her taloned foot. The strength was startling, a grip designed for launching a body into the sky and holding prey at terminal velocity. Not painful. Controlled. She pulled me toward her.

She kissed me. No buildup. No hesitation. Her mouth was hot, aggressive, demanding. She bit my lower lip hard enough to sting and used the momentary shock to deepen the kiss. One hand on my jaw, the other gripping my shirt. Her good wing half-extended for balance, feathers brushing the treatment room wall.

“Weeks of your hands on my wings,” she said against my mouth. “Nobody touches my wings. Nobody. And you’ve been touching them every day and I can’t stop thinking about what those hands would feel like everywhere else.”

Direct. Like everything about her.

She wrapped her legs around me. Powerful thighs, the dense muscle of a flyer’s launch mechanism, locking behind my back. She pulled me between her legs, grinding against me through our clothes. No subtlety. No dance. Pure physical intent.

I gripped her hair. The feathered strands were different from hair: lighter, layered, wind-sculpted. I fisted them and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. She made a sharp sound, not a moan, something more primal. Avian. A vocalization from a throat designed for calls that carried across miles of open sky.

“Hard,” she said. Not a request. A declaration. “Fast. I don’t want gentle. I want to feel something that isn’t the ground.”

I lifted her off the table. She was lighter than she looked, hollow bones reducing her mass, and the surprise of being moved made her grip tighten. I turned her, set her on her feet, bent her forward over the exam table. The stainless steel was cold under her palms. She braced against it, her taloned feet gripping the tile floor, her athletic body angled in a line from her hands to her hips.

Her wings shifted. The good wing half-extended, feathers fanning outward for balance. The injured wing pressed against its splint, restrained but trembling.

I ran my hands down her back. Lean muscle over narrow frame, tanned skin warm under my palms. Her clothing came away fast, the practical garments Hana had scavenged for her. No ceremony. She wasn’t built for ceremony.

She was built for action.

I freed my cock and positioned behind her. She pushed back against me immediately, her wet heat pressing against the head of my cock, demanding. “Don’t make me wait. I’ve been waiting for weeks.”

I pushed inside her in one firm stroke, burying myself to the hilt. She made a sound that filled the treatment room, raw and loud and completely unsuppressed. Her pussy gripped me with fierce heat, the tight walls clenching around my cock as her body adjusted to the sudden fullness. Tight. Hot. Hotter than Mika, hotter than Hana. Harpy physiology burning at a temperature that bordered on fever, the scorching heat radiating from her core through my cock and up my spine.

“Yes.” She pushed back into every thrust, her hands braced against the table, her powerful legs absorbing the impact. The wet sound of our bodies connecting echoed off the tile walls with each slap of my hips against her ass. “Harder. Like that. Don’t hold back on me, Doc.”

I gripped her hips. Hard. The kind of grip that would leave fingerprint bruises on her tanned skin, digging into the lean muscle. She growled approval. I fucked her with the intensity she demanded, hard strokes that shoved her against the table with each impact, pulling nearly out before driving back in, feeling her pussy grip and release and grip again with each cycle. The stainless steel scraped against the tile floor.

She was vocal. Profanely, magnificently vocal. Every thrust pulled a sound from her that ranged from guttural to shrieking, mixed with commands and profanity that echoed off the treatment room walls. “Harder. Fuck. Right there. Don’t you dare stop.” Her pussy clenched harder with each profanity, her body responding to its own abandon, the arousal feeding itself.

I reached forward and gathered her feathered hair in my fist, pulling her head back. She arched, her spine curving, her small firm tits lifting as her body presented. The angle changed and I sank deeper, hitting a spot that made her vocalization shift into something raw and surprised, her walls squeezing my cock in a vise.

“Oh fuck.” The profanity dissolved into a moan that had no words. Her body clenched around me so hard I had to fight to keep thrusting. Her good wing extended further, feathers trembling. The injured wing strained against its splint. Her pussy was dripping, her arousal running down both our thighs, the wet sounds obscene in the clinical room.

I felt the climax building in her body. The clenching escalating to a rhythmic pulse around my cock, the rhythm disruption, the way her vocalizations fractured into fragments. Her legs shook. Her wings shuddered.

She came with a scream.

Both wings spread. The good wing unfurled to its full twelve-foot span, smashing into the supply shelf and sending bottles clattering, tawny feathers extended to their maximum reach. The injured wing pushed against the splint as far as it could go, extending to half-span, trembling. The wing spread was involuntary, the body part she guarded most opened completely in the moment she lost control.

I came inside her as her wings filled the treatment room. Deep. My hands on her hips, her body milking me with contractions that matched the trembling of her feathers. Her scream faded into gasping breaths. The wings held their spread for five, ten seconds. Tawny and gold feathers trembling with aftershocks. Then slowly, reluctantly, they folded back in.

She collapsed against the table. Arms folded under her head. Wings tucked. Chest heaving. Her athletic body slack for the first time since she’d arrived, the restless energy finally, completely spent.

“Fuck,” she said into the stainless steel. Not profanity. Reverence.

I leaned against the table beside her. Caught my breath. Noticed that the supply shelf had a dent in it where her wing had hit, and three bottles of rubbing alcohol were on the floor.

“We might need a bigger treatment room,” I said.

She laughed. Actually laughed. The first real laugh I’d heard from her. It was loud and raw and delighted, and it echoed down the hallway where, I was absolutely certain, at least four sets of ears were listening.

Mika’s voice from somewhere beyond the door: “You’re cleaning that up.”

Suki’s voice from the roof hatch: “I give that performance eight out of ten. Volume was superb but the staging needs work.”

Yara was still laughing when I left to pick up the rubbing alcohol.


Chapter 8: Reading the Room

Neve at full recovery was a different creature than the dying woman we’d carried through the fence.

The transformation had completed over the past week in a cascade of changes that I documented with clinical fascination and male attention I couldn’t entirely suppress. The wine-red hair, matted and dull on arrival, now fell past her shoulders in waves that caught light like polished garnet. Her skin had warmed from ashen gray to luminous pale, smooth and porcelain with a rosy flush across her cheeks and the upper swell of her chest. The horns had smoothed to polished obsidian, elegant dark curves sweeping back from her temples. Her pointed tail, once limp and lifeless, now moved with subtle expressiveness, curling and swaying as she walked.

And her figure. The emaciated scaffold had filled out as emotional feeding restored what starvation had stripped. Statuesque at 5’9”, with a dramatic hourglass silhouette, long sculpted legs, and proportions that belonged on a classical sculpture. Tall and structured where Hana was soft and round, sharp and elegant where Mika was sharp and athletic.

Neve at full recovery was still disorienting to look at. And she hated it.

“They’re staring again,” she said during breakfast, her violet eyes flickering toward the window where sunlight caught her hair and turned it to dark fire.

“They’re adjusting,” I said. “You went from unconscious and gray to this in a week. Give them time.”

“I’ve had centuries of people looking at me like this.” Her voice was quiet. Controlled. The precise diction of someone choosing each word carefully. “The body opens doors that the mind walks through alone. Every human I’ve ever known saw the packaging first and stopped there.”

“What do you want them to see?”

“My mind. My capabilities.” She set down her cup. “I’m an intelligence asset, Ryder. I can read emotional intent at range. I can detect hostile approach before your fox-fire or your catgirl. I want to be valued for what I can do, not how I look.”

Fair enough. I’d been planning to have this conversation anyway.

“Then let’s test it. You mentioned you detected those scouts four hundred yards out. Can you do that consistently? Can you differentiate between hostile intent and other emotional signatures at that range?”

Her expression brightened. Not the supernatural glow of her feeding state, but the light of someone being offered what they’d asked for. Purpose.

“Put me on the perimeter,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

I positioned her on the porch that afternoon, the central vantage point with line-of-sight to the east and south approaches. Suki maintained her fox-fire network at the reduced intensity I’d prescribed. Mika ran her standard patrol route. Between the three overlapping systems, physical, illusion-based, and now emotional, the compound’s detection capability was layered in ways that no attacker could account for.

Neve sat with her eyes closed, head tilted slightly, processing the emotional landscape of the surrounding territory. Her expression was serene, meditative. The pointed tail curled against the porch railing.

“Northeast,” she said. “One signature. Distance approximately five hundred yards, maybe more. Conflicted. There’s calculation there, but also fear. And underneath the fear, something I don’t usually feel in hostile scouts.”

“What?”

“Hope. Whatever this person is doing, they’re afraid and hopeful simultaneously. Like someone taking a risk they believe in but know is dangerous.”

I looked northeast. The scrubby woodland, the same concealment that had hidden the previous scouts. But this felt different. One person, not two. Conflicted rather than calculating.

“Suki,” I called softly.

She materialized from the roof hatch, dropping to the porch with silent grace. “Already on it, Doc. My northeast nodes detected a single crossing eight minutes ago. Approximately 160 pounds, deliberate movement, stopped at the tree line.” She paused. “The mass signature is consistent with the Jackal scouts we’ve tracked. But the behavior is wrong. Scouts don’t come alone.”

Neve opened her eyes. The violet irises were bright, the pupils dilated. “This person is at war with themselves. Whatever they’re here to do, it’s costing them.”

I connected the data points. A single figure. Jackal-consistent mass. Conflicted emotional state. Hope underneath fear.

“Briggs,” I said.

Suki’s ears perked forward. “Pike’s lieutenant. The one who hesitated during the battle. The one who saw the garden and lowered his weapon.”

I remembered. The stocky man with the nervous eyes and the short-barreled shotgun, standing in the ruined west fence section, looking at the wildflower jar on the kitchen table and realizing he was attacking a home. He’d lowered his weapon. He’d walked away.

“Suki, check the northeast fence. Look for anything that doesn’t belong.”

She was gone in a flash of russet tails. Ten minutes later, she was back, holding a piece of paper between two fingers.

It was a folded note, tucked into the wire mesh of the northeast fence at shoulder height. Shaky handwriting on what looked like a torn piece of packaging. I unfolded it and read.

Jackal patrol schedules. Times, routes, frequency. Two weeks of observations compressed into a single page. At the bottom, in the same shaky hand: “The garden. The wildflowers on the table. You built something real. Nobody builds anything real anymore.”

I read it twice. Then passed it to Suki.

Her eyes scanned the page, sharp and focused. The playfulness was gone. This was intelligence Suki, the one who’d infiltrated Pike’s camp for four days, the one who ran counter-surveillance and maintained sensor networks. “Accurate,” she said. “These routes match what my nodes have tracked over the past two weeks. The timing is precise. This was written by someone with direct access to Pike’s operational planning.”

“Briggs.”

“Briggs.” She looked northeast, toward the tree line where the conflicted, hopeful, afraid man had left his offering. “He’s trying to defect. Not with his body yet. With information.”

I looked at the note. At the patrol schedules that could save our lives if the Jackals attacked again. At the final line about the garden.

“We respond,” I said. “Not with promises. With what he needs. What do Jackals lack?”

“Medical supplies,” Suki said immediately. “Pike treats injuries with whatever he can scavenge. No one in his camp has medical training. A set of bandages and a bottle of antibiotics would be worth more than a weapon.”

“Put together a kit. Bandages, a basic antibiotic course, antiseptic. Leave it at the same spot on the fence, fox-fire camouflaged. If he finds it, he’ll know we received the message and we’re reciprocating.”

Suki nodded. Her amber eyes were bright with the particular light of a strategist who’d just gained an intelligence asset. “I’ll handle the camouflage. And I’ll set a dedicated node at the dead drop location. We’ll know when he picks it up.”

That evening, I found Neve on the porch. The eastern sky carried that wrong green, brighter now, throbbing with the heartbeat rhythm that Suki had described. The fox-fire lanterns burned on either side of the door, their amber warmth a counterpoint to the alien light on the horizon.

Neve was sitting with her legs folded beneath her, her eyes closed, her expression peaceful. The pointed tail curled lazily beside her. She opened her eyes when I sat down, violet meeting green.

“You wanted me on the perimeter,” she said. “I delivered.”

“You exceeded every expectation I had.” I leaned back against the porch post. “Five hundred yards. Emotional differentiation at range. You detected a defector’s internal conflict before any other system we have.”

“It’s what I do.” Her voice was quiet. Not boastful. Factual. “When you’ve spent centuries reading rooms, you get good at it.”

“Read this one for me.”

She tilted her head. Her gaze shifted, the supernatural perception activating. She was reading the compound, each person’s emotional signature. A living diagnostic of the community’s psychological health.

“Mika.” She started with the catgirl. “Fierce on the surface, but underneath, the dominant emotion is belonging. She’s found home and she’s terrified of losing it. Every patrol, every fence check, every blade-sharpening session is her way of building walls around the fear. She loves hard and hides it harder.”

I said nothing. Let her continue.

“Hana. The warmest signature in the compound. Her dominant emotion is fullness. Not happiness exactly. Completeness. She was empty for so long that the feeling of being full, of having people and purpose and place, is still new enough to overwhelm her daily. She builds nests because each blanket is proof that the emptiness is over.”

Neve’s voice was steady, measured. The voice of a woman who’d spent lifetimes reading people and had learned to deliver findings with clinical precision.

“Suki. The most complex signature. Layers and layers of performance over a core of genuine warmth. The performance was her survival mechanism for centuries. It’s becoming something else now. Something chosen rather than compulsive. She’s learning to be real without being afraid.”

She paused. “Yara. Frustration and purpose in equal measure. She’s a creature denied her element, channeling the fury of it into forward motion. She’ll be magnificent when she flies again. She’s magnificent now, but she can’t see it through the grounding.”

“And me?”

Neve’s eyes locked onto mine, deep and luminous. The perception shifted, deepened. I felt it as a physical sensation, subtle but real, like a warm current passing through my chest. She was reading me at direct contact range.

“You,” she said slowly, “are the steadiest thing I’ve ever felt. Your emotional signature is bedrock. Underneath the clinical calm, the dry humor, the protective instinct, there’s a foundation that doesn’t shift. People built on sand, Ryder. Emotional landscapes that changed with the weather. You’re stone. Everything else in this compound rests on you, and you hold.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“It’s the most attractive thing I’ve ever sensed in a living being. And I’ve been alive long enough to have sensed a great deal.”

The silence between us held weight. The breach light throbbed on the horizon. The fox-fire lanterns flickered.

“Neve.”

“I know.” She looked away. The composure she maintained so carefully settled back into place. “I’m your patient. I’m the new arrival. You haven’t pursued me, haven’t asked, haven’t so much as looked at me the way every other man has looked at me since the moment I grew into this body.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“It’s the reason I’m here.” She turned back to me. The violet eyes were luminous. Steady. The eyes of someone making a decision with centuries of experience behind it. “In all the centuries, every person I’ve been with eventually wanted the succubus experience. You haven’t. You’ve treated me like a patient. Given me a role. Valued my mind.”

She stood. Took a step toward me. Her scent reached me: dark roses, something like wine, and underneath it a warmth that was purely supernatural.

“I want to understand something,” she said.

She touched my face.

Her fingers against my jaw were cool and soft, and the moment they made contact, I felt the emotional reading intensify. Not painful. Not intrusive. Like a warm light scanning through me, searching for what was real and what was performance.

What she found made her eyes widen.

“You genuinely care,” she whispered. “Not because I’m beautiful. Not because I’m a succubus. Not because of any hunger or fantasy. You actually care about my recovery, my health, my place in this compound.”

“You’re my patient.”

“I’m more than that and you know it.” Her thumb traced my jaw. Her eyes searched mine. “Let me feel something real. Not feeding. Not the succubus performance. Something real.”

She kissed me.

Slow. Deliberate. Testing. Her lips were full and cool against mine, the supernatural temperature regulation running different from the hot-burning monster girls I’d been with. The coolness was striking after weeks of elevated body heat. Refreshing. Her hand stayed on my jaw, fingers reading my emotional response through skin contact.

I didn’t rush. Didn’t perform. My hands found her waist, the dramatic curve of the hourglass, and I held her there while the kiss deepened. She tasted like dark wine and something electric that tingled on my tongue.

She pulled back. Read my face. The reading must have confirmed something she’d been hoping for.

“More,” she said. She said it gently. Asking, not telling.

I guided her inside, to the recovery area where she’d spent her first days. The cot was narrow but private, the curtain drawn, the battery lamp casting amber light. She stood before me, tall and luminous, and I undressed her with the same careful attention I brought to everything.

Each layer removed was a revelation. The scavenged clothing fell away to expose the supernatural body underneath: sculpted curves, skin that glowed faintly with inner warmth now that her feeding state was restored, the elegant horns catching lamplight, the pointed tail curving behind her.

I didn’t worship her the way men usually did. I studied her. My hands traced the architecture of her body the way my fingers traced Yara’s wing anatomy: thoroughly, attentively, noting every response. The curve of her waist. The swell of her hips. The line of her collarbone where her scent concentrated. The dip of her navel. The inside of her thigh where her pulse was visible and rapid.

She watched me with wide eyes. This wasn’t what she’d expected.

“You’re learning me,” she said. “Like a patient.”

“Like a person.” I kissed her collarbone. Her neck. The sensitive skin below her ear where her scent was strongest. “Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel…” She swallowed. The supernatural composure cracked a fraction. “I feel you paying attention. Not to the body. To me.”

I laid her back on the cot. She went willingly, dark wine-red hair spreading across the pillow, violet eyes locked on mine. Her dramatic figure was laid out in lamplight: full breasts with rosy-flushed peaks, the nipples dark and swollen, standing erect against the luminous skin. The narrow waist dipping inward before flaring to sculpted hips. Long legs parting as I settled between them.

Christ. Even my medic brain, trained to see anatomy as function, had to acknowledge what was spread beneath me. Supernatural beauty given physical form, and every curve of it watching me with eyes that expected to be consumed.

I started at her throat and worked down. Kissing, tracing, tasting. Medical precision turned to a different purpose. My tongue traced the line of her collarbone, my lips pressed against the valley between her breasts. Each touch was deliberate. Each response catalogued. I took her nipple into my mouth and she shuddered, her back lifting from the cot, her fingers threading through my hair. I worked it with my tongue, circling the stiffened peak, sucking gently, then harder when her grip tightened. Moved to the other. Paid it the same attention while my hand cupped the breast I’d just left, thumb rolling the wet nipple.

When I found the spot below her navel that made her breath catch, I lingered there. Kissed lower. The dramatic curve of her hip. The crease where her thigh began. When my mouth moved to the inside of her thigh and she gripped the cot frame, I paid attention to the grip. Her scent was different here: dark roses and something electric, heady and intoxicating, the supernatural allure concentrated at the source.

I went down on her with the same patient competence I brought to everything. My tongue traced the length of her slit, parting the swollen lips, tasting the dark sweetness that was uniquely hers. She was sweet and complex, the flavor like nothing human, and the sound she made when I found her clit was worth every second of the careful approach. I sealed my lips around the sensitive bud and sucked gently, my tongue flicking in slow, deliberate strokes.

“Oh.” The single syllable carried more surprise than any speech. Her thighs tensed against my shoulders. “Oh, that’s…”

She’d expected to be used. Expected the succubus performance: supernatural beauty as a commodity, a fantasy for the partner, a transaction where she provided and he consumed. What she hadn’t expected was a man whose mouth was working between her legs with the same unhurried precision he gave a suture line.

I took my time. Slow licks from base to clit. Circling the swollen nub with the flat of my tongue, then the tip. Sliding two fingers inside her, curling upward to find the spot that made her thighs clamp against my head. Her pussy gripped my fingers, slick and impossibly warm, the supernatural physiology radiating heat that pulsed against my knuckles.

Her composure fractured in stages. The controlled low voice began to waver. Her hips moved without her permission, grinding against my face, chasing the rhythm I set. Her eyes, usually steady with centuries of self-possession, lost their focus. Her tail tightened around my arm.

“I can’t.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t. This doesn’t happen to me.”

I didn’t stop. Increased the pressure. My fingers pumped steadily inside her while my tongue maintained the relentless pace on her clit. Found the combination of curl and rhythm and suction that made her gasp and held it steady.

She squirted.

The shock on her face was absolute. Her violet eyes flared to bright fuchsia, the inner glow erupting, transforming her irises into luminous circles of impossible color. Her horns pulsed with faint light, a response I’d never seen. Her tail locked around my arm with crushing force.

The fluid hit in a warm rush against my chin and chest, soaking the cot beneath her. Her body convulsed, her back arching off the cot, the dramatic curves of her figure lifted in an involuntary display that had nothing to do with performance. Her pussy clenched around my fingers in rhythmic spasms, more fluid pulsing from her with each contraction. She made a sound: a helpless, startled cry. Not the controlled vocalization of a succubus performing pleasure. The raw, unguarded sound of a woman experiencing genuine overwhelm.

“What.” She was shaking. Actually shaking. Her fuchsia eyes were wide with shock. The cot was soaked beneath her and she stared at the evidence of her own undoing with an expression I’d never seen on a face that old. “That’s never. Nobody has ever.”

I kissed the inside of her thigh. Tasted her on my lips. Felt the tremors running through her body. Her tail was still locked around my arm.

“Stay with me,” I said.

I moved up her body, positioning between her long legs. She was drenched, trembling, her composure in ruins. I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance and she sucked in a breath, her hips tilting up to meet me. I entered her slowly, watching her face, reading the response as each inch spread her open. Her eyes widened. Her nails dug into my shoulders with surprising strength, breaking skin. Her inner walls gripped me with slick, pulsing heat, still spasming from the orgasm that had broken her.

“Feel me,” she whispered. “I want to feel you feeling this.”

She was reading my emotional state through our skin contact. She could feel my arousal, the raw pleasure of being buried inside her supernatural body, my genuine attention. And the genuine pleasure undid her more than any physical sensation. Because it was real. Not performed. Not transactional. Real.

I moved inside her with unhurried strokes. Deep. Full. Pulling nearly out until just the head remained inside her gripping heat, then sinking back in to the hilt. Her long legs wrapped around me, heels pressing into my lower back, urging me deeper. Her body responded with each thrust, her walls rippling along my cock, her hips rising to meet mine in a rhythm that grew more urgent with every stroke. The fuchsia glow in her eyes pulsed with each peak of sensation.

She came again when I angled my hips upward and held the position, grinding against the spot inside her that made her arch and cry out. Not squirting this time, but a deep, rolling orgasm that I felt as a series of rhythmic contractions milking my cock. Her tail wrapped around my waist. Her horns glowed brighter. The sound she made was stripped of everything except surprise and pleasure, her sculpted body shuddering beneath mine, her pussy clenching in waves that dragged me toward the edge.

I followed her. Buried deep, my hands gripping her hips, pulling her against me as I came. The release pulsed through me in surges, my cock throbbing inside her, filling her with each spasm. The dramatic hourglass figure arched beneath me as she felt it, her empathic sense reading the pleasure as it hit, the feedback loop of her feeling my orgasm while I watched hers driving both of us into an intensity that left us both gasping.

Afterward, she lay on the cot, staring at the ceiling. Her tail was still wrapped around my arm. Her fuchsia eyes slowly dimmed back to violet. The tremors subsided into stillness.

“That’s never happened,” she said. Her voice was small. The voice of someone recalibrating everything they thought they knew about themselves. “Nobody ever focused on me. On what I feel. In all the centuries. Nobody.”

I lay beside her in the narrow cot. Her body was warm against mine, her skin smooth and luminous, the scent of dark roses and satisfied heat surrounding us.

“You’re not a commodity,” I said. “You’re a person. I treated you like one.”

She turned her head to look at me. Violet eyes searching. Reading my emotional state one more time, the way she couldn’t help doing, the way she’d always done.

What she found made her close her eyes. One tear tracked down her cheek, the first moisture she’d produced since the starvation had receded.

“You mean that,” she said.

“I always mean it.”

Her tail tightened around my arm. She pressed her face against my chest and breathed, and for the first time since she’d stumbled into the compound half-dead and hollow, Neve let someone hold her without waiting for the other shoe to drop.


Chapter 9: Altitude

Six weeks since the crash. I stood in the treatment room at dawn, running my fingers along the ulna line of Yara’s wing for what I hoped would be the last full pre-flight assessment.

The bone told me what I needed to know.

The radius had healed clean. A smooth callus bridged the fracture site, dense and solid under my fingertips. The ulna was more complex, the comminuted fragments consolidated into a unified mass that wasn’t anatomically perfect but was structurally functional. The callus was thicker than I’d have liked, irregular in places where the fragments had aligned at approximate rather than precise positions. But it was solid. Weight-bearing solid.

“Range of motion.” I cradled the wing at the elbow and extended it through its full arc. Yara’s body was tense but controlled, her tawny eyes tracking my hands with the focus that six weeks of daily therapy had honed. The wing moved through ninety percent of its pre-injury range. The last ten percent was restricted by the callus irregularity at the ulna site, a limitation that would improve over months of continued rehabilitation but might never fully resolve.

“Ninety percent extension,” I said. “Flexion is full. Lateral rotation is eighty-five percent.”

“Enough to fly?”

I pulled out the stopwatch I’d found in the pharmacy stockroom. “Strength test. Extend and hold.”

She extended the injured wing to full reach. Twelve feet of tawny and gold feathers, trembling slightly at maximum extension, the muscles straining to hold against gravity. I started the watch.

Thirty seconds. Solid. No visible tremor increase.

Sixty seconds. Tremor building. She gritted her teeth.

Ninety seconds. The wing dipped. She fought it, jaw clenched, taloned feet scoring the table edge.

“Drop.” She folded the wing at ninety-four seconds.

“Under load, that wing will sustain approximately five minutes of powered flight before the muscles fatigue past safe operation.” I made notes. “Gliding will extend that, depending on thermals. Ten minutes maximum total airtime with a combination of flapping and gliding. No combat maneuvers. No sharp turns. No dives.”

“Ten minutes.” She said it like someone who’d been drowning and was told they could breathe for ten minutes.

“Straight flight. Low altitude. No higher than two hundred feet. I watch from below. You land the moment something feels wrong.” I closed the notebook. “Those are the terms.”

She nodded. No argument. No pushback. No snarl. Yara, the woman who’d fought every restriction I’d placed on her for six weeks, accepted the terms without a word.

She wanted this too badly to risk it.

The compound assembled.

I don’t know how word spread. I hadn’t announced the flight test. But by the time we walked out to the watchtower scaffolding at mid-morning, everyone was there.

The watchtower framework stood eight feet tall at the northeast corner of the compound, the four posts sunk deep, the crossbeams bolted tight, the platform nearly complete. Yara had designed it. Mika and I had built it. Hana had organized the materials. Suki had camouflaged the construction. It was the compound’s first major structure beyond the clinic itself, and it stood like a declaration: we’re building upward now.

Mika positioned herself at the east fence, leaning against the post with her arms crossed. Her charcoal ears were perked forward. Interested. The amber eyes were fixed on Yara with an expression I recognized from their early confrontations, but tempered now by six weeks of proximity and grudging respect. Two fighters, different domains. The ground predator watching the air predator prepare to reclaim her territory.

Hana stood in the garden, her hands clasped over her mouth, her lop ears fully lifted to half-mast. She’d stopped mid-harvest when she’d seen us heading for the watchtower. A ripe tomato hung forgotten on the vine beside her. Her doe eyes were wide and her foot was thumping against the soft garden soil in rapid beats.

Suki perched on the clinic roof, her usual vantage point, both tails fanned behind her. The fox-fire lanterns on the porch flared brighter than their usual steady glow, responding to something in Suki’s emotional state, the ambient energy of the moment feeding into her reserves and reflecting back as luminance. Her eyes were bright. She was smiling. Not the grin of the performer. The genuine smile of someone watching something she’d hoped for.

Neve sat on the porch steps, eyes closed. Feeding. The collective emotion radiating from the compound at this moment was, I imagined, the most intense meal she’d had since her arrival. Hope. Anticipation. Pride. Fear. Love that none of us had named aloud but that permeated everything we did in this place.

Yara climbed the scaffolding.

Her taloned feet gripped the crossbeams with ease, the same grip that scored stainless steel and cracked concrete. She moved upward without hands, her wings providing balance, the injured wing extending to half-span for stability. In thirty seconds she stood on the platform, eight feet above the compound, the highest point inside the fence.

Not high. But higher than the ground. Higher than she’d been in six weeks.

She turned to face east. The breach light burned on the horizon, faint amber in the morning sun. The wind caught her feathers and lifted them, tawny and gold rustling like dry leaves. Her face transformed. The frustration that had been her dominant expression for six weeks dissolved. In its place, something I’d never seen on Yara: pure, unfiltered anticipation.

“Remember the rules,” I called up. “Ten minutes. Straight flight. Low altitude.”

She looked down at me. Golden-brown eyes blazing. “I know the rules, Doc.”

“Do I need to repeat them?”

“What you need to do is shut up and watch.”

She spread her wings.

Both of them. The good wing extended first, twelve feet of tawny feathers catching the wind, the flight muscles engaging with a visible ripple beneath her tanned skin. Then the injured wing. Slower. Cautious. The callus site visible as a slight thickening along the ulna line. But it extended to ninety percent span and held, trembling but stable.

Twenty-four feet of wingspan, golden in the morning light.

She launched.

The powerful legs compressed and released, the same muscles designed for launching a body into the sky from standing rest. She cleared the platform by six feet on the initial leap. The wings came down in a single massive beat that displaced air in a visible pulse, dust and loose feathers swirling in the downdraft.

She rose.

Uneven at first. The injured wing generating slightly less lift than the good one, pulling her into a gentle bank that she compensated for with adjustments I could see but she was making on instinct. A lifetime of flight experience overriding the injury, her body adapting in real-time to the altered aerodynamics.

She climbed to fifty feet. Then a hundred. Then she leveled off and banked into a wide circle around the compound.

The compound watched.

Mika’s ears were fully forward, both charcoal points aimed skyward. Her tail had gone still and low, the posture of deep focus, the same stillness she held during combat assessment. But there was no combat here. Just a grounded bird flying again. Mika’s sharp eyes tracked Yara’s circle with something that might have been respect. Might have been awe.

Hana’s hand was still over her mouth. Her lop ears had perked to half-mast, straining upward, higher than I’d seen them outside the nest. Tears tracked down her cheeks. She’d planted a garden so this compound would have food. She’d made the clinic a home. And now she was watching a broken wing hold, and everything it meant about what they’d built here was hitting her all at once.

Suki’s fox-fire erupted. Not controlled. Not decorative. The lanterns on the porch blazed to twice their normal brightness. The ambient glow under her porcelain skin surged, turning her into a luminous figure on the rooftop, russet hair catching the light, both tails fanned wide. She was feeding on the collective emotion, the same way Neve was, but processing it differently: turning hope into light.

Neve’s eyes were closed. Tears on her face. Smiling.

Yara completed the first circle. Then the second. She wobbled on the damaged side, the injured wing dipping at the end of each downstroke, but the correction was automatic and the flight path held. She wasn’t fast. She wasn’t high. She wasn’t performing combat maneuvers or sharp turns or anything that would have made a healthy harpy impressive.

She was flying.

She was flying, and from the ground, I could see tears streaming from her golden-brown eyes, caught by the wind and carried away before they could fall. The face of a creature returned to her element. The grounded bird given back the sky.

I checked the stopwatch. Five minutes. She was burning through the strength allowance, each wingbeat drawing on muscles that hadn’t worked at flight capacity in six weeks. The tremor in the injured wing was visible from the ground. She needed to land.

“Yara!” I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Five minutes. Start your approach.”

She heard me. I saw the head turn, those fierce eyes finding me on the ground. She banked into a final circle, wider than the first two, taking her beyond the fence perimeter and back. Mapping the approach. Calculating the landing.

She came in steep. Too steep. The injured wing wasn’t generating enough lift for a gradual descent, and she compensated by trading altitude for speed. The landing was hard. Both feet slamming into the packed earth beside the watchtower scaffolding, taloned toes digging furrows, the impact sending a jolt through her legs that I saw in the compression of her knees.

She stumbled. Caught herself. Stood.

Both wings folded against her body. The injured one ached, I could see it in the way she held it tighter against her side. But it was intact. No new fractures. No displacement. The splint had held. The callus had held.

Six weeks of treatment. Six weeks of patience. Six weeks of trust between a harpy who defined herself by flight and a medic who’d told her to wait.

The waiting was over.

I reached her in four strides. Knelt and began the post-flight assessment. Palpated the fracture sites through the splint. Solid. No movement. Checked the tendon I’d worried about. Stable. Range of motion: unchanged from pre-flight. No degradation.

“Wing is intact,” I said. “No new damage. The callus held.”

Yara’s taloned foot gripped my shirt. The same grip she’d used in the treatment room, strong and precise, pulling me close. She pressed her forehead against my chest. Hard. Grinding into my sternum with the force of six weeks of frustration and fear and hope compressed into a single point of contact.

She didn’t say anything. Didn’t need to.

I put my hand on the back of her head, the feathered crest smooth and warm under my palm, and held her there. Let the moment settle.

Around us, the compound exhaled. Hana was crying openly, her arms wrapped around herself, her foot thumping against the earth. Mika had turned away, facing the east fence, her tail lashing once before going still. She wouldn’t let anyone see whatever was on her face. Suki was sitting on the roof edge, fox-fire dimming to normal levels, her amber eyes soft.

Neve opened her eyes. “That,” she said quietly to no one in particular, “was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever fed on.”

The rest of the day was watchtower construction. The framework was up but the platform needed finishing: planks, railings, the perch bar Yara had specified. She worked alongside us, her good wing tucked, her injured wing bound, her energy electric with the residual high of flight.

“The perch bar goes here.” She positioned a length of pipe across the top rail. “Smooth surface, not rough. Talons grip better on smooth. And the railing height should be at hip level, not chest. I need to launch from standing.”

She was designing her workspace. The aerial scout preparing her operational position. Every specification was precise, informed by a lifetime of knowing exactly what a harpy body needed from a structure. I mounted the pipe where she indicated and secured it with the bolt system Hana had sourced from the hardware inventory.

By late afternoon, the watchtower was functional. Not finished, not complete, but usable. A platform, a railing, a perch bar, and a view that extended for miles in every direction.

Yara perched on the bar at sunset. Taloned feet gripping the smooth pipe, wings half-extended for balance, tawny eyes scanning the horizon. The breach glow painted the eastern sky. The ruined city skyline stood jagged to the south. The scrubby woodland stretched north and northeast.

She was home. Not on the ground. Above it.

After evening fell over the clinic, Yara found me.

I was at the watchtower base, checking the post anchors by lamplight. One of the bolts needed tightening. Maintenance was constant. Everything in the compound was built from scavenged materials and improvised engineering, which meant everything needed checking.

“Doc.”

I looked up. She was on the platform above me, crouched at the edge, her eyes catching the lamplight. Her face was different from the restless, frustrated woman I’d been treating for six weeks. Something had loosened. The flight had given her back a piece of herself that she’d been mourning.

“Up here,” she said. “I want to be above the ground.”

I climbed the scaffolding. The platform was narrow, barely six feet square, designed for observation rather than comfort. Yara was standing at the far edge, silhouetted against the dusk sky. She’d shed her clothing. Athletic tanned body bare in the fading light. Narrow waist, lean torso, long powerful legs. Small firm breasts on a streamlined frame. Wings half-extended for balance, tawny and gold feathers catching the last amber of the sun.

She turned to face me. No preamble. No buildup.

“The flight changed everything,” she said. “I got the sky back. I want to celebrate.”

She grabbed my shirt and pulled. Direct. Honest. Unapologetic. Yara did everything the same way she flew: fast, committed, no second-guessing.

She kissed me hard, biting, the taste of wind and heat and something wild. Her hands stripped my shirt while her mouth worked against mine. Aggressive, demanding, the same energy she’d brought to every physical encounter but amplified by the adrenaline of flight.

I gripped her hips and spun her around. She braced against the scaffolding frame, her hands gripping the crossbeam, her body angled forward. The platform creaked under our weight. The height added something: the open air, the breach glow on the horizon, the compound spread below us in the gathering dark.

“Hard,” she said over her shoulder. “Fast. Don’t hold back, Doc. Not tonight.”

I freed my cock and positioned behind her. She pushed back the moment she felt the head against her entrance, impaling herself in a single thrust that tore a sound from her throat and punched the air from my lungs. Her pussy swallowed me to the root, scorching and slick and clenching tight. Loud. No suppression. The sound carried across the open air of the platform and out over the compound.

She was scorching inside. Harpy body temperature running close to fever, her inner walls gripping my cock with athletic intensity, the dense muscle squeezing with each breath she took. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks and gave her what she asked for. Hard, fast thrusts that rocked her against the scaffolding frame, pulling out until just the head remained gripped by her entrance before slamming back in. The structure shuddered with each impact. The wet slap of our bodies echoed across the open air.

“Yes.” She pushed back into every stroke, her powerful legs absorbing the force, her athletic body working with mine, her ass meeting my hips with a collision that she demanded louder each time. “Deeper. Yes. Don’t stop. Fuck, just like that.”

Her demands were profane and explicit and completely without shame. She narrated what she wanted with the directness of a combat briefing: “Deeper. Grip my hips harder. Pull my feathers. I want to feel your cock in my throat.”

I gathered the feathered crest at the nape of her neck and pulled. Her head arched back, exposing the strong line of her throat. She screamed. Not pain. Pure sensation, amplified by the altitude and the adrenaline and the six weeks of building tension that she was burning through like fuel. Her pussy clenched so hard around me that I saw stars.

I could feel the edge building. Not just mine. Hers. The way her vocalizations fragmented into shorter, sharper sounds. The way her inner walls began to flutter and grip in irregular spasms around my cock. The way her wings trembled, the good one extending incrementally with each thrust, the injured one straining against its natural impulse to spread.

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Fierce tawny eyes, wild with sensation. Her lips parted, wet, face flushed under the tan. “Lower,” she said. “I want you there.”

I paused. Read her face. She was serious. No hesitation. No coyness.

“You’re sure.”

“I don’t say things I don’t mean.” She pushed against me, my cock still buried in her pussy to the hilt. “Lower. I want to feel it.”

I withdrew carefully from her drenched pussy, my cock glistening with her arousal. Used her own slickness to prepare her, coating my thumb and working gently against the tight ring of muscle while she braced against the scaffolding and breathed in controlled bursts. I pressed my thumb inside, felt her clench and then consciously relax. Medic precision. Even here, especially here, taking the time to do it right. I replaced my thumb with a finger, then two, stretching her gently, letting her body open at its own pace.

When I positioned the head of my cock against her ass and eased inside, she went rigid. Full-body tension, every muscle locked. The tightness was extraordinary, her body resisting and then slowly, achingly, yielding around me as I pressed forward in millimeter increments. For a moment I thought she’d changed her mind. Then the tension broke like a wave and she melted against the frame, a sound escaping her that was deeper and rawer than anything she’d made before.

“Oh.” The word was stripped bare. Her ass squeezed my cock with a pressure that was almost painful, the tight ring gripping the base of my shaft. “Oh, fuck.”

I moved slowly. Let her body adjust to the stretch. She was impossibly tight, the heat intense, every sensation amplified by the unfamiliarity of it. I could feel every ripple of her inner muscles adjusting, the tight channel gripping and releasing as she learned to accept me. She gripped the crossbeam so hard the wood creaked. Her wings trembled.

“More.” Her voice was rough. Wrecked. Stripped of every pretense. “Don’t stop. More.”

I increased the pace. Gripped her hips. Let the rhythm build from careful to controlled to something that matched the wild energy she brought to everything. She pushed back into each thrust with the same demanding insistence, taking me deeper with each stroke, but the sounds she made were different now: deeper, rawer, guttural moans torn from somewhere primal, surprised by the intensity even though she’d asked for it. Her hand dropped between her legs, fingers working her clit in frantic circles while I fucked her ass with steady, building rhythm.

The climax built like a storm. I felt it in the escalating tension of her body, the clenching that gripped my cock in rhythmic pulses, the fragmentation of her vocalizations into wordless sounds, the way her wings began to tremble and then shake and then spread.

She came with a scream that split the dusk.

Both wings spread wide. The good wing unfurled to its full twelve-foot span, tawny feathers extended and trembling, catching the last light of the dying sun. The injured wing pushed against its healing, extending to three-quarter span, farther than it had gone in any therapy session, the muscles overriding caution in the involuntary response. Both wings open. Both wings shaking. The body part she guarded most, her sacred wings, thrown wide at the moment she lost all control.

Feathers shuddered with aftershocks. The scream faded into ragged gasping.

I came inside her. The tight heat clenched around me in rhythmic spasms that pulled the orgasm from my body with animal force. My hands gripped her hips, her body pressed against the scaffolding frame, both of us shaking on the narrow platform eight feet above the compound.

Below us, I heard reactions. Mika’s voice, flat: “Again?” Suki’s laugh, bright and genuine. Hana’s mortified thump-thump-thump from somewhere near the garden.

Yara’s wings slowly folded. She collapsed against the scaffolding frame, arms draped over the crossbeam, her athletic body completely spent. Chest heaving. Tanned skin sheened with sweat. Her fierce eyes half-closed, satisfied in a way that flight alone hadn’t achieved.

“I needed that,” she said into the crossbeam.

“The scaffolding might need repairs.”

She laughed. That raw, delighted laugh that I’d first heard in the treatment room. “Build it stronger next time.”

We sat on the platform afterward, legs dangling over the edge. The eastern sky pulsed with that sick green, brighter than yesterday, throbbing against the dusk.

“The watchtower works,” she said.

“Observation post. You’ll have a perch within the week.”

“Not just observation.” She looked at me. “A home has rooms. This one’s mine.”


Chapter 10: Patterns

The intelligence picture came together at the kitchen table on a Tuesday morning, and it was worse than I’d anticipated.

Briggs had left three dead drops in the past ten days. Each one tucked into the northeast fence mesh at the same spot, each one collected by Suki within hours and replaced with medical supplies that vanished by the following dawn. The shaky handwriting was becoming steadier. The information was becoming more specific.

I spread the notes across the kitchen table while the war council assembled. Six people around a table designed for four, plus a fox on the counter. Standard configuration.

“First drop.” I smoothed the torn packaging. “Jackal patrol schedules. Routes, timing, frequency. This confirmed what Suki’s nodes were already detecting.”

“Second drop.” Another scrap. “Personnel count. Pike is down to roughly eight fighters from the fifteen he had at the first battle. Several wounded, two deserted. His operational capacity is reduced.”

“Third drop.” I held up the final note, written on the back of a food wrapper in cramped but legible script. “This is the one that changes things.”

I read it aloud.

“Pike has allied with a group called the Harvesters. Fortified warehouse four miles east. Twenty-five to thirty fighters. Led by someone named Corrin. Pike offered the clinic and its residents as payment for the alliance. The Harvesters take what they want and move on. They’ll hit the clinic together.”

Silence.

Hana’s foot thumped against the floor. Once, twice, then faster. She pressed her hand against her thigh to stop it. It moved to the other foot.

Mika’s claws extended. Not a display. Reflex. Her amber eyes were hard and flat, the pupils contracting to vertical slits. Combat processing. “Doubled his force.”

“More than doubled,” Suki said from the counter. Her russet tails were still, the playfulness gone. “Pike had fifteen the first time and we barely held. If Corrin brings thirty, we’re looking at forty fighters against six.”

“Seven,” Yara said from the end of the table. Her taloned feet gripped the chair legs. “Briggs is inside. He’s feeding us intel.”

“Briggs is one man surrounded by forty,” I said. “His value is information, not combat strength.”

Neve’s eyes were open, focused east. “I’ve been sensing the buildup for days. The emotional signatures from the east have shifted. More calculation. More hunger. Not survival hunger. Acquisition hunger. Someone is planning to take something, and they’re excited about it.”

“Corrin,” Suki said. “Briggs describes her as smarter than Pike. She runs the Harvesters like a logistics operation. Supply in, consumption, move on. They don’t hold territory. They strip it.”

“What do they want from us?” Hana asked. Her voice was steady despite the thumping. Steadier than it would have been a month ago.

“Everything.” I didn’t soften it. “Supplies. Medical equipment. The generator. The garden.” I looked at each of them. “And you. Briggs’s notes mention that Pike has been selling captured monster girls to an unknown buyer east of the breach glow. You’re inventory to him.”

Mika’s snarl was low, controlled, and absolutely lethal. Her ears flattened against her skull. Her tail lashed in sharp arcs. Beside her, Yara’s wings shifted, the good one extending three inches in involuntary aggression.

“Nobody takes us anywhere,” Mika said.

“Nobody’s going to.” I pulled Suki’s fox-fire map toward me. The amber projection still glowed on the table surface, the compound at center, known positions and routes traced in delicate light. “But the defense that held last time won’t work against this force. They’ll have learned from the first battle. Pike is smart enough to adapt and Corrin is reportedly smarter. We need to upgrade everything.”

I outlined the plan. Each assignment matched to capability.

“Mika: expanded trap perimeter. Triple the spike coverage on the south and west approaches. I want overlapping zones where any concentrated foot movement hits obstacles before they reach the fence.”

Mika nodded. Her claws retracted, the combat processing shifting from reactive to operational. She was in mission mode now.

“Suki: double the mine field. Reinforce the concealment screen, but conserve enough reserves for full chaos mode when the attack comes. I need you at one hundred percent when it matters, not burned out from overwatch.”

Suki’s ears perked forward. “I’ll restructure the mine arcs. Two hundred, three hundred, and four hundred yard rings. Overlapping coverage with trigger-linked detonation. When one goes, it cascades.”

“Yara: daily reconnaissance flights. I want aerial mapping of Jackal and Harvester positions, movement patterns, approach vectors. You’re our eyes above. Your flight time is limited, so plan the routes for maximum intelligence value.”

Yara’s golden-brown eyes lit with purpose. The scout given her first real mission. “I’ll map both positions within two days. Movement patterns within a week.”

“Neve: emotional perimeter. Continuous monitoring during daylight hours, extended shifts during pre-dawn and dusk when attacks are most likely. Range and directional reporting. If someone feels hostile within five hundred yards of this compound, I want to know about it before they know they’ve been detected.”

Neve inclined her head. The polished obsidian horns caught the morning light. “I’ll have a protocol drafted by tonight.”

“Hana.” I turned to her. She met my eyes, doe brown steady despite the thumping. “Independent triage capability. I need you able to run the treatment room without me. Suturing, wound assessment, antibiotic administration, triage prioritization. If I’m on the perimeter during an attack, you’re the compound’s medic.”

Her foot stopped thumping. She nodded. Behind her eyes, a quiet rearrangement of who she understood herself to be. Not fear. Weight. The weight of being trusted with other people’s lives.

I looked around the table. Six people. A catgirl, a bunnygirl, a kitsune, a harpy, a succubus, and a combat medic. Against forty armed scavengers.

The math was terrible. The math had been terrible last time too.

“One more thing,” I said. “Briggs mentioned something in the third note that I want to address separately. Pike has been selling captured monster girls to someone east of the breach glow. We don’t know who’s buying or why. That’s a problem for after we survive the assault. But I want it on record: nobody in this compound is a commodity. Not now. Not ever.”

Neve’s violet eyes met mine. The recognition was immediate, silent, and complete. She’d spent centuries being treated as exactly what I’d just denied. The acknowledgment mattered.

“Now.” I stood. “We have somewhere between days and weeks before they hit. Briggs’s last note didn’t specify timing. Let’s build.”

Everyone went to work.

Suki’s third tail manifested during the mine deployment.

She was crouched at the 300-yard perimeter, pressing fox-fire nodes into the soil with practiced efficiency, when the surge hit. Amber light erupted from her hands, cascading up her arms and across her body. The third tail blazed into existence between the existing two, solid for ten seconds before flickering translucent.

“Longer this time,” I said. I’d been monitoring from a distance while checking the south fence line.

“The last time I grew a new tail, it took a century.” She sat back on her heels, breathing hard. “This is happening in weeks. The breach is feeding me, Ryder. I’m growing because it’s growing.”

“Can you use the additional power?”

“I already am. The mine deployment is more complex than anything I’ve built before. Three rings of overlapping detonation with cascade triggers. That takes a level of fox-fire architecture I couldn’t have managed with two tails.” She looked at her hands. The amber light faded slowly. “But the growth scares me. It means the breach is accelerating. And if it’s accelerating, whatever is pushing from the other side is pushing harder.”

I filed that with everything else Suki had told me about the breach. Deliberate. Orchestrated. Something intelligent on the other side, pushing. And every time it pushed harder, Suki grew, and the compound’s defenses grew with her.

A feedback loop. Power proportional to danger. The worse it got, the stronger she became.

The watchtower was completed by midweek. The final platform planks went in on a clear morning, and Yara perched on her bar for the first time as the designated observer rather than a patient testing her limits. She scanned the horizon with the focus of a raptor, her fierce golden-brown eyes cataloguing terrain, movement, threat vectors.

“Jackal strip mall.” She reported from the platform, her voice carrying down clearly. “Reduced activity. Two vehicles instead of three. Fewer people visible. Pike’s force is diminished.”

“And the Harvesters?”

“Warehouse four miles east. I did a pass yesterday. There’s vehicle movement in and out. A lot of it. They’re staging.”

“How many?”

“I counted twelve individuals visible from the air. That’s the daytime exposed count. If Briggs says thirty, I’d believe it. The warehouse has internal space for three times that.”

Mika expanded the spike traps with a methodical efficiency that was almost meditative. She’d sourced additional rebar from a collapsed structure half a mile south, hauling it back in loads across three trips. The new traps covered the south corridor, the east approach, and the west approach where the fence had been breached during the first battle.

“A man with a rebar spike through his boot isn’t fighting,” she said, echoing her own words from months ago. “He’s screaming.”

Neve proposed something new. “Offensive emotional disruption. I can project emotions at range. Fear, specifically. Concentrated, targeted fear directed at a group.”

“You can do that?” I asked.

“I’ve been doing it passively my entire life. The allure, the supernatural beauty, the way people respond to my presence. That’s emotional projection, involuntary and broad-spectrum. What I’m proposing is the opposite: focused, directed, weaponized.” Her gaze was steady. “I’ve never done it at combat intensity. It will cost me. But if I can break the cohesion of even a squad, that’s five fewer fighters your catgirl has to deal with.”

I looked at Mika. She met my eyes. “Test it,” she said. “On the ferals.”

We tested it the following afternoon. Neve positioned at the east fence, eyes closed, concentrating. A pair of feral canines that had been probing the perimeter for two days, six-legged iridescent shapes visible in the scrub at a hundred yards.

Neve pushed.

I saw the effect in the ferals’ behavior. The lead creature staggered, its six legs losing coordination. It wheeled in a circle, snapping at empty air. The second one bolted, crashing through brush in a panicked flight that took it out of visual range in seconds.

Neve sagged against the fence post. Thin line of blood from her left nostril. “It works.”

“At what cost?”

“Significant. That was two animals at a hundred yards. Against thirty humans, the range would need to be at least two hundred.” She wiped the blood away. “I can do it once. Maybe twice. After that, I’m done.”

“Then we save it for when it matters most.”

The compound hummed with preparation. Every day brought a new improvement, a new layer of defense, a new capability tested and integrated. The clinic that had been a bare-bones triage station six months ago was becoming something else: a fortified compound with overlapping defense systems, specialized personnel, and the kind of resilient infrastructure that made people want to fight for it.

By late afternoon, the work slowed as the heat of the day settled in. Mika was on her patrol route. Suki had retreated to the roof to maintain the concealment screen. Yara perched on the watchtower, scanning. Neve rested on the porch, feeding on the steady warmth of shared purpose.

I found Hana in the garden.

She was kneeling between the raised beds, her honey-gold hair loose around her shoulders, catching afternoon sunlight that turned it to burnished amber through the breach haze. Dirt on her knees, on her hands, smudged across one cheek where she’d pushed her hair back. The oversized shirt she wore had ridden up as she worked, exposing a strip of pale skin above her waistband. Her wide hips spread the fabric of her soft pants, the shape unmistakable even in loose clothing.

She was in her element. Sunlight and soil and growing things. The garden had doubled since my last real look at it: raised beds of vegetables, herb rows along the south fence, a new irrigation line she’d rigged from cut PVC. Tomatoes ripened on the vine. Chamomile bloomed in white clusters. Basil, garlic, wild onions, all organized with the same careful attention she brought to everything.

She looked up when she heard me. Her nose twitched. Her foot thumped once against the soft garden soil.

Then again.

Then faster.

“Hi,” she said.

The blush started at her chest. I could see it through the gap where two buttons had given up their battle against physics. Pink spreading upward, climbing her neck, reaching her cheeks. Her scent shifted in the warm air: the baseline vanilla and fresh hay deepening to something headier. Warmer.

Not a heat cycle this time. Just want. Clear, simple, unashamed.

She set down the garden trowel. Wiped her hands on her pants. Looked at me with those wide doe eyes, warm brown with gold flecks catching the sunlight.

“Come here,” she said.

I went to her. Knelt in the garden bed beside her, the rich dark soil soft under my knees. She smelled like earth and chamomile and the warm scent that was purely Hana.

She pulled me down.

Her hands on my shirt, tugging, drawing me into the space between the raised beds where the chamomile grew thick and the basil perfumed the air. She kissed me with her soil-smudged hands on my face, tasting like herbal tea and sunlight.

“Here?” I asked against her mouth.

“Here.” She pulled my shirt over my head. Her hands traced my chest, following the scars, the healed bruise from the battle, the muscle that months of compound work had built and maintained. “In my garden. In the daylight. I want to feel you where I feel happiest.”

The domestic and the erotic. The same thing for Hana. Always.

I undressed her in the garden bed. The oversized shirt came off to reveal her body in full afternoon sunlight. Creamy pale skin flushed pink from chest to cheeks. Full breasts heavy and round, the nipples peaked to the color of ripe peach, straining against gravity as she leaned back on her palms. Soft belly curving to wide hips. Thick thighs pressed together and then opening as I settled between them.

She was beautiful in the garden light. Not the supernatural beauty of Neve or the fierce architecture of Mika. Something warmer. Softer. The beauty of a woman who’d planted seeds and watched them grow, whose body had filled and flourished on the same soil she tended, whose curves had returned with the garden’s bounty.

I kissed her throat. Her collarbone. The swell of her breast, taking one peaked nipple into my mouth and sucking until she arched off the ground with a gasp, her fingers digging into the garden soil on either side of her. I moved to the other breast, laving the nipple with my tongue, biting gently, feeling the soft weight of her tit overflow my palm. Her scent surrounded me: warm vanilla and chamomile and the headier musk of arousal that was uniquely Hana.

“Don’t tease.” Her voice was breathy but certain. The confident Hana, the one who’d emerged from weeks of safety and satisfaction. “I want to feel you for the rest of the day.”

I freed my cock from my pants and positioned between her spread thighs. She was slick, soaked, her pussy glistening in the afternoon sun. I rubbed the head of my cock along her slit, parting the swollen lips, coating myself in her wetness. She whimpered, her hips lifting, trying to take me in. I pressed forward in one smooth stroke and she pulled me deep with her legs, her thick thighs locking around my waist with the deceptive strength that still caught me off guard. Her pussy was soft and hot and drenched, her walls stretching to accommodate me and then gripping tight, pulling me in like she’d never let me leave.

“Yes.” She cupped my face with dirt-stained fingers. Brown earth against my jaw. “Like that. Don’t stop. I can feel every inch of you.”

I moved inside her. Slow at first, deep strokes that she met with rolling hips. Each thrust drove a wet sound from where our bodies joined, the obscene squelch of her soaked pussy taking my cock again and again. Her full tits bounced with each impact, pale and heavy in the sunlight, the nipples flushed dark and swollen. The blush spread across her skin like watercolor, pink deepening to rose where our bodies met. Her cotton-puff tail vibrated against the soil beneath her.

“Fill me,” she said. Not a whisper. Full voice, in the open air, under the afternoon sky. “I want every drop. Fill me until I can’t think.”

The breeding language. Spoken in daylight, in the garden she’d built, with no walls between her and the sky. No hiding. No shame. The biological need and the emotional truth fused into a single demand.

I gripped her hips and drove deeper. She cried out, the sound carrying across the open garden, and she didn’t try to muffle it. Her hand, reaching out beside her head, closed around a cluster of chamomile blossoms, crushing the flowers between her fingers. The scent erupted: chamomile and sex and warm earth and Hana.

“Harder.” Her lop ears were lifting, fighting gravity, straining toward vertical. Her nose twitched in rapid fire. Her foot thumped against the garden soil in accelerating rhythm, the involuntary metronome that mapped her arousal. “Breed me. Right here. In my garden.”

I sat up, pulling her onto my lap. She wrapped around me completely: legs locked behind my back, arms around my neck, her full body pressed against mine. The angle changed and she gasped, taking me deeper. Her wide hips rolled as she rode me, the motion instinctive, primal, her breeding body performing its fundamental design.

“You came back.” She pressed her forehead against mine. Her warm brown eyes were soft, unfocused, half-lidded. “You always come back.”

“Always.”

She moved faster. Grinding down onto me with each roll of her hips, her full breasts pressed against my chest, her thighs squeezing, her inner walls clenching with the escalating rhythm. The thumping of her foot against the soil matched the tempo of our bodies. Faster. Harder.

I gripped her ass with both hands, the plush softness yielding under my fingers, and pulled her down onto each thrust. She cried out. Her breeding language dissolved into fragments: “Please. Fill. Need. Don’t stop.”

Her lop ears snapped fully upright.

Her whole body arched, the climax rolling through her in visible waves. Her inner walls clenched in rhythmic spasms that pulled me over the edge with her. I buried deep and came, my hands on her hips, her body milking every drop with desperate internal contractions. Her mouth opened on a gasping moan that carried the scent of crushed chamomile.

She laughed.

Breathless, shaking, with her ears slowly sinking back toward their natural droop, she laughed. Her hand still gripped the crushed chamomile blossoms. She held them up between us.

“It smells like chamomile tea and sex,” she said.

I kissed her. Tasted the laughter on her lips, the sunlight on her skin, the garden that she’d grown from nothing into something that sustained six people and one unshakeable bunnygirl.

We lay in the garden bed for a while. Her body warm against mine, her nose pressed to my neck, her foot thumping in slow contented beats against the soil. Dirt on both of us. Chamomile petals in her hair. The afternoon sun warming our skin.

“The garden is bigger,” I said.

“I’ve been expanding.” She traced a pattern on my chest. “New beds for winter greens. The irrigation system can handle twice the current footprint. I’m experimenting with composting using the feral carcasses Mika drags away from the fence.”

“That’s disgusting and brilliant.”

Her nose twitched. Pleased. “Hana the logistics officer. Hana the gardener. Hana the disgusting composting genius.”

I pulled a chamomile petal from her hair. She thumped once.

“Hana the reason this compound has food, medicine, and a triage system,” I said. “Hana the reason any of this works.”

Her ears lifted to half-mast. Her eyes softened. The blush that had faded came back, gentle pink across her cheeks.

“I won’t let you down,” she said. Quieter now. “The battle. The triage. Any of it.”

“I know you won’t.”

She pressed her face against my chest. Breathed. The garden surrounded us, chamomile and basil and tomatoes ripening on the vine, and the bunnygirl who’d planted all of it held on like she’d never let go.

I held her back. The chamomile smelled like home.


Chapter 11: Weapons

The compound transformed in five days.

Every specialty deployed. Every person working. The clinic that had survived one siege was being rebuilt into something designed to survive a second one that would be twice as hard.

Mika expanded the trap perimeter with the focused intensity of someone constructing a death sentence for anyone stupid enough to cross it. She’d sourced additional rebar from two scavenging runs, supplemented by sharpened steel from a collapsed auto shop, and the new spike pits covered a continuous arc across the south corridor, the east approach, and the rebuilt west approach where the fence had been breached during the first battle.

“Overlapping coverage,” she reported at the evening war council, tracing positions on Suki’s fox-fire map. Her eyes were hard. Professional. The warrior in full operational mode, her tactical mind working through engagement scenarios with the same focus she brought to killing ferals. “Any linear approach through the south hits three pits minimum. East approach has four. West is five because that’s where they breached last time and they’ll try it again.”

She’d also built concealed deadfalls along the north fence, the weakest section of the perimeter. Tripwire systems rigged to drop heavy debris onto anyone cutting the wire. Low-tech. Brutal. Effective.

“Neve runs overlapping patrols with me,” Mika continued. Her ears rotated toward the succubus, the acknowledgment visible even if the words didn’t say it directly. “She detects hostile signatures at range. I intercept. The gap between detection and engagement drops from minutes to seconds.”

Neve inclined her head. The two of them had been running joint patrols for three days now, an arrangement that had started with mutual suspicion and evolved into grudging operational respect. Neve read the emotional landscape. Mika acted on the intelligence. The combination was more effective than either alone.

Suki had doubled the mine field. The fox-fire installations radiated outward from the compound in three concentric arcs at 200, 300, and 400 yards. Each mine was keyed to detonate when crossed, and the cascade trigger meant that tripping one would chain-activate the adjacent mines in a ripple that expanded outward.

“The cascade is new,” Suki said from the counter, her eyes bright with the particular light of a tactician admiring her own work. “The mines from the first battle were independent. These talk to each other. Trip one on the east approach and the adjacent four fire in sequence, creating a wall of light and heat that blocks the corridor for thirty seconds.”

“Can they push through?”

“Through the blind zone? Yes, eventually. But thirty seconds of lost night vision is thirty seconds where Mika has enhanced sight and they don’t.” She grinned. The real grin, sharp and calculated. “I’ve also reinforced the concealment screen. The compound looks like a ruin from every approach. They’ll have to get within visual range of the fence before the illusion breaks.”

“Range?”

“Depending on light conditions and observer angle: one hundred to one hundred fifty yards.” She paused. Her third tail flickered into existence for two seconds, amber fire wrapping around her existing tails before fading. “My reserves are higher than they’ve ever been. Three-tail capacity, even if the third isn’t stable yet. I can run full chaos mode for twenty minutes before depletion.”

Hana had demonstrated independent triage capability.

I’d tested her that morning with simulated casualty scenarios: a laceration requiring sutures, a blunt-force impact requiring assessment and bandaging, a compound fracture requiring splinting. She’d worked through each one with hands that trembled for the first thirty seconds and then went steady.

Her suture technique was rough but functional. The spacing was uneven, the tension inconsistent, the angles approximate. But the wounds closed. The bleeding stopped. The splints held.

“Good enough to save a life?” she’d asked, standing over the practice dummy, holding a curved needle in fingers that still smelled like chamomile.

“Good enough to save a life.”

Her foot had thumped. Just once.

Yara flew daily reconnaissance. Her flight endurance had improved to fifteen minutes of combined flapping and gliding, enough to execute a comprehensive survey of the compound’s operational area. Each evening she delivered aerial intelligence that no ground-based system could match.

“Thirty-plus fighters massing,” she reported on the fourth day. Her tawny eyes were bright with purpose. The harpy turned aerial scout, contributing from her element. “The warehouse has vehicle activity consistent with staging. I counted eight vehicles in the lot. That’s transport for the assault force.”

“Approach vectors?”

“They’ll come from the east. The terrain favors it. Rolling cover from the suburban wreckage, dead ground approaching the tree line, multiple lanes of approach. But if they’re splitting the force, the Harvesters could loop south and hit the west simultaneously. That’s the pincer.”

The same two-pronged strategy Briggs had warned about. East and west. Jackals and Harvesters. Simultaneous.

I built improvised weapons from the compound’s remaining hardware. A reinforced gate brace from rebar and welded brackets, tested against Mika’s full-strength impact. Caltrops from bent nails and scrap metal, scattered in clusters along the approach corridors. A crossbow from PVC pipe, tension cord, and sharpened steel bolts, effective to twenty yards with reasonable accuracy.

The crossbow wasn’t pretty. It was ugly and it worked. In the apocalypse, ugly and working beat pretty and theoretical.

Evening fell over the compound. The preparation was done. Five days of building, fortifying, training, every specialty deployed to maximum effect. Now the work was finished and the quiet settled in, heavy with everything nobody said aloud.

Dinner was subdued. People ate without conversation, the silence purposeful rather than awkward. Everyone processing the same arithmetic: six against forty, dawn assault, two fronts. Mika cleaned her plate with her usual precision. Hana served seconds to everyone before sitting down herself. Suki didn’t steal from anyone’s plate. That was how I knew the weight of it had reached her.

Afterward, the compound drifted toward sleep with the deliberate rhythm of people conserving energy for what was coming.

I was in my sleeping area, running a final check on the medical kit I’d stage at the east fence in the morning, when Neve appeared in the doorway. Behind her, visible through the curtain, Suki descended from the roof hatch with silent grace. Two tails fanned behind her, the third flickering in and out of existence. Her amber eyes found mine. Then found Neve’s.

An understanding built on shared centuries and the specific loneliness of beings who’d outlived everyone they’d loved. They’d been talking on the porch at dusk for weeks, comparing notes on survival and loss. Two ancient women who’d chosen to care again, together, in a compound that had given them both something they’d forgotten how to hope for.

Neve entered the sleeping area. Suki followed.

“The eve of battle,” Suki said. Her voice was softer than usual. No grin. No performance. “Traditionally requires certain rituals.”

Neve’s violet eyes were steady on mine. “I’ve been feeding on the compound’s emotional intensity for days. The collective resolve. The fear beneath the courage. The love none of you say aloud.” She stepped closer. “I’m full. I’m powerful. And I want you.”

Suki perched on the edge of the cot, tails draped across the surface, her petite frame dwarfed by the narrow sleeping space. “Stay,” she said to Neve. And then, to me: “I want to watch.”

Neve looked at Suki. The air between them charged with mutual recognition. Not competition. The voyeurism kink: Suki watched while I focused on Neve, the kitsune’s own arousal building through observation, her tails curling tighter with each sound Neve made.

I drew Neve toward me. She came willingly, her tall frame folding against mine, her scent reaching me: dark roses and wine and the electric warmth that was purely supernatural. Her cool fingers found my jaw, reading my emotional state through skin contact.

“You’re focused,” she whispered. “On me. Just on me.”

“Just you.”

I undressed her with the careful attention she’d learned to expect. Each layer removed exposed more of the supernatural body that had recovered from starvation into something that defied description: luminous skin flushing warm as arousal built, the full breasts with their dark rose nipples already stiff and swollen, the dramatic dip of her waist, the sculpted flare of her hips. The elegant horns gleaming in the lamplight. The pointed tail curling with anticipation, swaying behind her.

I laid her back and started at her throat. The same patient methodology, the medic’s hands repurposed for worship. My mouth traced her collarbone, descended to the swell of her breasts. I took one peaked nipple between my lips and sucked, my tongue circling the sensitive tip while my hand cupped the other breast, kneading the firm weight, rolling the nipple between my fingers. She arched into my mouth with a quiet sound that was already less controlled than she wanted it to be.

Suki watched from the cot’s edge. Her gaze tracked my hands and mouth on Neve’s body with hungry precision. Fox-fire flickered across her pale skin in involuntary pulses, each flicker synchronized with a sound Neve made. Her tails curled and uncurled. One foot bounced. Her thighs pressed together. She was aroused and struggling with the decision to observe rather than participate.

I kissed down Neve’s stomach. The flat plane of her abdomen, the crease of her hip, the soft skin of her inner thigh. She spread her legs wider without being asked, her supernatural body arching toward my mouth. I settled between her thighs and dragged my tongue along her slit, slow and deliberate, tasting the dark sweetness that was uniquely hers. Her hips bucked. I pressed my mouth against her clit and sucked, my tongue working the swollen nub while I slid two fingers inside her. Her pussy gripped my fingers, slick and pulsing, the supernatural warmth radiating into my hand.

Her composure held for thirty seconds. Then the controlled low voice started to waver. Her hips moved, grinding against my face, her thighs clenching around my head. Her tail wrapped around my forearm.

“He does that,” Suki murmured from the edge, her voice rough and breathless. Fox-fire bloomed across her cheeks, her throat, the swell of her tits where they strained against her low-cut top. “He does that thing where he pays attention like you’re the only person who exists. It’s infuriating and it’s the best thing you’ll ever feel.”

Neve’s back arched. Her violet eyes flared to fuchsia. “I know,” she gasped. Her fingers twisted in my hair, pulling my mouth harder against her pussy. “I can feel his focus. Every nerve. He’s not performing. He’s just – oh God–”

I adjusted angle and pressure. Curled my fingers upward against the ridged spot inside her while my tongue maintained its steady rhythm on her clit. Found the combination that had broken her open the first time and held it. Steady. Patient. Reading her body the way I read vital signs. Her pussy was clenching in rhythmic spasms around my fingers, her juices running down my hand.

She squirted.

Harder than the first time. A hot rush that hit my chin and chest, soaking the cot beneath her, her body convulsing with the force of it. The supernatural composure shattering into pieces. Her horns pulsed with light. Her tail crushed my forearm hard enough to leave marks. She cried out, the helpless startled sound of genuine overwhelm, her fuchsia eyes wide, her thighs shaking uncontrollably on either side of my head.

Suki broke.

The kitsune had been watching with increasing agitation, fox-fire surging in uncontrolled blooms across her skin, her tails wrapping around themselves, her breath coming faster. One small hand had drifted between her own thighs, pressing against herself through her clothes. Neve’s climax tipped her past the point of observation.

She slid off the cot’s edge and into the space beside me. Her small hands found my belt, working it open with practiced efficiency. Her amber eyes were wide, the grin gone, the performance absent. “I can’t just watch,” she said. Her voice cracked. “Not tonight.”

She freed my cock from my pants, already rock hard and slick with precum from Neve’s responses. She wrapped her lips around the head and took me deep in one motion, her fox tongue coiling around my shaft with the devastating skill that centuries of practice had perfected. She sucked with firm, rhythmic pressure, her cheeks hollowing, her glowing amber eyes looking up at me through her lashes. The eye contact – the ancient trickster on her knees with my cock in her mouth, staring up at me with raw need – sent a jolt through my spine that nearly buckled my legs.

Neve recovered enough to prop herself on her elbows and watch. The supernatural succubus, her thighs still trembling, watching the kitsune worship my cock with her mouth. Both of them present in a moment that felt larger than the narrow cot and the dim room and the battle waiting outside.

“Together,” Neve said. Her voice was raw. Shaken. “Both of us.”

Suki released me with a wet pop, a string of saliva connecting her lower lip to my cock. She looked at Neve. The same shared understanding: age, loss, the decision to be here rather than anywhere else.

I pulled Suki up and stripped her clothes away. The petite body underneath was blazing with fox-fire, porcelain skin glowing amber, full tits gravity-defying on her compact frame, nipples flushed golden-pink. I laid her beside Neve. The contrast was devastating: Neve tall and statuesque, luminous skin flushed warm, dark wine-red hair; Suki petite and compact, porcelain glowing amber, russet hair splayed. Different bodies, different centuries, different species. Both naked, both wet, both watching me with eyes that held no performance and no pretense.

I entered Neve first. Sank into the slick heat of her body with a groan I couldn’t suppress. She gasped, her tail wrapping around my thigh, her fuchsia eyes locked on mine. Her pussy was soaked, still oversensitive from the squirting orgasm, and every thrust made her entire body jolt. Slow, deep strokes that buried me to the hilt, her inner walls rippling along my cock as I withdrew and drove back in. Suki pressed against Neve’s side, her small hand cupping the succubus’s breast, her thumb circling the stiff nipple. Her tails draped across both of them.

“Feel her,” Suki whispered to Neve. “Feel what he does to you.”

Neve’s empathic senses amplified everything. She felt my pleasure through our skin contact – the raw sensation of her pussy gripping my cock, the visual of her body spread beneath me. She felt Suki’s arousal through their proximity, the kitsune’s need pulsing like a second heartbeat. The feedback overwhelmed her. Her composure cracked further, her vocalizations losing their control, her hips rising to meet my thrusts with increasing urgency, her body responding with uninhibited abandon.

I withdrew from Neve’s clutching heat, my cock glistening with her arousal, and turned to Suki. She wrapped her legs around me instantly, her petite frame disappearing beneath mine. Three tails wrapped around my waist, the third manifesting solid, all three locking with possessive desperation. I positioned against her entrance and pushed inside. Her pussy was tight, impossibly tight around my slick cock, and scorching with fox-fire warmth that radiated into my shaft. She gasped, the fox-fire erupting across her skin, amber light washing across all three of us. Her walls clenched rhythmically as her body adjusted, pulling me deeper with each contraction.

“His name,” Neve said, watching from beside us. Her hand trailed down her own body, fingers finding her clit, circling slowly. Reading the emotional landscape of the moment with her supernatural perception. “Say his name.”

Suki looked up at me. Wide amber eyes. No grin. No joke. No centuries of armor. Just a woman who was feeling me inside her and couldn’t hide behind anything.

“Ryder,” she said. Clear. Full-voiced. The trickster stripped bare. Her pussy clenched hard around my cock as she said it, her tails tightening.

I moved between them. Neve’s supernatural heat and Suki’s fox-fire warmth, two different temperatures of desire. Each time I switched, the contrast was electric – Neve’s yielding depth versus Suki’s tight grip, the succubus’s cool-then-warm skin versus the kitsune’s perpetual blaze. Neve’s tail and Suki’s three tails wrapped around me simultaneously, four appendages claiming and holding. Both of them here. Both staying after lifetimes of leaving.

Neve squirted again when I returned to her, my cock driving into her oversensitized body while Suki’s mouth found her throat, then lower, the kitsune’s fox tongue circling the succubus’s nipple. The succubus arched, fuchsia eyes blazing, her pussy gushing around my cock, the hot fluid running down my shaft, down my thighs. The cry was muffled by Suki’s mouth on hers, the two ancient beings kissing while I fucked through Neve’s orgasm.

Suki came when I stroked her third tail from base to tip while buried inside her to the hilt. The fox-fire erupted across the entire room, amber-gold light pouring from her skin, bright enough to illuminate every detail – every curve, every slick surface, every expression. She went silent. The devastating silence. Mouth open, no sound, eyes wide. Her pussy clamped around my cock in rhythmic waves so intense they were nearly painful, milking me with each spasm while her three tails locked around me with crushing force. The performance of a lifetime, finally and completely gone.

I came inside Suki. Deep. The release tore through me as her body pulled it out, my cock pulsing, pumping into her in surges I couldn’t have stopped if I’d wanted to. My hand on her tail, my forehead against hers, her three tails locked around me. The fox-fire blazed. Neve’s tail wrapped around my arm. The orgasm rolled through all three of us in overlapping waves, shared through Neve’s empathic connection, amplified by Suki’s fox-fire, echoing back and forth until the boundaries between bodies blurred.

Afterward, we lay tangled on the narrow cot. Two ancient women and one mortal man. Suki curled against my left side, three tails wrapped tight, her face hidden against my shoulder. Fox-fire dimmed to a steady amber glow. Neve pressed against my right, her tall frame curved around mine, her tail draped across my hip. The pointed tail and the three fox tails overlapped on my stomach.

“I’ve never shared a mortal with another ancient,” Neve said softly. Her eyes were luminous in the dying fox-fire. “This is new. Even for me.”

“Three tails and one pointed tail,” Suki murmured. “That’s four tails’ worth of commitment, Doc. You’d better survive tomorrow.”

Her voice shook. Not from cold.

I held them both. The night wound down toward dawn. Outside, the breach pulsed.

The battle would come with the morning.


Chapter 12: Eve of Battle

Briggs’s last dead drop was a single line on a torn food wrapper.

Dawn. East and west simultaneous. I’ll find a way.

Suki brought it to me at sunset, the scrap of paper held between two fingers, her amber eyes stripped of their usual sparkle. She’d retrieved it from the northeast fence less than an hour ago. The ink was fresh. The handwriting was the steadiest I’d seen from Briggs, the shaky scrawl resolved into something deliberate. A man who’d made his final decision and committed to it with everything he had.

“Tomorrow,” I said.

“Tomorrow.” Suki set the note on the kitchen table. “He picked up the medical kit we left. And he left something else.” She produced a second item: a rough sketch on cardboard, showing the compound from the east with annotations in Briggs’s hand. Attack formations. Pike’s vehicles on the east approach, with arrows indicating assault lanes. And on the west side, a separate group with different markings. The Harvesters. Corrin’s people hitting the rebuilt west fence.

“Two-pronged,” I said. “Exactly as he described.”

“The timing is synchronized. East hits first to draw our response. West hits thirty seconds later when our fighters are committed east.” Suki’s ears flattened. “It’s a smarter plan than the first time.”

“Pike learned.”

“Corrin taught him.” She looked at the sketch. “The Harvesters bring bolt cutters. They’re not going through the fence. They’re cutting it.”

I studied the sketch. Committed it to memory. The approach vectors, the timing offset, the assault tools. Then I burned the paper in the kitchen stove. Operational security. If we fell, there’d be nothing left to indicate we’d had a source inside Pike’s organization.

The war council assembled for the last time.

Six people around the kitchen table. Seven, counting Briggs’s intelligence through his notes. The fox-fire map glowed on the table surface, amber light tracing the compound, the mine arcs, the trap corridors, the known approach routes. Suki had added the assault vectors from Briggs’s sketch, red lines cutting through the map like wounds.

“Positions.” I looked at each of them in turn. “Mika: east fence. Primary engagement. You’re our heaviest combat asset and the east is the primary assault. Pike’s fighters know you from the first battle. They’ll be expecting you. Be better than they remember.”

Mika’s ears perked forward. Amber eyes steady. Claws at half-extension, the wasteland default. “They remember a catgirl who took down four of them. They’re going to meet one who’s been eating three meals a day and training for eight weeks.” Her tail swished. Anticipation.

“Yara: watchtower. Harassment dives on the east approach during the initial assault, then switch to the west when the second wave hits. Your priority is disruption, not engagement. Break their formations. Force them to look up. Every second they spend worried about what’s above them is a second they’re not pushing the fence.”

Yara gripped the table edge with her taloned feet. Her wings twitched. “Three passes on the east, then I reposition west. The wing can handle it.”

“Can it handle six passes total?”

“It’ll handle what it needs to handle.” Her hawk-sharp eyes blazed. “I’ve been grounded for eight weeks. I have a lot of frustration to express.”

“Suki: west fence. Full chaos mode when the Harvesters hit. They haven’t seen you before. They don’t know what fox-fire does. Use that. Make three people look like thirty. Break their night vision. Buy time.”

Suki grinned. The sharp grin, the one that meant she was already designing the illusion architecture. “I’ve been planning something special for the Harvesters. A welcome package.” Her third tail flickered into existence, amber fire dancing between the existing two. “Three-tail chaos mode. I’ve never had this much power. They have no idea what’s coming.”

“Neve: central position, porch. Maximum range for emotional radar. You’re our early warning system. I want incoming detection at maximum range, count estimates, and emotional state assessment. When the second wave commits, I want you to deploy the fear projection on the west flank. One concentrated burst. Break their cohesion.”

Neve’s violet eyes were steady. The polished obsidian horns reflected the fox-fire map’s amber glow. “I’ll have the west flank’s emotional signature mapped by the time they breach. The projection will hit them at the moment of maximum commitment, when they’re through the fence and exposed. The psychological impact is highest during a transition moment.”

“That will cost you,” I said.

“I know what it costs. I know what it buys.”

“Hana: treatment room. Independent triage. You’re the compound’s medic if I’m on the perimeter. Sutures, wound assessment, stabilization. You’ve been trained. You’re ready.”

Hana’s foot thumped under the table. Once. Her doe eyes were wide but her jaw was set. The trembling girl from the collapsed apartment, the one who’d frozen at every loud noise, looked back at me with an expression I’d never seen on her before.

Determination.

“I’ll be ready,” she said. “The treatment room is staged. Bandages right side, sutures horizontal, water basin repositioned. I’ve run the scenarios in my head a hundred times.”

“Good.” I looked at the map. “Ryder: mobile. I respond to the point of greatest pressure. If the east holds, I reinforce the west. If the west breaks, I plug the gap. Crossbow for ranged engagement, pry bar for close quarters.”

The map glowed between us. Six defenders against forty attackers. Two fronts. Two factions. Dawn.

“Questions,” I said.

Yara raised her hand. “What about Briggs?”

“He said he’d find a way. That’s all we know. If he shows during the battle, he’s an ally until he proves otherwise. If he doesn’t show, we assume he couldn’t get free.”

“And if he shows with a weapon pointed at us?” Mika asked. Her voice was flat. The question was tactical, not hostile. She’d accepted Briggs’s intelligence. She hadn’t accepted Briggs.

“Then I’ll handle it,” I said. “Any other questions?”

Silence.

“Get rest. Eat. Check your gear. Dawn comes early.”

The compound dispersed into its evening rhythms, but the rhythms were different tonight. Sharper. More deliberate. The last meal before a battle is never casual.

Hana cooked. She made the best of what we had: rice with the last of the wild garlic and the garden’s basil, canned tuna stretched with garden greens, chamomile tea for everyone. She put extra flowers on the table. Six settings at the usual positions, plus a seventh plate set slightly apart on the counter.

“For Briggs,” she said when I looked at it. “He’s eating alone out there tonight. The least I can do is save him a plate.”

Nobody argued. Mika’s ears rotated toward the seventh plate. She said nothing.

Dinner was quiet. Not the heavy silence of fear, though fear was present. Neve would know; she was feeding on the compound’s emotional output with eyes closed and a faint smile, processing the complex mixture of resolve, anxiety, love, and determination that filled the room.

The quiet was deliberate. People conserving energy. Thinking. Preparing.

Suki broke it. “A fox once sat in a den before a storm,” she said, her voice slipping into the storytelling register. “She’d built the den well. Walls thick, entry concealed, escape route behind. But the storm was bigger than any she’d weathered before.”

Her eyes moved around the table. Mika eating with chopsticks, precise as always. Hana breaking bread, her hands steady. Yara tearing meat with her taloned fingers. Neve with her eyes closed, smiling. Me, with my journal beside my plate, waiting.

“The fox thought about running,” Suki continued. “Foxes are good at running. Four hundred years of practice. But she looked at the den. At the walls she’d helped build. At the people inside them.”

Her tails wrapped around each other. All three. The third manifested solid in the lamplight, burning steady amber.

“And she decided the den was worth the storm.”

She didn’t say anything else. She picked up her chopsticks and ate. The grin was absent. In its place, something older and more real.

I made my evening perimeter check with more attention than usual. Every fence joint tested by hand. Every stake trap inspected. Every mine arc verified by checking with Suki’s network. The east fence: rebuilt solid after the first battle, sixteen-gauge wire, proper posts. The west fence: Mika’s construction, the strongest section of the perimeter. The south fence: backed by the rubble slope that ferals avoided. The north fence: original construction, weakened by weather, supplemented by Mika’s deadfalls.

My knee ached. Three-year-old shrapnel. The cold evening air and the stress of the coming battle both made it worse. I favored it on the uneven ground, the old compensatory hitch in my stride.

The breach stained the eastern horizon. The green was sharper now, more solid, the kind of glow that had once been faint at night and was now visible through daylight haze. It painted the sky like a wound that refused to scab over. Suki’s fox-fire mines dotted the darkness at intervals, invisible until triggered, their presence known only through the kitsune’s sensation network.

I checked the crossbow. PVC frame, tension cord, steel bolts. Twenty-yard range. Not a precision weapon. A deterrent. I’d tested it against a fence post and the bolt had embedded two inches deep. Enough to stop a man in light armor.

I checked the pry bar. My primary melee weapon since before the first battle. The same tool I’d used to kill a feral in the hardware store, to fight two Jackals at the east gate, to survive every close-quarters encounter since the breach. The weight was familiar. Comforting. The weapon of a man who fixed things and broke things with the same steady hands.

I checked the gate. The reinforced crossbar bolt system that had been upgraded after the first battle. Steel plate scavenged from a wrecked truck, backed by rebar and a bolt mechanism rated to withstand a battering ram. The gate would hold. The fence around it might not.

I checked the watchtower. The platform was solid. The perch bar was secure. Yara’s launch point. Eight feet of elevation wasn’t much, but for a harpy with functional wings and weeks of pent-up fury, eight feet was a runway.

Back inside, I made the rounds one final time.

Mika was in her sleeping spot near the east exit, blade within arm’s reach, boots on. She slept light, cat-napping in thirty-minute bursts. Her ears were up, scanning even in rest. When I passed, one ear rotated toward me. A pause in breathing.

Her hand came up. Found mine in the dark. She pulled it to her cheek and held it there for three seconds, her skin warm, her eyes still closed.

“Don’t die, Doc.”

Then she settled. Let go. The enforcer trusting the perimeter to hold while she gathered energy.

Hana was in the nest, the expanded alcove of blankets and cushions and warmth that she’d built into a sanctuary. She wasn’t sleeping. She was sitting cross-legged, reviewing the triage priority chart she’d drawn and posted on the treatment room wall. Her lips moved as she went through protocols. Airway. Breathing. Circulation. Hemorrhage control. Her bare feet thumped softly against the blankets. Anxious thumping, not the arousal or excitement variety. Study thumping. Preparation thumping.

She looked up when I paused at the curtain. Doe eyes wide in the battery lamp’s amber light. Her lop ears hung low. Fear and readiness in equal measure.

“Go over the suture kit one more time,” I said. Not because she needed to. Because the activity would settle her hands.

She nodded. Started to reach for the kit, then stopped. Got up instead. Crossed the nest in two steps and buried her face in my chest. Her arms wrapped around me, her lop ears pressed flat against my shirt, her whole body warm and trembling and alive.

“Come back,” she said.

I held her. Breathed in chamomile and vanilla and the particular warmth that was just Hana. Then she pulled away, thumped once, and sat back down. She pulled the suture kit toward her and began sorting by gauge and material, the familiar ritual of organization calming the nervous energy.

Suki was on the roof, of course. She’d stationed herself at her usual spot, legs dangling, all three tails draped behind her like a russet curtain. Amber light spilled from the porch, responding to her elevated energy state. She was humming. Something old and shapeless, a melody that might have been a lullaby or a drinking song.

I didn’t climb up. She knew I was there. She could feel me the way she felt everything in her territory: through the subtle vibrations of her fox-fire network, the same way she felt a field mouse crossing a sensor node.

Her humming shifted. Became softer. The notes resolved into something recognizable, an ancient melody I didn’t know but felt in my chest. The last song before the storm.

Yara was on the watchtower. Perched on her bar, taloned feet gripping the smooth pipe, wings half-extended for balance. She was scanning the eastern horizon. Not looking for movement. Not yet. Just looking. The sky. The stars visible through gaps in the breach haze. The darkness that she’d been denied for six weeks and now watched with the appreciation of someone who’d learned what absence felt like.

“Get sleep,” I called up softly.

“Birds don’t sleep the night before a hunt.” Her tawny eyes found me in the darkness. She bumped my shoulder with the edge of her good wing. “Save me a Jackal, Doc.”

Neve was on the porch, in the chair she’d claimed as her monitoring station. Eyes closed. Feeding. The compound’s emotional output tonight was intense: fear layered with determination, love that nobody spoke aloud but everyone radiated, the fierce protective energy of six people who’d chosen each other and were preparing to defend the choice.

“Rich tonight,” she said without opening her eyes. “This compound’s emotional output is the brightest thing for miles. If I can feel it, the emptiness surrounding it is like a black ocean around a bonfire.”

“Is that a problem?”

She opened her eyes. Violet, luminous, steady. “You’re afraid,” she said. “And you’re going to do it anyway. That’s what they feel from you, Ryder.”

I went to my sleeping area. Sat on the cot. Opened the journal.

The page was familiar. Ink and paper and the daily record I’d kept since before the first girl arrived at my fence.

I wrote.

Population: six. Morale: applicable.

I stared at the word. Applicable. The dry humor I’d used to avoid acknowledging what the compound had become. The clinical distance I’d maintained to keep the feelings manageable.

It had started as a joke. An entry I wrote when Mika was the only other person and morale was irrelevant because there was no group to have morale. Then Hana arrived and morale became a concept. Then Suki, and morale became visible: fox-fire lanterns, stolen food, pranks that built cohesion without anyone acknowledging the construction. Then Yara. Then Neve.

Morale: applicable.

It meant something different now. It meant: these people are prepared to fight. These people love what we’ve built. These people will bleed for each other.

I stared at the page. Whatever came through the fence tomorrow, it would find a compound that held.

I set the pen down and closed the journal. Checked the crossbow one more time. Checked the pry bar. Checked the medical kit I’d staged at the east fence.

Outside, the breach pulsed.

I lay back on the cot. Closed my eyes.

Dawn was four hours away.


Chapter 13: First Wave

Neve woke the compound at 0523.

“They’re moving.” Her voice cut through the pre-dawn quiet like a scalpel. I was on my feet before the words registered fully, my body responding to the urgency while my brain caught up. “East. Thirty seconds.”

I grabbed the crossbow and the pry bar. Boots already on, laced from the night before. The medical kit was staged at the east fence. I moved down the hallway toward the front door.

Mika was already gone. The spot where she’d been sleeping near the east exit was empty, the blanket still warm. She moved without sound even when the world was ending. By the time I cleared the front door, she was a shadow on the east fence line, blade drawn, ears flat, every line of her body reading combat.

Suki dropped from the roof hatch and landed beside me on the porch. Two solid tails and a third that blazed amber in the darkness. Neve’s emotional radar had beaten the fox-fire network by fifteen seconds. “Fox-fire network confirms. Multiple signatures crossing the 400-yard arc. East approach. Twelve to fifteen mass readings.”

“Vehicles?”

“Three.” She paused, processing data from her mines. “The lead signature is heavy. Metal. The welded-ram pickup from last time. Two lighter vehicles behind.”

Pike had learned, but he hadn’t changed his equipment. The same modified pickup with the steel ram, the same SUVs with the doors removed. He’d learned the terrain and the timing, but the tools were the same.

What he’d changed was the approach.

“They’re dispersed,” Suki said. “Not bunched like last time. Spread across a 200-yard front. Foot soldiers at intervals between vehicles.”

Smart. Dispersion reduced the effectiveness of area denial weapons. My caltrops and Mika’s spike traps were designed for concentrated foot traffic. Spread across a wider front, they’d catch fewer targets per cluster. Pike had studied the first battle and drawn correct conclusions. He’d burned six weeks’ worth of time and an alliance with a second faction. That level of investment meant he wasn’t going to make the same mistakes.

I checked the perimeter by habit. East fence: solid. The sixteen-gauge wire and reinforced posts that Mika had built after the first battle. The crossbow bolt channel loaded at the gate. The pry bar against the post, within arm’s reach. Medical kit staged in a covered box at knee height. Tourniquet, compression bandages, hemostats. Everything Hana and I had prepared.

Inside the clinic, I could hear Hana moving. Treatment room door open. Instruments ready. The thump of her foot against the floor, the nervous metronome running fast but controlled. She was where she needed to be.

“Mines,” I said.

“Deploying.” Suki’s amber eyes glowed. Fox-fire surged from her hands and flowed into the ground, racing outward along invisible conduits to the buried nodes. “400-yard arc activating in three, two…”

The darkness erupted.

The first mine detonated at the leading edge of the assault, a column of amber-gold light that punched upward from the soil with enough intensity to turn night into noon. The cascade triggered: four adjacent mines firing in sequence, creating a wall of blinding light that stretched across the east approach corridor. Heat waves rippled outward. The concussive force was felt at the fence line, fifty yards back.

Screaming. Not pain, not yet. Surprise and confusion. Men who’d been advancing in darkness suddenly blinded, their night vision destroyed in a single second.

Through the fading mine-light, I saw them. Jackals. Pike’s people. The familiar silhouettes of scavenger fighters in mismatched tactical gear, stumbling, shielding their eyes, some dropping to the ground. Heavier boots than last time, I noticed. Thicker treads, reinforced soles. Pike had learned about the spike traps and outfitted his people accordingly. The vehicles had stopped, the lead pickup’s headlights dead, relying on breach glow for navigation.

They’d triggered the 400-yard mines deliberately.

Not the first rank. The first rank had been probes. Expendable fighters sent ahead specifically to burn out Suki’s outer defenses. Pike had studied the first battle. He knew the mines existed. He’d sacrificed his own people to clear the path.

“He’s burning out the outer ring on purpose,” I told Suki. “He sent scouts to trigger them.”

“The middle ring will be harder to sweep.” Her voice was tight. “But he’ll try.”

The assault reformed. The blinded scouts staggered back. Fresh fighters moved through the gaps where the mines had detonated, stepping through the cooling embers of spent fox-fire. Twelve figures visible now, advancing in a dispersed line. The pickup rolled forward, its engine a low growl in the darkness.

“300-yard arc in ten seconds,” Suki said.

The second ring of mines fired.

Cascade detonation. Amber-gold light erupted in overlapping arcs, brighter than the first ring, the three-tail power making the explosions more intense. Two Jackals went down, not from impact but from the sheer disorientation: full-body flinch, lost footing, face-first into the scrub. A third stumbled into a spike trap that Mika had placed just inside the 300-yard line. The scream that followed was distinctive, raw, the sound of a man with sharpened rebar through his boot sole.

“Three down.” I tracked the count. “Nine advancing.”

Mika engaged.

She came off the east fence like a launched projectile. No warning. No sound. One moment she was a shadow behind the wire, the next she was twenty yards beyond the perimeter, moving through the mine-lit darkness with the fluid speed of a predator in her element.

The first Jackal didn’t see her. His night vision was wrecked from the mine cascade, his eyes still adjusting, his assault rifle sweeping the darkness for targets. Mika hit him from the blind side. Her blade opened his shoulder to the bone. He dropped, screaming, clutching the wound. Not fatal. Deliberate.

She moved to the second. He saw her coming. He had a machete and the terrified courage of a man committed to a charge. He swung. She ducked under the arc, faster than his eyes could track, and her blade found his thigh. Deep. The femoral artery wasn’t severed, I could tell from the blood flow, but the quadricep was shredded. He collapsed.

Two down in four seconds. Mika the enforcer, months of proper nutrition and training condensed into lethal efficiency. She was faster than she’d been during the first battle. Stronger. More precise. The warrior who’d fought four Jackals last time had evolved. Her movements were liquid and absolute, the lean muscle under olive skin working with an economy that wasted nothing. No extra motion. No wasted energy. Each engagement lasted exactly as long as it needed to and not a second longer.

A third Jackal spotted her and raised a length of pipe. Mika closed the distance before he completed the swing. Her blade caught his forearm and he dropped the weapon, stumbling backward. She didn’t pursue. He was out of the fight. She moved on, scanning for the next target with eyes that glowed faintly in the reflected mine-light. Her charcoal ears rotated independently, tracking sounds from multiple directions, the predator processing the chaos of battle into actionable data.

“East gate!” I moved to my position. The crossbow came up, braced against the gate post. The approaching assault line was inside the 200-yard ring now, inside the final mine arc, pushing toward the fence.

I fired the crossbow. The PVC frame flexed, the tension cord snapped, and the steel bolt punched through the darkness. At twenty yards, it hit a Jackal in the meat of his left shoulder. He spun, went down, clutching the bolt shaft.

Reload. Fumble the bolt into the channel. Draw the cord. Snap. A miss. The second bolt vanished into the dark.

Third bolt. This one found a thigh. Another Jackal down, not dead, clutching his leg, out of the fight.

The pickup reached the fence.

The steel ram hit the east gate with a crash that transmitted through the ground into my boots. The reinforced crossbar flexed. Held. The rebar reinforcement groaned but didn’t buckle. The gate was stronger than last time: I’d upgraded the bolt mechanism, added secondary bracing, tripled the anchor points.

The pickup backed up for a second run.

Yara launched.

From the watchtower platform, eight feet of elevation and twenty-four feet of wingspan. Her wings snapped open in the pre-dawn air and the downdraft from her first beat scattered loose debris from the compound yard. She climbed fast, twenty feet, thirty, the injured wing compensating with a slight wobble that she corrected by instinct.

She dove.

Not at the pickup. At the fighters flanking it. The leading Jackal looked up at the shadow descending on him and had half a second to register the taloned feet before Yara’s raking pass caught him across the shoulder. Her claws tore fabric and skin. He went down, screaming.

She pulled up, banked hard, the healed wing compensating with visible effort as the maneuver stressed the callus site. She came around for a second pass from a different angle. The Jackals scattered. Men who’d been advancing in a coordinated line broke formation to avoid the aerial threat they’d never trained against. Nobody prepares for air superiority in the wasteland. Nobody expects twenty-four feet of wingspan coming at them out of the predawn dark with talons designed to grip prey at terminal velocity.

Two of them ran into spike traps in their scramble. The screaming was distinct: surprise and pain and the visceral shock of sharpened rebar punching through boot leather and into the arch of a foot. One hit a caltrop cluster and went down swearing, clutching his ankle. The dispersed formation that Pike had designed to minimize trap casualties worked against him now. Scattered fighters found scattered traps.

“Formation broken,” I called. Yara’s harassment was working. The east assault was fragmenting, the disciplined advance dissolving into individual survival responses. Pike had planned for mines and spikes. He hadn’t planned for a harpy.

The pickup hit the gate again. Harder. The bolt mechanism screeched. One anchor point tore free, bolts ripping from the post. The gate held, but barely. One more hit would breach it.

Mika appeared beside the gate. She’d circled back from her engagement in the scrub, blade wet, breathing controlled. Three Jackals down behind her. Her amber eyes were bright, fierce, alive with the hunting energy that was her truest self.

“The ram,” she said.

“I know.”

The pickup’s engine revved. It reversed for the final run.

I set the crossbow aside. Picked up the pry bar. Mika drew her blade. Side by side at the east gate, waiting for the breach.

The pickup hit.

The gate exploded inward. The crossbar snapped. The bolt mechanism tore free entirely. Wire and steel and rebar scattered as the welded ram punched through the gap. The pickup’s momentum carried it five feet inside the compound before the tires hit one of Mika’s concealed caltrops and the front right tire blew.

The truck slewed sideways. The driver fought the wheel. The passenger door faced us.

A Jackal came through the opening. I met him with the pry bar. The rising strike caught him under the jaw and lifted him off his feet. He hit the ground and didn’t move.

A second came around the truck bed. Mika intercepted. Her blade flashed in the predawn light, catching the amber glow of the dying fox-fire mines, and the Jackal’s machete clattered to the ground. He went down clutching a forearm wound that would need surgery.

A third. Bigger than the first two. He had a pipe wrench and the kind of desperate momentum that came from full commitment, the wild energy of a man who’d charged through mine fields and past a twelve-foot harpy and knew there was no retreat left. He swung at my head with the wrench. The arc was wide, powerful, the weapon heavy enough to crack a skull.

I parried with the pry bar. The impact jarred through my arms and into my shoulders, the vibration rattling my teeth. My knee buckled for a fraction of a second, the old shrapnel wound protesting the sudden stress. I recovered, set my feet, and countered with a strike to his ribs. He doubled over with a grunt. I brought the pry bar down on his shoulder. Controlled force. Not a killing blow. A disabling one. He dropped, clutching the joint, and stayed down.

Through the breached gate, I could see the remainder of the east assault force. Five, maybe six fighters still on their feet. Two mired in spike traps. One limping from Yara’s raking pass. The rest were retreating, pulling back through the mine field toward the vehicles.

Pike’s voice cut through the chaos. Flat. Conversational. The same tone he’d used during the first battle, the weather-report delivery that made threats sound like scheduling updates.

“West. NOW.”

The second prong.

Neve’s voice from the porch, strained: “West approach. Multiple signatures. Fifteen or more. Different emotional pattern. Disciplined. Professional.”

The Harvesters.

Thirty seconds. The offset Briggs had described. The east assault to draw our response, the west assault to hit the weakened flank.

“Suki!” I shouted.

From the west fence, fox-fire erupted. Not mines. Not the blind-and-scatter defense of the outer perimeter. Full chaos mode. Suki unleashed everything she had.

The western approach transformed into a nightmare of light and illusion. Phantom defenders materialized on the fence line: twelve illusory fighters with weapons raised, their movements convincing, their shadows accurate. Fox-fire walls blazed across the approach corridor, three feet high, bright enough to blind and hot enough to deter. The phantom sound of gunfire cracked from positions that didn’t exist.

The Harvesters hit it at full advance. Professional, disciplined, moving in pairs with bolt cutters and bladed weapons. And they ran straight into the visual chaos of a three-tail kitsune operating at maximum capacity.

For five seconds, the west approach became a war zone that existed only in light. Phantom Mikas leapt from fences that weren’t there. Fox-fire explosions detonated at the feet of advancing fighters who flinched and dodged before realizing the blasts were illusion. The sound of phantom gunfire cracked from three different positions, driving the Harvesters to ground in overlapping cover positions that left them exposed to the actual defenses.

Suki was orchestrating a one-woman special effects department from behind the rain collection drums, her three tails blazing, her petite frame rigid with concentration. The fox-fire poured from her in waves. She looked like a small, furious lantern.

“Mika, hold east.” I grabbed the medical kit and the pry bar. “I’m going west.”

She snarled acknowledgment. Her claws were extended now, fully deployed, the warrior committing to close-quarters defense of the breached east gate. Behind her, Yara launched from the watchtower for her third pass, banking west to harass the Harvester advance.

I ran for the west fence.

The compound was two fronts. The battle was splitting. And somewhere in the darkness beyond the east assault, Pike was watching and calculating and learning.

The first wave had hit. The second was pushing through.

And dawn was still twenty minutes away.


Chapter 14: Second Wave

The Harvesters were different from the Jackals.

I saw it in the first thirty seconds of reaching the west fence. Pike’s people fought like a gang: individual aggression, personal courage, a pack mentality driven by their leader’s will. They broke when the pressure exceeded their commitment.

The Harvesters fought like a unit.

They advanced in pairs, each team covering the other. When Suki’s fox-fire phantoms materialized on the fence line, the lead pairs didn’t flinch, didn’t scatter. They dropped to cover, assessed the threat for two seconds, then pushed through when the illusions didn’t produce real impacts. Disciplined. Trained. Someone had built this group from military survivors or had military training herself.

Corrin. The name from Briggs’s intel. Smarter than Pike.

Her people had bolt cutters. Heavy-duty, long-handled, the kind that would go through sixteen-gauge fencing wire like it was dental floss. The first pair reached the west fence while Suki’s phantoms engaged the second wave, and the cutters bit into the wire with a metallic snap that carried across the compound.

“Suki!” I reached the west fence at a sprint. The pry bar was in my right hand. The medical kit was staged at the fence post. “They’re cutting through.”

“I can see that, Doc.” Her voice came from everywhere and nowhere simultaneously, the fox-fire illusions projecting her presence across the entire west approach. Her actual position was ten yards behind the fence, crouched behind the rain collection drums, feeding power into the chaos field. Three tails blazed behind her. The fox-fire wall was holding, but the Harvesters were pushing through it systematically, pair by pair.

The fence wire parted. The bolt cutters made a rectangular opening, three feet by two, large enough for a man to crawl through.

The first Harvester came through head-first. I met him with the pry bar. The strike caught the top of his skull and he went flat, unconscious before he hit the ground. The second came through fast, rolling to his feet, a combat knife in his hand.

He was good. Better than any Jackal I’d fought. His stance was balanced, his grip professional, his eyes tracking my weapon hand. Military training or close enough.

I feinted high with the pry bar. He deflected, the knife catching the steel shaft and redirecting the force. Fast. Precise. I reversed the swing and caught his wrist with the bar’s end. The knife dropped. He grabbed for me with his free hand.

I drove the pry bar’s butt into his solar plexus. He folded. I brought a knee up. He went down.

More were coming through the gap. The bolt cutters widened the opening. Four feet. Five. The wire peeled back like torn cloth.

Suki’s fox-fire shifted. The phantoms on the fence line dissolved, the energy redirecting. Behind the approaching Harvesters, a new illusion materialized: a line of Mikas. Three identical catgirl warriors, amber eyes blazing, claws extended, advancing from the east fence toward the Harvester flank.

The illusion was perfect. Same height, same build, same predatory gait. Even the scars were right. Three phantom Mikas converging on the Harvester west advance.

The Harvesters bought it for five seconds. Long enough for three pairs to halt, reassess, redirect their attention toward the approaching catgirl threat that wasn’t real. Five seconds of hesitation.

But Corrin’s people were smart. The lead pair tested the illusion: one threw a rock at the nearest phantom Mika. It passed through. The image flickered.

“Illusions!” someone shouted. “They’re fake! Push through!”

They pushed through.

Two more came through the fence gap. I engaged the first with the pry bar, a straight strike to the kneecap that dropped him howling. The second swung a length of pipe at my head. I ducked. The pipe whistled past my ear. I rose and drove the pry bar into his midsection.

But the third was behind me. I felt the impact before I processed it: a heavy blow across my upper back that drove me forward into the fence wire. The wire caught me, the sixteen-gauge cutting through my shirt and into the skin beneath. Pain flared across my back in a line of fire.

I twisted, brought the pry bar around in a wild arc. The Harvester jumped back, avoiding the swing. He had a length of steel rebar, improvised, and the blow he’d delivered had been precisely targeted. Not a killing strike. A mobility strike. Take out the back, take out the fight.

I squared to him. My back screamed. The muscles along my spine were already locking up, the tissue traumatized by the impact. Deep bruise minimum. Possibly cracked rib. I’d know when the adrenaline faded.

He came at me again. I sidestepped, let the rebar swing past, and drove the pry bar into his shoulder joint. He dropped the rebar. I brought the bar down on his collarbone. He went to his knees.

Yara’s shadow passed overhead. Her third pass, redirected west as planned. She dove at the Harvesters still outside the fence, taloned feet raking. Two of them scattered, breaking formation. One took a talon strike across the back that tore his jacket to shreds.

But the fence gap was open. Wide enough for two men abreast. And more were coming.

“Suki! The gap!”

“Burning everything.” Her voice was strained. The fox-fire output intensified: the gap in the fence filled with amber fire, not solid, not real, but bright enough to blind and hot enough to deter. A fox-fire wall across the breach.

Two Harvesters charged through it. They came out the other side blinking, disoriented, but intact. The fire was illusion. Impressive illusion, but illusion.

I met the first one. The pry bar cracked against his knee. He went down. The second tackled me.

We hit the ground together, the impact driving the air from my lungs and sending a spike of agony through my injured back. He was on top, heavier, his hands going for my throat. I jammed the pry bar crosswise against his collarbone and pushed. Levered him off. Rolled.

Got to my feet. Slower than I should have. My back was compromising my mobility.

From the east, a new sound. Shouting. Not combat shouting. Something else.

“SOUTH CORNER! They’re coming through the south corner!”

A voice I didn’t recognize. Male. Desperate. Coming from the wrong direction: from within the east assault line, behind Pike’s fighters.

Briggs.

I looked east. Through the chaos of the two-front battle, through the fading fox-fire and the mine embers and the scattered fighters, I saw a stocky figure break from Pike’s formation and run toward the compound. Not attacking. Sprinting toward us, hands visible, empty. Shouting.

“South corner breach! Harvesters have a third team on the south corner! Four men with bolt cutters!”

Pike’s voice, cold and sharp: “Briggs! Get back in line!”

Briggs didn’t stop. He ran for the compound fence, for the breached east gate where Mika held position. He was closing the distance fast, thirty yards, twenty.

Mika saw him coming. Her blade came up. Her ears flattened. Every instinct she had was telling her to cut down the Jackal running at full speed toward the compound she was defending.

“Mika!” I shouted. “He’s ours! South corner! Check the south corner!”

She hesitated. One second. Two. Briggs was fifteen yards out, still running, hands still empty.

Mika made a sound that was pure catgirl fury and lowered her blade. Briggs hit the fence line and vaulted through the breached gate, landing in a roll that brought him up on his feet inside the compound.

“Four men,” he gasped. “South corner, where the rubble slope meets the fence. They circled around during the west assault. Corrin’s idea. A third prong.”

Three-pronged assault. Not two. Corrin had held a team in reserve, sent them around the long way while the east and west attacks occupied our attention.

“Mika! South!” I grabbed Briggs’s arm. “Stay inside. Don’t engage. Hana’s in the treatment room.”

I ran for the south fence. My back screamed with every stride. The deep bruise, maybe cracked rib, sent spikes of pain through my left side that nearly buckled my knee. I kept running.

The south fence backed up to the rubble slope that ferals avoided. We’d deprioritized its defense because the terrain was naturally hostile: loose rubble, unstable footing, nothing that supported a coordinated approach.

Corrin had found a way.

Four figures were at the south fence corner, working bolt cutters on the wire where it met the junction post. They’d come up the rubble slope from the east side, picking a path through the loose stones. Smart. Patient. The kind of flanking maneuver that required advance reconnaissance and precise timing.

I hit the first one from behind. The pry bar caught him across the shoulder blades and he went face-first into the fence wire. The second turned, knife in hand, and I blocked his thrust with the pry bar shaft and drove the butt into his jaw. Two down.

The third had already cut through. He was inside the fence, inside the compound, moving toward the clinic’s south entrance.

Toward Hana.

Something primal and absolute fired in my chest. Not anger. Not fear. Something older than both, something that lived in the space between a man and the things he would die to protect.

I ran. My back screamed. My knee screamed. I didn’t care.

I caught him ten yards from the south door. The pry bar caught him across the back of the knees and he went down hard. He rolled, came up swinging. His fist connected with my injured ribs and the pain was staggering, a white-hot explosion that nearly dropped me. I stayed on my feet. Swung the pry bar. Connected with his arm. He shouted. Swung again. Connected with his head.

He went down and stayed down.

The fourth Harvester had retreated back through the fence gap when he saw his teammates go down. Disciplined. Corrin trained them well. They retreated when the math didn’t work.

I leaned against the clinic wall, breathing through the pain. My back was a single sheet of fire. My ribs screamed with every breath. The left side was the worst: deep bruise at minimum, possibly two cracked ribs.

From the treatment room, I heard Hana’s voice. Steady. Controlled. “Mika, hold still. I need to see the wound.”

Mika was inside. Her arm, based on the direction of Hana’s voice. The knife wound from the east engagement. I should have been treating that. Instead, Hana was doing it. The compound’s second medic, working under combat conditions for the first time.

I straightened. Went to the treatment room door.

Hana was suturing Mika’s left arm. A four-inch laceration along the outer forearm, clean edges, consistent with a knife slash. Not deep enough to hit the underlying structures, but bleeding freely. Hana’s hands were steady. Gloved, prepared. The needle moved through tissue with a learned-by-watching technique that had improved since she’d first handed me instruments back in those early weeks.

Mika sat on the treatment table, ears at half-mast, jaw clenched. Her claws were retracted. She was holding still for Hana the way she held still for me: with the controlled patience of a warrior who understood the necessity of repair.

“Tension needs to be even,” I said from the doorway. “You’re pulling the third stitch tighter than the first two.”

Hana adjusted without looking up. “I know. The tissue was bunching.” She tied off the stitch. Moved to the next. Her hands were blood-spotted but sure.

“Good.” I gripped the doorframe. The room tilted slightly. The back injury was catching up with the adrenaline. “How long?”

“Four minutes.” Hana glanced at me. Her eyes widened. “Ryder, you’re hurt.”

“I’m functional.”

“You’re bleeding through your shirt.”

“I’m functional,” I repeated. “Finish Mika. She needs to get back on the line.”

Hana’s jaw set. She returned to the suture. Four stitches later, she tied off, applied antiseptic, and wrapped the wound in compression bandage. Fast. Clean. Competent.

Mika flexed her arm. Tested the range. “Good work, rabbit.”

Coming from Mika, that was a commendation.

The catgirl slid off the table, grabbed her blade, and was out the door in three seconds. Back to the east fence. Back to the fight.

Hana turned to me. “Sit down.”

“The battle is still active.”

“Sit. Down.” Her voice carried an authority I’d never heard from her before. Not Ryder’s authority, not Mika’s aggression. Something new. The quiet, absolute certainty of a woman who had been given a job and intended to do it, and the job right now was keeping the compound’s primary medic alive.

I sat. She cut my shirt away from my back with surgical scissors. The intake of breath told me what I needed to know.

“Deep contusion across the upper back. Left side is worse. I can see bruising forming.” Her fingers probed the rib cage with gentle precision. “Does this hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Here?”

“More.”

“Possible cracked rib. Left side, eighth or ninth.” She wrapped compression bandage around my torso with hands that didn’t shake. “You need rest and imaging and we have neither. What I can do is bind it, reduce the movement, and tell you that going back out there will make it worse.”

“Going back out there is what I do.”

“I know.” She secured the bandage. Met my eyes. Doe brown, steady. No thumping. No trembling. “So come back when it’s over and let me take care of it.”

I stood. The binding helped. The ribs still screamed, but the compression reduced the grinding sensation.

From outside, the sounds of battle were shifting. Changing pitch. The east had gone quieter. The west was still active but the intensity was dropping. Yara’s shadow passed over the clinic roof, banking south, heading for her sixth pass.

I moved to the door. Looked back at Hana.

She was already cleaning instruments. Restocking bandages. Preparing for the next patient.

Hana’s hands moved with the steady precision of someone who’d practiced until the motions became automatic. She was running an independent triage station under combat conditions, and not a single movement was wasted.

I went back to the fight.


Chapter 15: Breaking Point

The west fence broke at 0558.

Not entirely. Suki’s fox-fire wall was holding the center, amber light blazing across the breach gap, the three-tail output brighter and hotter than anything she’d produced before. But the Harvesters had widened the opening to six feet, and they were feeding fighters through in pairs that pushed past the illusion with the disciplined efficiency of people who’d done this before.

I reached the west line with my ribs grinding under the compression bandage and the pry bar in my right hand. Three Harvesters inside the fence. Two more coming through. Suki crouched behind the rain collection drums, her skin blazing with fox-fire, all three tails solid and burning, her entire reserve pouring into the defense.

She was burning out.

I could see it in the dimming luminescence at her extremities, the way the fox-fire at her fingertips flickered instead of burning steady. The three-tail capacity was draining faster than she could sustain it. Twenty minutes of chaos mode. She was past eighteen and the power was guttering.

“Suki, pull back!”

“If I pull back, the wall drops and they all come through!” Her voice was thin. The voice of depleted reserves. The voice she’d had the morning I’d confronted her on the roof about overextending.

I engaged the nearest Harvester. The pry bar was slower in my hands than it should have been, the back injury limiting my rotation, my ribs screaming with every swing. The strike connected with his shoulder but lacked the force to drop him. He staggered, came back swinging. A pipe wrench that caught the pry bar and nearly tore it from my grip.

I adjusted. Shortened my swing. Used the bar like a close-quarters weapon rather than a haymaker. Tight, controlled strikes to vulnerable points: kneecap, elbow, temple. The Harvester went down after the temple shot. I was breathing hard. Sweat stung the cuts on my back.

The second Harvester was dealing with a fox-fire phantom. Not a convincing one: the illusion flickered and phased, Suki’s depleted reserves making it translucent. But it bought two seconds of hesitation, and two seconds was enough for me to close the distance and drive the pry bar into his ribs.

Neve’s voice carried from the porch, strained to the breaking point: “Ryder! I’m deploying!”

She was supposed to save it. The fear projection, the offensive emotional weapon she’d tested on ferals. One shot. Maybe two. She’d said she could break the cohesion of a squad. I’d told her to save it for when it mattered most.

It mattered now.

Neve pushed.

I didn’t feel it. The projection was targeted, directional, aimed at the Harvester force pushing through the west fence gap. But I saw the effect.

The lead pair of Harvesters, disciplined professionals who’d been advancing in textbook formation, stopped. Their movements lost coordination. One of them dropped his bolt cutters and looked around with wide, unfocused eyes. The other backed away from the fence gap, his hands shaking, the methodical confidence replaced by raw animal panic.

The fear rippled outward. Three more Harvesters in the approach corridor broke. Not a tactical retreat. A rout. They turned and ran, abandoning their positions, crashing through the scrub without regard for concealment or formation. The kind of running that happened when the rational mind lost its grip and something older took over.

Neve had projected raw, primal terror directly into their nervous systems. The kind of fear that bypassed training and discipline and went straight to the hindbrain.

Three Harvesters broke and fled. Two more faltered, their advance slowing to a crawl, their weapons dipping. Only the furthest pairs, outside the projection’s effective range, maintained cohesion.

From the porch, a sound. A body hitting wood. I spun.

Neve had collapsed. She lay on the porch boards, her tall frame crumpled, blood running from both nostrils. Her violet eyes were open but unfocused, the pupils dilated to maximum. Her pointed tail lay limp. The emotional radar that had been our early warning system was offline.

“Neve is down!” I shouted toward the treatment room. “Hana!”

Hana’s bare feet thumped across the clinic floor. I heard her reach the porch, heard her voice: “I’ve got her. Nose bleed, possible overexertion syncope. She’s breathing.”

I turned back to the west fence. The fear projection had bought us breathing room but not victory. The Harvesters outside the projection’s range were regrouping. And Suki was fading.

The fox-fire wall collapsed.

The amber light that had been holding the breach gap flickered twice and died. Suki sagged against the rain collection drums, her skin luminescence dropping to near zero. Her third tail guttered and vanished. Her two remaining tails drooped. She looked up at me with glassy, unfocused eyes.

“Battery at five percent,” she whispered. The joke fell flat. There was nothing left behind it.

“Get to the treatment room.” I positioned myself at the breach gap. The last line of defense on the west flank. One man with a pry bar and cracked ribs, standing in a six-foot hole in the fence.

Two Harvesters came through.

I took the first one down with a strike to the knee that I paid for with a spike of agony through my ribs. He dropped. The second swung at my head and I deflected with the pry bar, but the impact transmitted through the steel and into my injured back. The pain was blinding. I stumbled.

The Harvester pressed his advantage. Grabbed the pry bar. We struggled for it, face to face, his grip on the shaft matched against mine. He was fresh. I was running on adrenaline and accumulated injuries.

A shadow passed between us.

Mika. From the east fence, thirty yards at a dead sprint, crossing the compound in seconds. She’d left the east gate when she heard the fox-fire wall drop. The catgirl’s enhanced speed carried her to the west breach faster than any human could have moved.

She hit the Harvester at full velocity. The impact tore him off the pry bar and drove him into the fence wire. Her blade found his arm, opening a wound that would need surgical attention. He screamed and went down.

“The east,” I said. “Who’s holding the east?”

“Nobody’s coming through the east.” Mika was breathing hard but controlled. Her arm wound had bled through Hana’s bandage. The compression wrap was dark with it. “Pike pulled back. The east assault is broken.”

I looked through the west fence gap. The Harvester force was retreating. Not the panicked rout of Neve’s fear projection. A controlled withdrawal. Disciplined even in retreat.

A woman’s voice carried across the distance. Calm. Flat. The same conversational delivery Pike used, but colder. More clinical.

“Whoever built this place isn’t worth the cost.” A tactical assessment, delivered without emotion. The highest compliment she could have given us, wrapped in professional contempt. She was calculating losses against potential gains and the math had shifted. “Harvesters, withdraw. Standard pattern.”

They withdrew. Pairs covering each other, leap-frogging backward through the scrub, maintaining discipline even as they broke contact. Within three minutes, the west approach was clear. Within five, the engine sounds faded into the distance.

Corrin had pulled her people out cleanly. She’d lost four, maybe five fighters to incapacitation, plus the three who’d broken under Neve’s fear projection. But the core force withdrew intact. Professionals. This wasn’t the last time we’d see them.

From the east, Pike’s retreat was messier. The Jackals withdrew in a staggered scramble, fighters dragging wounded companions. Two vehicles functional, the third abandoned with blown tires and caltrop damage. Pike’s voice cut through the noise, flat and conversational: “This isn’t over, Doc.”

The same words he’d said after the first battle. But different this time. There was doubt in it. Not the calm certainty of a logistics manager adjusting his timeline. The strained edge of a man who’d brought his best plan and his best ally and still hadn’t broken through.

“This isn’t over, Doc.” But it sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

And then silence.

The compound stood. Damaged. Bleeding. Whole.

I leaned against the west fence post and took stock.

Damage: the east gate was destroyed, the crossbar system shattered by the ram truck. The west fence was breached in a six-foot gap. The south corner had a smaller breach from the flanking team. The watchtower had taken a hit from a thrown incendiary that scorched one support post but hadn’t compromised the structure. The generator shed had caught shrapnel from the gate breach and was making a new concerning rattle. Three garden beds on the south side were trampled.

Casualties: Mika, knife wound left forearm, sutured by Hana, bled through the bandage during the sprint to the west. Ryder, deep contusion across upper back, possible cracked rib left side, multiple lacerations from fence wire. Suki, fox-fire depleted to critical levels, third tail lost, barely conscious. Neve, collapsed from emotional projection overload, nosebleed, unconscious. Yara, wing aching from six harassment passes, no new fracture but the healing callus was stressed.

Every defender was hurt. Nobody was dead.

Every attacker who’d entered the compound perimeter was incapacitated. Nobody was dead.

I hadn’t killed anyone. Mika hadn’t killed anyone. The injuries were disabling, not fatal. Deliberate. The same philosophy from the first battle: incapacitate, don’t murder. We defended our home without becoming the kind of people who had attacked it.

My hands ached from pulling every swing short. Every strike calibrated to disable, not kill. Precision always cost more than lethality.

Hana came out of the treatment room. Her hands were blood-spotted. Her oversized shirt was stained. Her honey-gold hair was pulled back in a messy knot. Her doe eyes were wide but focused, clear, the anxiety processed and channeled into function rather than paralysis.

“Neve is conscious. Disoriented. Nosebleed stopped. I’m keeping her on the cot for observation.” She looked at me. At the way I was leaning against the fence post. At the way my breathing hitched with each inhale. “Your ribs.”

“After everyone else.”

“Everyone else is treated.” She crossed the yard toward me. Bare feet on the packed earth, the soft thump of each step audible in the post-battle quiet. “You’re my last patient.”

“I’m the medic.”

“You’re the patient.” She reached me. Put her hand on my uninjured side. Guided me toward the treatment room with the quiet authority she’d found somewhere between the first explosion and now.

Inside, the treatment room showed the evidence of combat triage. Used bandage wrappers. Saline solution. A bloody gauze pad in the waste bin. Mika’s blade on the counter where she’d left it during treatment. Neve on the recovery cot, eyes half-open, pointed tail curled weakly around the cot frame.

Suki was on the floor in the corner, propped against the wall. Her skin had no luminescence. Her eyes were glassy. She looked like a lantern that had burned all its oil. But she was conscious. She managed a weak smile when I came in.

“How many tails for that performance?” she whispered.

“You used three and a half.”

“Only three. The half was wishful thinking.” She closed her eyes. “Wake me when the compound needs rebuilding.”

Hana sat me on the treatment table. The same table where I’d treated Mika’s ribs. Where I’d splinted Yara’s wing. Where I’d worked on Neve’s vitals. Where I’d spent six months treating everyone else and never sitting as the patient.

She cut away my ruined shirt. Cleaned the lacerations on my back with antiseptic that burned enough to make me grip the table edge. Probed the rib injury with fingers that were gentle but thorough.

“Two ribs,” she said. “Not displaced. Cracked, not broken. The compression bandage was good. I’m going to rewrap it tighter and you’re going to rest.”

“Hana.”

“You’re going to rest.” She wrapped. Tight. Precise. The tension even, the coverage complete. “You trained me so that I could do this. Let me do it.”

I let her do it. Because she was right. Because the treatment room was clean and stocked and she’d kept it running through a two-front assault. Because her hands didn’t shake. Because the bunnygirl who’d frozen at loud noises was standing in front of me with blood on her hands and authority in her voice, and the compound was standing because she’d helped hold it together.

Briggs appeared in the treatment room doorway. He was breathing hard, sweat tracking through the dust on his face. He had a bruise forming on his jaw where someone, probably Pike, had hit him on the way out. He stood in the doorway like a man who’d just burned every bridge he had and was standing on the shore of a new country that hadn’t decided to let him in yet.

Mika was behind him. Not guarding. Watching. Her amber eyes tracked every movement he made.

“He warned us about the south corner,” I said. “Without that intel, the flanking team would have reached the clinic.”

Mika’s jaw tightened. She looked at Briggs. At the bruise on his jaw. At his empty hands. At the man who’d walked away from the only group that had kept him alive since the breach because he’d seen a garden and couldn’t stomach being part of the force that destroyed it.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her ears went from flat to forward, the microshift of assessment resolving into something that wasn’t trust and wasn’t hostility. Tolerance. The beginning of a very long evaluation.

Briggs looked at me. “What can I do?”

“Can you build?”

“I can build.”

“The south fence needs repair. Tools are in the supply shed.”

He nodded. Turned. Walked toward the supply shed with the careful steps of a man who understood that every action from this point forward would be watched, measured, and judged.

Mika watched him go. Her tail swished once. Then she followed at a distance, settling into a patrol pattern that kept Briggs in her line of sight.

The enforcer watching the new variable. Standard operating procedure. The compound would hold its breath about Briggs for a while yet.

Hana finished wrapping my ribs and pressed her palm flat against the bandage over my heart. Her doe eyes found mine. Her foot thumped once. Softly. Not anxiety. Not arousal. Something else. The rhythm of a heart that had been tested and held.

“I didn’t freeze,” she said.

“You didn’t freeze.”


Chapter 16: Rebuilding

My back kept me off the perimeter for three days.

I hated every hour of it. The morning fence check was my ritual. My meditation. The daily proof that the compound held, measured in repaired wire and tested joints and counted vulnerabilities. Lying on the treatment table while someone else’s hands worked on my injuries went against every instinct I’d built in six months of self-reliance.

Hana didn’t care about my instincts. She cared about my ribs.

“Hold still.” She pressed the ice pack against my left side, where the bruising had bloomed into a spectacular map of purple and black across two ribs. The cold bit through the skin and I gripped the table edge.

“I need to check the east gate.”

“Mika checked the east gate. She’s reinforcing the crossbar.” Hana adjusted the ice pack with calm precision. Her eyes were focused, professional, the anxiety channeled into function. “You need to rest.”

“I’ve been resting for two days.”

“You’ve been getting up and limping around the compound pretending you’re not in pain for two days. That’s not resting.” She re-wrapped the compression bandage with practiced hands. The technique had improved significantly since the battle. Her spacing was more even, her tension more consistent. Repetition was teaching her hands what her eyes had already learned.

Mika appeared in the treatment room doorway. She leaned against the frame, arms crossed, charcoal ears forward. Her left arm was bandaged, Hana’s suture work holding cleanly beneath the white gauze. Three days post-battle and the catgirl’s enhanced healing was already knitting the wound.

“Hold still,” Mika said.

“You too?”

“The rabbit’s right. You’re useless injured.” Her eyes were steady. Not cruel. Practical. “Let her fix you. That’s what you taught her to do.”

She moved behind me. Placed her hands on my shoulders. Held me still while Hana changed the back dressing, cleaned the lacerations from the fence wire, and applied fresh antiseptic that burned like battery acid.

I gritted my teeth. Mika’s grip was firm, her palms warm through the thin fabric of the undershirt Hana had deemed acceptable clothing for a man who wasn’t allowed to lift anything heavier than a coffee cup. The catgirl’s touch was clinical, but her tail found my forearm and wrapped once, briefly, before retreating. The involuntary contact she’d deny if asked.

The mirror image of how it started. Ryder treating Mika’s ribs while she snarled and fought. Now Mika holding Ryder still while Hana sutured and bandaged. The compound’s medical infrastructure working in both directions.

I hated it. I needed it. Both things were true.

Briggs rebuilt the south fence.

He started on the morning after the battle, before anyone asked, before anyone gave permission. He walked to the supply shed, selected lumber and wire and tools, and began working at the breach point where Corrin’s flanking team had cut through.

He was good. The posts went in three feet deep, tamped with gravel, the same depth specification Mika had used on the west fence after the first battle. The wire was sixteen-gauge, pulled tight and fastened with galvanized staples at four-inch intervals. The corner junction, where the flanking team had exploited the weakest point, was reinforced with a doubled post system that would resist cutting.

Mika watched him work.

She positioned herself at the east observation platform, where she had line-of-sight to the south fence, and she watched. Not speaking. Not interfering. Not helping. Just watching a former Jackal rebuild the fence he’d helped attack by proxy, and evaluating every nail, every wire, every decision he made.

Briggs knew she was watching. He worked steadily anyway. A thick-armed man with a bruise yellowing along his jaw, building a fence for people who hadn’t decided whether to trust him yet.

On the second day, he finished the south fence and moved to the west breach. He paused for water and I brought it to him. He drank, set the cup down, and spoke without looking up.

“Pike lost more fighters than he can replace. Eight walked in, about eight walked out if you count the walking wounded. But three of those can’t fight again. Effective strength is maybe five.” He wiped his mouth. “Corrin still has fifteen, maybe more. But she’s packing up. Done with this territory. Told Pike as much during the retreat. Called the clinic a bad investment. She’s done with him.”

“And the buyer?” I asked. “The one east of the breach glow.”

“Nothing new. The relay point is east. That’s all I had before I left.” His jaw tightened. “But Pike hasn’t stopped. The deliveries were still running when I walked.”

I filed that. Pike down to five effective fighters. Corrin severing the alliance. The threat calculus shifting in our favor for the first time.

Briggs picked up the post-hole driver. The gap where the Harvesters had cut through, where I’d stood with a pry bar and cracked ribs. He assessed the damage, made a materials list, and started cutting posts.

On the third day, the west fence was done. Stronger than before. The bolt-cutter gap replaced with a doubled wire section and a vertical reinforcement rail that would require power tools to cut through.

Mika’s tail swished once when she inspected the work. The inspection itself was the acknowledgment.

Neve recovered slowly.

Her emotional range was reduced to ten feet for the first two days after the battle. She could sense the emotional state of anyone in the same room, but the five-hundred-yard perimeter detection that had been her primary contribution was offline.

“I screamed with my mind until something tore,” she told me during a follow-up assessment. Her violet eyes were tired but clear. The nosebleeds had stopped. The horns showed fine stress fractures that were already healing. “The fear projection isn’t a targeted tool. It’s a blunt instrument. I took a piece of my perception and weaponized it, and the backlash damaged the mechanism.”

“Prognosis?”

“Weeks. Maybe longer. The range will return, but I pushed farther than I’ve ever pushed before.” She looked at her hands. The pointed tail curled limply beside her on the cot. “It worked, though. The west flank broke.”

“It worked.”

“Then it was worth it.” She met my eyes. The steady conviction of a woman who’d weighed the cost against the outcome and found it balanced. “When the range returns, I’ll be stronger. Pushing the boundary expanded it. Like your catgirl’s muscles after exertion.”

I logged that. Emotional perception as a trainable system, with overload damage followed by compensatory growth. Another piece of monster girl physiology that no human medical text covered.

Suki’s third tail returned on the fourth day.

I was doing the modified perimeter check that Hana had grudgingly approved: walking the fence line at reduced pace, no lifting, no bending to test low joints. My ribs protested with each step but the movement was better than the alternative, which was lying on a cot going slowly insane.

The fox-fire erupted on the rooftop.

Amber-gold light, brighter than anything I’d seen from Suki, poured over the clinic’s edge and washed across the compound. I looked up. Suki was on the roof, standing rather than sitting, her small frame rigid. Both russet tails were fanned behind her, and between them, the third tail blazed into permanent existence.

Not the flickering manifestation of the past weeks. Not the temporary surge during combat. Solid. Stable. A third russet-red tail with a white tip, burning with ambient fox-fire that didn’t fade.

I climbed the access ladder. Slowly. My back protested every rung.

Suki was standing at the edge, looking east. Toward the breach glow, which was brighter now than it had ever been, visible even in full daylight as an infected amber haze that stained the horizon like a bruise that wouldn’t fade. Three tails fanned in the morning wind. Her porcelain skin glowed with three-tail luminescence, brighter, steadier, the internal fox-fire running at a capacity she’d never operated at before.

She was crying.

Not the performative tears of a staged emotional beat. Real tears, tracking down porcelain cheeks, catching the light. Her amber eyes were wide and raw, the vertical pupils dilated, centuries of composure stripped down to something fundamental and afraid.

“I’m growing,” she said. Her voice was small. “I can feel it settling in. The third tail is permanent this time. The power is higher than anything I’ve felt in four hundred years.”

I stood beside her. Waited.

“The last time I grew a new tail, the thin places were tearing across central Japan. Two kitsune died closing them.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Fox-fire traced the tear tracks like luminous scars. “I’m growing. That means the breach is growing too. And whatever is pushing from the other side is pushing harder than before.”

“What do we do?”

“We prepare. We build. We get stronger.” She looked at me. Three tails. Amber eyes bright with power and grief. “And we try not to think about the fact that my growth is a symptom of something that might end everything.”

“We’re already building.”

“I know.” She stepped closer. Her hand found my arm. Her fingers were warm, lighter than they should be, the fox-bone density that made her small body feel almost weightless. “Your back.”

“It’s healing.”

“It hurts.”

“Yes.”

She looked at my face. Then at my back, where the bandages showed above the collar of my shirt. Then at my eyes again.

No grin. No performance. The trickster stripped to nothing.

“Come here,” she said.

She pulled me down to the rooftop beside her. The concrete was warm from the sun. She curled against me, small body fitting against my uninjured side, three tails wrapping around us both.

She kissed me. Slow. Without any of the theatrical confidence that had defined their first encounters. Her lips trembled against mine. Her hand cupped my jaw. Fox-fire bloomed from her skin into mine, warm and tingling, and I felt it penetrate deeper than the surface. Into the bruised tissue. Into the cracked bone. Not healing, exactly. Warming. Easing. The fox-fire under my skin like a gentle hand on a deep wound.

“Let me,” she whispered. “Gently.”

She started with oral. Her mouth slid down my body with none of the performative confidence of their earlier times. This was tender. Deliberate. Her lips pressing soft kisses against my chest, my stomach, lingering on the bruised skin over my ribs with a gentleness that made the pain recede. She traced the trail of hair below my navel with her tongue, unhurried, worshipful. She freed me from my pants with careful hands, wrapping her fingers around my shaft, feeling me stiffen fully in her grip.

She took me in her mouth with the slow, worshipful attention of someone giving rather than performing. Her lips stretched around the head, her fox tongue coiling along the underside of my cock, wrapping with a dexterity that no human tongue possessed. She sank lower, taking me deeper, her throat working around the head in a swallowing rhythm that sent sparks up my spine. Fox-fire flickered across her cheeks, her throat, pulsing gold with each bob of her head. All three tails swayed behind her in slow, synchronized arcs.

No edge. No tease. Just warmth and devastating skill and the centuries of experience applied to making me feel something other than pain. Her glowing eyes stayed on mine the entire time, amber and luminous, watching my face for every reaction.

I pulled her up before she finished me. She came willingly, straddling me, her petite frame settling against my hips. Her weight was nothing. Fox-bone light. She’d stripped while she worked, her compact body bare in the morning sunlight: full tits catching the amber light, porcelain skin blazing with three-tail luminescence, the narrow waist and the surprising flare of her hips straddling my waist. She positioned herself above me, tails wrapping around my waist, my thigh, my wrist. The head of my cock pressed against the wet heat between her thighs.

“Your back,” she said.

“Gently.”

She sank down. Took me inside her with a slow exhale that shuddered at the edges. Her slick pussy parted around my cock, gripping as she descended, the tight heat enveloping me inch by deliberate inch until she’d taken everything and her ass rested against my thighs. Tight. Hot. The fox-fire warmth radiating from within, from the supernatural body that burned with power she was still learning to contain. Her walls fluttered around me as she adjusted, and the sensation drew a groan from my chest.

Her eyes stayed open. Amber and burning, locked on mine, the vertical pupils dilated wide.

She moved. Slowly. Rolling her hips in a rhythm that protected my back, that kept the motion smooth and the impact minimal. Long, fluid circles that ground her clit against my pelvis with each forward roll, her pussy sliding along my shaft in a motion that was controlled and maddening. Her small hands pressed flat against my chest, supporting her weight, the fox-fire flowing from her palms into my skin with a warmth that penetrated deep into the bruised tissue.

It was the gentlest sex we’d had. The opposite of the rooftop performances, the exhibitionist positioning, the theatrical confidence. This was two injured people sharing warmth on a rooftop in the morning sun while the breach pulsed on the horizon and the world they were building together faced threats that neither of them could see clearly yet. And every slow roll of her hips was an act of deliberate tenderness from a woman who’d spent centuries avoiding exactly that.

All three tails tightened around me. The new one, solid and warm, gripped my wrist alongside the others. I felt the power in it: denser fox-fire, stronger grip, more sensation flowing through the contact. The triple grip pulsed with her heartbeat.

“Feel that,” she whispered. Her hips never stopped their rolling rhythm, her pussy clenching with each downstroke. “Three. I’ve never had three wrap around someone.”

I stroked the third tail. Base to tip. Slow and deliberate, my thumb pressing into the dense fur, feeling the tail stiffen under my touch.

Her fox-fire erupted. Not the explosive, uncontrolled surge of previous times. A warm, steady bloom of amber-gold that enveloped both of us. She gasped, the sound raw and unperformed, her pussy clamping down around my cock so hard that my hips bucked involuntarily. But she didn’t close her eyes. She kept them open. Locked on mine.

“Ryder.” Clear. Full-voiced. No performance. Her hips moved with more purpose now, riding me with a building urgency that sent her full tits bouncing gently with each motion, the golden-pink flush spreading across her chest.

She moved faster. Still gentle, still protecting my back, but with the urgency of someone approaching the edge. Her luminous skin blazed with amber light, every curve illuminated: the swell of her tits, the dip of her waist, the working muscles of her thighs. The petite body glowing like a lantern. Three tails locked around me. Fox-fire steady and warm, not flickering. Her pussy gripped me in rhythmic pulses that matched her heartbeat, the wet sounds of our connection filling the rooftop air.

She came with her eyes open. Looking at me. Seeing me. No silence. No devastating absence of sound. Her pussy clenched in deep, rolling contractions that milked my cock with each wave, her body trembling, her skin blazing. She said my name.

“Ryder.”

And then, as the climax rolled through her body and the fox-fire blazed across both of us: “I’m staying. However long I have. I’m staying.”

The centuries-old trickster, choosing permanence. Choosing the den. Choosing the mortal man with the cracked ribs and the steady hands and the compound that was worth more than four hundred years of running.

I came inside her. The orgasm pulled from me by her body’s rhythmic grip, my cock pulsing deep inside her, my hand on her tail, my forehead against hers. She felt every pulse, her pussy clenching around each one, drawing it out, her body shaking with aftershocks that blurred into mine. The fox-fire settled into a warm amber glow that wrapped us both.

We lay on the rooftop afterward. Her small body curled against my side, three tails wrapped tight, her face pressed against my chest. The fox-fire dimmed slowly, leaving a residual warmth that penetrated deeper than sunlight.

“I’m staying,” she said again. Quieter. Certain.

“I know.”

She pressed closer. Her heartbeat against my ribcage, fast and strong and alive. Below us, Briggs’s hammer rang against the east gate reinforcement. Warm amber light spilled from the porch below, steady and bright.


Chapter 17: Horizon

Ten days after the battle, I cleared Yara for extended flight.

The assessment took an hour. Full range-of-motion evaluation, strength endurance test, joint stability checks at every angle. The callus along her ulna was dense and smooth, months of healing compressed into weeks by harpy metabolism. The wing’s maximum extension was ninety-three percent of pre-injury range, a three-percent improvement from the pre-battle assessment. The tendon she’d strained during the impatient push had healed clean.

“Thirty minutes,” I told her. “Combined flapping and gliding. Extended survey pattern: east, south, north. Check Jackal and Harvester positions. Map new supply locations. And look for anything we haven’t seen before.”

“Anything?”

“Anything that changes our understanding of the area. New settlements, new threats, new resources. You’ve got the best eyes in the compound. Use them.”

She was already vibrating with contained energy. The harpy given her longest flight yet. Her taloned feet gripped the treatment table edge with force that scored the wood.

“Thirty minutes,” she confirmed. “I’ll bring back everything the sky can show me.”

The compound assembled for the launch. The same silent gathering that had happened for her first test flight, but different now. Easier. More confident. A compound that had survived two battles, that had six residents and one provisional member, that watched its aerial scout prepare to fly with the pride of people who’d helped build the wings.

Mika leaned against the east fence, arms crossed, ears forward. Her knife wound was healed to a thin scar, Hana’s stitches dissolved on schedule. She watched Yara climb the watchtower with the evaluating focus of one combat specialist assessing another.

Hana stood in the garden. No hand over her mouth this time. She watched with a steady smile, her lop ears at half-mast, her foot thumping in gentle beats against the soft soil. Her garden had recovered from the battle damage: the trampled beds were replanted, the irrigation repaired, new seedlings pushing through dark earth.

Suki perched on the clinic roof, the three russet tails catching sunlight behind her. The third blazed amber, the permanent addition that marked both her growth and the breach’s intensification. The porch glowed warm with three-tail intensity: brighter, warmer, steadier.

Neve sat on the porch, eyes closed. Her emotional range was recovering, now functional to approximately fifty yards, still far short of her pre-battle capability but improving daily. She smiled as the compound’s collective anticipation washed over her.

Briggs was at the east gate, fitting the final bracket on the reinforced crossbar he’d designed. He paused to watch, hammer in hand, a man still not sure of his place but present for the moment.

Yara launched.

The watchtower shuddered as her legs compressed and released, the powerful muscles driving her eight feet into the air before her wings caught. Both wings engaged: the good one driving smooth and strong, the healed one matching with a slight compensation she’d integrated into her flight mechanics. The downdraft scattered loose debris and sent Hana’s garden markers fluttering.

She climbed. Fifty feet. A hundred. Two hundred. Higher than the test flight, climbing with the purpose of a scout rather than the joy of a freed prisoner. She banked east, caught a thermal, and began her survey pattern.

I watched from the compound yard, crossbow propped against the fence post, notebook in my pocket. My back was tolerable. The ribs were healing. Hana’s compression bandaging had been adjusted three times over the past ten days, each wrap slightly less restrictive as the bones knitted. I could move without grinding. I could breathe without stabbing pain. I still couldn’t lift heavy loads or twist sharply, but I could work.

Good enough. It had to be.

Twenty-five minutes passed. I tracked Yara’s flight path as a distant speck against the breach-hazed sky. East, banking south, circling back, banking north. The extended survey pattern she’d designed to maximize coverage within the time constraint.

At twenty-seven minutes, she turned back. Coming fast. Not the measured approach of a routine return. Diving. Losing altitude rapidly, wings partially folded, trading height for speed.

She hit the watchtower hard. Both feet slamming the perch bar, talons gouging the wood. The impact transmitted through the watchtower framework and into the ground.

“War council,” she said. She was breathing hard. Her healed wing was tight against her body, the callus aching. “Now.”

The kitchen table. Seven people. The fox-fire map glowing amber on the surface. Yara stood at the end, too electrified to sit, her good wing half-extended with residual agitation.

“Aerial survey results.” She gripped the table edge with her taloned feet, the wood creaking. “East: Jackal strip mall. Reduced activity. Two vehicles, one of which is on blocks. Fewer than a dozen people visible. Pike’s force is diminished and not recovering.”

Good news. Pike with maybe five effective fighters wasn’t Pike with fifteen. The threat remained but the urgency was lower.

“South: nothing new. Feral activity consistent with previous observations. No human movement.”

Expected.

“East continued: Harvester warehouse. Corrin’s people are packing up.” Yara traced a line on the fox-fire map. “Vehicle movement outbound. Crates being loaded. They’re stripping the warehouse and preparing to move on. Consistent with their operational pattern: consume and relocate.”

Also expected. Corrin was pragmatic. She’d assessed the clinic as not worth the cost and was moving on to easier targets. The Harvesters might return, but not in the near term.

“Breach glow.” Yara’s expression darkened. “Brighter than I’ve seen it from the air. Pulsing visibly even in daylight. The eastern horizon looks wrong. The light has a texture to it now, like it’s thickening.”

Suki’s amber eyes narrowed. Her three tails went still.

“And then there’s the new thing.” Yara paused. Let the silence build. Every ear in the room angled toward her.

“Miles to the north. Past the ruined suburbs, past the overgrown fields, past everything I’ve surveyed before. I caught it at the edge of my flight radius. Walls. Structures. Movement.”

She traced a point on the fox-fire map. North. Far north. Beyond the surveyed territory.

“A second compound. Smaller than ours but organized. A fence perimeter. Buildings. A garden visible from the air.” She looked around the table. “And on the perimeter: figures that are clearly not human.”

The silence was absolute.

“Monster girls,” Yara said. “At least three that I could see from altitude. Different species from ours, I think. Couldn’t identify at that range. But they’re there. On the walls. Moving with purpose.”

Hana’s foot thumped under the table. Not anxiety. Something else. Her wide eyes were bright and her lop ears had risen to half-mast.

“Someone else built what we built,” she whispered.

“Someone else had the same idea,” I said. “Or the same circumstances. A healer, a protector, a builder. Someone who found monster girls and decided to help them.”

“Or someone who found monster girls and decided to use them,” Mika said. Her eyes were hard. “We don’t know what kind of compound that is.”

“We don’t,” I agreed. “Which is why we don’t make contact until we know more.”

Yara nodded. “I can do a closer pass tomorrow. Get within a thousand yards. ID the species, count the residents, assess the defenses.”

“Do it. Low and fast. Don’t let them see you.”

“I’m a harpy, Doc. Nobody sees me if I don’t want them to.”

The war council discussed implications. Trade possibilities. Alliance potential. Shared defense against factions like Pike and Corrin. The logistics of contact with an unknown group that might be friendly, hostile, or anything in between.

Suki was quiet through most of it. When the discussion wound down, she spoke.

“If someone else is building,” she said, her eyes thoughtful, the three tails draped behind her with unusual stillness, “what does that mean for the breach? Are they building because of it, or despite it?”

I turned to her. “Explain.”

“The breach attracts monster girls. That’s established. We came through, or were changed, or were drawn to the areas where the dimensional barriers are thinnest. If another compound exists to the north with its own monster girls, it means the breach’s influence extends further than we thought.” She paused. “Or it means the monster girl population is larger than we assumed. Either way, the map just got bigger.”

“The map always gets bigger,” I said. “That’s what happens when you survive long enough to look past the fence.”

Suki’s amber eyes found mine. Something in them that was proud and afraid in equal measure. “The fox who built a den so well that other foxes came to live nearby,” she murmured. A fox-story in embryo. She’d tell it fully later. I could see her composing it behind the amber.

Evening settled over the compound. The discovery hummed through every conversation, every gesture, every quiet moment. Another compound. Other monster girls. The world expanding from the boundaries of our fence into something larger and more complex.

Hana put extra flowers on the table. Purple and yellow blossoms from the garden’s border, the same colors she’d been placing in the same cup since the first battle. The wildflower jar had survived two sieges. It sat on the table like a defiant declaration: beauty persists.

Seven settings. Six at the table. Briggs’s plate set slightly apart on the counter. Integration wasn’t complete. The seventh plate was present, which was more than it had been a week ago, but the separation acknowledged the distance that still existed. Mika ate beside me, her tail brushing my leg under the table. Hana sat across from me, her foot thumping gently, her doe eyes warm. Suki was on the counter behind us, all three tails draped across the surface, stealing from Mika’s plate with predictable regularity. Yara perched at the end, eating with her taloned feet propped on the table edge, her tawny eyes bright with the residual energy of flight and discovery. Neve sat with her eyes closed, smiling, feeding on the collective hope that filled the room like warmth from a fire.

This was what the compound felt like when it worked. Six people and one provisional, sharing a meal in a vet clinic at the edge of a ruined world, processing the discovery that they were no longer the only ones building something in the wasteland.

Late that night, I was in the treatment room. Not treating anyone. Sitting in the quiet, running inventory by lamplight, the routine that kept the medical system running. Counting antibiotics. Logging suture stock. Updating patient charts.

Mika came through the door.

No sound. She never made sound. One moment I was alone with the inventory, the next she was there, standing inside the doorway, watching me.

She looked different tonight. Not the fierce warrior with ears flat and blade ready. Not the territorial enforcer claiming what was hers. Her eyes were at half-mast, steady, warm. Her ears weren’t aggressive, weren’t pinned back, weren’t scanning. Just present. Resting at a neutral position I’d rarely seen from her.

Her claws were retracted. Had been from the moment she entered.

She crossed the room. Put her hands on my face. Held it. Looked at me.

Not speaking. Not snarling. Not challenging. Just looking, with amber eyes that had shifted to warm honey, the color they only showed when every wall was down.

“Mika.”

She kissed me.

Soft. The softest she’d ever kissed me. No teeth. No aggression. No foreplay-as-combat. Her lips against mine with a tenderness that was so foreign to her default setting that it registered as something new. Something earned.

She was processing the revelation. Another compound. The world bigger than the fence. She’d come to this clinic as a wounded loner who expected to leave. Who’d fought every attachment, denied every connection, framed every act of care as tactical necessity.

She was never leaving. She knew that now. And this kiss was her acknowledging it without words, because Mika’s words always lied and her body always told the truth.

I pulled her into my lap. She came willingly, her legs wrapping around me on the treatment table. The same table where I’d sutured her ribs. Where I’d splinted Yara’s wing. Where every medical act in this compound had been performed. Our place. The room where I healed and she surrendered and the two of us had built something that transcended both.

She pressed her forehead against mine. Breathing. Her charcoal ears at half-mast. Her tail found my waist and wrapped around it. Slowly. Deliberately. Not the involuntary grasp that she’d yanked back in early days. A choice.

I undressed her with careful hands. The tank top came off to reveal lean muscle and olive-tan skin, the battle scars across her shoulders, the small firm breasts with nipples that peaked in the cool air, hard points on tight curves. No bra. Never a bra. The cargo pants came away, and she was bare on the treatment table, the warrior’s body laid out in lamplight. Every line of her was function: the defined abs, the narrow hips, the powerful thighs scarred from the wasteland. Nothing decorative. Everything dangerous. And all of it, tonight, deliberately still.

I traced the scar on her right side. Three parallel lines, silver against olive skin. The original wound that had brought her to the clinic. My stitches, long dissolved, leaving marks that had become part of her. I bent and pressed my lips to the scar tissue. She inhaled sharply. The sensitive skin twitched under my mouth.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t tense. Let me kiss the scar with the same trust she’d given when it was an open wound. Her hand came to the back of my head, fingers threading through my hair, not pulling. Resting.

I kissed lower. The flat of her stomach, the cut of her obliques, the sharp ridge of her hip bone. She spread her thighs for me without the usual snarl, without the combative resistance that was her version of foreplay. Just opened herself. I pressed my mouth against her, tasting the wet heat of her arousal, my tongue sliding through her slick folds. She was already drenched, her pussy swollen and sensitive, and the sound she made when my tongue found her clit was pure, raw surrender. The purring started immediately, vibrating through her pelvis and into my jaw.

I worked her with my mouth until her thighs trembled, until her hips rolled against my face in desperate circles, until the purring hit a frequency that rattled the surgical instruments on the tray beside us. Then I straightened, pulled her to the edge of the table, and entered her.

Sitting on the table, face to face, her legs wrapped around me, foreheads touching. Slow. The tender pace she’d never asked for because asking for tenderness was harder than asking for rough. My cock sank into her tight, slick heat and she exhaled against my mouth, her walls gripping me in a long, slow squeeze. But she moved with me instead of against me, her hips rolling in a rhythm that matched mine rather than challenging it.

She was purring. From the start. Not the involuntary rumble she tried to suppress. A deliberate, full-throated purr that she let me hear. That she wanted me to hear. The vibration traveled through her chest into mine, through our connected hips where my cock was buried inside her, through the table beneath us.

“Ryder.” She said my name. Not Doc. Not a growl. Just my name, spoken against my mouth with the purring underneath it. Clear and present and real.

I moved inside her. Slow, deep strokes that I felt from root to tip, her athletic body gripping my cock with each withdrawal, pulling me back in with each return. The wet, intimate sound of our bodies meeting filled the quiet treatment room. Her lean muscle yielded, relaxed, the coiled tension that was Mika’s default state dissolving into something I’d only seen in the post-scene aftermath. But this time it was present from the beginning. The warrior choosing to be soft before the fight rather than after it.

Her hands were on my face. Holding it. Looking at me. Amber eyes soft and unguarded, pupils dilated, the predator gaze replaced by something open and raw. Her small firm tits pressed against my chest, nipples dragging against my skin with each slow thrust, the purring vibrating through them both.

“Ryder.” The second time. A breath, not a shout. She moved her hips, grinding down as I thrust up, and I felt her body respond, her inner walls rippling along my cock, gripping with each stroke. The purring intensified to a frequency I felt in my bones, in my teeth, in the base of my cock where her body squeezed tightest.

I gripped her hip with one hand, the small of her back with the other. Guided the rhythm. Not hard. Not fast. The pace of something permanent. Something that didn’t need urgency because it wasn’t going anywhere. Deep, rolling thrusts that filled her completely, that I held at the deepest point for a heartbeat before withdrawing, before sliding back in.

She didn’t bite. Didn’t snarl. Didn’t claw. She moved with me, her body a conversation in rhythm and warmth, the scarred warrior woman and the scarred medic finding the language that neither of them used in daylight. Her pussy clenched around me in a steady pulse that matched her purring, a rhythm of desire that was entirely Mika’s, fierce even in its gentleness.

Her tail tightened around my waist. The deliberate grip, chosen and maintained, the physical embodiment of her decision to stay. She pulled me deeper with the tail, using it to control the angle, and the shift made us both gasp.

“Ryder.” The third time. Whispered as the climax built, the purring reaching a crescendo that shook the table, her inner walls clenching in rhythmic waves that milked my cock with increasing intensity. Not loud. Not desperate. Just my name, like she was memorizing how it sounds while her body drew me toward the edge with every squeeze.

She came with the purring. The sound exploded in volume, resonating through the treatment room, through both our bodies, through the table and the floor. Her pussy gripped me in deep, powerful contractions, each one pulling at my cock, each one accompanied by a fresh pulse of the purr that I could feel in every part of my body she touched. Her claws never extended. Her eyes never closed. She held my face and looked at me and purred my name while the orgasm rolled through her in waves that I felt from the inside, her body milking me with an intensity that was unmistakable in its intent.

I came with her. Deep and slow. My cock pulsing inside her, filling her with each surge while her body drew every drop from me with gentle, rhythmic contractions that were worlds apart from the fierce, combative clenching of their earlier encounters. The purring surrounded us both, vibrating through the cum between us, through the treatment table, through the walls of the clinic that had started everything.

Afterward, she stayed. In my arms, on the treatment table, her face pressed against my neck, her tail wrapped around my waist. Purring steadily. Not hiding. Not denying. Not bolting for the door to armor up before dawn.

“The world got bigger today,” she said. Her voice was rough and soft simultaneously, the register that only existed in the space between combat and surrender. “Another compound. Other monster girls. Other people building.”

“Does that change things?”

“It changes the scale. Not this.” Her hand pressed flat against my chest, over my heart. The same gesture she’d made the night before the battle. “This doesn’t change.”

She was quiet for a moment. The purring continued.

“I came here with shredded ribs and no intention of staying,” she said. “I expected to heal and leave. That was the plan. Heal. Leave. Stay alone. Stay safe.”

“What changed?”

“Your hands.” She lifted her head. Amber eyes, warm honey, searching my face. “Your hands on my ribs. Steady. Patient. Not afraid of me. I’d been feared since the breach. By humans, by other girls, by everything I met. You sedated me and stitched me and fed me and never once treated me like a threat you were managing.”

Her claws stayed retracted. Her ears stayed at that neutral, present, resting position.

“I’m never leaving,” she said. “You know that.”

“I know that.”

“Good.” She pressed her face back into my neck. The purring settled into its long-duration rhythm, the sustained rumble that could last for hours.


Chapter 18: Compound

Morning rounds took an hour now.

I started at dawn, the way I’d started every day since the breach. But the routine had expanded from a solo perimeter check into something closer to a physician’s rounds, a structured assessment of every person in the compound, their physical status, their recovery trajectory, their place in the system.

Mika first. She was already on the porch, sharpening her blade on the whetstone. The rhythmic scraping was as much a part of the compound’s morning soundscape as the generator’s hum and the rain drums’ settling.

“Arm,” I said.

She extended her left forearm without looking up from the blade. The knife wound had healed to a thin, pink scar. Hana’s stitches, her first combat sutures, had dissolved cleanly. The tissue was smooth. No infection. No adhesion.

“Full range of motion?”

She flexed her wrist, rotated her forearm, made a fist. “Full.” The blade returned to the whetstone. Scrape. Scrape. Her charcoal ears were relaxed. Both pointed forward, catching the morning air, not scanning for threats. I’d rarely seen Mika’s ears in the relaxed position. It meant she felt safe enough to stop listening for danger.

I noted the observation. Logged it in the mental file I kept on each resident, the running assessment of physical and psychological health that a combat medic learned to maintain for every person in their care.

Hana next. She was in the garden, kneeling between raised beds, her honey-gold hair catching early sunlight. She hummed as she worked. I didn’t recognize the melody. Something she’d invented, maybe, or something she remembered from before the breach. The sound mixed with the rustle of leaves and the soft thumping of her foot against garden soil, the baseline rhythm of a woman in her element.

“Medical inventory is updated through yesterday,” she said without looking up. She knew my rounds. She’d been expecting me. “We’re low on 4-0 nylon suture and I’ve reorganized the splint materials to separate PVC from the metal bracing stock.”

“How’s the chamomile supply?”

“Better than last month. The second bed is producing. I’m drying enough for antiseptic wash and tea both.” She looked up. Doe eyes, warm brown, steady. Her lop ears swayed with her movement, relaxed. “How are your ribs?”

“Improving.”

“Improving isn’t healed. I’ll check the bandage after breakfast.”

I didn’t argue. The compound’s second medic had jurisdiction over the compound’s first medic’s injuries. That was the arrangement and it worked.

Suki on the roof. She sat in her usual spot, legs dangling, all three tails spread wide in the morning sun. Her porcelain skin shimmered with the enhanced luminescence of her new power level, the fox-fire lanterns below responding in kind.

“Network status,” I called up.

“All nodes operational. Mine field at seventy percent capacity, rebuilding. Concealment screen stable.” She looked down at me, and the grin was back. Not the old grin, the armor grin, the performance mask. A new version. The same sharp intelligence and mischievous spark, but built on something real instead of hiding something painful. “Also, I reorganized Mika’s blade collection while she was sleeping.”

“She’s going to kill you.”

“She’s been saying that for weeks. I’m starting to think she’s not committed to the project.”

Yara on the watchtower. Perched on her bar, taloned feet gripping the smooth pipe, wings half-extended for balance. She scanned north with the focus of a raptor watching distant territory.

“Anything new?”

“The northern compound is still there. I can see the structure from the watchtower now that I know where to look. Morning sun reflects off something metallic on their perimeter.” She glanced down. “I’m doing a closer pass this afternoon. Thousand yards. ID the species, count the residents.”

“Stick to the flight parameters.”

“I know my limits, Doc. You taught me, remember?”

I remembered. Six weeks of daily rehabilitation sessions. My hands on her wing, guiding extension and flexion, rebuilding the capability that defined her. The trust built through patient physical contact that had become something more. She’d come to this compound broken and furious and she’d healed into something fierce and essential.

Neve on the porch. Eyes closed. The morning sun warmed her wine-red hair and luminous skin. Her pointed tail curled lazily beside her on the step. She was feeding on the compound’s morning energy: the routine, the purpose, the quiet satisfaction of people doing their work.

“Range check,” I said.

She was still for a moment. Processing. “One hundred and thirty yards. Improving.” She opened her violet eyes. “I can feel the northern compound, Ryder. At the very edge of my range, like a star at the horizon. It’s faint, but the emotional signature is there. Warm. Organized. Alive.”

“Can you read it?”

“Not at this distance. Just the presence. But as my range recovers, I’ll be able to tell you what they’re feeling.” She paused. “I can tell you this: whatever’s there, it’s not hostile. The signature is too warm. Too stable. Hostile groups feel jagged. This feels built.”

Briggs was at the east gate, tightening the final bolts on the reinforced crossbar system he’d designed and installed. The new gate was stronger than the original: doubled brackets, deeper anchor points, a sliding bolt mechanism that Mika had tested at full catgirl strength without budging.

He looked up when I approached. The tension in his shoulders had loosened over the past ten days. The bruise on his jaw had faded to yellow, and his eyes held something steadier than when he’d first come through the fence.

“The buyer,” he said without preamble. He’d been working toward this. I could see it in his posture, the way he set down the wrench. “I’ve been thinking about what I didn’t put in the dead drops. Things I wasn’t sure about then. I’m sure now.”

I waited.

“Pike’s deliveries go to a fixed location. A relay point east of the breach glow, about seven miles out. He doesn’t meet the buyer directly. There’s an intermediary. The payment comes back as weapons and fuel, pre-staged at the relay. Whoever is buying has resources. Organized resources. Not scavenger-level.”

I stored that. New details. The relay point, the intermediary, the resource level of the buyer. Cross-referenced with everything I knew about the breach intensifying in that direction.

“Can you trace it past the relay?”

Briggs hesitated. Not uncertainty. Calculation. “I know Pike’s delivery routes. I know the timing. I could follow a shipment past the relay to whoever collects it.” He paused. “But that means going back into Pike’s operational area.”

“You just got here.”

He looked at the gate he’d built. The fence he’d repaired. The compound that had taken him in despite what he’d been.

“I just got somewhere worth being,” he said. “That’s exactly why I’d go.”

I held his gaze. Read the conviction there. The nervous eyes had found something to anchor on. The buried conscience that had surfaced during the first battle and broken free during the second had found its orientation.

“Not yet,” I said. “Recover. Integrate. Build trust. The intelligence can wait until we’re stable.”

He nodded. Picked up the wrench. Went back to the bolt.

Behind me, I heard Mika’s blade pause on the whetstone. She’d been listening. Her ears were aimed in our direction, the independent swivel that tracked sounds she deemed important. She didn’t comment. But the fact that she’d listened without objecting told me something about Briggs’s integration that no words could have.

Evening.

I found Suki on the perimeter during my walk. The sun was going down behind the compound, casting long shadows across the scrubland. The breach glow on the eastern horizon was transitioning from its daytime amber haze to the nighttime pulse, that wrong green deepening as the sun dropped. Suki fell into step beside me, her petite frame dwarfed by the fence posts, her tails swishing behind her in the evening breeze.

“A fox once built a den,” she said. The storytelling voice. Old. Measured. Rhythmic. “A good den. Strong walls, concealed entry, escape route in the back. She built it alone because she’d always been alone. That was the way of foxes.”

We walked the fence line together. My knee ached. Her step was light.

“But the den was so well built that other foxes heard about it. They came, one by one, drawn by the quality of the work. Not because the den was the biggest or the safest. Because the fox who built it was worth following. She kept the den warm. She kept the walls standing. She didn’t run when the storms came.”

Suki looked north. Toward the distant compound that Yara had discovered, invisible from the ground, present in the knowing.

“Other foxes built dens of their own. Nearby. Not the same den. Their own dens. But they built because the first fox showed them it was possible.”

She was quiet for a few steps. Three tails swishing behind her in the evening breeze. Fox-fire lanterns glowing on the porch, visible from the fence line, warm and steady.

“You built something that makes other people want to build, Doc.” She looked at me. Amber eyes, vertical pupils catching the last light. No grin. No performance. The real Suki who still appeared like a gift each time the mask came off. “That’s either the best thing that could happen.”

She paused. Looked north.

“Or the most dangerous.”

I walked the rest of the perimeter alone. Tested every joint. Counted every vulnerability. The fence was stronger than it had been before the battle: Briggs’s construction, Mika’s traps, Suki’s mine field at seventy percent and climbing. The east gate held solid. The west breach was sealed. The south corner was reinforced.

The compound was scarred and rebuilt and better.

I returned to the kitchen table. The lamp was on. My journal was where I’d left it that morning, beside the wildflower cup that Hana kept filled. Purple and yellow blossoms, fresh today.

Seven settings at the table. Six regular positions and Briggs’s plate on the counter, set slightly apart. The gap was narrower than it had been last week. Nobody had mentioned it. The integration was happening in inches.

I sat. Opened the journal.

Outside, the breach glowed on the eastern horizon. Pulsing. Brighter than yesterday. Brighter than last week. The sickly yellow-green light was visible through the boarded windows, leaking around the edges. The world beyond the fence was bigger than it had been a month ago, and every new thing we’d learned had teeth.

I picked up my pen. The ink was the same ink I’d used for every entry since before the first girl collapsed against my gate. Blue ballpoint. Practical. Permanent.

Population: seven (six permanent, one provisional). Morale: applicable.

I stared at the word again. Applicable. The running joke that wasn’t a joke. The clinical distance that kept the feelings manageable.

Then I added a line I’d never written before.

Status: home.

I closed the journal. From the porch, warm amber light burned three-tail bright against the dark.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Leave a review — Even a quick star rating helps other readers find this book.

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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