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Chapter 1: Home Ground

Population: thirteen. Status: settlement. Allied settlements: one. Threat: named.

I wrote the last word slower than the rest.

Ink, precise, in the careful hand I logged everything with. Date. Weather: clear, breach haze thick, glow pulsing east even at midday. Supply margins, water levels, the diesel count. All of it routine, all of it the steady accounting that had kept us alive through two sieges, a tunnel raid, and a five-day march into the deep breach and back.

But that last line was new. For years the threat had been a thing without a face. Scavengers. Ferals. A glow on the horizon. Now it had a name, an organization, an agenda, and a list. The Enclave knew exactly what it wanted from us, and it had written the orders down, and we’d read them.

The pen scratched once and went dry on the final stroke. I shook it, finished the period, set it down. Blue ballpoint. Same pen since before Mika came through the window with three claw-wounds across her ribs. It was nearly out. I’d need a new one soon.

I set that thought aside with everything else and went to start rounds.

The morning was cold with that breach-warped clamminess that never matched the season. I came out onto the porch and stopped, like I’d started stopping lately, to look at what we’d built.

It didn’t look like a clinic anymore. It hadn’t for a while.

Kira’s silk had gone up over the last weeks, threaded across the watchtower frame and webbed into the weak sections of the east fence, architectural-grade filament that caught the early light and split it into thin bands of color along the wire. Structural and beautiful at once. She’d anchored it to load-bearing points she’d calculated to the pound, and where the morning sun hit it, the whole eastern line glittered like something a giant had strung with frost.

Above the porch, the fox-fire lanterns burned low gold. Four tails’ worth of brightness now, where there’d once been one. They dimmed when Suki was at peace and flared when she wasn’t, and they’d been steady all night, which I chose to read as a good sign.

Sylva’s hedge ran thick along the north fence, grown dense and thorned past anything a man could push through. Rika’s water system cranked in its shed beside the generator, a clean rhythmic pull from the underground table. And the garden, Hana’s garden, spread along the south and east in raised beds, tomatoes fat on the vine, chamomile in white drifts, winter greens producing at a pace that made the word rationing feel like something from another life.

Thirteen people. A wall that held. A name for the thing that wanted to take it from us.

I went down the steps and started counting heads.

Mika was already up, on the porch rail with her whetstone, drawing it down the blade in slow strokes. She settled herself with the whetstone; I settled myself with ink and a count. Ears forward and easy. She didn’t look at me, but her tail flicked once in my direction. Her version of acknowledgment.

“Perimeter’s clean,” she said. “Tripwires set. Sensor net quiet.”

“Good. You sleep?”

“Some.” She turned the blade, checked the edge against the light. “Roof’s empty. Fox didn’t go up last night.”

That landed wrong, the same way the journal line had. I logged it and kept walking.

I walked the south line, checking Rika’s spike traps and the tin-can alarms strung along the rubble slope, the low-tech stuff that worked even when the high-tech failed. Then the workshop, where Rika was bent over the bench with Tessa beside her, the young catgirl sorting bolts into tins by size with the solemn focus of a surgeon.

“Don’t put the half-inch with the metric,” Rika said without looking up. “I’ll know. I’ll feel it in my soul.”

“You won’t feel it in your soul,” Tessa said.

“Try me.”

Rika’s earth-sense was running. I could tell from her one bare green foot pressed flat to the floor, the toes dug down. She did that when something underground had her attention. I’d learned not to interrupt it.

“What’ve you got?” I asked.

She frowned. Pushed her hair back with a greasy thumb and it fell straight into her eyes again. “Don’t know. There’s a vibration. Faint. East, deeper than the tunnels we know, and farther.” Her ears twitched, irritated. “Rhythmic. Like something chewing rock very slowly, very far away. I’ve felt it three nights running.”

“What is it?”

“Breach settling, probably. The crystals grow, the ground shifts, it makes noise.” She didn’t sound convinced. Neither was I. But she had nothing to localize, no bearing, no depth, just a feeling in her foot, so I let it sit at the back of my skull with the rest and let her work.

I’d learned that lesson the hard way more than once: the thing Rika couldn’t name was usually the thing worth naming.

Yara was on the watchtower, taloned feet hooked over her perch bar, feathered crests up in the wind. She was watching the east, not the perimeter.

“Fenna’s coming,” she said. “Twenty minutes out. I can see her line.”

I couldn’t see anything but breach haze. I took her word for it. Harpy eyes resolved movement at distances that made me squint at empty air.

She came in on schedule, the smaller harpy, tawny-plumaged and fast, dropping out of the amber haze in a clean glide and flaring her wings to land on the tower rail beside Yara. The two of them touched wingtips, a brief brush, the harpy version of a handshake. Fenna’s crests sat at three-quarter height now, where they’d been flat against her skull when we’d first found her at Haven, broken by months of the ground. Better every week.

She handed down a folded paper. Kael’s hand, the straight military print of Haven’s leader.

I read it on the porch with Hana looking over my shoulder, drying her hands on a cloth.

Haven holding. Walls reinforced where you showed us. Maren’s crystal recovering, two more weeks of no generation and she should grow clean again. Delia’s tear stable but still knocking. The relay node Suki set is holding the line at the rear; Delia says it’s like a hand helping her hold the door shut. Aerial line operational. Fenna stronger every day. West settlement still dark. Nothing else to report, which I’ll take.

“Knocking,” Hana said quietly. Her nose twitched. “The tear.”

“Stable, though.”

“Stable isn’t closed.”

It wasn’t. Nothing was closed. But the line between us and Haven was open, a harpy flying it twice a week, and a few weeks ago we’d had no allies in the world. I made myself count that.

Yara and Fenna did a short pass together before Fenna turned back north, two birds carving the haze, Fenna pulling ahead in a dive and Yara letting her. When Yara dropped back to the tower her crests were high and there was something loose in her shoulders I didn’t see often.

“She’s almost back to what she was,” Yara said. “Almost.”

“That’s because of you.”

“Don’t.” But she didn’t mean it.



I found Neve on the porch, eyes half-closed, wine-red hair spilling over one shoulder, horns gleaming dark and whole in the morning light. She had her face turned east. Not relaxed. Pointed.

“You’re working,” I said.

“I’m always working.” She opened one eye, deep violet. “I’ve been keeping my range turned east. Like a hand over a candle, feeling for heat.” A wry pull at her mouth that didn’t reach the rest of her face. “I tell myself it’s prudent. Early warning.”

“And the truth?”

“The truth is I read the order they were carrying, and I haven’t been able to stop looking at the horizon since.” She closed the eye again. “Acquire the four-tail kitsune. Acquire the long-range succubus. They wrote my range down like an inventory line, Ryder. A sensor. That’s the word they’d use.” Her tail moved once, slow, restless. “I keep feeling for them. Out there. I don’t know if I want to find them or never find them.”

I sat down on the step below her. Didn’t say anything. With Neve, the saying-nothing was sometimes the only honest thing on offer; she could read past comfort to whatever you actually felt, so the move was to feel it cleanly. Steady. Here. She read that, I knew, because her shoulders came down a quarter inch.

“Suki stopped sleeping on the roof,” she said. “You noticed.”

“This morning.”

“She used to go up there to be alone with the dark. Now the dark is where they’ll come from.” She finally turned and looked at me. “We’re both marked, and we both feel it, and there’s no medicine for that one, Doc.”

“No,” I agreed. “But there’s a wall, and there’s people inside it, and there’s a fox who can make thirty of us out of three.”

That got something close to a smile.

I went to find the fox.



She was on the clinic roof after all, just not where Mika had checked, tucked against the ridge with her four tails fanned out around her, russet-red and white-tipped, the fourth humming faintly in a way the others didn’t. She was watching the breach glow with a stillness that didn’t belong to her. Suki at rest was a creature in constant low-grade motion, a flick of tail, a turn of ear, a comment building behind her teeth. This was different. This was a woman holding very still because the alternative was thinking too hard.

I came up the access ladder and sat beside her without a word. She let me.

After a while: “I keep doing the math,” she said. The grin was nowhere. “Two five-tails and a seven-tail closed the last breach. Two of them died. That was four hundred years ago and I was a baby fox by their measure.” She turned a tail over in her hands, watching the fox-fire braid under the translucent surface. “And now there’s a machine somewhere out there that wants to plug me into it like a battery, because four tails is the biggest charge anyone’s measured in the wasteland. They want to use what I am to do the thing my whole kind exists to stop.”

“You’re not a battery,” I said.

“You don’t know what I am.” Not cruel. Tired. “Some nights I’m not sure I do either.”

I let that sit. Then I reached over and put my hand flat between her shoulder blades, where the spine met the tails, not stroking, just weight. Presence. She leaned back into it almost before she decided to.

“You feel watched,” I said.

“Constantly.”

“You’re not. Not up here.” I nodded at the lanterns below, the hedge, the silk catching light. “Mika’s got the perimeter. Rika’s got the ground. Neve’s got the air for two miles. Sylva’s got the soil. Kira’s got the locks and the lines. And I’ve got you.” I felt her go still under my hand. “Whatever’s coming, it comes through all of that first. And if it gets through all of that, it still has to get through me, and I’m a stubborn bastard with a pry bar and nothing left to lose.”

Her tails drew in slightly. The fourth stopped humming.

“That’s a terrible plan,” she said.

“It’s worked four times.”

She laughed. Small, but real. It cracked something loose in her shoulders, and the stillness went out of her, and she was Suki again, leaning into my hand, her tail finding my wrist and curling around it without her noticing, the tell she only let slip when she forgot to perform.

“Same time tomorrow, Doc?” she said. “I’ll bring my existential dread, you bring your competence.”

“Bring snacks too.”

“I’ll steal Mika’s.”

“Obviously.”



Dinner closed the day. Thirteen plates at the long table, Briggs’s set fully in the row now, the gap finally gone after months of closing in inches. Suki stole a strip of rabbit off Mika’s plate, Mika’s hand flashed out, Suki was already gone with it, cackling, and Mika muttered something about feeding the fox her own tails. Hana refereed with a fresh pot of chamomile and the patient certainty of a woman who’d done it a hundred times.

In the garden, after, I found Lyra. The moth-girl sat with Hana’s seed packets, labeling them in her precise small hand, her iridescent wings folded but not clamped tight anymore. She spoke in short sentences now. It was still a thing I noticed every time, the voice working, the silence broken.

“The breach is louder,” she said, not looking up from the packet. “The last few nights.”

I crouched beside her. “Louder how?”

“The way it was before they moved me to the relay.” Her hand paused over the label. “I don’t know how I know. I just feel it. Like a sound under the ground that isn’t a sound.” She finally looked at me, wide dark eyes in a thin face. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

It wasn’t nothing. I knew it in the same place I knew Rika’s vibration wasn’t nothing. But I didn’t have anything to give her except the truth: “You earned the right to be taken seriously. So I’m taking it seriously. Tell me if it gets louder still.”

She nodded. Went back to her packets. But her wings settled a little, and that was the thing I could do, so I did it.



Sylva found me at the garden’s center after dark, under the fox-fire lanterns, where her accelerated growth had thickened into something half-garden, half-grove.

She didn’t say my name. She just took my hand off the living-wood bench, and the bio-electric tingle ran up my arm immediately, warmer and stronger than I remembered, a low current that made the small hairs lift.

“The roots knew you before the gate did,” she said. Her all-green eyes glowed soft in the lantern light. “When you came back from Haven. I felt every step. And tonight I wanted to feel you here, not at a distance. Present. Not as an anchor I planted to reach you across miles.” A vine uncurled from her wrist and wrapped my forearm, slow, the same gesture she’d made the night before I marched north, but it read different now. A greeting, not a goodbye. “Is this welcome?”

“Always,” I said.

She drew me down onto the bench. The pheromone aura thickened around us, warm and grounding, a smell like rain-soaked earth and crushed green things, and small white flowers opened in her dark hair as her body warmed.

She undressed me slowly, deliberately, the same care she brought to everything, tracing the tingle down my throat, my chest, my stomach, the current following her fingertips and leaving heat behind. She freed my cock and the bio-electric current sparked off her palm the second her fingers wrapped around it, and I went hard in her grip, already aching. Her leaf-vine wraps loosened on their own, sliding from her shoulders, baring brown-green skin that shifted in the amber light, the dark green nipples and the dramatic flare of her hips and the slick heat already gathering between her thighs. I reached for her and she caught my wrist with a tendril, gentle, holding it at my side.

“Not yet,” she murmured.

Her hand worked my cock slow, that warm current crawling up the shaft with every stroke, and she brought me to the edge with terrible patience, reading my pulse through the bond she’d planted in my chest, timing herself to it. She thumbed the head, smeared the pre-cum beading there in slow circles, watched my jaw clench. When I got close she stopped. Pulled back. The vine tendrils held my wrists loose at my sides, not restraining so much as reminding.

“Not yet,” she said again.

She did it twice more. Built me up with that slow current dragging the length of my cock and the warm press of her body and the flowers opening across her collarbones, then held me at the brink and eased me back, until I was breathing hard and leaking against her palm and every nerve I owned was lit. The edging was hers, the control was hers, and I gave it to her because of all of us she was the one who needed to feel that the ground under her feet was solid and chosen and present.

When she finally sank down and guided my cock into her pussy, the wet heat of her gripped me from root to tip and the bio-electric current went everywhere at once, sparking where we joined. She set the pace through that root-feedback, slow and deep, reading me, timing us. She rode me on the bench, her hips rolling in that unhurried sway, her tits swaying with it, flowers cascading down her shoulders, the slick clutch of her sliding up and down my cock, the garden around us beginning to stir, blossoms cracking open in the dark within a twenty-foot radius.

“Lower,” she breathed, and the vines released my wrists, and she pulled us both down off the bench into the soft tilled soil at its base, where the connection was strongest, the earth warm against my back.

I rolled over her. Pinned her thighs wide and pushed back into her, deep, in the dirt and the growing things, her legs locking around me, her heels at the small of my back, her hands pulling me deeper, and the slow build she’d been holding back broke open. Every stroke buried me to the hilt in that warm wet grip, the bio-electric current crackling at the place we met. The edging snapped. Flowers erupted across her whole body, white and purple and gold spilling from her hair and her skin, and the garden bloomed all around us in a sudden green rush, the whole bed flowering at once. Her all-green eyes blazed.

“There you are,” she whispered, arching, her pussy clenching tight around my cock. “All the way home.”

I felt it build and I drove deep, grinding into her. Then I let go, and the release ran out of me the way her current ran into me, traveling down the bond and into the soil and circling back warm. She went over the same instant, synced, her body rigid and silent beneath me, the two of us spilling into each other and into the ground all at once. The soil drank the heat. Gave it back. Two heartbeats registering as one through the earth, the flood of me filling her where the root-bond ran deepest, and I felt the pulse of it echo through the dirt and answer in her.

The garden shivered. Every flower in a twenty-foot ring opened wider, fed. She kept me deep, her cunt fluttering slow around me, drawing the last of it down through the bond rather than letting it go, the soil humming under us both in a low contented frequency I felt in my spine.

For a long moment neither of us moved.

Then a vine curled possessively around my leg, and she hummed that low ground-frequency that made the nearby plants pulse in answer, and she said, against my throat, “The roots will sleep easier tonight.”

“So will I,” I said.


Chapter 2: Marked

Vasquez had the kitchen table the next morning, a hand-drawn map spread between the breakfast plates, the captured Collector captain working through her coffee with the careful neutrality of someone who’d decided cooperation was the better arithmetic.

She was integrated now, as much as a former enemy got integrated: a wary informant, fed and housed, watched. Mika still tracked her across a room with the steady surveillance of a predator who hadn’t entirely decided. But Vasquez had given us the nullifier intel at Haven and held to her word since, and whatever she’d weighed that day, survival over loyalty, hadn’t tipped back the other way.

“Past the relay you destroyed,” she said, tapping a point on her map well east of anything we’d mapped, “the tunnels keep going. Deeper. The facility’s built into them. Steel halls, holding areas, processing. I ran collection teams to its threshold a dozen times. I never went past the front.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Clearance.” She didn’t look up. “Girls who went to the facility came back as workers or laborers, sometimes. Girls who got sent deeper, past the facility, to the part nobody named, those didn’t come back at all.” She turned her coffee in her hands. “I told you that already, at Haven. What I didn’t tell you is that I used to count. How many we sent deep. It was part of the manifest.” A pause. “I stopped counting because the number kept going up. Faster, this last year.”

The table had gone quiet. Tessa, sitting too close to the map with her ears forward, asked the blunt question none of us would: “What do they do with them? Down deep?”

Vasquez looked at the girl. Then, more honestly than I think she meant to: “I don’t know. I genuinely don’t. I have a clearance level and a word, and that’s all.” She set the coffee down. “The word is the Lattice. That’s what they call whatever’s down there. I heard it three times in two years, always from someone who shut up the second they realized they’d said it out loud.”

The Lattice. I wrote it in the journal that night. No definition. Just a name, sitting next to the other name, the two of them ugly and unfinished.



Neve and Suki laid out the targeting logic between them, later, on the porch, because the two of them had clearly been talking about it when no one else was around.

“They want me for range,” Neve said, and there was no heat in it, just a fact she’d carried too long to bother dressing up. “I’m a sensor. Long-range emotional radar. To them I’m a piece of equipment that reads a room from half a mile out.”

Suki was on the rail, legs swinging, her tails still. No tease, no setup, no punchline waiting behind her teeth. “And they want me because I’m the biggest battery in the wasteland.” She said it without inflection, looking at her own tails. “Four of these. More charge than anyone’s measured. The Lattice is a machine and machines need power, so.”

No commentary. No documentary hush. She just turned the fourth tail over in her hands, and it was the stillest I’d seen her at breakfast in months.

“Four tails used to be a triumph,” she said, half to herself. “Now it’s a liability. Funny how that works.”

Nobody laughed.

“It’s not a liability,” Mika said from the doorway, where she’d been listening with her arms crossed. “It’s a reason to gut anyone who comes for you.” She said it like she said everything, flat, a tactical fact. But her ears were forward, aimed at the fox, and from Mika that was a hand on the shoulder.

Suki’s tail twitched. “Careful, cat. That almost sounded like affection.”

“It was indigestion.”

“Sure it was.”

I watched the two of them and didn’t interrupt, because the bickering was doing something the comfort I could offer wouldn’t. Suki’s tails came up out of their tight draw, just slightly. The fourth one stopped humming. Mika had given her a thing to push against, and pushing against something was the only way the fox knew how to climb out of a hole.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “they wrote you down because you’re the most valuable thing in the wasteland. That’s not nothing. That’s a fact about you they can’t take away by wanting it.” I looked at both of them. “Neither of you is equipment. You’re the reason this place is still standing. They can want to use you all they want. They have to come through me to do it, and I’m not in a generous mood.”

Neve’s mouth curved. “And that. The thing I can read off you that you never say out loud.”

“What thing?”

“You’d burn the wasteland down before you’d let them take either of us.” She tilted her head. “You don’t say it because saying it would scare you. But it’s the loudest thing in the room.”

I let the silence sit, which with Neve was its own confession. You couldn’t talk your way around her about what you felt. She read it cleaner than you knew it yourself.



We spent the day hardening for the wrong attack.

At the time it was good work, careful work, the kind of preparation that had kept us breathing. Rika proposed defending against another nullifier: manual, non-powered alarms that worked even when our abilities were suppressed. Tripwire-and-can systems, the low-tech grid she’d cribbed from the tunnel days, immune to breach-tech because there was no tech in them to suppress.

“If they bring a suppressor, our whole nervous system goes dark,” she said, laying out wire on the workshop bench. “Sensor net, hedge, fox-fire, Neve’s range, Mika’s ears, all of it, off. So we build a layer that doesn’t depend on any of us being able to do anything special. Wire. Cans. Gravel. A man trips it, it rattles, somebody hears it with human ears and reacts.”

“I can key silk lines to vibration,” Kira said. She’d descended from the watchtower frame, eight legs folding her down to the bench, and now her precise fingers were already producing thread. “A web that registers footfalls. It’s not an ability that depends on me being conscious to use it. Once it’s strung, it works on its own.”

“Good,” Rika said. “Engineers, both of us, in agreement. Mark the day.”

“I’ll note it.”

“You two agree more than you let on,” I said.

“We agree on load-bearing facts,” Rika said, not looking up from her wire. “We disagree on everything aesthetic. She thinks a thing should be beautiful and functional. I think if it’s functional it’s already beautiful and the rest is wasted material.”

“The rest,” Kira said quietly, threading a length of vibration-line, “is the difference between a wall and a home.”

Rika’s ears flicked. She let it stand without a comeback, and from Rika, letting a thing stand was as close to yes as it got.

I let them work and went over the plan in my head while they built. The grid Rika was laying was good. Wire run low along the south slope and the east approach, tin cans strung with gravel, a sound nobody could suppress because there was nothing in it to suppress. Kira’s silk lines keyed to footfalls, a web that registered weight even if every monster girl in the compound went deaf and blind at once. It was the right answer to the threat we’d seen at Haven: a nullifier, deployed at the gate, suppressing us while they came through the front.

Mika mapped blind spots, walking the perimeter twice, marking every place a disciplined team could approach in the gaps between sensor arcs. She came back with a list in her head and recited it: the south slope where the rubble thinned the coverage, the east corner where the silk webbing hadn’t gone up yet, the seam between two fox-fire nodes near the north gate. Weak points, every one of them a thing we’d reinforce. None of them the floor of our own yard, because it never occurred to any of us that the floor was a direction.

Briggs reinforced the gate, doubled the brackets, tested the bolt at full catgirl strength with Mika throwing her weight against it until the frame groaned and held.

We prepared, in other words, for a siege. We readied ourselves for the Enclave to come at the walls like Pike always had, like the Collectors had at Haven: in force, through the front.



Late in the afternoon, Rika’s vibration came back, closer.

She froze in the workshop, one bare foot flat to the floor, her ears snapping upright. “There,” she said. “Same one. Closer than last night.”

I called Kira down. The two of them put their senses together, goblin earth-sense and arachne silk-line vibration, Kira running a thread to the floor and pressing her palm flat beside Rika’s foot, both of them gone still and inward.

“East,” Rika said finally.

“Underground,” Kira agreed.

“Moving.” Rika’s jaw tightened. “But I can’t get depth. Something’s smearing it. Like there’s interference between us and it, a haze in the rock.” She looked at me, frustrated, ears flat. “I know it’s there. I know it’s east and down and moving. I can’t pin it. It’s masked.”

Masked. The word landed in my gut and stayed there. I had a goblin who could feel something she couldn’t name, an arachne who confirmed it, and a bad feeling that went on the pile with all the other bad feelings and couldn’t be acted on, because you can’t fight a vibration.

“Keep listening,” I said. “The second you get a depth, you tell me.”

“You’ll know before I finish the sentence,” Rika said.



That evening Suki narrated Mika sharpening her blade, and for a few minutes the compound felt like itself again.

“Observe,” Suki murmured in her hushed documentary cadence, perched on the counter while Mika worked the whetstone on the porch, “the apex predator performing her evening grooming ritual. Note the rhythmic motion, the meditative focus. In the wild, this behavior signals contentment, or alternatively, the intent to disembowel a fox.”

“Keep talking,” Mika said without looking up.

“The female catgirl is famously territorial about her tools. She will defend her whetstone with, and I quote,”

Mika’s tail lashed out and knocked Suki clean off the counter. The fox hit the floor laughing, popped back up, came down on the counter again three feet to the left, and resumed exactly where she’d left off.

“…remarkable agility,” she finished.

“I will feed you your own tails.”

“Documented behavior. The threat display.”

Hana set chamomile between them like she was disarming a bomb. Tessa, at the table, asked Vasquez a blunt question about how many people the Enclave actually had, and Vasquez, watching the fox-and-cat comedy with something almost like wistfulness, answered more honestly than she meant to, and for a while the kitchen was warm and loud and full and the breach glow on the horizon was just a glow.

Then the fox went up to the roof, and I followed, because she’d asked me to without asking.



She pulled me up the last rung by a tail wrapped around my wrist, and there was no grin waiting for me. She’d reclaimed the roof, sort of, sitting where she used to sleep before the dark turned into the direction the enemy lived. But she sat closer to the access hatch than she used to, and her tails were drawn in instead of fanned, and the eastern glow lit her face in sick gold.

“They want to plug me into a machine, Doc,” she said. The fox-fire lanterns below threw warm light up under her chin. “Like a cell in a flashlight.”

“I know.”

She looked at me sidelong, amber eyes catching the lantern glow. “You want me for anything that practical?”

I didn’t answer with words. I sat down behind her, pulled her back into my lap so she was facing the breach glow, her spine against my chest, and put my hands on her, flat over her ribs and her stomach, holding her like a person and not gripping her like a tool. She went still. Then she let her weight back into me.

“That’s not an answer,” she said.

“It’s the answer.”

She turned in my lap, fast, like she’d decided to take control before the moment could decide for her, and the grin came back up like armor going on. “Well,” she breathed, sliding down my body, fingers already working my belt, “let me show you what’s actually practical.”

She pulled my cock out and took it in her mouth with zero preamble. Her opening, her power move: the long fox tongue wrapping the underside and the glowing amber eyes turned up at me, theatrical and skilled and absolutely in control of the scene she was directing. I let her have it. She needed to run the show for a minute.

I watched her work, the russet hair spilling over my thighs, the fox-fire flickering decorative at her fingertips, her whole body angled to be seen even though the only audience was me and the dark. She took my cock deep, lips sliding down to the base, that slightly-longer tongue curling and dragging along the shaft in a way that pulled the breath out of me, and she hummed around me, the vibration running up my spine, a pleased sound that was half performance and half the thing under the performance. Her amber eyes held mine the whole time, glowing faint gold in the lantern light, watching my reaction, narrating with her body what she wasn’t narrating with her mouth: this is what I’m good at, this is what I can give, see how practical I am.

My hips moved before I told them to. She took that too, throat opening, swallowing me down, the wet heat of her mouth and the press of that tongue along the underside, a thread of spit at the corner of her lips, and for a moment I lost the thread of who was in control, which was exactly the trap she built. She was the most skilled mouth in four centuries and she knew it and she used it like a wall to hide behind.

Then I took it back.

I slid my hand into her hair, gripped, and fucked her mouth slower than the show she was running, made her take my cock on my rhythm instead of hers, the head bumping the back of her throat with each stroke, and felt her breath stutter around me. Her eyes came up, less performed, watering at the edges, the gold flickering brighter. The thing she didn’t expect was someone who didn’t just receive the performance but reached through it and took the wheel. I held her there a moment, my cock buried in her mouth, her own pace stolen out from under her, until the sound she made wasn’t choreographed.

Then I lifted her off, a string of spit breaking between her lips and my cock, and pulled her up by the hair and the waist, into my lap.

“My turn,” I said.

She let me reposition her facing out, her back to my chest, the open dark in front of us. Exhibition was her lane and I gave it to her: her tails fanned out around us, four of them, and she reached down, lined the head of my cock up with her slick pussy, and sank down onto me with a low sound, taking me all the way to the root, and started to ride, slow, her back arched, the breach glow on her face.

“Let the wasteland watch,” she breathed, hands braced on my knees, hips rolling, her cunt working up and down my cock. “Let them see exactly what they’re not getting.”

I let her run that for a while, the curve of her petite frame rising and dropping on my cock, the wet grip of her, the size of her in my hands, delicate-looking and anything but. Her fox-fire warmed and flickered, the golden glow rising under her skin, highlighting the swell of her full tits and the stiff peaked nipples, the line of her waist where it cinched between those wide hips. She was performing pleasure, loud and pretty, and it was still the show.

So I reached down and stroked one tail, base to tip.

The performance cracked.

She gasped, real, nothing rehearsed in it, her whole body jerking forward, and fox-fire erupted across both of us, warm gold blooming over her skin and mine, bright enough to throw our shadows up the roofline. I did it again, slower, my hand closing around the base of the tail and drawing up, and the sound she made wasn’t for anybody.

I turned her around. Lifted her, set her down again facing me, her legs going around my waist, and pushed my cock back into her wet heat, deep, until she was seated to the hilt.

And the tails wrapped.

All four at once, the fourth permanent now and burning steady where it used to flicker and fade, denser and hotter than three had ever been, one around my waist, one around my thigh, the last two coiling my wrists, the fox-fire braided thick under the translucent surface, almost too warm to touch. They tightened of their own accord, possessive, desperate, and she stopped trying to control them.

She went quiet.

The fox who narrated everything, silent. Mouth open, no sound, eyes wide and unguarded and lit gold from inside, the fox-fire blazing bright enough that I could’ve read by it. She wasn’t watching herself anymore. She was just feeling it, her hips grinding down on me, her forehead dropping to mine, the four tails locked tight.

I kept moving, one hand splayed on her lower back, the other in her hair, holding her against me. “No show,” I murmured against her temple. “No commentary. Just you.”

When her voice came back it wasn’t a joke.

“I don’t want to be a battery,” she said, broken, against my mouth.

“You’re not.” I gripped her hair, tilted her face up so she had to look at me, and drove my cock up into her, hard, deliberate, each thrust burying me deep in the slick clench of her pussy. “You’re mine. And mine isn’t a thing you plug in.”

The four tails tightened. She made a sound, high and helpless, and I felt her start to come apart, her cunt clamping and fluttering around my cock, the fox-fire flaring to a blaze and then somehow brighter, the whole roof washed gold. She buried her face in my neck and shook through it, silent except for one long shuddering breath, her tails cinched so tight around my wrists the fox-fire scorched warm against my skin.

I followed her over, pulled her down hard onto me until I was buried as deep as I could go, and came with a groan I felt in my own chest, the release wrenching out of me in time with the four tails cinching tight, my hand fisted in her hair, holding her exactly there. Each pulse out of me set the fox-fire flaring brighter, the gold answering my body as readily as it answered hers, until the whole roof strobed soft with it. She rode the last of it out, trembling, her tails scorching warm where they bound my wrists, and the fire pulsed in time with both our breathing as it slowly, slowly dimmed.

For a long moment she didn’t perform. She just clung. Four tails wrapped, face hidden in my throat, breath unsteady.

Then, muffled: “…okay. That was a nine.”

“Out of what?”

“Out of every century I can remember, Doc.” She didn’t lift her head. The joke had a shake in it. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

Below us, the lanterns flared to double brightness all on their own. She didn’t notice. I didn’t tell her.


Chapter 3: In the Dark

At 0300 the vibration stopped.

I know the time because I was awake, which I shouldn’t have been, lying in the back room with Mika’s weight warm against my side and Hana curled into my other shoulder, and somewhere in the building Rika came off her cot fast enough that I heard her bare feet hit the floor.

I was up and pulling on boots before she reached my door.

“It stopped.” Her voice was tight in the dark, no light, ears flat. “The vibration. It’s gone. It was right there and now it’s just gone.”

“That’s worse than there,” I said.

“That’s what I was going to say,” she started.

The world went wrong.

I have no better word for it. A wave of wrongness rolled out from somewhere south, and I felt it as a pressure behind the eyes, a sick drop in the gut, but for the girls it was a hundred times that. Mika came off the cot with a sound I’d never heard her make, hands clapped over her ears. Down the hall Suki’s fox-fire lanterns guttered and died, the whole porch going black at once. I heard Hana’s nose stop, that small constant twitch I’d stopped noticing until it wasn’t there, and she froze beside me, prey-locked, eyes huge in the dark.

“Suppressor,” Rika gasped. She’d dropped to one knee, palm flat to the floor. “Bigger than the nullifier. Way bigger. My earth-sense is.” She broke off, her hand pressing harder to the floor like she could force it to work. “It’s gone. It’s all gone.”

It was. The compound’s whole nervous system shut off between one breath and the next, wider and deeper than the Haven nullifier had ever reached. A scaled-up suppressor. A hundred-and-fifty-foot bubble of breach-tech silence, and they’d centered it on the one place Pike had mapped as our weak point: the south rubble slope, where the loose footing kept ferals away and our sensor coverage thinned.

A section of that slope caved inward. From below.

I heard it before I understood it, a grinding collapse of rubble dropping into a void that hadn’t been there yesterday. A bored tunnel mouth, opened from underneath, right inside our perimeter.

And then they came up out of it.



Grey uniforms. Fast and disciplined, no shouting, no wasted motion. Eight of them that I counted, breach-tech sidearms low and ready, body armor, moving with the economy of people running a protocol they’d run before. Suppress. Locate. Restrain. Withdraw. They didn’t hit the gate. They didn’t need the gate. They’d come up through the floor of our own yard.

I was the only one unaffected, and for a second that meant I was the only one moving while everyone I loved was deaf and blind and frozen.

It also meant I was the most dangerous thing in the yard, because I’d been doing this in the dark for years.

“Mika,” I said, low and hard, finding her by feel, hauling her up by the arm. “Muscle memory. You don’t need your ears to gut a man. You’ve done it a thousand times. Hands and reflex. Go.”

She couldn’t hear the ferals, couldn’t smell the agents, couldn’t see in the dark like she usually did. But her body had spent two years learning to kill, and that didn’t live in her ears.

She went.

Two agents had cleared the slope and were moving toward the clinic when she hit them. I didn’t see it so much as hear it: a body slamming into the rubble, a grunt, the wet crack of someone’s nose meeting an elbow, a second man’s legs going out from under him. Catgirl muscle memory didn’t need enhanced senses. It just needed a target and a direction, and Mika fought like a force of nature even half-blind, dropping both of them at the base of the slope before they understood they were being hit.

“Briggs!” I shouted toward the clinic.

“Gate!” His voice came back, already moving. The human, also unaffected, also a man who’d been in firefights. He came around the corner with the shotgun and planted himself in the gateway, the one route they hadn’t used, covering it anyway, because if reinforcements came he’d be ready.

The crossbow was on the porch where I always left it. I had it up and a bolt seated before I’d finished the thought, and I put the first one into the shoulder of an agent who’d broken toward the recovery room, dropping him sideways. The second bolt I held.

Two of them were going for Suki.

She was in the back, in her sleeping space, and her fox-fire was dead, and she was just a small woman in the dark with no power and no warning. They knew exactly where she was. Pike had told them. They moved on her like they had a map.

Mika reached her first.

I don’t know how. The yard was forty feet across and she’d been at the slope, but she crossed it in the dark on instinct and put herself between the fox and the two grey shapes, and she fought them off her with claws and fists and the kind of ferocity that didn’t care if she could see, driving them back from the fox who couldn’t defend herself. I got there a beat later with the pry bar and we cleared them together, back to back, the cat and the medic, a thing we’d done enough times now that our bodies knew it without sight.

Two more went for Neve.

The succubus was on her knees in the common room, hit harder than any of them, because her whole self was range and feeling and they’d cut all of it off at once, leaving her blind in a way that mattered more for her than for anyone. But Briggs and I converged, and Sylva, hedge dormant, had come out of the garden with a pruning blade in her hand, standing over her seedbeds like she’d promised herself she would, slashing at the legs of the agent who tried to flank around the south bed.

We held. The compound protected its own. Suki and Neve were not taken.

For a few seconds it even looked like we were winning. Three agents down, one with a bolt in his shoulder, two zip-tied at the slope. Briggs holding the gate that nobody was attacking. Mika a blur in the dark, fighting on muscle memory alone, dropping anyone who came near the fox. I had the pry bar in one hand and the crossbow in the other and I was moving through a black yard I’d walked ten thousand times, every obstacle memorized, every fence post a landmark, and for a moment my familiarity with the dark was a weapon as good as anything they’d brought.

That should have been the end of it.



The order came over a comm I could hear because I was close to the man carrying it. A flat voice, not Pike’s, but Pike’s logic dressed in someone else’s mouth.

“Don’t withdraw empty,” it said. “Secondary viable acquisition. Anything resonant. Grab and go.”

I didn’t understand it in time.

The nearest resonant thing wasn’t Suki, who was guarded by a catgirl who’d kill before she let go. It wasn’t Neve, who had me and Briggs and a dryad with a blade between her and the dark. It was Lyra.

The moth-girl had frozen in the garden doorway. Prey-locked, like Hana froze, but worse, pulled toward the suppressor’s breach energy by something in her she couldn’t override, the same undertow the relay current had dragged through Suki’s tails, her iridescent wings half-spread, her body leaning toward the thing that should have terrified her. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t run. She stood lit in the wrong gold of the breach-tech glow with her face slack and her eyes fixed on the tunnel mouth, and an agent reached her before any of us crossed the yard.

He had her wrapped and down. Fast, practiced, a hand over her mouth, an arm around the half-spread wings, dragging her backward toward the slope.

“LYRA!” Mika spun toward the sound of my voice, toward the doorway, but she was on the far side of the yard with two men still trying to get up at her feet, and the distance was forty feet of darkness, and she couldn’t see the moth-girl, couldn’t smell her, had nothing but my shout to aim at.

She ran anyway. She crossed the whole yard at a dead sprint, left claw-marks in the packed dirt I’d find in the morning, and she was fast, faster than anything human, but the agent was already at the tunnel mouth and going down into it with the girl, and Mika hit the edge of the slope a half-second too late, her hands closing on rubble and empty air.

The suppressor cut out as they withdrew.

Everything came back at once, explosive, just like at Haven, suppressed reserves decompressing in a single instant. Mika’s senses flooded back and she screamed, ears working again, smelling the agent and the girl thirty feet below her and unable to follow. Suki’s fox-fire detonated outward in a wave of fury and grief, the dead lanterns blazing back to life and then brighter, the whole yard washed gold. Sylva’s hedge surged to full thorn a beat too late, bristling at nothing. Neve collapsed forward onto her hands as the emotional backwash of the entire compound at once, terror and rage and loss, hit her radar all together and overloaded it.

She threw herself at the slope anyway, clawing at the rubble, trying to dig down with her bare hands toward the sound of the girl being carried away, her ears working again and tracking the thing she couldn’t reach.

And the tunnel mouth collapsed.

A charge, set on the way in, sealing the route behind them. The slope dropped in on itself with a roar of falling rubble and a gout of dust, and the breach-gold light winked out, and the way down was gone. Mika barely got her hands clear, jerking back as the stone came down where she’d been digging, a wall of rubble dropping between her and the tunnel and the girl in one final insult.

I counted heads in the returning dark.

Mika. Hana. Suki. Neve. Yara, dropping from the watchtower where she’d been pinned useless in the air, unable to fly into a thing she couldn’t fight. Rika. Kira. Sylva. Briggs. Sera. Vasquez, who hadn’t run, which I noted. Tessa, white-faced in the clinic doorway.

Twelve.

The thirteenth was gone.



We had three of them.

Briggs had zip-tied two at the base of the slope, the ones Mika had dropped, and I had the one I’d put a bolt through, bleeding but alive, sitting against the porch post with his hands behind him. Standard grey uniforms, fitted, unmarked. Breach-tech sidearms that Rika collected with the careful greed of an engineer who’d found new toys. Body armor that had held against everything but a catgirl’s elbow.

Neve got herself off the ground and came to read them, swaying, eyes blown fuchsia from the overload, one hand braced on the wall. She put her fingers to the bolt-wounded agent’s face and went still.

“He’s a tool,” she said after a moment, low. “Not afraid of us. Afraid of going back having failed the protocol. The protocol’s the thing that scares him, not the man in charge of it.” She drew her hand back like she’d touched something cold. “He didn’t even know which girl they came for. He just had a description and an order. Resonant. Restrain. Withdraw. He’s done it a dozen times. He’s never once asked why.”

“Where do they take them?” I asked him.

The agent looked at me with flat, exhausted eyes and said nothing.

“Down past the relay,” Neve answered for him, reading it off his face. “To the facility. He’s never been deeper than the front of it himself. The deep part scares even him.” Her mouth tightened. “He’s telling the truth. He’s a delivery man. He doesn’t have the answers, only the route.”

The route. That, at least, was something.

Vasquez crouched in front of the man, looked at his uniform, looked at his face, and shook her head slowly. “Pike’s work,” she said. “This isn’t a Collector op. Collectors hit the front, in force, with a nullifier. This was surgical. Somebody mapped your blind spots, your patrol cycle, your weak slope, and bored a tunnel up under the one place you don’t cover. That’s not a captain’s plan.” She straightened. “That’s a planner. That’s the man who used to walk your fence line counting your sensor gaps.”

“Pike,” I said.

“Pike doesn’t fight anymore,” Vasquez said. “He plans. He’s worth more to them as a map than as a raider. And his protocol always has a fallback. Never leave empty.” She looked at the collapsed slope, at the dust still hanging in the breach-gold air. “They came for your fox and your succubus. They missed. So the protocol grabbed the next resonant thing on the way out the door.” A pause. “Your moth-girl.”

I’d heard the order myself. Anything resonant. I just hadn’t put it together until Vasquez said it plain. Lyra hadn’t been a target. She’d been a fallback, scooped up so the manifest wouldn’t read empty. I had to look away from Vasquez’s face to keep my own steady.

Hana had come out of her freeze and gone straight to work, because that was what she did with fear now. She had a lamp and the medical kit and she was already on the agent’s bolt-wound, gloved hands steady, treating the man who’d come to take one of us, because he was bleeding and she was a medic and the two facts didn’t cancel. Mika watched her do it, ears half-flat and tail still, jaw working like she wanted to object and couldn’t find the ground to do it from, and said nothing.

“What do we do with them?” Briggs asked, nodding at the three.

“Hold them,” I said. “Like Vasquez. They might know more than they think they do.” I looked at the bolt-wounded man, who still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “And they’re going to draw us a map of everything they remember about the route to that facility, whether they want to or not.”



I stood at the collapsed slope with the dust still settling, the pry bar hanging from my hand, gripping it harder than the moment called for because letting go meant deciding what to do next.

Lyra. The girl who’d survived the facility once already. The one we’d pulled out of the relay, who’d gone sixteen days without a voice and then handed us the intel that won Haven. Taken back. Dragged down toward the place she’d escaped, toward the deep, toward the word Vasquez was afraid of.

Mika came up beside me. Her knuckles were split, bleeding, and her ears were finally working, swiveling at the rubble, hearing nothing useful, the men and the girl already too far below the collapsed stone to track.

“It’s solid,” she said. Her voice was raw. “I can hear water past it but no air gap. No way through here.” She turned and looked at the yard, at the agents Briggs had zip-tied at the base of the slope, at the compound coming awake to what had happened. “They came up through the floor, Ryder. They came up inside. Pike found a way in and they walked right up out of the ground and took her and I couldn’t.” She stopped. Her hands closed into fists, the split knuckles weeping. “I couldn’t see.”

The compound came together around the sealed slope, slow, the gathering of people around a grave. Suki stood with her four tails fanned and rigid, fox-fire crackling off them in furious arcs, the grief coming off her in waves I could feel without being Neve. Hana had her arms around Tessa, who was crying, the young catgirl who’d sat with Lyra in silence for weeks. Sylva stood over her seedbeds with the pruning blade still in her hand and her all-green eyes fixed on the rubble, the hedge behind her bristling and re-bristling as her own grief moved through the root network.

Neve was the worst of it. She knelt where she’d collapsed, both hands pressed to the dirt, and her voice when it came was thin and wrecked. “I felt her go,” she said. “Down. Through the floor. I felt her terror cut off when the suppressor went and then I felt it come back when it died, and she was already too far down to do anything about it.” Her fuchsia eyes lifted to mine. “She wasn’t even who they came for. She was a consolation prize. They grabbed her because the rules said not to leave empty. She’s being dragged toward that place because a protocol told a man not to waste a trip.”

I didn’t write in the journal that night. There wasn’t anything to count that I wanted to count.

I looked at the sealed slope, at the dust, at the place where the floor of our home had opened and swallowed one of us. At the faces around me, every one of them looking to me for what we did now, because that was the job, the steady center when the world tilted.

“We don’t wait,” I said, and I made my voice carry, because they needed to hear it from someone who wasn’t shaking. “We don’t reinforce the slope and hope it doesn’t happen again. We don’t wait for them to come back. Lyra survived that facility once. She is not going to disappear into it because we sat behind our walls and licked our wounds.” I looked at the rubble. “They have days before they can move her deep. So we have days to go get her. And we know the way down. We’ve been down there before.”

Every time the wasteland had come to our door, I’d defended the door. This was the first time we went the other way, and I felt all of them feel it land.

Mika stood beside me with her ruined knuckles and her hatred of everything underground, the dark and the nothing she couldn’t punch, and she didn’t argue. She closed her eyes for a second, ears flat, jaw working.

“…I know,” she said.

Behind us, the fox-fire blazed too bright over an empty chair.


Chapter 4: The Plan and the Descent

The war council the next day was the grimmest one we’d ever run, and we’d run a few.

There was no debate about whether. There was only how, and how fast, and the clock made the second question urgent. Vasquez laid out the timeline.

“They move acquisitions through the tunnels to the facility for intake,” she said. “Processing takes days. Then the resonant ones go deeper, to the engineers.” She didn’t soften it. “Once she’s wired in, she’s gone. Resonators don’t come back. We have days. Not weeks. And not many days.”

“How many?” Mika asked.

“If they keep schedule? Four, maybe five before intake’s done and they move her deep.” Vasquez met my eyes. “After that I can’t promise anything. After that you’re not rescuing a person. You’re trying to unplug one.”

“And the captured agents?” Sera asked, the lamia’s teacher-calm steadying the room. “Did they add anything?”

“Confirmed her route, mostly,” Neve said. She’d spent the morning reading the three prisoners, peeling intel off them whether they cooperated or not. “She went down the deep route last night, marked priority-resonant. The facility’s where they process. Past the facility is the part even these three won’t talk about, the part that scares them more than we do.” Her violet eyes were tired. “I read it off all three. The same fear. Don’t make me go to the cold part. Whatever’s down there, the Enclave’s own people are terrified of it.”

Four days, then. Four days to assemble a team, descend past the ruins of the relay we’d dropped months back, into breach-core tunnels nobody had ever mapped, reach a steel-walled facility the Enclave’s own people wouldn’t name, find a girl in the part even hardened agents feared, and bring her out.

“I want to be clear about what this is,” I said, and I put my hand on the map Vasquez and the captured agents had marked between them. “Every time before this, we waited at the door. Pike came to us. The Collectors came to us. We defended what we built, and we got good at it.” I traced the line east, past the relay, into the unmarked dark. “We’ve never once gone toward them.”

Mika’s ears had gone flat. She hated the underground worse than anything, and I watched her make herself stay at the table anyway.

“We don’t know their numbers down there. We don’t know the layout past the facility. We don’t know what’s in the cold part that scares men who came to our home with breach-tech guns. We are going in half-blind, into the deepest part of the enemy’s territory, to take back one girl.” I let that sit. “And we’re going anyway, because she’s ours, and because the alternative is teaching everyone in this wasteland that the way to beat us is to dig under our floor. So I’m not going to pretend it’s safe. I’m going to ask who’s coming.”

Nobody said it was a bad idea. Everybody knew it was a bad idea. Every hand that mattered was already reaching for a pack.



The team built itself out of necessity, and every choice had an argument behind it.

“Strike team,” I said. “Me. Mika, for combat. Rika, for demolition and earth-sense and tunnel-craft; she’s read more underground stone than anyone alive. Kira, for silk; she’s the only one who can thread a facility lock. Suki, for navigation; she can feel the breach network now, and we’re going into the worst of it.”

That was where it got hard.

“You’re bringing the two they want most,” Yara said flatly, from the rafters. “Into their house. The fox and the succubus. You’re walking the exact two acquisitions on Pike’s wish-list straight into the place they want to take them.”

She was right and I hated that she was right.

“Neve,” I said, “your radar is the only thing that reads ambushes through stone and locates captives behind walls. Without you we’re blind down there in a way that gets people killed. I won’t pretend the risk isn’t real. We build the whole op around protecting you. You stay center, always covered, and the second it goes wrong, you and Suki are the first ones out.”

Neve’s violet eyes held mine. “I’m not asking to stay home,” she said. “I read the order. They wrote me down as a sensor. So I’ll be a sensor that walks into their facility and finds every girl they’ve taken and walks back out with them. Let them choke on the irony.”

“Suki,” I said. “Same problem. You’re priority one to them and the only one who can navigate breach-dense tunnels by resonance now. I can’t take you and I can’t leave you behind. So you go, you stay close, and if the machine reaches for you, you run and I cover you.”

No joke came. Her four tails were drawn in tight. “The biggest battery in the wasteland, walking into the wall socket.” She looked at her own hands. “Fine. But I’m bringing my dread, and you’re carrying half of it.”

“Hand it over,” I said.

Hana, for field triage, because there’d be freed captives who needed patching and because she didn’t freeze anymore. She didn’t argue. She just stood up from the table and went to pack a second medical bag, and that settled it more firmly than any yes.

Surface support: Yara, aerial over the tunnel mouth we’d use, ready for extraction, the only one of us who could see the whole field from above and the only one fast enough to carry word to Haven if it all came apart.

That one got an argument, from Yara, in the other direction.

“I should go down with you,” she said, crests flat. “You’ll be in the tightest fight of your lives and you’re leaving your air support on the surface.”

“There’s no air down there,” I said. “Six-foot tunnels. You’d be useless and you’d be a liability the second something pinned us, because you’d try to fly and you can’t. I need you up top, where you matter, holding the mouth and watching for anything that comes to seal us in.” I held her sharp golden eyes. “And if it goes bad and we don’t come up, I need you alive to fly to Haven and tell Kael what’s down there. That’s not a smaller job. That’s the most important one.”

Her talons gripped the rafter hard enough to creak the wood. She didn’t like it. But she understood it, and she gave me the one nod that meant she’d hold the surface even if it killed her to stay grounded while we went under.

Garrison: Sylva, because her root network was the compound’s defense and because she could feel us through the ground even at distance. Briggs. Sera. Vasquez, watched but useful, kept close to the map so she could correct the agents’ route from memory. Tessa, the freed others. Fenna would carry the alert to Haven, and Kael would send what she could spare and Delia’s hard-won knowledge of how breach-tears behaved, in case we found one widening down there.

“You’re sure about bringing me,” Vasquez said, low, when the rest had scattered to their tasks. “I ran teams that took girls into that place. You’re walking into the one part of the operation I was too low-clearance to see, and you’re trusting the route to a woman who used to wear the grey.”

“I’m trusting the route to the only person alive who’s been to its threshold,” I said. “And Neve reads you every day. The day you decide to sell us, she’ll feel the shape of it before the thought finishes forming, and I’ll know the same hour.” I looked at her. “You ran teams to that door. Now you’re going to help me kick it down. That’s not nothing. That might be the thing that lets you sleep.”

She held my eyes a moment, then looked away. “It might,” she admitted.

We wouldn’t use the collapsed slope. They’d sealed it, dropped it on a charge behind them as they pulled Lyra down. We’d go in through the old tunnel system we knew from the relay raid, the entrance at the caved road section a mile and a half east, and work our way down and across to a point Vasquez and the agents could only approximate. Past the relay. Into the breach-core. Toward the cold part nobody named.

“It’s deeper than the relay,” Rika said, studying the map with her foot flat to the floor, feeling the ground even while she planned. “Past everything I ever mapped. No support columns down there, breach-bored, structurally insane.” A grim flicker of professional appreciation, then it died. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know how to read rock that holds itself up by magic. My earth-sense works on stone that obeys rules. Down past the relay, I’m half-blind, same as Mika in the dark.” She pushed her hair back. “I’m going to hate every minute and respect it the whole time. And I’m going to need everyone to listen when I say don’t step there.”

“We’ll listen,” I said.

“People say that. Then they step there.”

“We’ll listen, Rika.”

She grunted, ears settling a fraction, and went back to the map.



The day filled with the rituals of preparation, the ones we’d learned through every crisis before this one, each one a small act of not-panicking.

Hana stitched a red cross onto a second medical bag and packed chamomile into a side pouch, “for after,” like she always did. Packing it at all meant she believed in an after. She packed for casualties she hoped wouldn’t happen and for freed captives she was certain would, wound-binding moss in sealed glass, suture kits sorted by gauge, the soft-silk bandaging Kira spooled for her. She worked with the efficient calm of someone who’d learned that preparation was the only anxiety she could turn into something useful, and her foot thumped steadily against the floor the whole time, the one tell she couldn’t pack away.

Rika built precision breach-plugs and three demolition charges, propane and directional shrapnel, mechanical fuses, no electronics, because breach energy ate anything electric. She built them on the workshop bench with Tessa handing her tools, the two of them not talking much, the music box playing low between them. Kira spooled specialized silk on three frames: lock-threading filament fine enough to pick a mechanism, suture-grade for wounds, structural for whatever needed holding. She and Rika checked each other’s work without being asked, the engineers’ habit, each one trusting the other’s hands more than their own.

Tessa pressed her music box into Rika’s pack at the end of it, without a word. Rika looked at it for a second and didn’t take it out. “It’s not for me,” Tessa said, to forestall the argument. “It’s for if it gets dark and quiet down there. It helped me. It’ll help.” Rika’s ears flicked, and she pulled the girl into a rough one-armed hug that lasted exactly one second before she shoved her off and growled something about getting back to work.

Sylva planted a cutting of herself in my pack, a small rooted shoot in a twist of soil, the same trick from the Haven march. “So the bond reaches as far as it can,” she said. “I’ll feel you. However deep you go. The roots go further than people think.” She pressed her palm flat to my chest, where the bio-electric anchor lived under my heartbeat, and held it there a moment. “Come back up out of the ground to me.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Plans break.” She didn’t say it grimly. She said it like a gardener stating weather. “Come back anyway.”



Mika found me near the compound’s exit that night, where I was running a final kit check, the gear laid out on a tarp, the descent set for dawn.

She didn’t announce herself. She just shoved me into the wall.

It was the old language, the aggression-as-foreplay, claws half-out and her fangs near my throat and her whole lean body pinning me with that crushing predator strength. But there was something underneath it tonight that wasn’t the usual fight.

“You’re going to keep up down there,” she said. Low. Her ears were flat. “You’re going to stay close and you’re going to keep up and you’re not going to do anything stupid and noble.”

It came out as an order, but there was a plea folded down inside it, and I heard both: the part she meant under the part she said.

I didn’t shove back. I reached up and gripped her scruff, the back of her neck where the hair met the line of fur at the base of her ears, and closed my hand.

The fight went out of her in one breath.

Her whole body sagged into me, the tension draining all at once, the same instant collapse she always hated. Claws retracted. Ears pinned back. The snarl dissolved into a sound much smaller, and she pressed her forehead to my collarbone and breathed.

“I hate it down there,” she said, muffled. “I told you that. The underground. I can’t fight a breach. I can’t punch a tunnel.”

“I know.”

“I’m still going.” Her hands fisted in my shirt. “Don’t think I’m not going. I’m going because she’s one of ours and because you’re going and I go where you go. But I hate it.”

I stripped the sweat-damp tank off her, baring the lean scarred torso, the firm small tits with their hard nipples, the defined abs that jumped when my hand dragged down them. I got her cargo pants open and shoved them down those powerful thighs, and when I cupped her between her legs she was already wet, slick against my fingers, her hips canting into my hand before she could stop them. I worked her there a moment, two fingers sliding into her tight pussy while my thumb found her clit, and the snarl broke into a stuttered breath, her ears pinning flatter, her claws cycling once and retracting again.

“Just,” she got out, fragmented. “Just do it. Don’t make me wait.”

I turned her, my hand still at her nape, and put her face to the wall, palms flat against it, her tight muscled ass pushed back at me, and lined my cock up and pushed into her from behind, her favorite, the surrender of not having to face anything, of being controlled and held in place. She was hot and tight around me, gripping every inch, and the breath punched out of her. The purring started immediately, undenied now, a low rumble I could feel through her back where it pressed to my chest. She was vocal in fragments, like she always got, the words breaking apart.

“Don’t slow down.” Her hips driving back to meet every thrust, taking my cock deep. “Harder. Don’t you dare slow down.”

Lean muscle going pliant under my hands. My fingers digging into the firm curve of her ass, the wet slap of my hips against her with every stroke. Her tail wrapped my thigh, possessive, involuntary, and she didn’t try to pull it back. The predator body that fought everything, soft and open and letting me drive into her at the pace I chose, the contrast that was the whole point of her, predator and surrender in the same skin.

Then I slowed. Didn’t turn her. Kept her chest to the wall and tightened my grip on her scruff, the nape-hold that unmade her every time, and the change ran down her spine in a long shudder. Her hips stilled against mine. The whole fight in her went liquid under that one grip, dropping her into the part she’d never ask for and always needed. My other arm came around her, flat across her ribs, holding her back to my chest, my mouth at the line of fur behind her ear. The claws stayed fully retracted, fingers splayed against the wall. The purr ran deep enough I felt it in my own sternum, her wet heat clenched around me with every slow grind, and the surrender of it was complete precisely because she wasn’t facing me, because she didn’t have to perform a brave face at anything.

“I’ve got you,” I said against her ear, and felt her go boneless. “Right here. Not letting go.”

“If I lose them down there,” she said, and her voice cracked on it. “My ears. My nose. If they bring that thing again and I’m deaf and blind in the dark and the nothing.” Her cheek pressed flat to the wall, eyes closed, every word costing her. The hardest thing she’d ever said, and she said it with her back to me, because that was the only way she could. “Don’t let go of me. Whatever happens. Don’t let go.”

She’d never asked me for anything before. She was asking now, and it cost her everything to do it.

“I won’t,” I said. “You stay where I can put a hand on you. Suppressor goes off, you find me by touch and you hold on, and I’ll be your eyes and your ears until it cuts out. I’m not going anywhere you can’t reach me.”

She made a sound, low and wrecked, and pushed her ass back to meet me, and I drove my cock into her hard, my hand still fisted in her scruff, the other arm locked across her ribs, every thrust burying me to the hilt in her slick clenching heat, her claws never extending once. She came. Her whole body. Pussy locking down around my cock in tight rhythmic pulses, the purr dropping into full chest-vibration that ran through both of us where my chest pressed her spine. Ears flat. Forehead against the wall.

I followed her over. Buried deep, finishing into her in long hot pulses, the purr running so deep through her spine that I felt every spasm of my own release echoed back to me as vibration, her body and mine humming on the same low frequency where my chest pressed her back. I gripped her hip hard enough to leave the print of my fingers, holding her exactly where I wanted her, and groaned against the fur behind her ear, the sound swallowed by the rumble rolling out of her, until we were both still and only the purr kept going.

She stayed wrapped around me after, face in my neck, tail coiled on my leg, purring and refusing to acknowledge it.

“That didn’t happen,” she said into my throat.

“Which part?”

“The asking part.”

“It happened.”

She bit my shoulder, not hard. “I’ll deny it underground.”

“You can deny it all you want,” I said, holding her. “I’ll still be holding on.”

Her claws, which had been half out, eased back in against my back, and she went quiet and heavy in my arms, which from Mika was the same as a yes.

At dawn we shouldered the packs, said the goodbyes that weren’t goodbyes, and walked out the gate toward the caved road and the dark below it.

Mika walked beside me the whole way, close enough to touch, her shoulder brushing mine at every third step, saying with the contact what she’d never put into words.


Chapter 5: Past the Relay

We went down through the tunnel system we knew, and the mood was inverted from the last time.

The last time we’d come into these tunnels, it had been to rescue someone from a relay, fast and surgical, in and out. Now we were invading. The same caved road section, the same four-foot gap with breach light shimmering at its edges, the same smooth organic ripple-patterned walls and the same metallic-organic air, breathing through a living machine, but everything pointed the wrong direction. Down. East. Toward.

Rika led by earth-sense and by the maps she’d scratched into the walls last book. We passed her old marks, sharpened-metal lines and arrows and load-bearing indicators, and she touched one as we passed it like a person touching a milestone.

“Past me,” she muttered. “We’re going past everywhere I’ve been.”

Suki navigated by the breach network, the fox-fire resonance, feeling the current like a tide tugging at your legs in the dark. Her four tails flickered brighter the deeper we went, and she kept up a low running commentary, not the documentary voice, something quieter, more like a swimmer calling out the depth.

“It’s getting organized,” she said, an hour in. “The breach. Up near the compound it’s just… loose. Wild. Down here it feels shaped. Like somebody’s combing it all one direction.” Her fourth tail hummed against the dark. “I don’t like it.”



We reached the relay ruins by midday, by the clock if not by the light, and it wasn’t abandoned.

We’d collapsed the relay months back, dropped it with Rika’s charges on the structural supports, made it cease to exist. The Enclave had been clearing it. Half-rebuilt now, scrap-metal sheeting bolted back over the rubble, work lights strung in the cavern, and guards, a forward staging point where there’d been a tomb.

Rika went still, looking at the rebuilt cavern from the mouth of a side passage, her ears flat.

“They put it back,” she whispered. There was fury in it. “I dropped that on its own supports. I made it not exist. And they hauled the rubble out and bolted it back together and put guards in it.”

“Means they care about this route,” I said. “Means we’re going the right way.”

“Means I’m going to have to drop it twice.”

Neve crouched in the side passage and pushed her range into the cavern, eyes half-closed. “Six,” she murmured. “Maybe seven. Bored. Mostly bored. This is a posting nobody wants. They’re not expecting anyone to come from the surface, they’re expecting traffic from below.” Her eyes opened. “There’s a clear corridor on the south side. Two of them are playing some kind of game at a table near the lights. The rest are scattered. If we go quiet and low along the south wall, we thread the gap.”

“And if one of them looks up?” Mika asked.

“Then you and Kira do what you do, and we have a problem on a clock.” Neve’s mouth thinned. “Better to not be seen.”

We chose around. There was a flooded side-corridor here, deeper than the one we’d used before, cold water rising to my waist and chest-deep on Rika, the current moving sluggish west to east. Kira threaded silk lines to bridge it, anchoring filament to the rock above the waterline and stringing a guide we could haul ourselves across by, while Rika read the load-bearing walls to find us a passage that wouldn’t come down on our heads.

“This one holds,” she said, palm flat to a wall, ears reading the echo. “That one’s a tomb waiting to happen. Go where I go, single file, and don’t touch that crystal cluster, it’s load-bearing in a way I don’t like and I don’t want to find out what it does when it cracks.”

We went where she went, single file, into the cold water, the silk guide-line taut under our hands. The water was a deep mineral cold with intermittent hot spots, breach-warm pockets that came and went, and it pulled at us with that slow current. Halfway across, the buried silence of the place broke: a guard’s voice carried from the cavern, lazy, complaining about the shift, and we all froze in the water, half-submerged, until it trailed off into a yawn and the table-game resumed.

Mika’s claws were out under the water. Her ears tracked the cavern the whole crossing, swiveled toward the sound, reading it. She gave me a small shake of the head: not coming this way. We kept moving.

We came up out of the water on the far side, dripping, and slipped past the relay through the rock itself, in effect, around the rebuilt cavern and its bored guards, into the dark beyond it.

And the dark beyond it changed.



Past the relay, the tunnels stopped being tunnels.

No more chain-link and scrap, none of the relay’s makeshift look. The walls smoothed into organic ripple-patterns slick with bioluminescent tendrils, thicker than I’d ever seen them, casting that sickly yellow-green light up the curved ceilings. Breach crystals grew in coral clusters, fist-sized and branching, and they pulsed, in sync with Suki’s fox-fire and, fainter, with something far ahead, a slow deep rhythm that I felt more than heard.

The air had weight. Walking through it was like walking through low static, the small hairs standing up on my arms, a prickle on the skin that never quite stopped. Temperature swung without pattern, a ten-degree drop in a shadowed bend, a surge of breach-warmth three steps later. The crystals lit our faces in shifting yellow-green as we passed, and where the clusters were thickest the light pulsed slow and deep, in time with that distant rhythm, so that the whole tunnel breathed around us. Nobody in the compound had ever seen this. Nobody had been this deep and come back to describe it.

The deeper we went, the more the tunnel stopped behaving like rock and started behaving like tissue.

The bioluminescent tendrils thickened into ropes the diameter of my wrist, woven through the walls in branching networks that fed the crystal clusters like veins feeding organs. I put a hand flat to one out of pure medic’s curiosity. It was warm. It pulsed under my palm on the same slow beat as everything else, and I took my hand back.

The floor had gone slightly soft underfoot. Not mud. Something more like cartilage, giving a half-inch under each boot and pushing back.

The smell had changed too. The metallic tang of the upper tunnels deepened into something almost organic, hot mineral and wet copper, and under it a sweetness that didn’t belong underground. Like a wound that hadn’t decided whether it was healing or rotting.

I catalogued all of it without meaning to, the medic in me filing a body’s worth of vitals on a thing that wasn’t a body and wasn’t not one either. And I understood something the maps hadn’t taught me. We weren’t walking through the breach anymore.

We were walking down its throat.

“It’s shaped down here,” Suki said, low, her four tails flickering brighter with every step. She had a hand half-raised, feeling the air like she was testing a current. “Up by the relay the breach was wild. Loose. Going every direction at once, like water finding low ground. Down here it’s organized. Like someone dug a channel and the river’s being made to flow a certain way.” Her amber eyes caught the crystal light. “Something’s directing it. Pulling it toward a point ahead. I can feel my own tails wanting to go that way.” A flicker of fear crossed her face, fast, gone. “I really don’t like that the river wants me, Doc.”

“Then we don’t follow the river’s wishes,” I said. “We follow Lyra. Keep your feet under you and your head on me.”

“On you. Got it.” She managed half a grin. “You’re very grounding for an apocalypse.”

“It’s my whole personality.”

We were soaked from the crossing and the breach-warm air did nothing to dry us, and the cold of the dead pockets bit through the wet clothes. Hana moved down the line pressing the back of her hand to wrists and throats, checking for the shivering that turned dangerous, her nose twitching as she read each of us. “We don’t stop long in the cold patches,” she said quietly. “Keep moving through them. Rest in the warm ones.”

“This is new territory,” I said quietly. “Eyes open. We don’t know the rules down here.”

“There aren’t rules,” Suki said. Her tails were all flickering now, bright, involuntary. “Or there are, but they’re not ours.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “It’s pulling at me. Not hard. Just… noticing me. Like the current knows I’m in it.”

“Can you handle it?”

“For now.” Her amber eyes caught the crystal-glow. “Don’t let me linger near anything that pulses my color, Doc. I don’t entirely trust myself near the bright ones.”

I made a note of it and put Mika between Suki and the brightest clusters as we passed.

Rika hated it more than any of us, and not for Mika’s reasons. “My earth-sense is going soft,” she muttered, one bare foot dragging along the floor as she walked, reading what she could. “Up top, stone tells me everything. Down here it’s like listening to someone talk underwater. The breach-rock doesn’t echo right. It absorbs. It answers when I tap it, like it’s awake.” She shuddered, an actual shudder, from the goblin who’d spent three weeks alone in tunnels and never blinked. “I don’t like rock that answers.”

“Stay close to the walls you trust,” I said.

“I don’t trust any of these walls. That’s the problem. I’m flying blind and so’s Mika, and the only ones with working senses down here are the fox who’s getting pulled at and the succubus who’s already half-overloaded.” She blew out a breath. “Good team. Real confidence-builder.”

“We’ve done more with less.”

“We’ve done more with Mika’s nose and my ears. Down here we’ve got neither.” But she kept walking, because complaining was just how Rika processed fear, and she’d walk into anything as long as she got to grumble about the engineering.

Kira moved ahead of all of us where the passages branched, threading test-lines of silk into the dark to feel for drops and dead ends, her eight legs finding purchase on the slick organic walls where the rest of us slipped. In the breach-density her silk production ran ahead of her will; she trailed dragline thread without meaning to and had to keep severing it. “It wants to spin down here,” she said, half to herself, snapping a length free. “The breach feeds it. I’ll leave a trail if I’m not careful.” Then, after a beat: “Which, actually, means we can follow it back out. I’ll mark the route as we go. Silver thread. Watch for it on the way home.”

A way back out, spun from her own body without her trying. I added it to the small list of things going right.



First contact came in a breach-core junction where three passages met.

Two Enclave agents, breach-tech equipped, moving up from deeper, and they never got a sound out.

Mika and Kira bracketed them, the scout-neutralization duo from the Haven march, and they were fast. Kira’s silk bound one in under two seconds, a single thread becoming a cocoon of structural filament that pinned his arms and legs and crossed his mouth, and Mika took the other with a hand over his throat and a knee in his back, restraining without killing, the rule I’d drilled into everyone: precision over lethality.

Neve crouched in front of the bound men and read them.

“This one’s afraid of the deep,” she said, fingers to the silk-wrapped agent’s temple. “Won’t go past a certain mark up ahead. None of them will, not willingly. There’s a point where, he calls it, the cold part starts. Where the engineers’ air begins.” Her mouth tightened. “He’s more afraid of going forward than he is of us. That’s not nothing. These are hard men and the thing ahead scares them.”

“How far?” I asked.

“Close. The facility’s close. The cold part is past it. He says nobody goes to the cold part who doesn’t have to.” She drew her hand back. “And the girls who go to the cold part don’t come back to the facility. He’s seen them taken down. He’s never seen one brought up.”

“Ask him about the moth-girl,” I said. “Taken last night. Wings, light build.”

Neve put her fingers back to his temple. The agent’s eyes followed her, hateful, but the reading didn’t need his cooperation; she pulled it off the surface of him whether he wanted to give it or not. “He doesn’t know her by sight. But there was traffic last night, an unscheduled intake coming up the deep route, marked priority.” Her brow furrowed. “Resonant. They flagged it resonant. That’s her. She came through ahead of us, headed for the facility, then deeper.” Her hand dropped. “We’re behind her by hours, not days. We can still catch her before they wire her in. Barely.”

Lyra. Down past the facility, toward the cold part, where the ones who went down didn’t come up. Hours ahead. The window still open, just.

“What do we do with them?” Mika asked, nodding at the two bound agents.

“Leave them,” I said. “Silk-bound, gagged, off the main passage where their own people will find them eventually. We don’t have the bodies to escort prisoners and we’re not killing men who are already neutralized.” I looked at the silk-wrapped one. “Kira, make sure they can breathe and can’t move. They get found by their own shift change. By then we’re past them either way.”

Kira adjusted the cocoons with a few precise threads, leaving airways clear, cinching everything else. We tucked them into a recess and went on, deeper, the clock in my chest ticking louder with every step.



Rika found us a defensible pocket to camp in, a chamber off the main passage that she declared structurally sound after walking its walls with her hand flat and her ears reading the echoes.

“This one holds,” she said. “Single entrance. I can rig a collapse on it if we need to seal ourselves in. Kira, web the mouth?”

“Already started.” Kira was at the entrance, eight legs braced, fingers producing thread, weaving a barrier across the opening that was half alarm and half net, anything that crossed it would trip it and tangle in it both.

I sent fox-fire tokens to the surface, three pulses: all clear. For a long moment nothing. Then a faint vibration answered through the rock, not the breach rhythm, something warmer, more familiar, a pulse with a heartbeat in it.

Sylva. The root network, reaching even here, the cutting in my pack keeping the bond alive miles from the garden. I felt the anchor in my chest warm, just slightly, and Suki’s head came up.

“She found us,” the fox said, surprised. “Through all of this. The dryad’s roots reach this deep?”

“Apparently.”

“That’s either very comforting or very alarming and I haven’t decided which.”

We ate Sylva’s seedpod rations in the dark, dense and nutrient-rich, the kind she could grow to harvest in hours. The battery lamp threw a small warm circle in the breach-core black, and the team did what teams do when they’re sixty-odd feet underground in enemy territory: they filled the dark with voices until it stopped feeling like a grave.

“Engineering assessment of the tunnel,” Rika said, around a mouthful of seedpod, because she couldn’t help it. “Breach-bored, no support columns, walls holding themselves up by some mechanism I genuinely do not understand. Structurally insane. Should not work. Works anyway.” She chewed. “I respect it. I’d fail it on every inspection I know and I respect it.”

“High praise,” Kira said.

“The highest. I’d marry this tunnel if it weren’t trying to kill me.”

Suki narrated the meal in her documentary hush. “Observe the strike team at rest in the belly of the enemy. Note the goblin engineer proposing marriage to a tunnel. Note the medic pretending he isn’t counting heads. Note the catgirl, ears tracking every sound, unable to relax in a hole in the ground, completely failing to enjoy the ambiance, and now winding up to commit a documented act of violence against a beloved narrator.”

A seedpod hit her in the forehead.

“Note the catgirl’s improved aim,” Suki said, catching the second one out of the air and eating it.

“I will feed you to the breach,” Mika said.

“Don’t drag me into it,” Rika muttered.

The bickering was the most normal thing that had happened all day and I let it run, because down here it did real work. A fox stealing a goblin’s punch line and a catgirl threatening murder was a wall against the dark as real as the one Kira had webbed across the entrance. Neve sat against the warm rock with her eyes half-closed, feeding quietly on the small warmth of it, looking less grey than she had in hours.

Hana, in the small circle of lamplight, pulled out a dented cup and set a single seedpod-sprout in it like a flower. “It’s not the garden,” she said, to no one and to all of us. “But we’ll make do. We’ve made do in worse.”

“We have not been in worse,” Rika said.

“We have, actually,” Hana said calmly. “I was in a collapsed apartment for three months once. This has a lamp and people in it. This is better.”

That shut Rika up, which almost never happened.

Mika’s ears swiveled toward Hana, soft, and her hand drifted over without comment to rest on the bunnygirl’s knee. The protector instinct, never named, always there.

I sat in the dark with the team breathing around me, the breach pulsing slow and deep somewhere ahead, the dryad’s bond warm in my chest, and the moth-girl somewhere below us, close now, in the cold part where the ones who went down didn’t come up.

I didn’t write it in any journal. I just put my hand on Mika’s knee in the dark, and she put her hand over mine, claws in, and held it there.


Chapter 6: The Cold Part

The next morning, if morning meant anything sixty feet down, the tunnels gave way to construction.

The breach-organic walls didn’t stop so much as get interrupted. Poured surfaces appeared, grey and clinical, conduit running along the ceiling, lighting strung in a line that ran ahead into the dark. The transition was jarring and worse than jarring. One step we were in a living thing’s gut, the next we were in a corridor built by people, and the people had built it to feed the living thing.

“That’s the facility,” I said. “Steel walls, lighting, organized. Lyra’s words.”

“It matches her notes,” Kira agreed, fingers trailing silk against the wall as she read its structure. “Poured concrete over breach-bored rock. Reinforced. There’ll be doors. Locks. Monitoring.” Her indigo eyes tracked the conduit. “And power running through everything.”

Rika crouched and put her palm flat to the poured floor, then jerked it back. “It’s humming,” she said. “The whole structure. There’s a current running under it, through the rock, drawing toward something deeper.” She wiped her hand on her shorts like it had touched something foul. “They’re not just feeding the building. The building’s a tap. It’s pulling something out of the rock and feeding it somewhere past here.” She looked at me. “I’ve never read a structure that takes. Buildings hold things up. This one drinks.”

“From what?” Mika asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Rika said. “But I don’t like the answer my gut’s giving me.”

Suki stopped dead.

She put a hand to her chest, hard, and her four tails went rigid, and her face did something I’d never seen it do.

“There’s something screaming,” she said.

“Where?” Mika’s claws came out.

“Not a where. Not a sound.” Suki’s voice had gone thin. “Deep in there. It’s screaming in a frequency I can feel in my tails. Not a voice. A resonance. Big. Slow. Rhythmic. And so tired.” Her hand pressed harder over her sternum. “It’s been screaming a long time, Doc. Whatever it is. It’s exhausted and it can’t stop.”

“Can you shut it out?” Mika asked, low, her ears pinned flat to her skull, because if there was a sound she couldn’t hear and Suki couldn’t stop hearing, that was a kind of dark even she didn’t want to walk into. “Like you tune out the breach when it gets loud.”

“That’s the thing.” Suki’s four tails hadn’t unrigged, and she kept her hand over her chest like she was holding something in or holding something out, I couldn’t tell which. “I can tune out the breach. I’ve had four hundred years of practice tuning out the breach. This isn’t the breach. This is answering the breach, like I do, except it never gets to stop answering. It’s pinned to it.” Her amber eyes came to me, and the joke that lived in them all the time was nowhere. “It feels like me, Doc. That’s what’s wrong with it. It feels like a thing that resonates exactly the way I resonate, turned all the way up and never allowed to turn back down. And the closer we get, the more of me it pulls on. Like it’s calling to its own kind.”

“You’re staying behind me, then,” Mika said, no give in it at all, claws still out. “Whatever it’s calling, it doesn’t get to call you.”

“No argument,” Suki said. She stepped in behind Mika without a single barb about taking orders from a cat, which told me more than the screaming did.

The breach crystals along the corridor pulsed in time with it. I’d been feeling that rhythm for two days. Now Suki had a name for the shape of it, if not a name for the thing: something deep in the facility, vast and rhythmic and worn down to nothing, pulsing in time with the breach itself.

Neve had gone pale beside me. She’d pushed her range into the facility walls, and she recoiled from it, both hands coming up.

“The captives,” she said, low. “In there. Despair. Resignation. The flat nothing of people who’ve stopped hoping. I’ve felt rooms like that before.” She swallowed. “But there’s something under it. Deeper. And I can’t categorize it. It’s not human. It’s not feral. It’s not any monster girl I’ve ever felt.” Her fuchsia eyes found mine. “It’s in agony, Ryder. And it’s so strong it’s bending everything around it. The whole emotional landscape down here tilts toward it. Like a weight on a sheet.”

The same thing. Suki felt it in her tails. Neve felt it in her range. The crystals pulsed with it. Three different senses, three different doors into the same locked room, and I didn’t have a word for what was behind it yet.

I held onto all three readings, turning them over and getting nowhere, and we made the plan to go in.



“Next guard shift,” I said, crouched with the team in a dark recess just short of the facility’s first lit corridor. “Kira on the locks. Rika reads the structural map, finds us the dead ends and the open routes. Suki camouflages our approach, it’s breach-dense but she’s four-tail now, she can manage. Neve maps guards and captives through the walls. Mika and I take point on anything that has to be taken quietly.”

“And the muscle gap,” Rika said, because she was the one who said the hard things. “We’re light. If this turns into a real fight we don’t have the bodies for it.”

“Then it doesn’t turn into a real fight,” I said. “We’re not here to win a battle. We’re here to find Lyra, free who we can, and get out before they can mass on us. The second it becomes a stand-up fight, we’ve already lost. We move like ghosts.”

“Ghosts with a moth-girl to find,” Mika said.

“Ghosts with a moth-girl to find.”

Hana had her kit staged and re-staged, and I watched her do it, laying out wound-binding moss and sutures and the soft-silk bandaging Kira had spooled for her with a steadiness she’d had to learn, because she knew, we all knew, that on the other side of those doors was a building full of brutalized monster girls and she’d be the one patching them while everyone else fought.

She didn’t freeze. She breathed, slow, and arranged her tools, and chose to be ready. Her foot thumped once against the concrete, muffled and deep on the breach-warm floor.

“I’m not scared of what’s in there,” she said when she caught me watching. Her nose twitched. “I’m scared I won’t be fast enough for all of them. That’s different.” She zipped the bag. “I’ll be fast enough.”

“You will,” I said, and meant it.

Mika prowled the edge of the dark pocket while the rest of us settled, unable to be still this close to the steel. Her ears wouldn’t stop swiveling, picking up the hum of the facility through the rock, the machinery, the conduit, the thing breathing slow somewhere ahead. The underground had always been her nightmare, the place she couldn’t fight, and now we were pressed against a refined version of it, a building made of the things she hated.

I caught her on a pass and put a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t shrug it off.

“You okay?” I asked, low.

“No.” Honest, because lying would have cost her more than the truth did. “I can hear everything in there and I can’t see any of it. Walls. Steel. A thing breathing in a rhythm that isn’t a heartbeat.” Her jaw was tight. “If they hit us with the suppressor in there, in those corridors, in the dark.” She didn’t finish it. She didn’t have to.

“You find me by touch,” I said, the promise from the night before the descent. “And you hold on. I’m your eyes and your ears till it cuts out. I’m not going anywhere you can’t reach me.”

She closed her eyes for a second. Her ears flattened, then eased. “…Don’t make me hold you to that.”

“I already made you hold me to it. You did, on the wall, before we left.”

A flicker of something at the corner of her mouth, not quite a smile. “I’ll deny that.”

“I know you will.”



We held in the dark pocket through what Neve read as the guard change, and while we waited, Hana turned the camp into someplace a person could rest.

She did it without thinking, the same way Sylva grew things and Suki narrated and Mika sharpened. She arranged the packs and the blankets into something with a shape, the battery lamp set to throw warm light instead of harsh, Tessa’s music box, the one Rika had brought, turned low so the small melody threaded under the breach-hum. She insisted we eat properly, passing seedpod rations around, and she took the dented cup from her pack and set a single wildflower in it, an actual wildflower, dried, that she’d carried from the garden, and put it in the center of the lamplight.

“It’s not the garden,” she said, an echo of the night before, but quieter, more certain. “It’s ours tonight. Even here. Sixty feet down in their house. It’s ours.”

The others bedded down or took watch. Mika took first watch at the silk-webbed entrance, and when she settled there with her blade across her knees, she gave Hana and me a look that was permission and a small warning both, and turned her back, ears swiveled outward.

Hana pulled me into the nest by my shirt.



She did it with her own kind of courage, the same as always. Her nose twitched against my neck in the dark, reading my scent, finding whatever she needed to find there. Her foot thumped once against the breach-warm stone, and the sound was different here, deeper, muffled, the resonance changed by the warm rock under it.

“I keep my promise,” she whispered. “Anywhere means here too.”

That was her word now. Anywhere. She’d said it on the Haven march, home is portable, home is the man, anywhere. This was the test of it, deep under the breach in the enemy’s foundation, the coldest ground she’d ever lain down on. And she was choosing to make warmth in it, to want me here, because the wanting was the thing that made her brave.

I pulled her into me and she came soft and full and unhurried, nothing of Mika’s rough fight in her, nothing of Yara’s demand. She kissed me slow, her mouth warm, her hands sliding under my shirt to find the scarred skin of my chest and stomach like she was reading me by touch, same as she read me by scent. Her nose twitched against my jaw, faster now, picking up the shift in my own scent before I’d consciously felt it. She always knew before I did.

I worked her clothes off in the lamplight, the too-big shirt that strained at the bust pulled over her head, and there she was in the gold light, the full curves of her, wide hips and soft belly and the heavy fullness of her tits spilling free, the cream skin already flushing. The cold of the tunnel pebbled her nipples and she shivered, and I covered her with my body to give her my heat, and she made a small sound and gravitated up into it, soft and warm against me everywhere we touched.

“You’re cold,” I murmured against her throat.

“You’ll fix that,” she breathed.

I took my time getting her ready, my hands tracing the curves of her, the wide hips that filled my hands, the full tits with their pale-pink nipples peaked against my palms, the soft belly, the thick thighs that pressed together until I eased them apart. I dragged my mouth down her chest, took one peaked nipple between my lips and sucked, and her back arched off the nest, the blush climbing in earnest now, the map of her arousal spreading chest to neck to cheeks even in the dim gold light. Her hands fisted in my hair. Her foot thumped against the breach-warm stone, muffled, deep, accelerating.

I slid a hand between her thighs and found her pussy already slick and swollen, her body running ahead of her words as it always did, and she rocked into my hand with a whimper she didn’t bother to muffle anymore. I worked two fingers into her, slow, my thumb circling her clit, reading every catch of breath, every roll of her hips, until she was soaked and shaking and pulling at me, her thick thighs trying to close and lock my hand in place.

“Please,” she gasped, the old word, but no shame in it now. “I need you. Inside. Now.”

She pulled me on top of her, her voluptuous body settling into the blanket nest, reaching down to guide my cock to her entrance, and her thick thighs wrapped and locked around my waist with that deceptive strength that always surprised me, the soft girl who didn’t let go.

“Inside,” she breathed when I pushed into her, slow, deep, her pussy opening to take my cock, hot and tight and wet, gripping me from base to tip. “Don’t pull out. I want to feel you here. In this place. Where they’d take it from us.” Her thighs locked tighter. “We make our own warm. We make our own life. Right here in their cold.”

The breeding language full-voiced and unashamed, the whole arc of her, from the trembling girl who couldn’t say please to the woman who claimed it without hesitation. I drove into her slow and deep, every stroke bottoming out against her, the lamp throwing gold across the swell of her tits as they swayed with each thrust, and she met me, her wide hips rolling up to take my cock deeper, her small cries no longer muffled.

She rolled us, and there was nothing soft or yielding in it, the defiance in her coming up through the want. She came up on top, sank back down onto my cock, and took control of the cold the only way she had: by making heat in it on her own terms, riding me with her hands flat on my chest, her body in the warm light, the full curves of her moving, her tits swaying heavy with each roll of her hips, her pussy sliding wet and tight up and down my length, the blush mapped down her chest in the lamplight, her honey-gold hair spilling forward. I let her set it. Gripped her hips, felt the plush give of them under my hands, and let her work me at the pace she chose, because this was her answer to the enemy’s foundation, and she needed to be the one giving it.

“Here,” she gasped, riding harder, not losing the rhythm but driving it, her thighs flexing, her hips slamming down to take me deeper. “I’ll do it here. In their cold. I’ll make it warm. Watch me.”

I planted my feet and drove up into her to meet every drop of her hips, the two of us building it together, her in command and me feeding the climb, every upstroke burying my cock to the root in her tight wet heat. Her rhythm sharpened instead of breaking, fierce and certain, her lop ears fighting their own anatomy and starting to rise. Her foot-thumping accelerated against the breach-warm stone, the muffled rhythm building, faster, and she bent down over me without stopping the roll of her hips and caught my face in both hands.

“We make our own warm,” she said against my mouth, fierce, her voice breaking. “Even here. Especially here.”

She’d frozen once, in a collapsed building, gone silent and small for months. Now she was nesting in the enemy’s foundation and filling it with life out of pure defiance.

She ground down hard and stayed there, seating me as deep as she could take me, her ears standing straight up, her thumping gone rapid and rhythmic against the stone. Then she came with the small cries she no longer hid, bent over me with her hands fisted in my chest, her pussy clenching and pulsing around my cock, dragging at me, demanding I stay.

I followed her down into it, pulling her hips flush and finishing into her in hard pulses while she rode the last of it out astride me, her body rocking to milk every drop of heat I spilled into her, to plant it as deep as her demand had been. I muffled the groan against her shoulder. She made a small greedy noise at the first wash of it, fierce and triumphant, claiming the warmth like a flag set in enemy ground.

She stayed seated on me after, always her one request, while the aftershocks moved through us both, then slowly folded down onto my chest. Her ears came down slow. Her foot settled into contented afterbeats against the warm rock. She tucked her nose into my neck to read my scent and confirm the thing she already knew.

“Home that I carry,” she murmured, half-asleep already, her tail bobbing gently against my hip. “I keep it wherever you are. Even here.”

At the entrance, Mika’s ears were swiveled politely away, and her shoulders were not quite as tense as they’d been, and she didn’t say a word.

Later, when Hana was asleep against me with her nose tucked into my throat and her foot still tapping its slow contented beat, Suki took the watch from Mika, and I caught the fox sitting at the webbed entrance with her four tails drawn in, her hand pressed to her chest again, her face turned toward the facility.

“It’s still screaming,” she said quietly, when she felt me watching. “Whatever it is. It doesn’t sleep. Seven hours I’ve been hearing it now and it hasn’t stopped once.” She looked at me, her tails low and her voice stripped of every trick she owned. “Doc, I don’t think it can stop. I think it’s being made to keep going. And I think when we go in there tomorrow, we’re going to find out what it is, and I don’t think either of us is going to like it.”

“Probably not,” I said.

“You always know exactly the wrong thing to say to make someone feel better.”

“I’m a medic, not a liar.”

“Centuries of practice,” she said, “and that’s still the most comforting thing anyone’s said to me all night.” She turned back to her watch, tails flickering low. “Go to sleep, Doc. I’ll hear it for both of us.”


Chapter 7: Inventory

Kira got us in.

We’d waited at the threshold through what Neve read as a shift change, pressed into a recess where the breach-organic tunnel met the poured concrete, the cold of the facility leaking out to meet us. When the corridor beyond went quiet, Kira moved.

She threaded silk through the lock mechanism of the first facility door, fine filament feeding into the housing as she’d fed it into the nullifier at Haven, expanding inside the mechanism, seizing the tumblers one by one. Her indigo eyes were half-closed, her precise fingers feeling the resistance through the thread, reading the lock by touch alone. “Three-pin breach-tech,” she murmured. “Same family as the nullifier. They reuse their parts. Lazy.” The heavy door released with a soft hydraulic sigh. No alarm. No sound. She did it like she did everything: precise, patient, beautiful to watch if you knew what you were looking at.

“How many of these doors between us and the deep?” I asked.

“As many as there are. I’ll open every one.” She was already coiling silk for the next. “They built a facility full of locks and forgot that locks are just structure, and I am very good at structure.”

Suki camouflaged our approach, fox-fire wrapping the team in a shimmer that bent the light around us, holding it just enough that a guard’s eye would slide past. She could manage it down here, four tails of charge against the breach interference, though I saw the cost of it in the set of her jaw, the sweat at her temple. “Don’t dawdle,” she said through her teeth. “I can hold this and I can’t hold it forever, and the breach down here keeps trying to take my fox-fire and use it for its own purposes. Move like you mean it.”

Neve mapped the guards and the captives through the walls, a hand to my arm, murmuring positions in her low alto.

“Two ahead, moving away. Three captives behind the wall on your left, all in cells. Despair. Nobody’s coming for them.” Her grip tightened. “Go left first. The two guards won’t come back this way for six minutes.”

We went left.



The facility was the worst place I’d ever been, and I’d been in a few.

Steel and concrete and clinical light. A place built to process living people as resources, and it had the cold efficiency of any well-run operation. There was no malice in it anywhere, and the absence was the horror of it. Nobody here hated the girls in the cells. They just counted them. This was inventory.

Holding cells lined the corridor, an evolution of the chain-link cages from the relay, breach-tech locks now, monitoring panels, small windows. Behind the windows: monster girls. Catalogued. Some of them had labels by their cells, capability designations, the kind you’d hang on stock. I read one as I passed, thermal/low, and made myself keep moving, because the rage that came up at it would slow my hands and I needed my hands.

I took stock of the rest like a medic does, off to the side, cold, sorting for triage. Malnutrition. Untreated injuries. The flat stares of people who’d been here long enough to stop reacting to footsteps. I kept my face still. The fury I kept off it entirely, because the fury wasn’t useful yet and the captives didn’t need to see it.

This was not a thing to look at like you’d look at anything else. There was nothing here for the eye to want. It was dehumanization made into a process, and the only correct response was the one Mika’s flat ears and Kira’s stillness and Hana’s tight jaw already showed: get them out.

“Three cells,” I said. “Free them. Quiet.”



We freed three.

A salamander-type, scarred along the throat with old burn-suppression marks, who flinched when the cell door opened and then, when Hana said we’re getting you out in that soft certain voice, made a sound like she hadn’t believed in the words. A small bat-winged girl, half-conscious, whom Hana triaged on the spot, the worst of the three, dehydrated and feverish. A scaled lizard-girl who could still stand, barely, and who looked at our mismatched team, a catgirl and a fox and an arachne and a man with a medic bag, and asked, in a cracked whisper, “Are you real?”

“We’re real,” Neve said, kneeling to her, hand to her face, soothing the panic with whatever a starving empath could give. “Breathe. You’re getting out. Hold onto that.”

Kira’s silk improvised what we needed, a sling to carry the bat-winged girl, restraints-removal for a manacle Rika couldn’t pick fast enough, bandaging where Hana pointed. Three girls, none of them harem, all of them ours to get out and deliver to safety. We’d send them up to Yara and the surface, to Haven eventually, or west, but first we had to keep moving, because the clock hadn’t stopped.

The salamander-type wouldn’t stop looking at us. The scaled girl held onto Hana’s sleeve with both hands. And the bat-winged one, when she came partly awake in the silk sling, started to cry without making any sound, just tears tracking down a feverish face, and Hana wiped them with her thumb and murmured I’ve got you, I’ve got you the way she’d learned to with Lyra, and the girl quieted.

“We can’t take them deeper,” I said, low, to the team. “And we can’t leave them here. Rika, can we stash them somewhere they’ll be safe until we come back through?”

Rika was already scanning, her ears reading the walls. “There’s a maintenance recess two doors back. Off the monitoring grid, I think. Tight, but it’ll hold three.” She looked at the girls, and her green jaw worked. “I don’t like leaving them in their own building.”

“I don’t either. But carrying three half-dead girls into the cold part gets them killed and us killed.” I crouched to the scaled girl’s eye level. “We’re going deeper to get one more of ours, and then we’re coming back through here, and we’re taking you out with us. I need you to hide and stay quiet and trust that we’re coming back. Can you do that?”

The scaled girl looked at me for a long moment, this stranger making a promise in the middle of the place that had broken her. Then she nodded.

“She believes you,” Neve said quietly, reading the girl. “Don’t make her wrong.”

“I won’t.”

We tucked them into the recess, Kira webbing a concealment screen across it, Hana leaving water and what little she could spare. The salamander-type caught my wrist as I turned to go.

“There’s a dragon,” she rasped. Her first words. “Down past here. In the cold room. We hear her, through the walls. She’s been here longer than any of us.” Her scarred throat worked. “If you’re going deep. Get the dragon out too. Nobody ever gets the dragon out.”

I didn’t have time to ask what she meant. But it landed hard and stayed, sitting next to the rhythmic resonance Suki had been feeling and the thing bending Neve’s whole landscape.

Nobody ever gets the dragon out. The salamander hadn’t said it like a hope. She’d said it like a law of the place, a thing as fixed as the cold and the cables, and that was what set my teeth. I’d spent two sieges and a long march learning that the things a broken person stated as law were the exact things worth breaking. Across the recess, Mika’s ears had caught the word dragon and flattened a degree further, and Suki’s tails had gone rigid, because both of them had felt the screaming in the walls for hours and now it had a shape, and the shape was somebody chained up longer than anyone here had a number for. None of us said it out loud. But I watched the same arithmetic move through the team that had moved through me: we’d come down for one. We were going to leave with more than one, or we weren’t the people we’d spent all these seasons becoming.

Neve read the corridor, her hand flat to the wall, and her face changed.

“Lyra was here,” she said. “I can feel the residue of her. Fear, hers, I know its shape.” Her eyes followed something through the wall, deeper, east. “She was processed. And then they moved her. Down. Toward the cold part. Hours ahead of us.” She drew her hand back. “We have to go past the facility, Ryder. Into the part nobody comes back from. To reach her.”

The clock tightened to almost nothing.

“Then we go past the facility,” I said.



We followed the resonance.

The thing Suki had felt in her tails since the corridor, the slow rhythmic scream, the weight that bent Neve’s whole landscape, it was a direction, and it led us deeper, away from the holding cells, toward a sealed chamber colder than the rest of the facility. The temperature dropped as we approached, a real cold, the breath fogging, our wet clothes from the relay crossing turning clammy and then icy. The conduit overhead thickened into a bundle of cables that fed into the chamber and out the far side, running deeper, toward the cold part. The salamander-type’s words sat in my chest the whole descent, the flat certainty in them that nobody ever got the dragon out, that she was a fixture of this place no different from the cables.

Rika had her hand near the wall, not quite touching it. “The current’s strongest here,” she said, barely above a breath. “Whatever the building’s tapping, it’s tapping it from in there. This is the source.” She swallowed. “The hum I’ve been feeling since we hit the concrete. It’s loudest right here.”

“Whatever’s screaming,” Suki whispered, “it’s in here. It’s right here. And the conduit, look, it’s tapping it. Feeding it somewhere deeper.” Her four tails were rigid, the fox-fire under them gone still. “Doc, I don’t think I want to see this.”

“Open it,” I told Kira.

She threaded the lock. The seal hissed. The cold rolled out.

And we saw her.



A dragon-girl.

She filled the chamber and then some, tall, taller than any of us, the tallest woman I’d ever stood in front of. My eye went first where it had to: the heat. Even from the doorway I could feel it coming off her, a furnace-shimmer in the cold room, the air around her bending with it, and the medic in me catalogued elevated core temperature, extreme before the rest of me caught up to what I was looking at.

Then the body. Dark obsidian-brown skin, deep and rich, the kind of dark that drank the dead facility light instead of catching it, with iridescent scaled patches across her forearms and shoulders and flanks that shifted like oil on dark water. Thick and powerful: broad shoulders, a deep chest, a heavy muscular ass and full dense thighs, all of it corded with strength, a body built like something that hauled people out of burning buildings, not something plush. The anti-Hana, the same scale of curves built out of power instead of softness. Even chained to a frame, half-starved, months wired to a wall, she was huge in a way that made the steel around her look flimsy, and some animal part of my brain registered do not fight that at the same time the rest of me registered something else entirely and got told to stand down, because she was a patient in restraints and that was the only relevant fact.

Her heavy ridged tail lay slack across the floor, dark and powerful, the finned tip twitching once. Large backswept horns, matte black. Black hair, thick and heavy, pushed back off a strong face, a few strands singed short.

Her wings were clamped flat. Leathery, membranous, dark, pinned against a steel frame by breach-tech bindings bolted into the metal, held open and immobilized so completely that I could see the atrophy in them, the muscle wasted from long months of being unable to move. A nullifier collar circled her throat, choking her fire, the metal scorched and her skin beneath it scorched too, old burns layered over new where the collar had sat too long against her. And the conduit, the cables, fed into ports along the frame, tapping something out of her, drawing it down and away, deeper into the facility, toward the rhythm I’d been feeling for three days.

She was conscious.

Her eyes opened, molten amber-orange banked low like coals, vertical slit pupils, and they found the armed strangers who’d broken into her chamber, and there was no hope in them. No fear, either. Just an exhausted, bottomless flatness.

“If you’re here to recalibrate me,” she said, and her voice was low and smoky and worn down to almost nothing, with a faint structural rumble underneath it, “get it over with.”

She thought we were Enclave. Of course she did. Nobody came to free her. People came to use her. In seven months the only hands that had touched her had touched her to maintain the equipment.

Mika’s ears had gone flat, and she said, very quietly, “She’s holding something that could level this room. And she’s holding it on a hair.” A pause. “I know that control. I’ve never seen it held that long.”

Rika was looking at the burns, at the engineering of the restraints, and her green skin had gone darker with fury. “Breach-tech frame,” she said, low and tight. “Bolted to the rock. I can read it but it’s going to take time. Kira, the lock mechanism’s integrated into the clamps, I need you.”

“Time we may not have a lot of,” Kira said, already moving to the frame, eight legs folding her down to read it.

I didn’t go to the frame first.

I went to the collar.



I knelt in front of her, opened my kit, and started treating the collar burns on her throat.

She went rigid. The whole powerful body tensed, a thread of smoke escaping her, and her eyes tracked my hands with a wariness that was worse than fear because it was so total. She was braced for the touch to become something else, like it always had.

It didn’t. I worked on her like I worked on every patient, low and clinical, talking her through it because talking steadied people even when they didn’t understand the words.

“Second-degree, mostly,” I said, cleaning the burned skin under the collar’s edge with saline, my hands steady against the heat coming off her, unbothered by the scales, unbothered by any of it. “Old and new, layered. The collar’s been sitting against the same skin so long it’s burned it twice. We’re going to get this off you and then this’ll heal.” I reached for the wound-binding moss. “This is going to feel cool. It’ll take the heat out of the burn.”

She didn’t say anything. Her eyes never left my hands.

She flinched anyway, the first time the cool moss touched the burn, her whole body jerking, a reflex built from a captivity of touch always meaning harm. I stilled and waited and didn’t pull back, let her feel that the hand stayed gentle, and after a moment the tension in her throat eased enough for me to keep going.

“There,” I said. “That’s the worst of it. Cool, not hot. See? Nothing’s wrong with my hands.”

A wisp of smoke curled from one nostril, and she watched it like a child watches a thing they expect to be punished for. Nobody moved to punish her. I kept working.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

For a long moment she didn’t answer. I kept working, gentle pressure along her throat, the cool moss against the burns, my hands as steady on her scaled skin as they’d been on Mika’s ribs and Kira’s chitin and a hundred other bodies the world had decided were monsters. Her skin was hot under my fingers, the hottest I’d ever touched, alive and radiant with it, and I treated it like any unfamiliar physiology, with interest and care and no fear, and I think it was the no-fear that finally got through.

Then, low: “Imara.”

She offered it the way Mika had once offered her own name to me, the first night, three claw-wounds across her ribs and fury in her eyes. Half suspicion, half test, the whole of it a dare. Here is a thing of mine; what will you do with it.

“Imara,” I repeated, and finished dressing the burn, and looked up at her, and told her the truth. “We’re not Enclave. We came down here for a moth-girl named Lyra. We’re taking you too. Not to wire you into anything. To get you out and let those burns heal.”

She stared at me. Seven months of being maintained, and a man was kneeling in front of her treating her burns like she was a patient, telling her she was a person, and I could see that the words didn’t compute, that taken to safety was a concept she no longer had a slot for.

But my hands hadn’t flinched from her throat.

And nobody’s hands, in seven months, had ever not flinched.

“You’re lying,” she said. Flat. But her eyes had changed, just slightly. “Nobody comes down here to take something out. They only put things in.”

“We’re going to be the first, then,” I said. I pressed the dressing into place and met the low coal-glow of her eyes. “Hold still. We’re getting that collar off. And when it comes off, nothing here is going to punish you for what your body does. You understand? Whatever it does. It’s allowed.”

Behind me, Rika and Kira worked the frame, reading the breach-tech, finding the way in. The conduit hummed. Somewhere deeper, the slow exhausted rhythm pulsed on, fed by the thing they’d bolted to a wall and called a power source.

Imara watched my hands, and didn’t quite believe, and didn’t tell us to stop.


Chapter 8: Resonance

It took Rika and Kira eleven minutes to free her, and every one of them mattered.

Rika read the breach-tech restraint frame like she read everything, hands flat on the cold metal, ears tracking the vibration of the locking mechanism through the steel. “It’s keyed to the collar,” she muttered. “Clamps and collar on one circuit. We kill one, we kill both, but if I do it wrong the whole thing locks down harder. Kira, when I say, thread the housing.”

“Ready.”

“The trick is the same as the nullifier,” Rika said, half to herself, half to me. “Find the airflow, find the weak point, choke it. Except this isn’t venting heat, it’s venting her. The conduit’s the vent.” She traced a cable with one green finger. “We cut her off from the conduit, the clamps lose their power source, and they release.” She looked up. “Kira. Thread the conduit junction. Now.”

Kira’s silk fed into the junction where the cables met the frame. The thread expanded, hardened, blocked the flow. The hum changed pitch. Something deep in the chamber sighed, the rhythm I’d felt for three days stuttering for the first time, and the breach-tech bindings released with a series of metallic snaps.

The wing clamps fell open. The collar’s latch sprang.

I lifted the collar off her throat myself.

For the first time in seven months, Imara’s fire was unsuppressed and her wings were unbound, and the whole chamber held its breath waiting to see what she’d do.

She didn’t erupt.

She held herself rigidly still, more still than before, every muscle locked, the scale-seams along her body kindling faintly orange-gold and then guttering back to dark as she choked it down. A thread of smoke escaped her nostrils. Her hands had curled into fists at her sides, the claws digging into her own palms.

“Nothing,” she said, through her teeth. The smoke curled up past her face. “I’ll burn nothing. I won’t. I won’t hurt anyone, I won’t give them a reason to.”

“Imara.” I stayed kneeling, eye level, my voice low. “There’s no them. Look at me. Look at the room. There’s no them down here, only us, and nothing here is going to punish you for breathing.” I held her gaze, the coal-low orange of it. “You can let the heat out. Just a little. Just enough. Nobody’s going to recalibrate you for it. You’re allowed.”

She looked at me for a long, terrible moment. Then she exhaled.

A careful, controlled breath of heat, the air shimmering in front of her face, the scale-seams glowing molten for one second before she banked them again. The first breath of fire she’d chosen since they’d put the collar on her. Her shoulders dropped a fraction. Her eyes brightened, just barely, and then steadied.

“There,” I said. “That’s yours. Nobody took it.”

She put a hand to her own throat where the collar had been, the burns I’d dressed, and for a second the bottomless flatness in her eyes cracked, and the banked coal under them flickered up brighter, the first warmth I’d seen reach them.



She was the key to going deeper. I understood that almost immediately, and so did she.

“The conduit fed you somewhere,” I said, as Rika rigged the frame to look intact in case a guard glanced in, buying us cover. “Deeper. East. You’ve been wired to whatever’s down there.”

“Seven months.” Imara’s voice was steadier now, the collar off it. She rolled her shoulders, the unbound wings shifting stiffly behind her, and winced; the muscles didn’t want to work after so long clamped. “They fed me into it. And feeding into it, I learned the shape of it. You learn the layout of a fire by how it breathes.” She looked east, through the wall, the same direction Neve did. “I can sense the structure it feeds. The deep facility. The cold part. The route to the thing they’re weaving. I know where they’d take someone to wire them in.” Her eyes came back to me. “Your moth-girl. If they’re taking her deep, I know the way.”

“What do you call it?” Suki asked, quiet. The fox had been silent since the collar came off, her four tails drawn in tight, the fourth gone still where it usually hummed, her amber eyes fixed on the dragon with a wary, raw kind of recognition, one resonant thing looking at another. “The thing they’re weaving.”

“I don’t have their word for it.” Imara’s dim coal eyes flicked to the fox, and the two of them went still in the same breath, recognition landing on both their faces at once, the breach crystals along the wall pulsing once as their resonances brushed each other. Both of them flinched. “I call it the loom of light. The thing the cold part is making. I felt it pull on me every hour I hung on that wall.” She paused. “There are still girls down there, wired into it. If you’re going past the facility anyway, I’ll guide you. Not because I trust you. Because they’re still down there and I’m the only one who can navigate it.”

Underneath the wariness, her jaw had set hard the moment she’d named the girls still on the wall, a scale-seam glowing along her cheekbone. Give her a choice and she reached for the ones nobody was coming back for.

“Then you guide,” I said. “And we get them out. All of them we can.”



The team’s read on her settled fast.

Mika gave her a single nod, predator to predator. “She holds it like I hold mine,” she said to me, low. “She could’ve torched this whole place when the collar came off and she didn’t. That’s not weakness. That’s the hardest thing in the world.” Coming from Mika, who measured everyone against her own restraint and found most of them wanting, it was as close to reverence as she got.

For Rika it was the burn scars and the engineering of them. She traced the conduit ports along the frame with one green finger, and her fury came out quiet and structural. “They built this to run her like a machine,” she said. “Bolted her to a wall and tapped her like a power main. I’m going to remember every weld.”

Kira said almost nothing. She just stood close to Imara, not crowding, present, and when Imara’s eyes flicked to the arachne with that automatic wariness, Kira held the look and didn’t flinch and didn’t speak, and something passed between them too. Two women the world had decided were things. The recognition needed no words and Kira knew better than to use any.

Neve read Imara and went still, and then quieter than I’d heard her.

“She’s not in agony from pain,” Neve said. “The burns hurt, but that’s not it. She’s in agony from being used.” She didn’t look away from the dragon. “Valued only for what her body makes. Never wanted. Only run.” Her violet eyes were bright. “I know that one. I know it all the way down.”

Imara’s eyes found the succubus, the ember-glow under them flaring once and holding, no bank, no choke, the first time her fire had answered something that wasn’t a threat. Recognition. The same thing that had passed silently between her and Kira, but spoken now, named, and it landed harder for being named.

“You don’t know it,” Imara said, low, and there was no hostility in it, just a wary testing of the claim. “You can’t. Nobody knows it.”

“I was used for centuries,” Neve said simply. “For an experience my body makes. Never for me. People fell in love with the package and never once saw the person inside it, and after the first hundred years it stopped even being lonely and started being a fact, like weather.” She held the dragon’s eyes. “So yes. I know it. And I’ll tell you the thing it took me too long to learn, when there’s time: it doesn’t have to stay true.” She nodded at me, at the team. “It didn’t, for me. It won’t, for you. But that’s a conversation for after we’re out of this hole.”

Imara didn’t answer. But she didn’t look away either, and the rigid set of her shoulders eased by a fraction, and I watched a crack open in a certainty she’d had a long time to harden.

Hana, meanwhile, was doing the thing Hana did. She’d come up to the dragon with water and a strip of seedpod ration, and she held them out without ceremony, her nose twitching, no fear in her at all, and said, “You’re starving. Eat. We’ve got a long way back and you can’t burn anything if you’ve got nothing in you.”

Imara looked at the food, then at the small soft bunnygirl holding it out to a creature that could have killed her with a breath, and something moved across her face that I’d see a hundred times in the weeks to come and never get used to: a person who’d forgotten she was allowed to be offered things, learning it again from scratch.

She took the ration. Ate it in two bites. The chest-rumble started, low, involuntary, a structural sound that I felt through the floor of the chamber, and she clapped a hand over her own sternum, mortified, and smothered it.

“That’s just a,” she started, and stopped.

“It’s fine,” Hana said, already moving on, already triaging the next thing. “Mika purrs. Suki glows. You rumble. We’ve got a whole zoo. You’ll fit right in.”



We started the deeper push, Imara guiding, and the breach-tech thickened around us, and her resonance and Suki’s started to harmonize.

It happened on its own, fox-fire and dragon-glow pulsing in the same rhythm, Suki’s tails flickering brighter whenever the two of them came within a few feet of each other, the scale-seams along Imara’s arms kindling in answer. Both of them felt it. Both of them hated it.

“That’s new,” Suki said, sidestepping to put distance between them. “You feel that?”

“I feel it.” Imara banked her glow hard. “Stay apart from me. When I was wired in, the ones that resonated near me burned out faster. Resonance feeds resonance.” She gave the fox a long look. “You’re the biggest charge I’ve ever felt outside the loom itself. Don’t get close to it down there. It’ll want you like it wanted me.”

Suki’s jaw tightened. “Good to know.”

I put the two of them on opposite ends of the line and kept them there.



Neve was the one running out.

She’d been pushing her radar at maximum through the facility’s horror for hours: the freed captives’ terror, the held captives’ despair, Imara’s agony, and now, ahead, the cold-air wrongness of the engineers’ domain pressing against the edge of her range. She was overfull. Saturated. The same overload crisis from Haven, worse, in the worst possible place to have it. Her eyes had gone full fuchsia and stayed there, and her hands had a fine tremor she was trying to hide.

We held in a sealed side-chamber while Rika rigged the next passage, and I caught Neve’s arm before she could brace against the wall and slide down it.

“Ten minutes,” I said to Rika. “Hold here.”

I took Neve into the far corner, behind a fold of the chamber wall, the only privacy a place like this offered. She came willingly, leaning into me, and put her fingers to my face as she always did, reading me, her consent ritual, finding whatever was there.

“Steady focus,” she murmured, eyes closed, reading it off my skin. “Deferred want, you’ve been carrying that for two days. And fury. At this place. You’re keeping it controlled.” Her eyes opened, blazing fuchsia. “Everyone in this building is a thing to someone, Ryder. Inventory. Equipment. I’ve been swimming in it for hours and I’m drowning.” Her voice cracked. “I need to not be one. For ten minutes. I need to feel my own body instead of every empty room in this place.” Her fingers pressed to my jaw, reading the answer off my skin before I gave it. “Tell me you want this too. I need to hear it, not just feel it.”

“I want this,” I said. “All of it. You.”

She didn’t come to me to feed. I understood that. She came to stop feeding, to feel something that was hers in a building built to take everything that was anyone’s.

I gave her the one thing this place had none of: undivided attention. I worshipped her, the medic focus that broke her composure, the thing that was the exact opposite of being consumed. In the low breach-tech light her statuesque body was a thing out of a painting, the dramatic hourglass, the wine-red hair falling around her face, the full D-cups straining as she breathed, the long legs. I started slow, with what I knew worked on her: my mouth at her throat where the flush began, my hands tracing the curves of her like I was learning her, not taking her, thumbs brushing her nipples through the dark fabric until they peaked and she made a low sound.

“You’re cataloguing me,” she breathed, a thread of her composure still holding. “Like you’d learn a patient.”

“I’m learning you,” I agreed, against her collarbone. “Every time. There’s always more to learn.”

That broke a piece of her, the every time, the implication that there’d be a next time and a next, that she wasn’t a single use. Her cool skin warmed under my hands. I worked down her body, peeled the dark fabric off her, baring the supernatural hourglass to the breach-tech light, the full D-cups with their dark nipples, the dramatic flare of her hips, and went to my knees in front of her against the wall, hooked one of her long legs over my shoulder, spread her open, and went down on her with the unhurried clinical focus I gave everything.

My hands mapped her slow, finding what made her breath catch and returning to it. My tongue parted her slick folds and worked her slow, finding her clit and circling it, dipping lower to taste her and dragging back up, reading the hitch in her breathing and answering it, the cool taste of her on my tongue, dark roses and something electric, her pussy already wet against my mouth. Her control failed faster than usual because she was depleted, the empty radar leaving nothing in reserve to hold the composure together.

She tried to narrate it in her low alto, as she did, taking ownership of her own pleasure in words, and the words failed her in three sentences and she went nonverbal, one hand fisting in my hair, the other braced flat against the cold wall, her hips rolling against my mouth.

I stayed on her. Didn’t drift. Didn’t hurry. Read every shift of her body and answered it, and felt her start to come apart, her thighs trembling against my shoulders.

She pulled me up before she finished, both hands, and I understood that too. She needed to watch. She lined my cock up and sank down onto it, riding me against the wall, facing me, her arms locked around my neck so she could keep her eyes on mine, so she could see that my focus stayed on her and didn’t drift like it always had with everyone else for centuries. Her pussy took my cock deep, slick and clenching around me, and her tail wrapped my arm, and her fuchsia eyes held mine, blazing, the proof she needed written into my face: that I was looking at her. Only her.

“There,” she gasped, finding the words for one second. “Stay there. Don’t look away.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, gripping her hips, driving my cock up into her, each stroke burying me deep in her wet heat. “Look at me. I see you. The whole woman, not the range she throws. You.”

Her composure shattered.

She squirted. The surrender signal, slick and hot around my cock. The supernatural control collapsed all at once into something raw and shaking. Her eyes blazed fuchsia bright enough to throw violet light up the wall. Horns glowing faint. Her whole statuesque body arched and went rigid, her pussy convulsing around me, the helpless startled cries she’d never made for anyone tearing out of her, alien to her own ears.

I held her through it, riding the slick rush of her, and the sight of her undone, the centuries of composure squirting away in helpless pulses, dragged me over right behind her. I came with a groan, my forehead against hers, our eyes still locked exactly as she’d demanded, and emptied into her in long pulses, finishing while she watched me watch her, the proof of where every bit of my focus had gone written plain on my face.

She trembled against the wall, spent, her tail still wrapped tight around my arm, her breathing ragged.

For a long moment she didn’t speak.

Then, quiet, wrecked, against my throat: “In a building full of things, you made me a person.”

Not just that’s mine this time. Further than that. Centuries of being used, and she’d found the ground under her own feet in the one place built for using. I felt her radar re-arm with something solid to hold onto, the tremor gone from her hands when she finally drew them back.

“You were always a person,” I said. “They just couldn’t see it. Their problem. Not yours.”

A sound caught in her throat, almost a laugh. “Ten minutes,” she said. “You promised ten minutes. We used nine.”

“Rika needs one more to finish the passage anyway.”

“Then I’ll take it.” She leaned her forehead against my collarbone, eyes closed, and for one minute, in the cold chamber under the breach, she was just a woman catching her breath, hers, nobody’s tool. “One minute. And then I’ll find your moth-girl through these walls and we’ll go bring her home.”

When she stepped back, her eyes had settled to violet, and they were clear, and the tremor was gone.

“The passage is rigged,” Rika called from the dark. “Imara says the cold part’s ahead. We’re close.”

I looked at Imara, scales gone dark and dim at the edge of the lamplight, watching the two of us step back into the group with an expression I couldn’t read. Used and never wanted, all those months on the wall, and here she was watching a succubus walk out of a corner re-armed and whole. A thin seam of orange-gold kindled along her jaw and stayed lit, and she didn’t bank it this time, looking at it.

“Lead on,” I told her.

She did.


Chapter 9: The Lattice

Past the facility, the people changed.

The Enclave personnel thinned out as we went deeper, the guards fewer, the corridors emptier and colder, and then we saw the first one that wasn’t a guard, and every instinct I had told me not to be seen by it.

It stood at the end of a long cold corridor, pale, too still. A human shape in a grey coat, but the stillness was wrong, the stillness of something that wasn’t quite breathing on a human schedule. When it moved, its shadow fell a half-second behind it, sliding to catch up like the light had to think about where the body was. It turned its head and spoke to no one, or to something we couldn’t hear, in a flat over-precise voice, every syllable placed with the exactness of a machine reading text.

“Engineer,” Imara breathed. She’d gone dead still, scales gone to dead black. “Don’t let it see you. Don’t move when it’s looking your way.”

“What is it?” Mika’s claws were out but her ears were flat, and I understood; even she didn’t want to fight that.

“It used to be a person.” Imara’s voice was barely there. “Enclave. They go down to the cold part and they come back changed. The breach core does it. They stop being on the same clock as the rest of us.” Her eyes, low and smoldering, tracked the pale figure as it moved off down a side passage, the shadow dragging behind. “You can’t fight them. You can only not be where they’re looking.”

Suki had her fox-fire ready and didn’t use it, holding us in a shimmer of bent light as the thing passed. The crystals along the wall pulsed, faster near the engineer, the resonance and the wrongness braided together. When it was gone, the whole team came unclenched at once.

“I couldn’t read it,” Neve whispered. She had a hand pressed to her chest, her face grey. “I read everything. People, ferals, the insectoid things at Haven that aren’t even sentient, I get something off all of them. That, I got nothing. Like reaching for a wall and finding a hole.” Her violet eyes were wide. “It’s not that it’s hiding. It’s that there’s nothing there to read. Whatever it is now, it’s not a person feeling things anymore.”

“Then it can’t read us either,” I said, because someone needed to find the upside.

“No. But it doesn’t need to feel us to see us. So we don’t get seen.” Neve swallowed. “There are more ahead. Three, four. They’re not patrolling. They’re working. They don’t expect anyone, which is the only reason we’re going to get through.”

These weren’t guards to fight. They were a wrongness to evade. I tightened my grip on the crossbow I now knew was useless against them and made myself breathe slow, like I’d taught a hundred panicking patients to, and we moved deeper on Imara’s read and Neve’s, keeping to the shadow, going where the pale figures weren’t looking, until the corridor opened up.



The corridor opened into the Lattice chamber, and I stopped at the threshold, and for a second I forgot the plan and the clock and everything else.

It was vast. A breach-carved space bigger than anything I’d seen underground, the ceiling lost in dark, and at its center the Engineers were weaving something out of light.

I have no other word for what it was. A lattice, exactly that, a structure of breach-light and conduit and crystallized energy, vast and slow, the lines of it shifting and re-knotting as the pale still figures moved among it, adjusting, tuning, weaving dimensional energy into a shape that held. It hummed. The rhythm I’d been feeling for three days, the slow exhausted pulse, came from this, the whole chamber beating with it.

And woven into it were the girls.

That was the part that stopped me. Monster girls, suspended in the structure, wired into it as living components, conduit tapping their bodies and feeding their resonance into the lattice of light. Dimensionally-sensitive captives, strung into the machine like filaments, some conscious, some half-conscious, their heads hung, their bodies held in the breach-light, being burned down. And the horror under the horror: as I watched, the Engineers moved to one of them, a girl gone dim and slack, and began the slow work of unwiring her, and I understood with a cold drop in my gut that they were replacing her. Burned out. Swapped for a fresh one.

This was what the conduit from Imara’s cold room had fed. This was what she’d been powering all those months, wired to a wall, her resonance drawn down here to feed the loom of light.

I made myself look at the wired-in girls, because someone should, because they deserved to be seen by something that wasn’t a machine. A wolf-eared girl, conscious, her head turned slowly toward us as if she felt us there. A thing that might have been a naga, coils gone slack in the breach-light. A small one I couldn’t classify, too dim to read. Conduit fed into all of them at the spine, at the base of the skull, drawing the resonance out in thin bright threads that joined the larger weave. Some of them were aware. Some of them watched us with eyes that had stopped expecting anything.

The horror wasn’t in any one of them. It was in the system, in the calm, in how the pale figures moved among the suspended bodies like a man walking a row of machines on a factory floor, checking gauges, replacing a part that had worn out. Nobody down here was angry. Nobody was cruel. It was worse than cruel. It was maintenance.

“That’s it,” Imara said, and her voice had gone to nothing. She stared at the thing she’d been feeding, and the seams of light along her body kindled and guttered, kindled and guttered, her control fraying. “That’s the loom. I never saw it. I only felt it pull.” Smoke leaked from between her teeth. “I fed that for seven months. Every hour. It drank me and I never even knew what it looked like.” Her dim coal eyes moved across the suspended girls, and I watched her find the one being unwired, the burned-out one, and the smoke stopped leaking from her teeth all at once, the molten cracks along her jaw flaring to a hard steady orange and holding there, no flicker now, the look of a furnace deciding to stop choking itself down. “That was going to be me. They told me. When the kitsune came in, I was going to be the one they unstrung and threw away.” A breath of smoke. “And now I’m looking at it from the outside, and I understand exactly what I escaped, and exactly what’s still hanging in there.”



She told us what it was, because she was the only one who knew, having been wired to it long enough to learn its shape.

“It holds a breach open,” she said, low, the team pressed into the shadow at the chamber’s edge. “Stable. Controlled. A breach wants to heal, like a wound, and this stops it from healing. Keeps it open. And they’re making it bigger.” Her gaze moved over the lattice, the coals under her brow low and steady. “They want it big enough to hold one open permanently. A door that doesn’t close. That doesn’t heal.” She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know why. They never explained it to their equipment. You don’t tell the battery what the flashlight’s for.”

A permanent breach. A door that doesn’t close. The thing they were building with living girls strung into it like wire.

WHAT it did, I now knew. WHY they wanted it, I didn’t, and looking at the pale still figures weaving the light, I had the sick certainty that I didn’t want to.

“Suki,” I said quietly. “Neve. Look at it.”

They were looking. Suki’s four tails had drawn in tight, the fox-fire flickering across them in agitated waves, and her face had gone pale and set as she stared at the burned-out girl being unwired, at the fresh one waiting on a frame to take her place.

“It eats resonance,” Suki said, her voice flat and horrible. “It burns through them and needs more. That’s why they keep collecting.” She turned to look at me, every layer of the act stripped away, nothing left but a four-hundred-year-old fox understanding exactly what had been done to her own kind. “A four-tail kitsune is the biggest charge in the wasteland. I could run that thing for years.” Her tails flared, sudden and bright, and she banked them with visible effort. “That’s why I’m priority one. They don’t want me for an army. They want me for that. To wire me into that and let it eat me slow.”

“And me to regulate it,” Neve said. She had her hand to the wall, her face grey. “I can feel it. The whole thing’s screaming with burnout. They can’t tell when a resonator’s about to fail, not precisely, so they lose the work when one burns out unexpectedly and the breach starts to heal before they get a new one wired in.” Her violet eyes were sick. “A long-range succubus could read every resonator in that lattice. Tell them which one’s about to go before it goes. Keep the door from ever slipping. I’m the sensor that keeps it running smooth.” She drew her hand back like the wall had burned her. “They wrote us down right. Battery and sensor. They knew exactly what they wanted.”

The orders Lyra had read off the captured Collectors. The acquisition list. Acquire the four-tail kitsune. Acquire the long-range succubus. Every word of it, explained in one chamber.

I looked at Suki, the biggest charge in the wasteland, standing forty feet from the thing that wanted to eat her, and I understood the shape of what was coming in a way I hadn’t before. This wasn’t about supplies or territory or a clinic. This had never been about a clinic. This was a machine that ran on living girls, building a door that didn’t close, and the fox who slept on my roof was the upgrade it needed most. They would come for her. Not as raiders. As harvesters working through a parts list. And they would keep coming, because she was the one thing that could run this for years.

I looked away from her and counted the exits instead, because that was a problem I could do something about and the other one I couldn’t, not standing here, not yet.



“Lyra,” I said. “Find her. Now. Before they wire her in.”

Neve was already searching, her hand to the wall, her range sweeping the chamber. Her face was a study in pain, reading a room full of burning-out resonators, but she pushed past her own captives’ despair and looked for the one signature she knew. “There.” She pointed to the far edge of the lattice, a holding frame at the chamber’s rim, away from the woven center. “She’s there. Restrained. Being prepped. Not connected yet.” Her voice tightened. “Not yet. But they’re getting ready to. There are two of the pale ones near her. They’re not hurrying. They never hurry. They’ve got all the time in the world because they think nobody’s coming.” Her violet eyes opened. “Which is the one mistake they’re making.”

“Her state?” Hana asked, already shouldering her bag, the medic in her cataloguing before she’d even moved.

“Terrified. Prey-locked, the way she was when they took her. But conscious. Whole.” Neve swallowed. “She’s looking at the lattice, Ryder. She’s wired-in-adjacent enough to feel what’s coming. She knows exactly what’s about to happen to her, and she’s just… waiting for it. Like she’s already given up.”

“She gave up once before and we pulled her back,” I said. “We do it again.”

The last seconds of the clock, ticking down.

I looked at the lattice, at the wired-in girls, at the burned-out one being unstrung, and I made the call, because the alternative was losing everyone trying to save everyone.

“We grab Lyra,” I said, low and hard. “And we free the resonators we can reach without bringing the whole chamber down on us. Not all of them. The ones near the edge, the ones not wired too deep. The deep ones, the center ones, we can’t get to without the Engineers fully engaging, and we can’t win that fight, and we are not going to die in here.” I made myself say the rest. “Some of them we can’t save. Not today. Not from where they’re wired. Leaving them is a wound we carry out of here. But we don’t lose this whole team trying to take the center.”

Mika’s jaw was tight. Hana had gone pale, looking at the wired-in wolf-girl whose head had turned toward us. But nobody argued, because everybody could do the same math.

“We’re going to leave girls in that machine,” Mika said, flat, not arguing it, just needing the fact said out loud so it couldn’t hide behind the plan.

“Yes.” I held her eyes. “And I’m putting it in the journal tonight.” I turned my eyes to the wolf-eared girl because I would not look away from her, not when she was watching us with a face that had started, faintly, to hope, and I hated what I had to do with everything in me. “I’m sorry,” I said to her, low, knowing she might not even hear it over the hum. “We can’t reach you today. But we found you. We know you’re here. We are coming back.” Whether the words reached her or not, I owed them. Hana’s hand found my arm and gripped, hard, her own face wet, and neither of us said anything else about it because there wasn’t anything else to say that would make it bearable.

I looked at Suki. “Mark this chamber. So we can find it again. So we know the way down to the thing we have to stop.”

Suki’s four tails fanned, and she pressed fox-fire into the rock at the threshold, a marker, a memory burned into the stone in amber light, keyed so she could find it again across miles and breach interference. “Marked,” she said. Her voice was hard. “I’ll find this place blind. I’ll find it from the moon.” She looked at the lattice one more time, at the burned-out girl, at the fresh one on the frame. “And I’ll come back and I’ll unmake it.”

The alliance had a target now. Not a clinic to defend. A door to close. A machine to break. Nobody said it out loud. Mika’s jaw worked, Hana’s hand stayed gripped on my arm, and I saw the same thing move through each of them that was moving through me, the cold arithmetic of a thing that would have to be done more than once.

“Kira,” I said. “Get to Lyra. Thread the prep frame. Hana, you’re on her the second she’s free. Rika, find me the structural supports for the facility’s outer works, the conduit junctions, anything that hurts this place when we leave. Suki, cover us. Neve, watch the Engineers, the second one of them turns our way, you tell me.”

“And me?” Imara said.

I looked at the dragon, at the light pulsing hard and uneven through the dark of her with her fury, at the thing she’d been forced to feed.

“You’re our way out,” I said. “You know this place better than the people who built it, because you’ve been wired into it. When we move, you find us the route. And when it’s time to leave, if that machine reaches for you or the fox, you do the thing they spent all that time on the wall teaching you not to do.”

She understood. Her coal-dim eyes brightened, just slightly, and a thread of smoke curled from her, and this time she let it rise.

“I’m ready to burn,” she said.

“Not yet,” I said. “Not until I say. We don’t wake that whole chamber up before we have Lyra clear. The second you let go, the Engineers know we’re here and the run starts. So we do it quiet first, and loud only when we have to.” I looked around the team, each of them in the shadow at the chamber’s edge, the lattice of light pulsing in front of us, the wired-in girls hanging in it. “Everybody clear?”

Nods, all around. Mika’s claws out, ears flat. Kira already producing the silk she’d need for the prep frame. Hana with her bag open. Rika reading the structural supports through the floor with her one good sense. Neve’s hand to the wall, eyes on the pale figures. Suki’s tails fanned, fox-fire banked low and ready.

“Then we go get her,” I said. “And we come back for the rest. I’m not leaving anyone in that machine one second longer than I have to. I just can’t get them all out tonight.”

“We keep our promises,” Hana echoed, soft, fierce.

The Engineers wove their door of light, slow and patient and unhurried, the burned-out resonator drifting loose from the weave and a fresh one rising to take her place, and we moved through the shadows at the edge of it toward the girl we’d come for, and the slow exhausted rhythm of the Lattice pulsed on, fed by the ones we were about to leave behind.


Chapter 10: Burn

Kira got to Lyra in under two minutes.

She moved along the chamber’s rim in the shadow of the lattice, eight legs carrying her low and silent over the breach-carved floor, and the pale figures didn’t turn, because the pale figures weren’t watching the edges. They were watching the weave. Lyra hung in the prep frame at the rim, restraints around her wrists and her throat, the conduit waiting beside her on a hooked arm, not connected yet, a hand’s width from the base of her skull and closing.

I watched Kira reach her. I watched her thread silk into the frame’s locks like she’d threaded a hundred locks tonight, fine filament feeding into the housing, expanding, seizing the mechanism. The restraints sprang. Lyra dropped into Kira’s silk before she could fall.

Hana had her. She’d crossed the rim behind Kira, low and fast, and she caught the moth-girl against her chest and clamped a hand over her mouth before the prey-locked scream could come out, and put her own face down against Lyra’s antennae and breathed the words I’d heard her use a hundred times.

“I’ve got you. I’ve got you. You’re not staying here.” Hana’s nose was twitching hard, reading the terror coming off the girl. “Look at me. Not the machine. Me. We’re going home.”

Lyra’s wide moonstone eyes found Hana’s face, and something in them, the thing that had given up, that had been waiting for the conduit like you wait out a storm, cracked. She didn’t scream. She shook, every line of her shaking, but she didn’t scream.

“Got her,” Hana breathed. “She’s clear.”

The whole reason we’d come down into the dark. Recovered.

I let myself feel it for exactly one second.

“The resonators,” I said, low. “The ones at the edge. The ones we can reach.”



We freed two.

The first was the wolf-eared girl, the one whose head had turned toward us, the one who’d started to hope. She was wired in at the rim, the conduit at her spine drawing a thin bright thread of her into the weave, but she wasn’t deep, not like the center ones were deep. Rika read the frame; Kira threaded the conduit junction and choked the flow the same as she’d choked Imara’s; the thread guttered and died and the wolf-girl sagged free into Mika’s arms, conscious, weeping silently, her hands closing on Mika’s tank top with a grip that said she’d believed she was going to die in that light.

“I’ve got you,” Mika said, rough, the snarl gone out of her voice entirely. “Walk. Can you walk?”

The wolf-girl nodded against her shoulder. She could walk.

The second was a small horned girl, a ram-type with a stubby curl of horn and a coat of fine pale down at her nape, dim but not gone, and Kira freed her the same way and Hana took her with Lyra, the medic in her already cataloguing the burn-down, the wasting, the fever, filing it for the run.

The third we couldn’t free.

She was a naga, wired deep, her coils gone slack in the breach-light, the conduit feeding into her at the spine and the skull and three more points along her body, threaded so far into the weave that pulling her would have collapsed a whole section of the lattice and brought the chamber down on us. Rika read it in four seconds and her green jaw worked and she said, low and sick, “I can’t. Not without bringing the roof down. She’s load-bearing. They made her load-bearing.” Her voice cracked on it. “They built the door so you can’t take its wire out without the door coming down on you.”

I made myself look at the naga. Her eyes were open. She was looking back. And whatever was left in them had heard everything Rika said, and understood it, and didn’t blame us, which was worse than if she had.

I crouched to her eye level, because she deserved a face and not just a voice over her shoulder. “They wired you in so we’d have to choose between you and the roof,” I told her, low, knowing she might not hear it over the hum. “I’m not making that choice tonight by leaving you for good. I’m making it by coming back with a way to take the whole thing down. You hold on until I do.”

The naga’s eyes closed. Slow. Whether it was peace or surrender or just exhaustion, I couldn’t tell, and I carried not knowing out of that chamber, and it didn’t get lighter on the way up.

“Ryder,” Neve said, tight. “Move. Two of the pale ones are finishing their cycle. They’ll turn this way inside a minute.”

“Then we go.” I got the team moving, back toward the rim, toward the corridor we’d come in by, Lyra and the two freed resonators in the middle of the line, the fast ones bracketing. “Suki. Cover us out. Rika, where do I hurt this place when we leave?”

“Conduit junctions. There.” Rika pointed to a bank of cabling where four of the great cables met and ran out toward the facility’s outer works. “And the structural support feeding the rim. I drop those, the outer works lose power and half the cell block goes dark, and the facility can’t run while they rebuild it. It won’t touch the lattice. The lattice has its own supports, deeper, harder, and I can’t reach them. But it’ll cripple the rest.” She was already pulling charges from her pack, the mechanical fuses, the old reliable kind, no electronics for the breach to chew on. “Give me ninety seconds at the junction.”

“You’ve got sixty. Go.”

She went. Tessa’s music box was in her pack and I thought, absurdly, of a thing playing a melody in the dark while a goblin rigged a building to come apart.



Suki built the phantoms.

It was the thing she’d been holding in reserve all night, the chaos-mode she’d promised, and now she let it loose: fox-fire shaping into figures at the far end of the chamber, a phantom team, six of them, ten, bursting from a side corridor and scattering, drawing the human guards from the facility’s outer works toward a fight that wasn’t there. I heard the alarm go up out in the steel halls, the running boots, the shouted coordinates, all of it aimed at the illusions.

“That’ll hold the meat ones,” Suki said through her teeth, sweat tracking down her temple, four tails fanned and blazing as she fed the illusion. “It won’t hold the pale ones. They don’t see what I make. They see what’s there.” Her amber eyes were hard and bright. “And what’s there is us.”

She was right.

The lattice surged.

It happened the way a fire crowns, all at once, the breach-light brightening across the whole weave, reality bending around it, the slow patient pulse spiking into something hungry. The Engineers had felt the resonators leaving, felt the wolf-girl and the horned girl pulled free, felt the work fraying at the edges. And reaching for what it was losing, the machine found, across the chamber, the two biggest charges it had ever sensed.

Suki’s tails dragged toward it.

I saw it happen, felt her stumble as the four tails were hauled around toward the weave like iron filings toward a magnet, her whole body listing, her hands flying up to grip a conduit rail to keep from being pulled. “It wants me,” she gasped, fox-fire flickering wild and uncontrolled across her skin. “Ryder, it wants me, it’s pulling, I can feel it trying to wire me in from across the room.”

And Imara.

The dragon went rigid, the molten cracks flaring across her without her permission, heat rolling off her in a wave that made the cold chamber ripple, a thread of smoke becoming a column, her dim coal eyes blowing wide and bright. “It knows me,” she said, low and horrible. “It’s calling its prototype home. Seven months and it still knows the shape of me.” Her clawed feet gouged the floor as she fought the pull. “It wants us both. The two biggest charges in the wasteland, standing in its room.”

The machine reached for them across forty feet of empty air, and I watched two of the strongest beings I’d ever known start to lose the fight to stay standing.

I had one tool that could break the pull.

I turned to the dragon.



“Imara.”

Her eyes found me, fighting, terrified, the conditioning of all those months screaming at her to bank it down, to hold still, to not give them a reason, the way she’d held it down since the collar came off because using her fire had always meant punishment and the lattice fed on it and using it had only ever made things worse.

“Burn it,” I said. Loud and flat and certain, no room in it for anything but the one instruction. “It’s yours. The fire is yours. Nobody owns it but you. Burn the thing that’s reaching for you. Use it.”

She stared at me.

I saw the war in her, the whole long captivity of it, the collar and the conduit and every hour they’d drained her and recalibrated her and taught her that her fire was a thing that got her hurt. I saw her hand twitch toward her own throat where the burns I’d dressed still were.

“It’s safe,” I said. “You’re safe. You won’t hurt us. You’ve never lost control once since the collar came off, not once, you kept that fire leashed by a single thread every hour they had you. There’s nobody in this room with a steadier hand on themselves than you.” I held her eyes across the bending light. “So let go. For yourself. For her.” I jerked my chin at Suki, listing toward the weave. “Burn it.”

And Imara let go.



She came off the leash like seven months of held breath.

The scale-seams didn’t kindle this time. They blazed, all of them at once, the whole vast dark body of her erupting in molten light, orange-gold cracks blowing wide across the obsidian-brown of her, and the heat that came off her was a physical wall, a furnace door thrown open in the cold chamber, the air screaming as it expanded. Her wings, stiff and atrophied and clamped flat all that time on the wall, dragged themselves halfway open behind her, trembling, and she didn’t fly, she couldn’t fly, but she planted her clawed feet and threw her head back and she breathed.

The fire was the color of the inside of a star. It poured out of her in a column, breach-charged, the dragon-fire and the resonance braided together into something that hit the surging lattice like a wave hitting a sandcastle. The breach-light buckled. The pull on Suki snapped. The fox stumbled free of it, gasping, her tails springing back to her own control, and the machine’s reach broke against a wall of heat from the one resonator it had run for so long and never once gotten to use against it.

“GO,” Imara roared, and her voice had gone to the deep rumble-growl, the whole chamber shaking with it. “I’ve got the pull, GO.”

“Rika!” I was already moving, hauling Lyra and Hana ahead of me toward the corridor. “Charges, NOW.”

“Set.” Rika sprinted back from the junction, the fuses lit, the timers running down. “Sixty seconds on the junction, ninety on the rim support. We need to be in the corridor before the first one. MOVE, all of you, MOVE.”

We moved.

Suki threw the last of her illusions behind us, phantom teams scattering, and Imara backed toward the corridor still burning, a column of dragon-fire holding the lattice’s reach off the retreating line, the heat of her at our backs hot enough that I felt it through my jacket, the steam rolling off her where her own scalding skin met the cold chamber air. The two freed resonators stumbled between us, the wolf-girl in Mika’s grip, the horned girl with Hana, Lyra clinging to Hana’s other side. Kira ran rearguard with Mika, silk ready. Neve had her hand to the wall, calling the Engineers’ positions.

“Two of the pale ones turning,” she shouted. “They see the fire. They’re coming toward the chamber but they’re slow, they’re always slow, they don’t run, RUN.”

We hit the corridor.

The first charge blew.



The conduit junction came apart in a flat crack and a gout of arcing breach-energy, and the facility’s outer works lost their power in a rolling wave, the lights down the corridor stuttering out section by section as the cell block and the steel halls went dark behind us. The hum of the facility’s machinery wound down into silence. Somewhere back in the chamber the lattice flickered, its outer feeds severed, and the slow patient pulse stuttered for the first time since they’d lit it.

It did not go out.

I’d known it wouldn’t. The lattice had its own supports, deeper, the Engineers’ own work, and Rika’s charges couldn’t reach them. We’d crippled the facility around the door. We hadn’t touched the door. A crippled door is still a door, and I felt the truth of that settle cold in my gut even as we ran, because we were leaving it standing and we were leaving a naga wired into it and we were going to have to come back.

But the facility was dark, and the pull was broken, and we were in the corridor and moving.

“Imara!” I called. “Break off! Get in the line!”

She let the fire die.

It took her a second to do it, the same beat it takes to close a furnace door, and then the column guttered out and the light in her seams dropped from blazing to glowing to merely hot, and the dragon staggered.

She nearly went down.

All those months of suppression, and she’d just unleashed everything she had, and the strain hit her all at once: her legs buckled, her wings dragged on the floor, smoke pouring off her now in a ragged haze that was exhaustion and not fire. Mika caught her under one arm, the wolf-girl shifting to Mika’s other side, and I got the dragon’s other arm over my shoulder, the heat of her scalding even through my jacket, and we hauled her into the line and kept her moving.

“I had it,” Imara rumbled, slurring, her smoldering eyes struggling to focus. “I had the pull. Did you get her? The moth-girl. Did you get her out.”

“We got her,” I said. “We got everyone we could. You broke the pull. You did it. Stay on your feet, soldier, we’re not done.”

“…Soldier,” she repeated, and there was something in the smoke of it that might have been the ghost of a laugh, the first I’d heard from her. “Nobody’s called me that in seven months.”

The second charge blew behind us, the rim support coming down, and the corridor shook, and dust and breach-dark sifted from the ceiling, and I heard the deep groan of structure failing somewhere back toward the chamber.



I took my hit forty feet into the run.

A guard who hadn’t gone for Suki’s phantoms came around a corner in the dark with a breach-tech sidearm, and he got one shot off before Mika’s blade found him, and the shot caught me across the left forearm, a line of breach-charged fire that opened the skin and burned it at the same time, a deep laceration cauterized half-shut by the energy of the round, ugly and hot and bleeding through the char.

I didn’t stop. You learn that. You note the wound, you triage it against the situation, you keep your hands working because there are people behind you who need them. I clamped my right hand over the forearm and kept the team moving and didn’t say anything, because saying anything would slow us, and we couldn’t afford slow.

Hana saw it anyway. Of course she did. Her nose found the blood-and-char smell of it before her eyes found the wound.

“You’re hit,” she said, not stopping, her hands already moving toward me even as she kept Lyra and the horned girl moving.

“Later,” I said. “It’s cauterized. It can wait. Move.”

“It cannot wait, it’s a breach-round, those don’t clot, but you’re right that it can wait until we’re past the pale ones, so I’m holding you to later and later is the first defensible pocket.” Her jaw was set. The girl who used to freeze at a sound was snapping orders at her bleeding medic mid-flight, running a triage line through the dark in enemy territory with a moth-girl on one arm and a horned girl on the other and one eye on my forearm. “Later, Ryder. Don’t make me chase you.”

“Later,” I agreed.

“Neve,” I called. “The pale ones.”

“Behind us. Slow. They’re coming to the chamber, not after us, they care about the door, not us, they’re going to try to save the door.” Neve’s voice was ragged. “Which means they’re not chasing. Which means we run for the surface and don’t stop. The human guards are scattered on Suki’s phantoms. The route’s clear if we go now and go fast.”

“Then we go now and we go fast.” I looked down the line, the whole bloodied length of it: Mika holding the dragon and the wolf-girl up, Hana running a triage line on the move, Suki burning through the last of her charge to hold the illusions, Kira at the rear with her silk, Neve reading the dark, Rika out front finding the route. Lyra in the middle, alive, out, the girl we’d marched into hell for. A naga left behind in the light. My arm on fire. The door still standing.

It was a win. It was the ugliest win I’d ever bought.

“Run,” I said.

We ran.


Chapter 11: The Run

We ran the breach-core tunnels backward, and the tunnels didn’t want to let us.

Going in, they’d been strange but stable, the organic ripple of the walls, the coral clusters of breach-crystal pulsing slow. Coming out, with the facility crippled and the lattice’s outer feeds severed, the breach behind us had nothing holding it steady anymore, and it began to slip. Passages we’d walked through on the way in had shifted. A corridor Rika remembered as straight bent now, the walls breathing, the crystal clusters flaring and dying in arrhythmic waves. The breach was healing in the wrong places and tearing open in others, and the map we’d made coming in was already a lie.

Suki navigated by the fox-fire markers she’d set.

It was the only thing that worked. Her tokens burned in the rock where she’d pressed them on the way down, small amber points keyed to her resonance, and she chased them backward through the shifting dark, her four tails fanned, fox-fire bleeding off her in a wash that lit the warping walls. “There’s a marker,” she’d call, and we’d go toward a point of amber light, and the passage would be where the passage was supposed to be, and then we’d lose the next one because the tunnel had moved and she’d stop, hand pressed to her chest, feeling for the resonance of the next token through the churn. “It’s been here,” she muttered. “The marker’s been here, the rock moved, the marker’s still keyed, I just have to feel where it went.”

She found them. Every time. Sweating, swaying, four hundred years of fox feeling her way home through a breach trying to close on top of her, and she found every marker she’d set.

And where her markers ran out, Imara took over.

The dragon had come back to herself a hundred feet into the run, the strain bleeding off as Hana forced water and a seedpod ration into her on the move, and her resonance-map, the layout burned into her by all those months wired to this place, got us through the parts the breach had warped past Suki’s tokens. “Left here,” she’d rumble, low. “The breach is healing across the straight route, it’ll close on us, but it can’t close the deep channel, the deep channel’s load-bearing for the whole network. Go left, down, then up. The deep channel holds.” She read the warping tunnels like she’d once read a fire, by how it breathed, and she was right every time, and not once did the deep channel fail us.

Two resonances the Enclave wanted most, navigating us out of the Enclave’s own house through a collapsing breach. Suki by her tokens, Imara by her cage-memory. I put them on opposite ends of the line, as I had on the way down, the harmonization still humming between them whenever they drifted close, and they called the route back and forth across the team, fox to dragon, marker to channel, and got us through.



We picked up the three from the holding cells on the way out.

The route back ran past the recess where we’d stashed them, and I’d been counting the corridors against the chance the breach had closed that part of the facility off, but Rika’s read held, the maintenance recess two doors off the cell block intact, the corridor poured-concrete and stable where the breach hadn’t reached it. Kira pulled the concealment web off the screen with a flick of silk, and the three girls were there, packed into the dark exactly where we’d left them, the salamander-type with her burn-scarred throat in front with a length of pipe she’d found and meant to use, the scaled lizard-girl behind her, and the small bat-winged girl still half-conscious in the sling we’d webbed her.

“We came back,” I said. “Told you we would.”

The salamander-type let the pipe drop and made the same sound she’d made when the cell opened, the one like she hadn’t believed in the words. “You came back.”

“We came back. We’re going up. Can you walk?”

She could. The lizard-girl could, barely, both hands finding Hana’s sleeve again the second the medic reached her. The bat-winged one we kept in the sling. Three more bodies onto the slow team, three more reasons to move fast, and Hana folded them into her triage line without breaking stride, and we ran on with five we hadn’t gone down with instead of two.



We were the fast team protecting the slow team, and the slow team was most of us.

Lyra could barely walk. The two freed resonators were burned down, weak, a step from collapse. Imara was running on a body that had unleashed a captivity’s worth of held fire and was paying for it. I was bleeding through a breach-round laceration I’d refused to stop and treat. The fast core, Mika, Kira, Rika, Suki, Neve, dragged the rest of us along, and Hana ran the whole battered length of it as a triage line, never stopping, never freezing, a wildflower-jar of a woman holding a dozen broken people together in the dark with her hands and her voice.

“Lyra, look at me, not the walls, the walls are doing that on purpose, look at my face. Good. Now walk. One foot. Good.” “Wolf-girl, your fever’s spiking, here, water, drink, you don’t have to talk.” “Imara, you’re cooling too fast, that’s the strain, eat the other ration, all of it, don’t argue with me, I’ve fed a dragon exactly once and I already know you’ll lie about how you feel.” “Ryder. Later is getting closer. Don’t think I forgot.”

Mika and Kira ran rearguard.

It was the duo they’d built into over the seasons, the catgirl and the arachne, the scout-neutralization pair, and they worked the dark behind us without a word needing said. Mika’s ears read the tunnels for pursuit; Kira’s silk strung tripline alarms across the passages we left behind, fine threads that would sing through the rock if anything followed. Twice Mika’s ears snapped back and she dropped into a crouch, claws out, and twice it was nothing, the breach groaning, not boots, and she rose and kept moving, her jaw tight, hating the dark exactly as much as she’d told me she hated it, doing it anyway.

“Anything?” I asked her once, low, as the line paused for Rika to read a route.

“Breach. Not boots.” Her ears were flat with the effort of listening through the churn. “The pale ones aren’t chasing. Neve’s right. They’re saving their door.” A muscle worked in her jaw. “I want to hate that they let us go. But mostly I want to be out of this hole, Ryder. I want sky. I want my nose to tell me something that isn’t down and cold and wrong.”

“Soon,” I said. “You’re holding. You’re holding better than you said you would.”

“You held onto me,” she said, and didn’t look at me when she said it, her ears doing a complicated thing, and then Rika called the route and she was moving again before I could answer, which was how Mika told you a thing mattered: she said it and then refused to let you respond to it.



The breach nearly took the wolf-girl a hundred and fifty feet into the run.

We were threading a section where the tunnel had gone soft, the walls breathing, the breach-light pulsing arrhythmic, and the wolf-girl, burned down and unsteady on her feet, stumbled against the wall, and the wall moved. It bowed inward where her shoulder touched it, the breach-rock going liquid for a half-second as fresh-healed breach sometimes did, reaching, hungry, and her arm sank into it to the elbow before any of us understood what was happening.

She didn’t scream. She’d had the screaming worked out of her down there. She just made a small sound and pulled, and the breach held her arm like wet clay holds a hand, and Mika was already there, claws sunk into the wolf-girl’s shirt, hauling, and the wall pulled back, and for one terrible second it was a tug of war between a catgirl and a dimensional wound for the body of a girl we’d come a long way to save.

“Imara,” I said, sharp.

The dragon got a furnace-hot hand flat on the breach-rock beside the wolf-girl’s trapped arm, and she didn’t burn it, she cooled it, somehow, the heat coming off her hand drawing the breach-light’s hunger toward the warmth and away from the trapped limb, a trick I didn’t understand and didn’t need to, and the wall let go, and Mika’s haul carried the wolf-girl free and the two of them went down in a heap on the solid floor.

“How did you” Rika started.

“Breach goes toward the strongest charge,” Imara said, letting the heat in her hand drop, already moving on. “It wanted my warmth more than it wanted her. You point it at the bigger fire, it follows the bigger fire. I learned that wired to a wall.” She got the wolf-girl up, gentle, counting her, herding her back into the middle of the line. “Don’t touch the soft walls. If a wall’s breathing, it’s hungry. Stay center.”

Hana was already on the wolf-girl’s arm, checking for damage, finding none, the breach having pulled but not bitten. “She’s fine. Shaken. Fine.” She looked at Imara with something new in her face. “You can steer it. The breach. You can pull it where you want.”

“A little,” Imara said. “When I’m the biggest thing in the room. Which down here I’m not, the loom’s bigger, but in a side passage with no loom” she shrugged, the wings shifting “I’m the biggest fire. It follows the biggest fire. Useful, sometimes. Keep moving.”

We kept moving, the wolf-girl shaken and whole, and I turned over what Imara had done, the dragon steering a dimensional wound with her own heat, and understood a little more of why the Engineers had wanted her, and a little more of what she was when she wasn’t a battery on a wall.



Imara earned her place again in a collapsed passage, and she knew she did, and I watched it change her.

We hit a section where the breach had finished closing, a whole stretch of tunnel healed solid, rock where the deep channel was supposed to run, the route blocked. Rika read it in three seconds and her ears flattened. “It’s sealed. The channel healed shut. There’s no around, the breach took the side passages too. We’re walled in.” She turned, fast, looking for another route, and there wasn’t one, the warping had boxed us, the only way forward was through forty feet of fresh-healed breach-rock and the only way back was toward the facility.

Imara put a hand on the wall.

“It’s thin,” she said. “The breach healed it fast, it didn’t have time to set hard, it’s glass, not stone. I can open it.” She looked at me, and there was a question in the coal-dim eyes, the old conditioning surfacing, the fear that using her power was a thing she’d be punished for, that asking to burn was asking for the collar back. “I can cut it. If you’ll let me.”

“You don’t need my permission to use your own fire,” I said. “But yes. Cut it. Get us through.”

She didn’t burn it like she’d burned the lattice’s reach, all at once, a wall of heat. She did it the other way she’d told me she preferred: precise. The scale-seams kindled, the fire came out of her in a controlled jet no wider than her hand, and she ran it along the fresh breach-glass in a slow line, melting a passage, not blasting one, cutting through forty feet of sealed tunnel like a panel cut out of a wall to reach someone trapped behind it. She didn’t bring the rest of the tunnel down. She opened exactly the passage we needed and not an inch more, and when the gap was wide enough she banked the fire and stepped back and waved the team through ahead of her.

And I watched her do something she didn’t notice she was doing.

She herded them. Lyra, the wolf-girl, the horned girl, the salamander-type and the scaled girl and the bat-winged one from the cells, the slow and the burned-down: she put herself between them and the dark we’d come from, and she counted them through the gap she’d cut, one hand out, ushering, like you’d move people through a doorway out of a burning building. Searching their faces as they passed. Making sure none of them got left.

Neve saw it too. She caught my eye across the gap, and her voice was soft enough that only I heard it.

“There she is,” Neve murmured. “That’s who she was before they caged her. A firefighter. Look at her. She’s not thinking about herself at all. She’s counting heads. She’s making sure nobody’s left behind.” Neve’s violet eyes were bright. “Seven months they ran her like a battery and they never once burned that out of her. It was just waiting.”

Imara came through last, after she’d counted everyone, after she was sure, and the seams of light across her were warm and steady now, not guttered to black, and she didn’t notice that either, the warmth, the easing, the thing in her that had been frozen all that time on the wall thawing one degree because for the first time her fire had been a gift instead of a leash and her body had been used to save someone instead of to power a machine.



We held in a defensible pocket while Rika rigged the last stretch, and that was when Hana cashed in later.

“Now,” she said, planting herself in front of me with the second medical bag already open. “We’re stopped, you’re not running, and that breach-round is still bleeding under the char. Sit. Down.”

I’d have argued, on principle, the self-reliance Hana had been calling me on since the beginning. I started to.

Imara beat her to it.

The dragon, who’d been sitting against the pocket wall recovering her strength, watching me with those smoldering eyes as she’d watched my hands in the cold room, reached over and took the suture kit out of my hand before I’d finished reaching for it.

“Sit down,” Imara said. Low, even, each word weighed out and not one spent past need. “You won’t let her. You’ll do it yourself, badly, one-handed, so you can keep your eyes on the tunnel.” She turned my forearm over, careful, her furnace-hot fingers steady against the char and the blood. “I watched you in the cold room. You treated me like I was the only thing that mattered. And then you got hit, and you treated yourself like you didn’t matter at all.” A thread of smoke curled past her face, not anger, something gentler, something she didn’t have a name for yet. “I had to learn what it looks like when someone won’t be helped. It looks like you.”

“Imara,” Hana started, half a protest, half something else, watching the dragon take the needle.

“I’ve got it,” Imara said. “Show me where. You point. I’ll pull.” She looked at me, and the corner of her mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile but was reaching for it. “I cauterized worse than this in the field, before. I pulled people out of fires for a living. I know wounds. I just have to remember I’m allowed to use my hands for something that isn’t powering a wall.”

So Hana pointed, and Imara pulled. The freed power source sutured the medic’s arm in the dark, clumsy and careful, her too-hot fingers gentle, her tongue between her teeth in concentration. The chest-rumble started low and unconscious as she worked, the contentment-tell she didn’t notice she was making. Nobody mentioned it. I let her do it, because I understood what she was learning, and I wasn’t going to take it from her.

“There,” she said, finishing the last stitch, tying it off in the careful knot Hana had shown her. “It’s ugly. But it’ll hold.”

“It’ll hold,” I agreed. “Thank you.”

She went still at that. Thank you. As if nobody had ever thanked her for the use of her hands, only taken it. She looked at me for a long moment, the rumble in her chest deepening before she caught it and banked it, mortified, a curl of smoke slipping from her nostrils.

“That’s just,” she started.

“It’s the sound a person makes when they’re being thanked and don’t have practice with it,” I said. “Leave it. I like it. It means the stitches were given freely.” I held her eyes, the coals in them low and warm. “You’re allowed to make it around me.”

The ghost of the not-quite-smile came back, and this time it almost made it.



The root-bond reached us a hundred feet from the surface.

I felt it before Suki’s markers ran out, a pulse through the rock that wasn’t the breach, warmer, alive, the cutting of Sylva I’d carried in my pack the whole way down humming against my spine. And then Sylva, miles away at the compound, felt us coming, sensing me through the roots as she’d learned to over a hundred returns, and her network reached down through the earth as far as it could reach and lit the way.

“There’s a current,” Suki said, stopping, her hand to the wall, her head cocked. “Not breach. Not mine. It’s, ah.” She turned, following it, and her tired face broke into the first real grin in hours. “It’s Sylva. The dryad’s lighting the path. I can feel her network like a thread through the rock pointing up and out. She knows we’re coming. She’s holding the door for us.”

“Follow it,” I said.

We followed the dryad’s root-light up through the last warping tunnels, Sylva’s network a warm thread in the cold dark, and Suki pulsed fox-fire tokens ahead of us toward the surface, a continuous emergency signal: coming up, wounded, get Yara ready, get the surface clear. The breach-glow ahead got brighter, the breach-core organic ripple giving way to plain broken rock, the air thinning out from static into something that was almost, nearly, air.

“I can smell up,” Mika breathed, her ears coming forward for the first time in three days. “I can smell out. Ryder, I can smell the surface.”

“Then take point,” I told her. “Get us out of this hole.”

She took point. She led us up the last stretch on a nose that had been deaf and blind for three days finally working again, and the breach-glow became sky-glow, and the tunnel mouth opened ahead of us into open dark and a sky we hadn’t seen since we went under, and a harpy’s silhouette cut across the breach-light, circling, waiting, and Yara’s voice came down the shaft, rough with three days of worry held flat.

“About time. I’ve been staring at a hole in the ground for three days.” A beat, and the worry cracked through it, just for a second. “How many. How many came back.”

I counted the line behind me in the breach-glow. The whole battered length of it, every one accounted for, plus five we hadn’t gone down with.

“All of us,” I called up. “Plus five.”

Yara made a sound I’d never heard her make, and dove.


Chapter 12: Sky

We came up out of the dark into open air, and the whole team stopped, all at once, and breathed.

It wasn’t a decision. Nobody called a halt. We just came out of the tunnel mouth onto a broken slope under a breach-glow sky, and after three days of static-thick air and cold steel and warping rock, the wide open dark hit us like cold water, and every one of us stood for a second and pulled the surface into our lungs and remembered what it was to be people instead of things moving through a grave.

Mika tipped her face up to the sky, ears full forward, eyes closed, her whole body uncoiling. Suki’s tails fanned wide and loose for the first time since the facility, the fox-fire bleeding off them in relief, no longer holding a shape, no longer holding us hidden, just glowing because she was alive and out. Hana sat the wounded down on the slope and put her own face down for one second into her own hands before she got back to work.

And Imara stood at the tunnel mouth and looked up.

I watched her do it. Half a year and more she’d been clamped to a wall in a cold steel room, fire choked, wings bolted flat, conduit drawing her down into a machine. Now she came up out of the dark and saw open sky, and her whole vast body went still in a different way than the captivity-still I’d come to know. This was the stillness of something overwhelmed by space. Her eyes were wide, the embers in them flaring bright. Her scale-seams warmed slow, the deep orange-gold of comfort, not arousal, just warmth, the heat coming up off her in the cold like she was thawing from the inside.

She didn’t fly. Her wings were too stiff, too atrophied, clamped flat too long, and even halfway-open they trembled and wouldn’t lift her. I’d seen it in the chamber. She’d dragged them half-open to breathe fire and they’d shaken with the effort of just spreading. Flight was a long way off, a rehab arc, a thing for later books and patient work.

But she stood in the open under the whole sky and her wings shifted at her back, stretching, testing, and the scale-glow of her whole body warmed in something I could only call joy, the cautious, disbelieving joy of a creature relearning that the world had a roof made of stars instead of steel.

“Sky,” she said. Quiet. To no one. Smoke curling up gentle past her face. “There’s still a sky.”

“There’s still a sky,” I said. “It’s yours too. All of it.”

She didn’t answer. But the warmth came up another degree, and she didn’t bank it, and she stood there a long time just looking up.



Yara landed in a hard drop and a rush of feathers and immediately took command of the surface, because that was what Yara did with relief: she put it to work.

She’d held the watch over the tunnel mouth for three days. She’d ferried word to Haven and back. She’d done the one thing her whole identity wasn’t built for, which was wait on the ground while the people she loved went into a place her wings were useless, and she’d done it without complaint and it had cost her, and I could see the cost in the manic efficiency with which she organized the surface the second we were up.

“Extraction point’s a ridge half a mile northwest, defensible, I scouted it, we move the wounded there, it’s between here and home and the sightlines are good.” She was already pulling Lyra’s arm over her shoulder, taking weight off Hana. “I sent a token sequence to the compound an hour ago when your fox-fire started pulsing emergency, they know you’re up. Sera’s got the gate, Briggs has the wall, Sylva’s network is lit all the way to here, I can feel her root-light even up top.” She looked at me, hard, raptor-sharp. “You’re bleeding. I can smell it from here. Who patched it.”

“The dragon did,” I said.

Yara’s golden-brown eyes flicked to Imara, took in the size of her, the scale-seams, the half-spread membranous wings, the whole smoldering bulk of her, and something passed across the harpy’s face, a recognition between two winged things, and then she set it aside and got back to work because there were wounded to move.

We moved to the ridge. Hana triaged the freed captives properly there, in what passed for safety, the horned girl’s fever, the wolf-girl’s burn-down, the salamander-type and the scaled girl and the bat-winged one from the cells tended in turn, Lyra’s prey-lock easing inch by inch under Hana’s hands and Neve’s careful warmth. Imara sat against a rock and recovered, hot and still, the strain bleeding off her, and Tessa wasn’t here to shadow her but the wolf-girl drifted to her warmth in the cold night and Imara, without thinking, shifted to let the smaller girl lean into her heat, and counted her among the ones she’d pulled out, and watched over her.

Everyone accounted for. Except the naga we’d left wired into the door, and the resonator we couldn’t free, the cost we carried up out of the dark with us, the wound the win didn’t close.

Suki pulsed the long token sequence to the compound from the ridge: all clear, wounded stable, coming home. A faint answer came back through the rock, Sylva’s root-network, a pulse that meant I felt every step, come home. Home knew we were coming.



Yara found me on the ridge an hour later, after the wounded were stable and the watch was set and the team had bedded down in the lee of the rocks, and she didn’t ask, because Yara never asked, she stated.

“Up here. Now.” She jerked her chin at the high flat shelf of the ridge above the camp, open to the sky, the wind moving over it, the breach-glow throwing color across the broken land below. “I’ve been staring at a hole in the ground for three days and I need you off the ground.”

I looked at her. The tawny feathered crests were standing high, the bronze flush already climbing her throat, her wings half-mantled with restless energy. She’d held the surface watch for three days and held her fear flat the whole time and the cost of it was in every line of her, and now we were up, and I was alive, and her whole sky-bound body needed to do something with the relief that had been building since the moment we went under.

I didn’t argue. The crests said it, the mantled wings said it, the talon already flexing toward me said it: she’d spent three days grounded and afraid with nowhere to put it, and she needed height and she needed me, in that order, both at once. I followed her up to the shelf.

She gripped my forearm with a taloned foot as I came up onto the flat, the grip from our first flight, possessive and sure, and pulled me to her, and her mouth was on mine before I’d found my footing, hard and demanding, her wings half-spreading for balance against the wind that moved over the open shelf.



“Three days,” she said against my mouth, her hands already at my belt, fast, impatient, the harpy’s directness. “Three days of watching a hole and not being able to follow you into it. Do you know what that’s like for me? To be the one thing in this whole compound that goes up, and you all went down, and there was nothing my wings could do about any of it?”

“I know,” I said, and I gripped the back of her neck, under the feathered crest, and took over the kiss, slowing it, because she came at intimacy fast and loud and headlong, and the thing she actually needed was for someone to be steady while she burned off the fear. “I’m up now. I’m right here. Feel that.”

“I feel it.” Her breath was ragged. “I need to feel more of it.”

She got my belt open and my cock free and her hand around it in one rough motion, and the touch of her was hot and sure, and three days of clenched-jaw tension cracked loose in me all at once. She stroked me hard, fast, watching my face for the reaction, profane and demanding. “There. Stop being a medic for ten minutes. Stop holding everyone together. Up here it’s just you and me and the sky and you don’t have to be steady for anyone.” A flush ran down her throat, bronze on tan. “Be steady for me, though. I need you steady.”

I stripped the scavenged halter off her, baring her, and the breach-glow caught the athletic tanned length of her, the streamlined power of her, the small high tits with their stiff dark nipples, the flat hard plane of her stomach, the powerful runner’s thighs, the whole angular sky-warrior body of her built for diving on prey. My eye traveled her like it always did, top to bottom, the feathered crests, the raptor-sharp eyes, the strong shoulders, the wings half-spread and trembling with the wind and the want, and my body answered all of it at once, blood roaring south, my hands hard on her hips before my brain had finished cataloguing.

“That look,” she breathed, watching me look at her. “There’s the man who looks at me like I’m not just a set of wings.” She turned in my hands, braced herself forward against a waist-high spur of the ridge, wings spread wide for balance against the wind, presenting, demanding, looking back at me over her shoulder with her crests high. “Now. Behind. I want it hard, I want the sky in my face, and I want you to make me feel the ground for three days of staring at a hole in it.”



I ran my hand down the leading edge of her wing as I moved in behind her.

She shuddered, the whole spread of her trembling, a harsh sound tearing out of her, because the wings were the sacred thing made sexual, the thing harpies didn’t let anyone touch, and she’d given me that long ago and it still undid her every time. “Don’t,” she gasped, which meant don’t stop, and I stroked the leading edge again, base to tip, and felt the answering pulse run through her whole body.

I closed my other hand over her hip and hauled her back into me, my grip sure, and lined the head of my cock up against her slick pussy, and drove in to the root in one long stroke that punched a harsh cry out of her and pulled a groan out of me, her wings snapping wider for balance.

She was tight and hot and ready, soaked, dripping down her thighs, three days of fear and now relief pouring out of her as want, and she pushed back against me to take my cock deeper, her wings spreading wider for balance, her talons gripping the rock. “There,” she snarled. “There. Harder. I’ve been holding still for three days, I’m done holding still, give it to me hard.”

I gave it to her hard.

I set a punishing pace, my hips driving into her, the slap of skin on skin loud on the open shelf, my hand on her wing and my hand on her hip and her body taking everything I had and demanding more. She was loud, always loud, no muffling, no shame, profane and rising, her demands a running commentary I answered with my body. “Harder. Don’t slow down. I can take it, you know I can take it, harder.”

“I’ve got you,” I said, gripping her hip harder, pulling her back onto me. “I’m not slowing down. You held the watch for three days. Now I hold you.”

Between the demands, when the loud cracked, the rawer thing came through, like it always did with Yara underneath the noise.

“Don’t go back down there without me again,” she said, and her voice broke on it, the demand gone, something naked under it. “I don’t care that I can’t follow. I don’t care that my wings are useless underground. Don’t you dare go down into the dark again and leave me up here staring at a hole. Take me. Even if all I can do is wait at the mouth. Don’t leave me up here.”

“I won’t,” I said, and I meant it, and I slowed for one stroke to make her hear it, my hand sliding from her wing up into the feathered crest at her nape, gripping. “I won’t leave you up. Next time we go down together. You hear me?”

“I hear you.” Her wings were trembling, half-spread, the wind moving through her feathers. “Now stop being gentle about it and finish what I dragged you up here for.”



She wanted the escalation. She told me so, blunt as ever, reaching back to guide my hand, and I gave it to her, the deeper thing we’d built to since the road expedition, no first-time hesitation between us anymore, just her demanding a harder angle and a deeper claim and me controlling the pace of it despite her drive to rush.

I worked her asshole slow first, my thumb, then a finger slick with the wetness running off her pussy, then more, patient where she was impatient, stretching her open until she was loose and swearing at me to hurry, and then I lined my cock up against that tight pucker and pushed into her ass, the head breaching her, sinking deep into the gripping heat, and she went rigid and arched and made a sound that wasn’t a demand at all, just raw, just overwhelmed, the loud harpy gone wordless for one second.

“There,” I said, low, against the back of her neck, holding still while she adjusted, my hand stroking the leading edge of her wing. “Breathe. I’ve got you. I set the pace this time, not you.”

“Then set it,” she ground out, pushing back, and I did.

I took her there on the open shelf under the breach-glow sky, deep and slow building to hard, my hands on her hips and her wings, her talons gouging the rock, her crests high, and she went from demanding to begging, the harpy who never begged, and I drank it in. “Don’t stop. Right there. Oh, right there, don’t you dare stop, I need it, I need you.”

“You’ve got me.” My rhythm was relentless now, her body taking all of it. “All of me. Up here, on the ground, in the dark, wherever you need me. You hear me, Yara? You’re mine to come back to. I always come back up.”

“You came back up.” Her voice was wrecked. “You came back up. Good. Good.” And then the words ran out.



She came with her wings spread to full span.

It was the most dramatic thing in the whole harem, and it never stopped stopping my heart: twenty-four feet of tawny feathers snapping open against the breach-glow sky, the surrender signal, her whole body going rigid and then convulsing, her asshole clenching tight around my cock in rhythmic pulses, milking me, her cry tearing across the open ridge loud enough to wake the dead and not caring, her talons shredding rock. The wind caught her spread wings and she rode it, shuddering, the breach-light pouring through the gaps in her feathers, the sky-warrior at full span at the moment of release.

And somewhere under the white of my own approaching finish, the sight of those wings snapping wide put a flash of other wings in my head, clamped flat and bolted to a frame in a cold room, and the contrast hit me low and hard and was gone, because there was nothing left in me to think with.

Yara’s ass clenching around me dragged me over the edge with her. I caught her hips, dug my fingers into the lean muscle, and buried my cock as deep as it would go. Then I let go. Pumping into her ass in long hot pulses. A groan torn out of me against the back of her neck, her name in it. My whole body lost rhythm, tensed, ground deep as I emptied my load into her.

We held there, both of us shaking, her wings spread to the sky and the wind moving through them, my forehead between her shoulder blades, the breach-glow on the broken land below, until the aftershocks rolled through and faded.

Then she folded her wings.

She did it slow and deliberate, the claiming fold she’d taught herself, twenty-four feet of feathers sweeping in and around, wrapping me against her back, holding me to her, the wings she’d let no one touch now a cage she’d built on purpose, around the man she’d dragged up here so she could feel the sky and the ground at once. She pulled my arms around her and pressed back into me under the open sky.

“You came back up,” she said again, quieter now, the demand long gone, just the truth of it. “Good thing. I had a whole speech for if you didn’t.”

“What was the speech?”

“Doesn’t matter now.” Her wings tightened around me. “You came back up.”

Below us on the slope, the camp slept, the wounded breathing, the dragon’s warmth pulling a wolf-girl into her side, home a few hours’ march away and waiting.

“Next high ground we find, you’re coming up with me again,” Yara said, her crests settling against my jaw. Not a question. Yara never asked.

“If you stop calling my arm a buffet for breach-rounds.”

She snorted, feathers shifting against my skin, and didn’t let go of me, and the wind moved over the open ridge, and neither of us was looking at the hole in the ground anymore.


Chapter 13: Bring Them Home

The hedge parted for us.

We came up the last rise in the grey before dawn, the strike team and the freed captives, bloodied and slow, and the compound’s south wall rose out of the murk ahead of us with Suki’s fox-fire lanterns burning along it, four tails’ worth of brightness, the brightest the wall had ever been. And as we approached, Sylva’s hedge, thick and thorned and grown to a living rampart over the seasons, drew back from the gate in a slow green wave, the thorns retracting, the way opening, and I knew without being told that the dryad had felt every step of our way home and had been holding the gate in her mind for hours.

Sylva reached me first.

She came through the parting hedge before the gate was even fully open, willowy and dark-green and barefoot, the small white flowers in her hair already blooming, and the root-bond snapped to full strength the instant her hand closed on my forearm, the bio-electric current flooding up my arm, warmer and stronger than the cutting in my pack had carried it across the miles. Her all-green eyes searched my face. A vine curled from her wrist around my arm, the greeting, not the goodbye.

“I felt every step of the way back,” she said, low, her voice thick. “From the moment you turned around in that chamber, I felt the thread of you turn toward home. I lit the way as far as I could reach. I couldn’t reach the bottom.” Her thumb moved over the breach-round wound on my forearm, Imara’s clumsy sutures, and her flowers opened a fraction wider, reading the hurt through the bond. “You’re hurt.”

“It’ll hold,” I said. “The dragon stitched it.”

Sylva’s eyes lifted past me, to Imara, looming at the back of the line, half-spread wings, her dark scales warming uncertainly at the sight of the green woman and the blooming hedge and the lights, and the dryad and the dragon held each other’s gaze a moment, two breach-touched beings taking each other’s measure, the crystals in Suki’s lanterns pulsing once as Imara’s resonance and Sylva’s network grazed.

“You went into the dark,” Sylva said to Imara, soft, “and the dark let you out.”

Imara looked at the living wall of thorns drawing back to let us in, at the flowers in the dryad’s hair, at the warmth of the place, and she didn’t have words, so she didn’t use any. She just inclined her head, the smoke curling gentle off her, and came through the gate into a settlement for the first time in seven months.



Briggs and Sera held the gate, Tessa beside them, Vasquez behind under a watchful eye, the whole garrison turned out in the grey dawn to bring us in.

And Lyra came home.

We’d carried her the last miles by turns, prey-locked and shaking and silent, and when she came through the gate into the lantern-light and saw the garden and the nest and the wildflower jar on the kitchen windowsill, the same one she’d helped label seed packets beside two weeks ago, something in her broke open and she made a sound, the first sound she’d made since the tunnel, and Sera was there, the lamia who’d helped her find her voice the first time, coils gathering the moth-girl up, and Lyra clung to her and shook and was, finally, home.

She’d survived the facility once. They’d dragged her back toward it, and we’d pulled her out of the prep frame a hand’s width from the conduit. Home again, twice-rescued, alive.

I’d written it as a promise in my head at the collapsed tunnel mouth four days ago. We don’t wait for them to come back. We go get her. I’d kept it. It hadn’t felt like enough, and it didn’t feel like enough now, watching her shake in Sera’s coils, but it was kept, and Mika stood beside me at the gate with her bleeding knuckles finally healing and her ears finally working and she watched the moth-girl come home and she said, very low, “Worth the hole.”

Two words, from the one of us who hated the underground more than anything. She’d have gone down into that hole a hundred more times for the same result, and those two words were the only way she’d ever say so.



We ran the medical station at scale.

Three freed captives from the facility, plus the two resonators we’d pulled from the lattice, plus Lyra, plus a dragon burning out from the first fire she’d thrown of her own choosing in over half a year, plus a medic with a breach-round laceration in his arm. Hana and I turned the clinic into a triage line and worked the worst cases first, and Hana ran it.

That was the thing I let myself notice, in the middle of the work, a thing that had been building since the first siege and had finally arrived: Hana ran it. She stood in the center of the clinic with the second medical bag she’d stitched a red cross onto herself and directed the whole operation, triaging by severity, assigning Kira’s medical silk where sutures wouldn’t hold, Sylva’s wound-binding moss where the burns ran deep, Sera’s steady hands where someone needed holding still. Two seasons ago she’d frozen at a snapped twig. Tonight she gave orders into a roomful of the broken and not one of them shook. Her ears were at working-mast, focused, swaying with the rhythm of the work. She didn’t freeze once. She hadn’t frozen in a long time. I caught her eye across the clinic and she gave me one quick fierce look that said I’ve got this, go sit down, and went back to work.

I did not go sit down. I deferred my own wound, as I always did, because there were five worse wounds in the room and my hands worked and theirs needed mine.

Imara called me on it in front of everyone.

She’d been sitting in the corner of the clinic, given the broadest stool to fit her, recovering, and she watched me work the line with the breach-round laceration weeping through her sutures, and when the worst cases were stable and there was a lull, she stood up, crossed the clinic, and planted herself in front of me, all six feet of her, the heat she put off dialed low.

“Sit down,” she said, every word stripped to the bone, the same banked voice she’d used in the tunnel. “And let your bunnygirl fix you.”

“There are still cases that”

“They’re stable. Hana said so. I heard her.” Imara didn’t move. The whole clinic had gone quiet, watching the dragon order the medic into a chair. “I had to learn what it looks like when someone won’t be helped. I told you that in the dark. It looks like you, and it looked like me, and I’m not the one who taught me. You did. So sit down and let her fix you, and let the rest of us watch you do the thing you make everybody else do.” A thread of smoke curled past her face, and the scale-seams along her jaw kindled warm, the flat economy cracking just enough to let a dare through, the dry dark humor surfacing for the first time in front of the family. “Or I’ll sit you down. I’m bigger than you and I run hot. You’ll lose.”

Suki, from across the clinic where she was helping Sera with Lyra, let out a cackle. “The dragon’s got your number, Doc.”

I sat down.

Hana fixed my arm, redoing Imara’s clumsy sutures into clean ones, her nose twitching with concentration, foot thumping once against the clinic floor with something that might have been satisfaction at finally getting me into a chair. And Imara watched, arms crossed, scales warming a degree. Months on a wall had taught her that nobody would help her, ever, for any reason. Now she stood in a room full of people who helped each other as a matter of course, and I watched her start to take it in.



The settlement absorbed a dragon-girl, warily, on both sides, and Imara’s tells started leaking the moment she was no longer in danger.

The first one was the smoke-puff. Tessa, nineteen and fearless and full of blunt questions, had been circling Imara all morning like she’d circled Rika the season the goblin first arrived, and she finally got close enough to ask, point-blank, “Can you really breathe fire or did they just say that to scare people?”

Imara, who had not been startled by anything in her whole captivity because she’d had nothing left to startle, was startled by a teenage catgirl materializing at her elbow, and a puff of smoke shot out of her nose before she could stop it.

Tessa’s eyes went huge with delight. “You can. Do it again.”

“I’m not a campfire,” Imara said, choking the smoke down, mortified, and Tessa took that as an invitation to attach herself permanently, same as she’d attached to Rika, and trailed the dragon for the rest of the day asking questions Imara answered more honestly than she meant to, because she didn’t know yet how to deflect a child who wasn’t afraid of her.

The second one was the chest-rumble, and it happened at the table.

Hana, when the worst of the triage was done, did the thing Hana did: she put a plate of real food in front of everyone, including the dragon, a heaping plate, more than anyone needed, because she’d looked at what half a year of starvation rations had done to the dragon and made a decision about it. She set it down in front of Imara without ceremony.

Imara looked at the plate. Then at Hana. Then at the plate.

And the chest-rumble started, low, structural, involuntary, the contentment-tell she couldn’t control, deep enough that I felt it through the floor and the cutlery on the table rattled faintly and a cup walked itself a half-inch toward the edge.

Imara clapped a hand over her own sternum, horrified, and banked it.

“That’s just,” she started.

“The compliment my mountain of food deserves,” Hana said, before Suki could turn it into a routine, sliding a second helping onto the dragon’s plate like the rumble had settled the matter. “Don’t apologize for it. It means I cooked it right.” She thumped her own foot once against the floor, deliberate, mock-solemn, showing the dragon her own tell on purpose. “We all do something the body does on its own here. Yours just moves the cutlery. Eat.”

Suki, denied her bit, settled for snagging a piece of bread off Mika’s plate while the cat was distracted by the rattling cutlery, dodging the swat without looking, the swat-dodge-cackle ritual, years strong. “Refusing Hana’s food is the one crime in this compound,” she added around the bread. “She’s right. Eat the mountain.”

Imara ate her mountain of food. The deep sound in her chest came back twice, moving the floor each time. The cup made it to the edge of the table and Tessa caught it and put it back and waited, openly, hoping the dragon would rumble again.

The third tell was the hoard.

We gave Imara a corner of her own, a warm spot near the workshop’s south wall where the afternoon sun came through and the rock held heat, the broadest space we had, and within an hour of being given it she had, without seeming to notice she was doing it, started to arrange things in it. A tool Rika had lent her to help with a stuck bracket and forgotten to take back. A blanket. A smooth breach-crystal she’d pocketed somewhere in the run, dark and cool. A bent spoon. She arranged them in a careful line against the wall, hers, the first things she’d been allowed to own since they’d put her on the wall, and when Tessa reached for the breach-crystal to look at it, Imara’s hand shot out and covered the pile and a low warning rumble came out of her, not the contentment one, a different register, and Tessa snatched her hand back.

“Sorry,” Tessa said, wide-eyed.

Imara stared at her own hand covering the pile, mortified again. She’d owned nothing at all for the length of her captivity, and now she was snarling over a bent spoon and a rock.

“It’s fine,” I said, because someone had to. “It’s yours. Nobody touches it. We learn that fast around here.” I looked at Tessa. “You want to look at her crystal, you ask. Same as you’d ask before you touch Mika’s blades or Rika’s tools or Suki’s lanterns. The hoard is hers.”

“The hoard is hers,” Tessa repeated solemnly, and Imara looked at me, the coals under her brow flaring up raw and unguarded, a woman who owned nothing learning that she was allowed to own a thing and to defend it, that hers was a real category she was permitted to have.



We held the intel debrief after dark, in the kitchen, the war council that wasn’t about a siege, and the mood was as heavy as anything we’d carried out of the dark.

Vasquez, the captured Collector captain, integrated slowly into a wary informant over the long months since her capture, sat across from me with Suki and Neve and Imara, and we mapped what we’d learned: the Lattice, the resonators, the Engineers, why the orders had named a four-tail kitsune and a long-range succubus. Vasquez listened to Imara describe the loom of light with a grey face.

“I knew we sent girls down and they didn’t come back,” she said, low. “I told you that when you took me in. I counted them, and I stopped counting because the number kept going up. I thought it was labor. Some kind of breach-tech labor. I didn’t know.” She looked at Imara, the prototype, the one who’d survived the whole of it. “I didn’t know we were feeding them into a machine.”

“You fed me into it,” Imara said, and there was no cruelty in it, only a flat statement of the thing that had happened. “You personally, maybe not. But your people. For seven months.” She held the captain’s eyes. “I’m not going to pretend that’s nothing. But you’re sitting here telling them what you know. That’s more than you had to, and not everything you could. So we’ll see.”

Vasquez held the dragon’s stare, and nodded, slow, and took it, because it was fair.

“They didn’t destroy the machine,” Neve said, into the heavy quiet. She had her hand flat to the table, as she did when she was reading the shape of a thing. “We have to say that part out loud. We poked the Enclave’s most important project, we took their prototype resonator, we crippled the facility around the door, and we ran. We didn’t close the door. It’s still down there. The naga’s still wired into it. The girls we couldn’t reach are still in it.” Her violet eyes came up. “And now they’re short a resonator. The biggest one they had. Imara’s gone.”

“Which means,” Suki said, and the fox wasn’t performing, hadn’t performed since the chamber, “they need a new one. Bigger. The largest resonance left standing.” Her four tails were drawn in tight. “Me. They wanted me before. Now they need me, because I’m the only thing big enough to replace what walked out of there on her own two feet.” She nodded at Imara. “No offense. I’m glad you walked out. I just understand exactly what your walking out did to the math.”

“None taken,” Imara said. “I did the same math the second I saw the loom. I knew what I was costing them by leaving. I left anyway.” A pause. “I’d do it again. But you’re right. Now they need you like they needed me, and they’ll come harder than they came for me, because you’re the upgrade that runs the door for years.”

I let the silence sit for a second. Then I said the thing plainly, because it needed saying plainly, because all those seasons of raiders and Collectors and the buyer had finally resolved into a single shape and the compound deserved to hear it named.

“They’re not collecting slaves,” I said. “They never were. The Engineers are building a door. A permanent breach, one that doesn’t close, held open by a machine that runs on living resonance. They need resonators to power it, and they burn through them, so they keep taking more. That’s the whole war. That’s what every fight since the first siege was the edge of.” I looked at Suki, the fox who slept on my roof, the only charge left big enough to run their machine. “And they need you to open it. You’re not a target anymore, Suki. You’re the key. They will come back for you, harder, again and again, because you’re the one thing that can run their door.”

Suki looked at the table for a long moment. Then she looked up, and there was the smallest ghost of the old grin, fierce and tired both.

“Four hundred years,” she said, “I spent making very sure nobody needed me for anything. Safer that way. You can’t lose a fox who’s already gone.” Her tails uncurled a fraction. “And now I’m the most needed thing in the wasteland, and the people who need me most are sitting at this table instead of waiting in a chamber with a conduit.” She tipped her chin at the room, the whole family of us. “Took me four centuries to land in the one place where being the key isn’t a death sentence. I’ll take those odds.”

“You’re not running it alone,” I said. “Whatever comes for you comes through all of us first.”

“I know,” she said, and the I know was steadier than the grin. “That’s the part I still can’t quite believe. I’m working on it.”

“We don’t know why,” Neve said, quiet. “What they want a permanent door for. Imara doesn’t know. The Engineers never told their equipment. We know what it does. We don’t know what it’s for.” Her violet eyes were dark. “And I think the not-knowing is going to be the worst part. Because they’re building it patient. Whatever it’s for, they’re in no hurry, and the things in no hurry are the things you should be most afraid of.”

Nobody had an answer for that, so nobody gave one.

Across the kitchen, Tessa had fallen asleep against the warm wall of Imara’s corner, undeterred by the smoke and the rumble, the second hero she’d adopted in as many seasons, and Imara had, without seeming to notice, draped the corner of her hoarded blanket over the sleeping catgirl, and sat very still so as not to wake her, letting a tired child sleep in her heat.


Chapter 14: What’s Mine

The collar had done more than burn her throat.

I worked that out across the first few days, treating Imara like any patient with a long captivity behind them: slow, thorough, watching for the things that didn’t show on the surface. The nullifier collar had choked her fire for seven months, and a body that runs on fire doesn’t go that long suppressed without consequences. She got headaches, sharp ones, that came when her temperature swung. Her thermal regulation had gone haywire, the forge-heat inside her overcorrecting after so long forced down, so that she’d run scalding one hour and then drop cold and shivering the next, the scale-seams going dark and still in a way that I learned to read as fear but was sometimes just her body failing to find its baseline.

“It’s a detox,” I told her, the third morning, checking the collar burns, which were healing clean under Sylva’s moss. “Your fire’s been suppressed so long your body forgot how to idle. It’ll settle. Days, maybe a couple weeks. Drink when you’re hot, eat when you’re cold, and tell me when the headaches come instead of hiding them.” I looked at her. “You hide them. I’ve watched you do it. You go very still and you let it pass and you don’t say anything, because in there, saying you hurt got you recalibrated.”

Imara went still in exactly the manner I’d just described, then caught herself doing it, and a wry curl of smoke slipped from her nose, rueful this time.

“You read me like the succubus reads me,” she said. “Without the touching.”

“It’s my job. Bodies tell me things. Yours tells me a lot.” I packed the moss back into its tin. “Now hold still, I want to look at your wings.”



The wings were the harder thing.

All those months clamped flat against a steel frame, bolted open and immobilized, had wasted the muscle and stiffened the joints, and when I had her extend them, careful, in the open yard where there was room, they shook with the effort and would only spread halfway before the strain stopped her, the membranes trembling, the ribbed struts protesting.

“They’re not broken,” I said, running my hands along the leading edge, the wing-shoulder, the great muscles of her back that worked them, mapping the atrophy. “That’s the good news. Nothing’s broken. They’re wasted, and they’re stiff, and they’ve forgotten how to move, but the structure’s intact. This is rehab, not repair. We work them a little every day. They come back slow.” I stepped back. “You won’t fly soon. I want to be honest with you about that. Months, probably. Maybe longer. And I don’t know if you’ll fly the way you did before, or if it’ll be a different kind of flight you have to relearn from scratch. But the wings are yours, and they’re going to spread again, a little farther every day, and one day they’ll lift you. We just have to be patient.”

She extended them again, on her own this time, trembling, halfway, and held them there a beat longer than before, and a little smoke leaked from between her teeth, and she said, quiet, “Yara flies.”

“Yara’s wings shattered and healed and she relearned the sky. Different injury, different bird.” I didn’t let her make the comparison I could see she wanted to, into a measure of how far behind she was. “She’s a scout. Built for the air. You were never a scout. You were a firefighter. You pulled people out of fires with your feet on the ground. Your wings spreading again isn’t about becoming Yara. It’s about getting back a thing they took. That’s the whole goal. Don’t make it a race.”

She held the half-spread a moment more, then folded them, and her scales warmed a degree, and she didn’t say anything, but I think it was the first time anyone had told her that her recovery didn’t have to be a comparison to someone else’s.



She bonded across that week, one person at a time, and I watched the cold-banked dragon thaw in pieces.

Rika got the forge.

The goblin had wanted a real heat source since the season she came to the compound, had run her forge off a scavenged propane burner that never got hot enough for the work she dreamed about, and the day she realized what Imara’s fire could do, she went a little feral with delight. “Hold it there,” she ordered, the first session, Imara breathing a controlled jet of flame onto a length of scavenged rebar while Rika worked the metal, and the rebar went orange, then yellow, then white-hot like no propane burner had ever taken it, and Rika let out a whoop and started shaping it on the anvil while it was still glowing. “There it is. You see that? That’s a real forge heat. I could weld with that. I could draw out tool steel with that. I’ve been making garbage out of cold-bend scrap all this time and now I’ve got a dragon.” She looked up at Imara, green-faced and gleaming with sweat and grease, and delivered the highest praise in her vocabulary. “Finally. Someone useful.”

Imara, who for half a year had been useful only as a power source, looked at the white-hot metal she’d heated and the goblin shaping it into a real tool, and her scales warmed, and a deep thrum started low in her chest, and she let it run instead of choking it down.

With Kira, it was a gift.

It was the first thing anyone had made for Imara instead of extracting from her, and Kira understood exactly what that meant, which was why she did it without a word. She’d noticed, because the arachne noticed everything, that ordinary cloth scorched against Imara’s skin when the dragon ran hot, that Imara had nothing to wear that didn’t smolder. So Kira spun a wrap of heat-resistant silk, her own engineering, a weave that wouldn’t burn, and she brought it to Imara’s warm corner one evening and held it out and said nothing.

Imara took it. Felt the weave, tested it against her own scalding palm, watched it not burn. And she understood it in her chest before her head caught up, that the silk-producing monster the world had treated as a thing had made her something, given freely, the opposite of the conduit that had drawn things out of her every hour of her captivity.

A long breath of warm air left her, not quite smoke, something gentler. She didn’t have words. She added the silk to her hoard, the careful line of hers against the south wall, and Kira watched her do it and understood that completely, because Kira knew exactly what it was to be valued for what your body produced, and she’d just produced something as a gift, and the dragon had received it as one.

“I know,” Kira said, the only two words she offered, and they were enough, and they were exactly right.

What Sylva offered was the listening.

The dryad found Imara in the garden one afternoon and sat down beside her without explanation and put her bare hands flat on the ground, and after a moment Imara understood and did the same, and the two of them sat in silence with their hands on the earth and listened to the breach like only the two of them in the whole compound could, Sylva’s root-network and Imara’s resonance both reaching down into the ground and feeling the slow dimensional current run under everything.

“It’s quieter here than where you were,” Sylva said, eventually.

Imara was quiet for a long time. Then: “…Yes.”

“The network can feel like home,” Sylva said. “It doesn’t have to feel like a leash. They made it a leash for you. It isn’t, here. Here it’s just the ground telling you where you are.”

Imara kept her hands on the earth a long time, the tension going out of her shoulders one degree, and slowly she learned that the sense they’d weaponized against her, the resonance they’d wired to a machine, could feel like belonging instead.

And Neve gave her the truth.

She said it plainly, the mirror made explicit, two beings valued only for output. “They wanted what your body makes,” Neve told her, the two of them on the porch in the evening, Imara hot and still, Neve cool and elegant beside her. “Resonance. Same as they wanted what mine makes. An experience. We’re the same wound, you and me, just a different harvest.” Her violet eyes were steady. “I learned it can stop being true. It took me a long time, because I had nobody telling me. You’ll get there faster. Because you’ve got us telling you, every day, that you’re wanted for you and not for what you produce. Believe it before you understand it. The understanding comes later. The believing has to come first.”

Imara looked at her, centuries of being used and the woman had learned to own herself anyway, and something behind the dark amber of her shifted, the crack in all that hardened certainty widening another inch.



She named the wound to me when I was working her wings, the fourth day, just the two of us in the warm corner.

I’d just told her to hold the extension a count of ten, and she was holding it, trembling, and the trembling and the closeness and the steady work of my hands on the great muscles of her back must have loosened something, because she started talking, low, the words coming out flat and economical, as they did when she was saying something that cost her.

“For seven months,” she said, “nobody touched me except to maintain the equipment. That’s what I was. Equipment. They checked the collar, they checked the conduit, they checked the clamps. Clinical. Quick. They never hurt me on purpose. That’s the part I can’t” She stopped. Started again. “They never hated me. If they’d hated me, they’d have had to see me. You can’t hate a thing. You can only hate a person.” Smoke leaked from her nose, slow. “I would have taken the hate. The hate would have meant someone in that room knew I was in here.” She tapped her own sternum, where the rumble lived. “They saw an output. A number. A resonance reading on a gauge. All that time, and not one person in that facility ever once looked at me and saw a person. They saw a battery that needed checking.”

I kept my hands steady on her wing.

“Until you,” she said, and her voice did a thing I hadn’t heard it do, a hitch, the low smoke-worn voice catching. “You knelt down in front of my collar and you treated my burns and you asked my name and your hands didn’t flinch. And I didn’t know what to do with it. I still don’t, mostly. Nobody’s hands had not-flinched in all that time on the wall. I’d stopped expecting to be a person. You handed it back to me on the floor of that room like it was nothing, like it was just the next patient, and I” The smoke curled. “I don’t have a way to say what that was.”

“You don’t have to say it,” I said. “I read it fine.”

She held the wing extension the full count, and longer, and I let her, and when she folded the wings she turned and looked at me, and her smoldering eyes had a question in them she couldn’t put into words, the same shape Kira had carried when she first came to us but a different wound entirely, and I knew what it was before she did, because reading bodies was my job and hers had been saying it for days.



She came to me that night, in her warm corner, and she did the thing they’d taught her, and I refused it.

The corner was warm with her, the rock holding the heat she put off, her small hoard arranged against the wall, Kira’s heat-resistant silk wrap the only thing she wore, scales dimmed dark and her whole body rigidly still in the captivity posture I’d learned to read. The afternoon’s plants Hana had started in the warm bed nearby were already greening, growing faster where the dragon sat. The battery lamp threw soft light. The rest of the compound slept.

When I came, she stood, and she offered.

She did it flat and transactional, bracing for it, the only worth she’d been allowed, her body a thing she’d been taught to trade. “You freed me,” she said. “You took the collar off. You gave me a corner and food and people who don’t flinch.” Her scales stayed dark and choked down, the rigid stillness holding even as she reached for the edge of the silk wrap. “You can have what I’m for. It’s the one thing I know how to give that’s worth giving. Take it.”

I stopped.

I didn’t take. I didn’t move toward her at all. I sat down on the edge of her warm corner, at eye level, the same as I’d knelt in front of her collar, and I said it plainly.

“You’re not for anything, Imara.”

She went still.

“You’re a person.” I held her eyes. “I don’t want your output. I’ve spent four days telling you that, every way I know how, and I’m not about to turn around and take your body like it’s a payment. That’s the thing they did. That’s the exact thing. They took what your body makes and never once looked at the woman it belonged to.” I leaned in, slow. “I see you. I don’t want a transaction. I want you. And those are different things, and I’m going to show you the difference, because you don’t believe me yet, and that’s all right. You will.”

She stared at me, the conditioning fighting it, take it, that’s what bodies are for, that’s the only worth you have, and under that, slowly, the disbelief, the same disbelief I’d seen on the floor of the cold room when I told her she was a person.

“Show me,” she said. Barely a breath, a wisp of smoke riding it. “I don’t understand the difference. Show me.”

So I showed her.



I made it about her body’s pleasure, not its product, and I did it slow.

I started with her hands, of all things, because they were the part of her that had only ever been checked and never held, and I took one of her scalding hands in both of mine and pressed my mouth to the heated skin of her palm, and she made a sound, a small involuntary one, as if no one had ever done a thing to her hand that wasn’t clinical. The heat of her was extraordinary, the hottest skin I’d ever touched, alive and radiant, and I let myself feel it, the medic catalogue core temperature elevated, peripheral the same, the whole body running like an open kiln giving way to pure appreciation.

I worked up her arm, my mouth tracing the iridescent scaled patches that shifted like oil on dark water, finding where the scales gave way to the deep obsidian-brown skin between, the bare kiln-warm skin, and she shivered, the rigid stillness fighting it, her scales beginning, faintly, to kindle.

“You’re warming,” I said, against the inside of her wrist. “That’s you. Your body, doing what it wants. Not what someone’s taking from it. Yours.”

“I’m supposed to” she started, the conditioning surfacing, trying to flip it back to a transaction, to serve, to make herself useful. “Let me. I can take care of you. That’s what I’m”

“No.” I caught her hand before it could move to me. “Not tonight. Tonight is yours. I’m going to learn your body like I learn every patient, except I’m not looking for what’s wrong, I’m looking for what makes you feel good, and then I’m going to do it until you stop bracing.” I unwrapped the silk from her, slow, baring the powerful body of her to the lamplight, the broad shoulders, the deep chest with its firm modest breasts and dark warm nipples, the corded torso, the wide heavy hips and the thick powerful thighs, the slick heat of her pussy already gathering between them, all of it dark and scaled and scalding, a body that moved weight instead of decorating a room, every curve of it made of strength instead of softness. My eye traveled the whole vast length of her and my body answered all of it, the heat rolling off her into the cool night, the sheer size and strength of her, the deep forge-warmth I was about to coax into a blaze. “There,” I said. “Look at you. Powerful enough to level this corner. And you held it on a hair the whole time they had you. You’re the most controlled thing I’ve ever touched. Let me undo some of that control. Just some. You’re safe.”

She let me lay her back on the warm rock and the blanket of her hoard, and I mapped her with my hands and my mouth, finding the sensitive places, the inside of her thighs where the heat gathered, the seam of her where the scaled patches met the bare skin at her flank, the great muscles of her back beneath the folded wings, and everywhere I touched her the molten cracks kindled brighter, the orange-gold light spreading through the dark, the heat rising off her, smoke curling from her nose when I found a place that made her gasp.



I went down on her, and her control broke there.

I settled between the thick powerful thighs, the furnace-heat of her against my face, the dry-sweet scent of scorched sugar and hot metal sharpening as her fire rose, and I worked her slow, my tongue finding her clit, reading the hitch of her breathing, returning to what made her shudder. She was hot, scalding, slick, and she tasted like nothing I’d had, warm and bright, and her hips came up off the rock and her hands fisted in the blanket and the light began to pour through the dark skin of her, seam by seam.

“That’s” she gasped, and the deep sound started low in her chest, involuntary, and she clapped a hand over her own sternum out of pure conditioned reflex, mortified even now, and I reached up and pulled her hand away.

“Let it run,” I said, against her. “I want to feel it. Don’t choke anything down. Not tonight.”

The sound deepened, structural, rolling through the rock beneath us, and she let it, and her thighs trembled around my head, the heat scalding, the seams of light across her dark skin pulsing wider with every breath, and she kept trying to flip it, to make herself serve, to turn it transactional, let me, I can, you should be the one who, and every time I just returned the focus to her, my tongue, my hands tracking each shudder back to its source, until the words ran out of her and she stopped trying to give and started, helplessly, to receive.

I brought her to the edge there, with my mouth, and held her at it, and her whole vast body was glowing now, molten light pouring through the seams, the heat rolling off her in waves, the heavy ridged tail uncoiling and curling, involuntary, around my arm and my shoulder, possessive, pulling me closer, and I felt the dragon at the brink of a thing she’d never been allowed to have, and I gave it to her.

She came apart with a sound that started as the rumble and broke into a heat-vent, a wash of steam rolling off her scalding skin, her back arching off the rock, every seam in her dark body flaring to molten light for one long moment, and she did not burn me. She held the fire on its hair even unleashed, even at the peak, because that mastery was bone-deep in her and because I was safe, and the heat washed over me and the steam rose and her tail clenched around my shoulder and she shook through it, wordless, glowing.



I moved up her body while she was still trembling, and I took her, and this is where her kink turned, where the claiming came.

I kept her on her back, under me, face up, because the whole wound of her had been months bowed and bolted to a wall where no one ever once met her eyes, and I wasn’t going to take her in any position that hid her face from me. I hooked one thick scalding thigh over my arm, opened her, and pushed my cock into her slick scalding heat in one slow stroke, sinking deep, and the breath went out of both of us. She was a furnace inside, gripping me tight, the hottest thing my cock had ever been buried in, and I had to hold still for a second just to ride out the sensation, the steam rising off her where my body met hers, her glowing seams lighting both our faces molten gold.

“There,” I said, low, my forehead dropping to hers, finding my rhythm, driving into her slow and deep. “Feel that. That’s me wanting you. Not your fire. Not your resonance. You.”

And the possession instinct surfaced, inverted from how she’d been owned, the thing her profile had told me would come: she didn’t want to own me, she wanted to be his, chosen, kept, marked.

“Make me yours,” she said, the rumble in it, the smoke, the heavy tail coiling up around my waist and pulling me deeper, her heels pressing me in. “I don’t want to be owned by a machine. I want to belong to someone. Make me yours. Mark me. I want to be something that belongs to a person instead of something that’s owned by a thing.”

“You’re mine,” I said, gripping the great muscle of her thigh harder, claiming language, the male possession of it earned and warm, never cruel. “Mine. By choice, because I want you and you chose to stay. Not because anyone wired you to anything. Say it.”

“Yours.” The light blazed brighter through every crack in her. “Yours. By choice. I chose to stay. I chose you.”

I didn’t have to turn her to find her face. It was already under mine, where it had been the whole time, her dark eyes blown wide and lit from within like a forge with the door cracked open, the heat shimmering the air between us, the firm breasts rising and falling against my chest. I let go of her thigh and pressed my palm flat to the glowing seams of her sternum, over the chest-deep vibration, over the place she always tried to bank, and held it there, claiming the part of her she was most ashamed of, and drove my cock deep, and her control failed all the way.

“This,” I said, my hand on her rumbling chest, my eyes on hers, the heat scalding, the steam rising between us. “This is what I want. The sound you keep trying to swallow. The one who ran toward the burning thing while everyone else ran away from it. The one who counted heads in that tunnel and wouldn’t leave a soul behind. Not a reading on a gauge. Her. I’ve got my hand right on her and I’m not letting go.”



She came the second time with the fire-release that was her surrender signal, and she stopped suppressing.

All those months of choking it down, and at the peak she let it all go, every crack across her dark body blazing with inner light, a wash of heat and steam rolling off her, her wings, stiff and atrophied, dragging half-open against the rock with the overwhelm, the heavy tail coiling tight around my waist and pulling me deep, the chest-rumble going so deep I felt it in the rock and the walls and my own sternum, the lamp on the floor trembling with it. And she did not hurt me. Even unleashed, even blazing, she held the fire exactly where it was safe, because I was safe, and the heat washed over me without burning, the steam rose, and her scalding body clenched around me in long rolling pulses, milking, her cry breaking into the deep rumble-growl.

I went over with her. Buried deep at first, the heat of her dragging it out of me. Then I pulled back at the last and marked her, the way her kink needed. The brand of belonging. My cock pulsed across her chest and the glowing scale-seams of her sternum, the cum stark white against the dark obsidian-brown of her and the molten orange-gold of the seams. A mark given, not a thing drawn out. She watched it land on her glowing chest, her eyes blazing, the sound she always swallowed running deep and unbanked, and the wanting written on her body finally meant the opposite of being used.

“Mine,” I said, low, marking her, my hand spreading it across the glowing seams of her chest, claiming. “You’re mine.”

She put her own hand over mine, over the mark, holding it to her glowing skin, and the deep thrum rolled through her, and the steam settled, and she said it, wrecked and quiet, the line that named the whole of her arc.

“Yours,” she said. “Not its.” Her eyes were wet, bright as live embers. “I belong to someone now. Not something.” The sound in her chest deepened until I felt it in my own ribs. She said it once and let it stand, and the first time had landed in both of us and stayed there.



She ran hot and still in the aftermath, the scales gentling slow from blazing to glowing to merely warm, the deep sound in her chest settling to a low contented thrum, and she did the thing she was learning she was allowed to do: she kept me close.

The heavy tail stayed coiled around my waist. One scalding arm came across my chest. She pulled me into the warmth of her, into the corner that was hers, among the hoard that was hers, and she settled me against the heat of her body like she’d arranged the silk against the wall, deliberate, claiming, adding me to the careful line of things that were now permitted to be hers.

“Stay,” she said. Not an order. A thing she was learning she was permitted to ask for. “In my corner. With my things. You’re” A puff of smoke, the chest going warm against me. “You’re mine now. Mine is a thing I’m allowed to have. You told me that.”

“I told you that,” I said, settling into the heat of her. “Stay’s fine. I’m yours.”

She rumbled, deep and content, and the cutlery somewhere in the dark workshop rattled faintly, and she didn’t smother a single degree of the heat coming off her, her whole burning body wrapping me as deliberate as the tail across my waist, keeping me like she was learning she was allowed to keep things.


Chapter 15: The Forge

The compound got harder that week, and it got harder because of a dragon.

I watched it happen as I’d watched every upgrade since the first siege, not as a number going up but as people doing work and the physical space changing under their hands. Imara’s fire was the engine of all of it.

The forge came first. Rika had run a propane-burner forge since the season she arrived, a scavenged rig that never got hot enough to do real metalwork, and within days of putting Imara on the bellows-end of it, the workshop became a place that made things. Imara breathed controlled flame and Rika shaped, and they produced what Rika had been dreaming about for as long as she’d been with us: real brackets, drawn out and tempered instead of cold-bent from scrap. Reinforced gate components, the kind that wouldn’t shear under a ram truck. Tool steel worked the way tool steel was supposed to be worked. And the start of something new, something Rika was cagey about, dedicated breach-tech countermeasures, parts machined to interfere with the Enclave’s suppressors and nullifiers, the work that would turn the thing that beat us at the south slope into a thing we could fight.

“Watch this,” Rika said, hauling me into the workshop the third morning, vibrating with the particular delight of a tinkerer with a new tool. She had Imara heat a billet of scavenged steel white-hot, then worked it on the anvil, drawing it out, folding it, the metal moving like clay under her hammer because it was finally hot enough to move. “All this time. All this time I’ve been making garbage out of cold steel because I couldn’t get heat. Now I’ve got a dragon who can hold two thousand degrees for as long as I need it and not run out of propane.” She quenched the piece and held it up, a clean tool blank, gleaming. “Do you understand what this means? I can make anything now. Give me the dragon and a scrap pile and I’ll build you a settlement that the Enclave can’t crack.”

Imara, sooty and warm, the chest-rumble going low and content as she watched the goblin work the metal she’d heated, said, “She talks like this all day.”

“You love it,” Rika said, not looking up.

“…I do,” Imara admitted, the sound in her chest dropping deeper, and Rika grinned at the anvil and didn’t make her say it twice.



The second capability was the one that fixed the wound the Enclave had cut into us at the south slope, and Imara demonstrated it without meaning to.

We were in the yard, mid-morning, the team going over the war-council picture, when Imara went still in the particular way she went still, the seams of light across her guttering dark, her head turning slow toward the east.

“There’s breach-tech out there,” she said. Low. Certain. “Far. East-northeast. A signature like the collar they had on me. Faint. Moving slow, or sitting still, I can’t tell at this range. But it’s there, and it’s the same family of tech as the suppressor that came up through the south slope.” She frowned. “I can feel it like I felt the conduit when I was wired in. Breach-tech has a note to it. I know that note. I’ll know it anywhere now.”

Mika’s ears swiveled east. Neve pushed her range. “She’s right,” Neve said, after a moment, grey. “There’s something out that way. I read people around it, Enclave-cold. A small group, holding position at the edge of my range. I’d have caught them eventually. She caught them first, and from further out.”

I felt the shape of it land. The exact tactic that had beaten us, the suppressor bored up through the dark, the field that killed every ability at once before we knew it was coming, the south-slope blind spot Pike had mapped, all of it had worked because we couldn’t see breach-tech until it was on top of us.

Now we could.

“That’s the counter,” I said, slow. “That’s the whole counter. The thing that beat us was that their breach-tech was invisible to us until it activated. You can feel it coming. At range.” I looked at Imara. “You just turned our biggest blind spot into a covered flank. The Enclave’s edge was that they could come at us with tech we couldn’t detect. They can’t anymore. You’re our early warning.”

Imara looked at me, and then at the east, at the faint breach-signature only she could feel, and her shoulders came down out of their captivity-set, her chin lifting, the old dread in her eyes giving way to something steadier, and she took the weight of it in silence and let it change her.

“I spent seven months being the thing they pointed at us,” she said, quiet. “Now I’m the thing that sees them coming.” A curl of smoke, but warm. “I think I like the second one better.”



The third thing was the one I cared about most, because it took a weapon and made it a tool.

Imara’s fire was precise enough to cauterize.

I’d seen it in the run, when she’d cut a passage with a jet no wider than her hand instead of blasting one, the SAR worker’s instinct, power for saving and not destroying. So I tested it, careful, in the clinic, with her control and my guidance, and we found that she could seal a wound with a touch of flame finer than anything in my kit, the dragon’s fire as a surgical instrument, cautery without a hot iron and a propane torch, clean and instant and exactly as hot as I told her to make it and not a degree more.

“You held two thousand degrees for Rika this morning,” I said, watching her run a hair-fine thread of heat along a test cut in a strip of scavenged hide, sealing it clean. “Now you’re holding two hundred, exactly, for a wound. That’s the most controlled fire I’ve ever seen. The Enclave spent half a year teaching you your fire was a thing that hurt people.” I met her eyes. “It’s a thing that heals them. It always was. You just needed somewhere safe to remember it.”

Imara looked at the sealed cut, at her own fire used to close a wound instead of power a machine, and the deep sound started in her chest, low, and she let it run, and I added dragon-fire cautery to the clinic’s capabilities and a firefighter to its medical staff, and the heat coming off her warmed a degree more.



The strategic picture, though, stayed heavy, because the win had a cost and the cost was coming back for us.

War-council at the kitchen table, the long one, the whole core of it. The math was simple and it was bad. We’d taken the Enclave’s prototype resonator, the biggest one they had, run for the better part of a year, irreplaceable. Which meant they needed a replacement, and the only thing in the wasteland big enough to replace a dragon was a four-tail kitsune, and we had the four-tail kitsune, and she slept on my roof.

“They’ll come back for Suki harder than they came for Imara,” I said, laying it out. “We didn’t just deny them a target. We cost them their best one and proved the next-best is here. They have to come. The door needs resonance and Suki’s the most resonance left standing.” I looked around the table. “And we can’t out-muscle their breach-tech yet. Not yet. Imara can see it coming now, which is more than we had, but seeing it and beating it aren’t the same thing. So the strategy isn’t to win a stand-up fight. It’s three things: harden, gather allies, and learn.”

“Harden’s underway,” Rika said. “The forge, the breach-tech countermeasures, the manual alarms. We’re not the soft target we were at the south slope.”

“Learn’s underway too,” Neve said. “Lyra’s mapping the facility from memory. Imara knows the deep layout. We know more about the Engineers than anyone alive who isn’t one.” She paused. “Gather allies is the open one.”

And that was where the western settlement came back in.

“Yara’s been scouting west on her courier loops,” I said. “And Neve’s felt it since the road expedition.” I looked at the succubus.

“Faint but warm,” Neve confirmed, her hand flat on the table, her range reaching. “A third settlement, west, past Haven’s range. People. Holding together. Warm, the same warm as the compound, the same warm as Haven, not cold like the Enclave. I’ve felt it the whole time, a beacon at the edge of what I can read.” Her violet eyes came up. “And the last few weeks it’s felt like it’s been trying to reach out. Like a settlement that knows it’s not alone anymore and is looking for the others.”

“Yara picked up the same,” I said. “A signal she couldn’t read clean, a pattern in the western sky, somebody flashing light or smoke on a schedule. Could be a distress call. Could be a hail.” I let it sit. “Either way, there’s a community out west, and the alliance can’t win the long war against the Enclave’s door alone, and somebody out there is still building. We reach them before the Enclave does. That’s the next move. Not yet. But it’s the next move.”

Yara leaned over the table and tapped the western edge of Rika’s hand-drawn map, twice, the small gesture she always used to mark a route she meant to fly. Nobody crossed it out. It stayed there, a direction we hadn’t had a week ago, waiting.



The thing nobody wanted to talk about, we talked about anyway, because it was the most dangerous thread in the whole picture: Suki and Imara, the two resonances.

It had been building since the facility, the harmonization, fox-fire and dragon-glow pulsing in the same rhythm whenever the two of them came near each other, and it didn’t go away at home. If anything it got stronger, the breach interference of the facility gone, the two of them in a settled place where their resonances had nothing to fight. They couldn’t sit at the same table without Suki’s tails flickering and Imara’s seams kindling in answer, the crystals in the lanterns pulsing as the two charges brushed.

It frightened them both, and they were right to be frightened.

“My fourth tail’s been humming,” Suki admitted, the two of them and me on the roof one night, the safe distance I kept them at not quite enough to stop the resonances reaching for each other. “Since the facility. It hums toward the breach. East. Same as Neve keeps her range east, except mine isn’t a choice, it just does it. And when I’m near her” she nodded at Imara “it hums louder. Like we’re, I don’t know. Tuning. To each other and to the thing down there.”

Imara had gone very still, the stillness that came over her when a thing scared her.

“Don’t let it pull you,” she said. Low. The most words I’d heard her string together unprompted. “I felt what it does. Every hour I hung on that wall. The thing wants resonance and it pulls on the resonant ones, and the more you have, the harder it pulls, and the ones who give it everything burn out. I watched it happen to the others wired near me. The strong ones went first because they had the most to give and the pull was hardest on them.” She held the fox’s eyes. “You’re the strongest thing in the wasteland. The pull on you is going to be the worst pull there is. And when we’re near each other, we amplify, I can feel it, and I don’t know if that makes the pull worse or if it makes us strong enough to resist it together, and until I know” she shook her head “be careful. Don’t let it pull you toward the breach. Don’t give it anything. Promise me.”

“I promise,” Suki said, and she meant it, no grin, no deflection, her four tails dead still while she said it.

I stayed up on the roof a long while after the words ran out, turning it over, listening to the lanterns’ crystals tick faintly between the two of them. Two breach-batteries amplifying each other. Suki’s resonance growing, the fourth tail humming toward the door a little more every week. The old lore named what came after the fourth, and named what it would cost the world if it ever arrived, and she was not there, not close, still four-tailed and steady. But the fourth tail leaned, and I could feel it lean, and whatever was tuning between her and Imara was a slow thing that had not finished tuning. I left it where it was, watching the two the Enclave wanted most sit a careful arm’s length apart on my roof, resonances reaching, both of them afraid.



The compound learned to feed the dragon’s hoard, and it was the warmest comedy of the week.

Tessa started it, leaving a shiny bolt at the edge of Imara’s pile one morning, a tribute, and watching from a safe distance to see what the dragon would do. Imara found it, considered it, and added it to the careful line of hers against the wall, and Tessa beamed, and after that the hoard grew because the whole compound started contributing to it: a smooth river stone from Hana, a length of bright copper wire from Rika, a fox-fire token from Suki that glowed soft in the dark, a feather Yara dropped and didn’t acknowledge dropping.

Suki, being Suki, tested whether stealing from a dragon’s hoard was survivable, same as she stole from Mika’s plate every meal, and reached for the glowing fox-fire token she’d contributed herself, on the theory that it was technically hers.

It was not survivable. Imara’s hand came down over the hoard with the warning rumble and a puff of smoke, and Suki snatched her hand back with a yelp and singed fingertips and a cackle, and declared the experiment concluded.

“Worth it,” Suki said, blowing on her fingers. “Scientific inquiry. The hoard is defended. Noted.”

“The hoard is defended,” Mika agreed, with the grim satisfaction of someone who’d been losing food to Suki for years and was delighted to watch someone successfully deter her. She’d taken to Imara, the two controlled powers, and they’d started sparring in the yard, the catgirl and the dragon testing each other, Mika finally with an opponent who could take a full-strength hit and give one back. “She holds it like I hold mine,” Mika told me, after one of the spars, both of them grinning, both of them lightly singed and clawed. “I haven’t had a real spar partner since before any of you. Tessa’s too small, Yara fights dirty in the air where I can’t reach her, and the rest of you don’t fight.” She rolled a shoulder. “The dragon takes a hit. I’ve been wanting someone who takes a hit for years.”

Hana planted a heat-loving garden bed near Imara’s warm corner, tomatoes and peppers and things that wanted the warmth, and they came up faster where the dragon sat, thriving in her ambient heat, and Hana fussed over them and over Imara both, bringing the dragon chamomile and food and not flinching at the scales, the Kira-treatment, Hana’s signature welcome. She’d folded every new monster girl into the family the same way, with tea and an absolute refusal to be afraid, and the dragon was no exception.



The two engineers had been building something together for a long while now, and that night they finished a different kind of build.

I came to the workshop late to check on the breach-tech countermeasure work and found Rika and Kira deep in an argument over load calculations on the new gate mechanism, both of them right, which was the whole dynamic. Rika up on a stool to reach the bench, green and grease-streaked and rasping, jabbing a finger at a schematic. Kira above her on her eight legs, elevated, calm and precise and needling, indigo eyes half-lidded.

“The bracket fails at that load,” Rika was saying. “I don’t care what your silk does, the bracket shears, you can’t reinforce your way out of a shear failure with a tension member, that’s not how forces work.”

“It is precisely how forces work if you route the load through the silk before it reaches the bracket,” Kira said, infuriatingly serene. “You’re thinking about the bracket as the primary member. It’s not. With my silk it’s a backup. The silk takes the load. The bracket only matters if the silk fails, and my silk does not fail.”

“Your silk does not fail,” Rika mimicked, in a voice. “Listen to her. Crawls up out of a tunnel one season, learns she can spin a gate shut, thinks she’s a structural engineer.”

“I am a structural engineer,” Kira said. “I build with materials that don’t exist anywhere else. You build with rust.” A silk thread drifted off her fingertip, lazy, deliberate, and looped, light as nothing, around Rika’s wrist. “Pretty rust. But rust.”

Rika looked at the silk on her wrist. Her ears, which had been twitching with the argument, did a complicated thing.

This was, I’d learned, how the two of them flirted. The argument was the foreplay.

“You two going to build the gate mechanism,” I asked, from the doorway, “or just insult each other’s materials all night?”

Rika’s head whipped around, and her amber slit-pupil eyes found me, and the brat surfaced instantly, because that was Rika’s initiation, mouthing off at the person she wanted to assert dominance over her. “Oh, look who wandered in. The medic’s got opinions about engineering now? Stick to stitching, Doc, the grown-ups are working.” She crossed her arms over the massive chest on her tiny frame, chin up, green flush already starting at her throat, daring me. “Unless you came down here for something. Did you come down here for something, Doc? Spit it out.”

And Kira, characteristically, let another thread of silk drift off her fingers, and this one came toward me, looping soft around my wrist, the questioning initiation, the gentle ask, indigo eyes holding mine, the contrast to Rika’s brattiness, both invitations arriving at once.

The two initiation styles, colliding, becoming a single invitation.

I crossed the workshop.



I picked Rika up first, because she was asking for it, in the most literal sense.

I got a hand around her tiny waist, my fingers nearly meeting, and lifted her off the stool one-armed, four feet nine inches of feral goblin and her absurd compressed curves coming up off the ground, and she snarled and kicked and her hands grabbed my forearm and the brat fractured immediately, as it always did, the switch flipping in under five seconds.

“Put me, I’m working, I didn’t say you could” she started, and I spanked her, once, hard, across the heavy curve of her ass through the cut-off shorts, for talking back, and she gasped and arched and the snarl turned into something else entirely.

“You were saying?” I asked.

“Don’t stop,” Rika said, the brat already in ruins, pushing her ass back into my hand, demanding more, her ears starting to do the thing. “Talking back. I was talking back. Spank me for it. Don’t you dare stop because I told you to.”

I spanked her again, and she made a sound that brought Kira’s legs folding inward an inch, the arachne watching from her elevation with her prismatic skin catching the forge-light, her indigo eyes intent.

“Beautiful,” I told Kira, looking up at her, at all of her, the willowy pale shimmering upper body and the eight dark-chitin legs and the silver-white hair shot through with silk, the whole of her, and I watched the word land as it always landed, devastating, her legs folding another inch, her composure cracking. “Both of you. Come here.”



The novelty of it was the two of them together, the two engineers, and I made sure neither of them was passive for a second.

Kira bound my forearms in silk, soft as satin and strong as steel, controlling the angle from her elevated stance like she liked, in command of the geometry, and she ran a thread of silk around Rika’s wrists too, the engineers’ materials meeting, binding the goblin’s hands while I held her, and Rika stamped her foot against the workshop floor in that staccato rhythm, angry-blissed, helpless and furious about how much she wanted it.

I took Rika hard, her lane, set her on the bench at the right height, her wrists silked, her tiny body in my hands, and lined my cock up and pushed into the tight wet heat of her, her green pussy stretched around me, and fucked her while she begged, the brat long gone, the green flush dark down her throat, her enormous tits bouncing on her tiny frame with every thrust. “Please. Please, please, don’t stop, harder, I need it, please,” the goblin who never said please saying it over and over, and I gripped her hips, my hands spanning her whole waist, and gave her the size contrast that was the kink, lifting her bodily onto my cock, positioning her, moving her up and down my length where I wanted her, helpless and loving it.

And Kira decorated us both in silk and waited her turn and didn’t wait passive: she ran threads around my chest, Rika’s wrists, her own legs, weaving the three of us slowly into one connected thing, and when I turned to her she lowered herself in that slow deliberate descent of hers, the elevation coming down, the eight legs folding to bring her to human height, and she sank her pale prismatic pussy down onto my cock and I praised her the whole time, “Good girl, beautiful, look at you, all of you,” and she rode me with her legs folding closer by inches, taking my cock deep with every roll of her hips, the silk wrapping tighter, devastated by the words, her prismatic skin gleaming, her armor in ruins.

I rotated between them, neither one watching from the sidelines: Rika silked and begging on the bench, Kira lowered and praised and binding us together, the two who built things building tension in a workshop warm from a dragon’s fire, the metal and the silk and the green skin and the prismatic skin all caught in the forge-light.



They came nearly together, both surrender signals firing, and Kira’s cocoon wrapped all three of us.

Rika went first, her ears locking forward and staying, the surrender, the brat gone to nothing, foot-stamping fast and staccato against the bench as her tight pussy clenched and spasmed around my cock and she cried out and shattered, her tiny body convulsing, her silked wrists straining, and then total collapse, boneless, tiny against my chest, all aggression gone.

Kira followed, and her surrender was the legs, all eight folding inward beneath her, lowering her the last of the way, and at the peak her spinnerets produced the involuntary cocoon silk, and this time it wrapped all three of us, the goblin and the man and the arachne bound together in the soft-strong silk, Kira’s legs curling around the space we shared, her body shuddering through it, the prismatic sheen flaring.

I finished buried deep in Kira, the cocoon drawing tighter around all three of us with every shudder of her spinnerets, the soft-strong silk cinching us into one bound thing as I went over. I gripped Rika’s hip and Kira’s waist, the threads pinning my own arms so the release tore through me half-restrained, and emptied into Kira in deep pulses, the forge-heat and the silk-wrap and the two engineers tangled around me turning the finish into something I felt everywhere at once. A groan, muffled against Kira’s shoulder, the silk swallowing it. Rika clung tiny and spent against my chest, and Kira’s legs curled the cocoon closer, sealing the three of us in.

We came down slow, wrapped together in the cocoon, the workshop warm, the forge banked, the metal and the silk and the two builders and me.

Rika spoke first, muffled in silk against my chest, her ears drooped, already three breaths from sleep as she always was. “…This is structurally sound.”

Kira, the ghost of a smile, the rare one, running a thread of silk through my hair, marking me, her legs curled protective around all three of us: “Load-bearing.”

“You two,” I said, “finish the gate mechanism in the morning.”

“In the morning,” Rika mumbled, and was asleep in thirty seconds, like she always was, tiny and silent and gripping my shirt, and Kira pulled the cocoon a little tighter around the three of us and didn’t say anything else, in a workshop a dragon had made warm.


Chapter 16: Warm Corner

We had a calm day, and I’d learned to recognize them now, a clear morning earned after a season of storms.

The compound had spent years earning these, and they never lasted, and that was fine, because the danger outside the walls was what made the warmth inside them mean something. But that day, the breach quiet on the eastern horizon and no breach-tech signature pinging Imara’s new-found sense, the work caught up and the wounded healing and the settlement just living, I let myself walk the perimeter slow and watch the family be a family.

Mika and Imara were sparring in the yard when I came past, and it had stopped being two controlled powers testing each other and become two controlled powers having fun. They circled, traded, Mika’s claws flashing and Imara’s heat shimmering, both of them grinning, neither of them holding back as they had to with anyone else, because each of them could finally take a real hit. Mika caught the dragon across the ribs with a strike that would have folded a human, and Imara grunted and took it and swept the catgirl’s legs with her tail and put her in the dirt, and Mika laughed, an actual laugh, rare as snow, and lay in the dirt looking up at the sky with her ears relaxed and easy.

“Again,” Mika said, getting up.

“Again,” Imara agreed, the rumble in it, almost content.

I watched Mika’s ears stay relaxed through the whole second round, the truly-low truly-easy position that meant the predator was at peace, and I thought: she’s adopted the dragon. Same as she adopted Tessa, same as she adopted all of them, fiercely, without ever saying so.



A fox-fire butterfly drifted past my shoulder, and another, and I followed them around the corner of the garden to find Suki at the center of a slow-spreading menagerie of light.

The freed captives were recovering, the three from the facility and the two from the lattice, scattered around the garden in the afternoon sun, some of them strong enough now to sit up and watch, and Suki was doing the thing she did best when she wasn’t navigating tunnels or being the key to a world-ending door: she was the morale officer, conjuring fox-fire shapes in the air, butterflies and birds and a tiny illusory parody of Mika sharpening a blade that made even the burned-down horned girl from the lattice crack a smile.

I watched her slip a single fox-fire butterfly toward Lyra, who sat apart with her facility maps, and the butterfly landed on the moth-girl’s hand and glowed soft, and Lyra looked at it, this thing made of the same light her own wings caught, and almost, almost smiled.

“She’s coming back,” Suki said quietly, when I came past, the show still running behind her, automatic, while she watched the moth-girl. “Slower than last time. They took her the second time and that’s, that breaks something different than the first time. But she’s coming back. Look. She nearly smiled.” Suki’s four tails fanned soft. “I’ll make her a hundred butterflies if that’s what it takes. I’ve got time and I’ve got fire and I’m very annoying. She’ll smile eventually just to make me stop.”

“You’re a good morale officer,” I told her.

“I’m a great morale officer,” Suki corrected, and went back to making butterflies, and didn’t quite hide how much it mattered to her, that Lyra had almost been wired into the thing that wanted Suki next. Same machine. Same hunger. She’d make a thousand butterflies against that.



“It’s not your fault you froze.” Neve’s voice carried low off the porch as I came around, the succubus who’d learned to own herself sitting close to the girl who’d nearly been wired into the door, working the deep part of recovery.

I watched them, Neve’s hand light on Lyra’s, reading her, soothing the worst of the prey-lock with the warmth she could give now that she chose to give it as a healing thing instead of carrying it as a curse. “Prey-lock isn’t a choice,” she went on, low. “Hana freezes. It’s the body doing what the body does. The thing that matters is what you do after, and after, you let us pull you out, twice, and that’s not giving up, that’s surviving long enough for your people to reach you.” Lyra’s antennae shifted, the moonstone eyes coming up. “Your people reached you. Twice. That’s a thing to hold.”

Lyra’s antennae lifted, just slightly, toward the warmth. Neve kept her hand where it was and let her hold it. I left them to it.



Yara and Fenna flew the courier loop to Haven and back, the aerial network solid, two harpies cutting the breach-glow sky, and Yara came down on the watchtower with a report from Kael and more detail on the west.

“The signal’s real,” she told me, dropping onto the perch beside Yara, folding her wings. “I flew further west than I’ve gone. There’s smoke on a schedule, three columns, dawn and dusk. That’s not a cooking fire, that’s a signal, somebody telling the empty sky they’re out there. And there’s structure under it, I caught roofs, a wall, people moving.” She fixed me with the raptor-sharp eyes. “It’s a settlement. A real one. And they’re calling. Question is who answers first, us or the Enclave.” A beat. “We should answer first. I’ll fly it. When you’re ready to reach west, I’ll find the way.”

“Soon,” I said. “Not yet. But soon.”

“Soon,” Yara agreed, and Fenna nodded, and the two harpies sat the watchtower together, eyes west, where three columns of smoke would climb at dusk.



The new gate mechanism went in that afternoon under a steady stream of goblin cursing, the forge-built one, the one Rika and Kira had finally agreed the load calculations on, and Tessa handed her tools while the music box played soft from the goblin’s pack, and the gate, when it was done, slid on its new bearings and seated with a heavy reassuring thunk and locked with a mechanism that would take power tools and a long time to defeat.

“That’ll hold a ram truck,” Rika said, satisfied, patting the gate. “That’ll hold two ram trucks. The old one was scrap. This one’s engineered.” She caught Kira’s eye across the yard, where the arachne was watching, and they had a moment, the two engineers, the gate that was both their work. A single silk thread drifted off Kira’s fingertip and looped, deliberate and light as nothing, around Rika’s wrist, the private gesture that meant mine in a language only the two of them spoke, and Rika’s ears did a complicated thing, and I didn’t ask, and Tessa handed Rika the next tool.



Over in Imara’s warm corner, the dryad and the dragon were making things grow that couldn’t grow anywhere else.

The heat-loving bed Hana had started was thriving in Imara’s ambient warmth, and Sylva took it further, coaxing things into the warm rock that wouldn’t grow anywhere else in the compound, peppers and squash and a flowering vine that opened in the heat, the dryad’s accelerated growth meeting the heat the dragon put off, two breach-touched beings turning a corner of a settlement into a garden that couldn’t exist without both of them.

“Things grow faster where you sit,” Sylva told Imara, planting a cutting in the warm soil. “I can use that. The breach made me grow things; it made you run hot. Together we can grow things that want the heat. There’s a use for what you are that isn’t the loom.” She looked at the dragon. “A better use. A warm one.”

Imara watched the dryad plant a garden in the warmth of her own body, the thing the Enclave had drained turned into a thing that made food grow, and she went quiet in the new way she had, a stillness that wasn’t captivity but its opposite, and she reached down and pressed her own palm flat to the warm soil beside Sylva’s, helping.



In the kitchen, a great panel of woven silk caught the light and threw it back, the most beautiful thing in the settlement. Kira’s work, the art-silk she’d first learned to make for Haven, turned homeward now.

She’d hung it where the whole family would pass it, and she’d woven it to catch two lights at once: fox-fire, so it shifted amber-gold when Suki’s lanterns burned, and Imara’s scale-glow, so it warmed to molten orange when the dragon was near. A piece that shifted with two lights, the two resonances the Enclave wanted most, rendered as beauty instead of as a battery, hung in the warm heart of the home.

“It’s for here,” Kira said, when I admired it. “The last one I made went to Haven. This one’s for home. It needed to catch both of them.” She looked at it, the silver-white hair and the prismatic skin catching the same shifting light. “Two lights. The fox and the dragon. The two they want. I made them into something to look at instead of something to use.” Her legs folded under her, that economical settling she did when a thing pleased her and she wasn’t going to say so out loud. “Spite, mostly. But also it’s pretty.”

“It’s beautiful,” I told her, and watched the word land, devastating even now, and she folded a leg an inch, and the panel shifted amber-gold as Suki’s lanterns caught it, then warmed toward orange as Imara crossed the yard outside.



The cost got its due that day too, because a calm day that pretended away the cost would have been a lie, and the compound didn’t lie to itself.

Ryder’s journal weighed it. I took it out in the afternoon and wrote the true things alongside the warm ones: the naga we’d left wired into the door, load-bearing, unfreeable without bringing the chamber down. The resonator we couldn’t reach. The girls still in the lattice, conscious, watching us leave, hoping. The door still standing down in the dark, crippled but intact, a crippled door still a door.

We saved who we could. We were going back for the rest. That was the hope, and I held it, and I didn’t let it curdle into a lie that everything was fine, because everything wasn’t fine, and pretending it was would have dishonored the ones we’d left.



Lyra made her choice that day, and it turned the trauma into purpose, and it was the quiet strong beat the whole calm day had been building toward.

She came to me with her maps, the facility maps she’d been drawing from memory, and she had more of them than I’d realized, careful diagrams of the steel halls and the holding cells and the conduit runs and, at the heart of them, her best reconstruction of the lattice chamber, the loom of light she’d been moments from being wired into.

“I want to help,” she said. Her voice was small but it was steady, steadier than I’d heard it since the tunnel took her the second time. “I know it better than anyone except Imara. I was processed through the whole facility, twice. I remember the layout, the shifts, how the conduit runs. And I can feel it, the breach, the way it gets louder before they move someone. I’m a, Imara called it a sense. A dimensional sense. The thing that made me valuable to them.” Her antennae shifted. “I want to make it valuable to us instead. I’ll map it. I’ll be the intelligence. When we go back for the others, I’ll know the way.” Her moonstone eyes were wet but they didn’t waver. “I won’t freeze in a doorway again. I’ll face the thing that took me. From here. With my maps. That’s how I face it.”

“Welcome to the intelligence section,” I told her, and took the maps, and she almost smiled for the second time that day, and this time it nearly made it.



Hana pulled me into her nest that night, the real one, after all those weeks of nests in danger.

She’d built nests across the whole long run in places nothing was safe, a tunnel-pocket in enemy territory, a camp in the breach-core dark, proving over and over that home was portable, home was him, home was anywhere she chose to make it. And now we were home, and the nest was the proper one, the one with the cushions and the canopy and the wildflowers, the one she’d missed the whole time we were in the dark, and she pulled me into it by my shirt and just held me first.

She didn’t kiss me right away. She put her nose in my neck and breathed, reading my scent, reading that I was really home and really whole, her nose twitching slow, and her foot thumped against the cushions in slow, contented afterbeats even before anything started, the contented thump, the metronome of a settled mood.

“You came home,” she said, against my throat. “You always come home.” Her ears swayed, easy, at peace. “I built a nest in a tunnel sixty feet under a breach. I meant it. Home’s wherever I make it. But this one.” She pulled back and looked at me, warm brown eyes soft in the lamplight, the blush already starting to climb her chest. “This one survived. We left and it held and we came back to it. That’s the other half. Home’s portable and home’s the thing that survives. I needed the tunnel-nest to be true. And I needed this one to be here when we got back. And it was.”



We made love slow that night, the softest scene of the whole hard book, the home-tempo, deliberate as a breath.

It was the contrast to every nest-in-danger we’d built, no defiance, no desperation, just the deep contentment of a woman whose home held and whose people came back. She undressed me slow, and I undressed her slow, baring the voluptuous body I’d come home to, the full soft curves of her, the wide fertile hips, the heavy tits with their pink nipples, the thick thighs, the blush map climbing chest to throat to cheeks in the lamplight, all of it soft and warm and home.

“Look at you,” I said, my hands learning her again, a body I’d learned a hundred times and would learn a hundred more. “I missed this. The dark was cold. You’re the warmest thing I know that isn’t on fire.”

She laughed, soft, her nose twitching, foot thumping once. “Don’t let Imara hear you say I’m warmer than her.”

“Imara’s a furnace. You’re a hearth. Different warm.”

That got her, the hearth, and instead of pulling me down on top of her as she had in the cold, she pressed me back into the cushions and climbed over me, settling astride my hips, because tonight there was no fear to shelter from and she wanted to be the one who set the pace in the home she’d kept. She reached between us, lined me up, and sank down onto my cock slow, taking me an inch at a time, her wet heat sliding snug around me until she was seated to the root, and we both breathed out at once.

“Give me something to grow here,” she said, riding me unhurried, her hands flat on my scarred chest, the breeding language warm and certain now, not desperate like it had been in the early books, not even defiant like it had been in the tunnel-nest, just sure. “In the safe place. In the home that held. I want to feel you here, where we built it and we kept it and it survived.” Her foot thumped against the cushions, picking up, rhythmic. “Deep. Don’t pull out. Make a life in the home that held.”

“I’ve got you,” I said, my hands spanning her wide hips, guiding her rhythm, letting her ride me with the lamplight on all of her, the soft body moving, the heavy tits swaying with each roll, her wet pussy gliding up and down my length, the blush full now, chest to cheeks, her lop ears swaying with her movement.

She rode me like that a long while, in command of it, until her thighs began to shake and her rhythm went uneven, and then she leaned down and folded herself against my chest, still seated deep, and I wrapped my arms around the whole soft warmth of her and rolled us onto our sides, face to face in the nest, her top leg hooked over my hip, and took her there, slow and deep and close, no space between us, the deliberate home-tempo, her warm brown eyes inches from mine the whole time, the nest cushions soft around us, the wildflowers in their dented cup on the shelf, the home that held all around us.



Her lop ears rose slow and certain at the end, the surrender signal, but not from frenzy this time, from the deepest contentment.

That was the difference, and I felt it land: in the early books her ears shot up from overwhelm, from the breeding need cresting like a wave. Tonight they rose slow, deliberate, fighting their own anatomy as they always did but unhurried about it, rising like a thing rises when it’s certain instead of when it’s swept away. Her foot-thumping built, rhythmic, accelerating, but gentle even at speed. Her warm body clenched around me. Her top leg hooked tight over my hip, drawing me deeper, and she pressed her forehead to mine and came with her ears full upright and her thumping fast and the small cries she didn’t muffle anymore, soft and sure.

She didn’t say anywhere this time.

“Here,” she said, at the peak, her ears upright, her leg locking me against her. “Here. This one. The home that held. Here.”

I went over with her, buried as deep as she wanted, where her body demanded it, the two of us pressed close on our sides with nothing between us, her pussy fluttering slow around me. I finished into her in long unhurried pulses, no fury in it, just the deep certain emptying of a man home in the place that held, her name on my breath against her mouth. She hooked her top leg tighter and drew me in with it, keeping me deep, her warm body rocking gentle to take the heat of me as it came, her ears upright and trembling, her foot thumping soft through the aftershocks.

Then the thumping slowed.

It settled to the slow, contented beats from the beginning, the metronome of a settled mood coming home, and she went loose and heavy against me like she only did here, in the real nest, her nose in my neck reading my scent, her tail bobbing gentle against me, her lop ears drooping back to their soft baseline as the contentment took over. No fierce grip tonight, no thighs locking me in place against the cold. Just weight, settled and trusting, the whole soft warmth of her pooled against me like she’d finally set something down.

“You came home,” she said again, drowsy, her nose still twitching against my throat, reading me, certain. “Stay in the nest. The one that held.”

“I’ll stay,” I said.

Her foot thumped, slow and content, once, and she fell asleep on me in the nest that held.


Chapter 17: Unbound

Imara felt them coming two days out.

She was in the yard when it happened, the morning warm, and I watched her cut off mid-motion, the heat draining out of her scales until they sat dark and flat, her head swinging by degrees to point east-northeast. I knew the posture by now. It was the listening she did with her whole body, the one she’d worn the first time a distant breach-tech signature had brushed against her resonance.

“They’re moving,” she said. “The breach-tech I felt east-northeast. It’s coming this way. Slow, careful, but coming. Suppressor-class, the same family as the field that took the south slope. One signature, maybe a small team around it.” She frowned, reading it like she’d once read a fire. “They’re not in a hurry. They’re feeling their way in. Testing the approach. They want to know if we’re still soft.”

Two days. We had two days, because the dragon felt breach-tech at range now, and that changed everything.

I thought about the south slope. The vibration Rika couldn’t localize, the silence that was worse, the suppressor field rolling out of the dark and killing every ability we had at once before we knew it was there, the tunnel mouth caving in, Lyra dragged down into the dark. We’d been blind. The Enclave’s whole edge had been that their breach-tech was invisible to us until it activated, and they’d walked it right up under our perimeter and we’d never seen it coming.

This time we saw it coming two days out.

“We’re not soft,” I said. “Let’s show them.”



We had two days, and we used them, and the compound that the probe found was not the compound that had been violated at the south slope.

Imara tracked the breach-tech signature the whole way in, calling its position twice a day, east-northeast and closing, a single suppressor and a small team around it, and we built our response around her early warning, the mirror of how the south-slope strike had built its assault around our blindness. The whole logic of the thing, inverted.

Rika and Kira hardened the approaches the probe would use, manual non-powered alarms across the likely routes, the tripwire-and-can systems that worked even when abilities were suppressed, dumb mechanical tech that didn’t care about a nullifier field, plus Kira’s silk early-warning lines keyed to vibration. Sylva thickened the hedge along the southern and eastern approaches into a thorned wall that would slow anyone to a crawl. Suki seeded fresh fox-fire sensory nodes at the perimeter, more than ever, a net of them. Mika mapped the blind spots and Briggs reinforced the gate, the new forge-built one that would hold two ram trucks.

And Imara stood watch with her new sense. They’d built her into a weapon and aimed her at us; now she was the thing that saw them coming, and the irony of it sat warm in her face.

“They’ll bring the suppressor up close before they activate it,” she said, the second evening, the signature now close enough that the rest of us could feel its edge if we knew to reach for it. “That’s the play. Get close, kill our abilities all at once, then move. It’s what they did to you before. It worked because you didn’t feel it coming.” The embers under her brow flared. “You feel it coming now. So when they activate it, you already know where they are, and you’re already on them, and the suppressor doesn’t matter because Ryder and Briggs were never affected by it anyway, and Mika fights blind, and the hedge and the alarms don’t need power.”

“Every advantage they had at the south slope,” I said, “we’ve answered. The invisibility, you answered. The blindness during suppression, the manual alarms answered. The soft gate, Rika answered. The blind spot, Mika and Sylva answered.” I looked at the dragon. “They’re walking into the exact trap they sprang on us, except now we see it and they don’t know we see it.”



They came in the dark, the third night, and it went exactly as I said it would.

The suppressor activated just inside the eastern approach, the wave of wrongness rolling out, and for one second it was the south slope all over again: Suki’s fox-fire lanterns guttering, Sylva’s hedge going dormant mid-bristle, Mika’s ears cutting out, the whole settlement’s nervous system going dark.

But we knew where they were.

Imara had tracked the signature right up to the moment it activated, and she’d put us on it, and the second the field rolled out, we weren’t groping in the dark wondering what had happened. We were already moving on a position we’d known for two days. Mika went into the dark on muscle memory, as she’d learned to at the south slope, claws out, fighting blind. Briggs held the eastern wall with his shotgun, unaffected, human. I moved with the crossbow, unaffected, the only one the suppressor never touched. The manual alarms sang, tripwires and cans, telling us exactly where the team was even with every ability in the compound suppressed. The hedge, dormant but grown to a thorned wall, slowed them to a crawl. The new gate held without anyone needing to defend it.

And Imara, whose fire the suppressor couldn’t fully choke now that the collar wasn’t on her amplifying it, whose resonance was too strong and too practiced for a field built to suppress lesser charges, walked into the eastern approach with her scale-seams glowing molten in the dark and was, herself, a wall of heat and light the suppressor couldn’t put out.

The probe team realized, fast, that they’d walked into a settlement that saw them coming, and they did the smart thing, which was run.

We let them run, mostly. We weren’t equipped to chase a suppressor-equipped team into the dark and we weren’t going to lose anyone trying. But the probe was detected, repelled, and turned back before it landed a single blow, the exact reversal of the south slope, and the Enclave learned that the soft target they’d violated weeks ago was soft no longer.

The suppressor cut out as they withdrew, and the powers slammed back, fox-fire detonating, the hedge surging to full thorn, Mika’s ears returning, and this time it wasn’t the aftermath of a loss. It was the aftermath of a win.



Neve read the retreating probe, and she found Pike’s fingerprints all over it.

“The planning,” she said, her hand to the eastern wall, reading the withdrawing team’s emotional landscape as they fled. “The targeting, the timing, the approach vector, the choice to probe instead of assault. That’s Pike. I know the shape of how he thinks now. Cold, careful, treating us like a problem to be solved instead of an enemy to be hated.” Her violet eyes were hard. “But he’s not here. He’s nowhere near. He’s deep in the Enclave, deeper than ever, just, planning. Sending probes. Cataloguing what we can do now.” She turned to me. “He felt us, through the team, like a chess player feels the board. He’s not coming to fight us. He’s collecting data on us. Every new thing we showed tonight, the early warning, the manual alarms, the hardened gate, he’s writing it all down. We just taught him exactly what we can do.”

A man who’d stood in our yard once and now wouldn’t come within twenty miles of it, who’d traded the knife for the ledger, more dangerous as a thing that watched and wrote than he’d ever been as a thing that swung. I caught myself checking the eastern dark out of habit, looking for a shape that wasn’t going to be there, and made my hand unclench from the crossbow stock. He wasn’t coming. That was the whole point of him now.

“Then he knows we’re not soft,” I said. “And he knows we’ll see the next one coming too. Let him write it down.”



Imara understood, that night, the difference between being used and being relied on.

I found her in the yard after, the probe repelled, the compound coming back to itself, and she was standing very still, but not the captivity-still, a different stillness, the stillness of someone working out a thing in their chest.

“I sensed them coming,” she said. “And everyone built around what I sensed. The alarms, the gate, the watch, all of it, built around the thing I can do.” She looked at me, the coal-dim eyes glowing faint. “For seven months they built around what I could do too. The conduit, the clamps, the loom. They used what I am.” Smoke drifted slow from her nose. “I keep waiting for tonight to feel like that did. The whole compound moving on something my body told them.” She turned her face east, toward where the probe had come from, and I watched her search herself for the old dread and not find it. “It doesn’t. I don’t have words for why it doesn’t. But I went to that watch on my own feet and I came back to a warm corner that’s mine, and on the wall I never once got to do either of those things.”

“You don’t need words for it,” I said. “You lived the difference tonight. That’s better than a word. Words you can argue yourself out of. What your own feet did, you can’t.”

She didn’t answer that. She just stood in the open yard, and the deep contented glow came up in her without her reaching for it, and she stopped holding herself rigidly still, the posture she’d carried since the cold room finally easing all the way out of her body, and she took up space in the world like a creature her size was meant to, unafraid of being seen.

And her wings spread.

It was the first real extension since we’d cut the restraints off, the rehab paying off, the membranes still stiff, the struts still trembling, but they spread, wider than they ever had, the leathery dark span of them opening behind her against the breach-glow sky, trembling, incomplete, beautiful. She didn’t fly. She couldn’t, not yet, not for months. But the wings that had been bolted flat to a steel frame all those months opened all the way for the first time, the unbinding completing, and she stood in the yard with her wings spread and her scales glowing and her head up, and she was no longer equipment, and she knew it.



The two resonances stood watch together during the probe, and this time they used it on purpose.

I’d kept Suki and Imara apart all book, the careful arm’s length, the harmonization a thing to be feared. But during the probe, with the suppressor down and the abilities suppressed, the two of them had stood watch together at the eastern approach, and they’d discovered that what frightened them could be a tool.

“We combined them,” Suki told me, after, fizzing with the discovery, her four tails fanned, Imara beside her, a careful distance still but closer than I’d let them stand all book. “Her breach-sense and my fox-fire network. Separately, she feels breach-tech and I feel the perimeter. Together” she gestured, fox-fire shaping a quick illustration in the air “we made a grid. Her sense reaching out for the tech, my network reaching out for everything else, and the two laced together, overlapping, better than either of us alone. I could see what she could feel and she could feel what I could see. We had the whole eastern approach mapped down to the man.”

“The thing that scared us,” Imara said, “we pointed at them instead.” Her eyes warmed, coal to flame. “I still won’t get close to the loom-pull with her. That’s still real. The breach down there wants us both and wants us worse together. But up here, away from the door, with a wall between us and the deep” she nodded at Suki “we’re a detection grid. The two things they want most, watching their door for them instead of being it.”

The thing that had frightened them both, turned into a tool. The bond solidified. Suki was still four-tailed, the fourth still leaning toward the door more every week, the burnout warning Imara had given still standing between them like a held breath, but the two resonances had found a way to be a strength together instead of only a danger, and they stood a little closer now, the fox and the dragon, the two the Enclave wanted, watching the dark together.



Imara came to me that night in the open yard, under the breach-glow sky, and her second scene inverted her first.

She was at her full height, scales warm and confident, no longer braced, no longer holding herself rigidly still, no longer offering a transaction. She was the one who initiated this time, the one who chose, and that was the whole difference, the whole arc, standing in the open with her head up.

“Last time,” she said, low, the deep thrum moving under the words, “I needed you to tell me I wasn’t a thing. I came to you braced to be used, and I offered you my body like a payment, because that was the only worth I knew how to give. And you wouldn’t take it. You handed me back to myself, all the parts they’d melted down and poured into a wall, and you let me keep them.” Her eyes were warm, certain, the embers in them steady. “I don’t need you to tell me anymore. I wake up wanting things and knowing I’m allowed to want them. I believe it now, all the way down. The believing came first, like Neve said, and the understanding’s caught up to it.”

And she spread her wings.

The first full spread, the one she’d managed in the yard hours ago, she did again, on purpose, deliberate, the leathery dark span opening behind her against the sky, trembling but open, the unbinding made flesh.

“I’m not unbound because you freed me,” she said. “You cut the restraints. But that’s not why I’m unbound.” She let the wings hang spread in the open air, trembling, hers. “I’m unbound because I chose to stay. I could have walked. I’m a firefighter, I survive anywhere, I don’t need a place. I chose this place. I chose these people. I chose you.” The scales warmed, the seams beginning to kindle, on purpose this time, the heat she was choosing to give rising off her in the cool night. “So this time it’s not ‘make me yours.’ This time it’s: I’m choosing this. I’m choosing you. And I’m not equipment, and I’m not even just yours anymore. You’re mine too.”



She took the lead this time, her power her own, the heat hers to give instead of something extracted.

She let the light rise on purpose, the molten cracks blooming through the dark obsidian-brown of her, the heat radiating, the air around her shimmering, and she wrapped me in her own warmth and her heavy tail by choice, the coil of it around my waist deliberate now, possessive, hers, not the involuntary clutch of the first time but a choosing.

She undressed me in the open yard, slow, her scalding hands sure, and she undressed herself, baring the powerful body of her to the breach-glow, the whole vast dark scale-dusted length of her glowing molten through every seam, the wide heavy hips, the thick powerful thighs, the firm breasts, all of it forged for carrying weight through wreckage and not for being looked at, and she stood in the open under the sky with her wings spread and her scales blazing and she was the most spectacular thing I’d ever seen, a dragon at her full height and power, choosing.

She lowered me down and sank her scalding pussy down onto my cock, rose over me, riding me, taking me deep with every roll of her powerful hips, her wings half-spread for balance and for display, trembling above us against the breach-glow, newly hers, opened wider than they’d managed in all the weeks of rehab. She took the lead, set the pace, her wet scalding cunt working up and down my length, the glow pouring molten light across both of us, the heat scalding, the steam beginning to rise where her body met the cool night air, and I let her have it, her agency, her power her own.

But the MC stays dominant, and the finish was mine, and when she’d had her lead I took over, rolling her under me in the open yard, and she let me, the difference now being that letting me was a choice and not a conditioning, and I drove my cock back into the scalding tight heat of her, bottoming out, while she glowed and rumbled and spread her wings in the dirt.

“You’re mine,” I said, claiming her again, the male possession of it, gripping her hip, driving deep into the furnace of her.

“And you’re mine too,” she answered, the inversion, the mutual claiming, her tail coiling tighter, pulling me deeper, the light blazing through every crack in her. “Both ways. I’m yours and you’re mine and I chose it.” The sound rolled deep in her chest, the smoke, the heat. “Mark me again. But this time it’s not because I need to belong to someone. It’s because I’m choosing what’s mine, and you’re mine, and I want your mark on me to prove it both ways.”



She came with the fire-release, her surrender signal, but where the first time had cracked out of her, this time she opened her hands and threw it.

The light surged up out of her on purpose, every seam flaring bright and steady and aimed outward, a bonfire she was feeding. Her head went back. Her chest pushed up into my hand. The heat came up through her as a long climbing roar that she let build, that she wanted loud, the rumble cresting into something almost a laugh, ragged and delighted, the firefighter who’d spent a lifetime running toward flames finally lighting one of her own and grinning at it.

And she did not hurt me. She held the heat where it belonged like she breathed, easy, certain, generous. The steam rose off her and rolled over us both and felt like standing too close to a hearth on a cold night, and her wings beat once above us, full and trembling and free, fanning the heat down around us like she was tucking us both inside her own fire.

I went over with her, the scalding pull of her dragging it up out of me, and I pulled out at the last and marked her again, the brand of belonging, but this time it was mutual and she watched it come, lifting her chest to meet it, claiming the mark as much as receiving it. My cock pulsed thick ropes of cum across her glowing sternum and her firm breasts, the white stark against the dark obsidian-brown and the molten orange-gold, and she dragged two fingers through it and pressed them flat over her own heart, sealing it there herself, grinning up at me, burning, hers as much as mine.

She kept her hand pressed over the mark, like she had the first time, but her face was different now, no relief in it, no disbelief, just joy. All those years she’d run into other people’s fires for strangers. Now she ran her own, for the family she’d chosen, and grinned doing it.

“Mine to keep,” she said, wrecked and glowing and joyful, and where the first time she’d needed me to tell her she was mine, this time she was the one doing the telling. “You. This. All of it. The corner and the hoard and the forge and the people who don’t flinch and the man who told me to burn.” Her wings spread full above us, trembling, hers. “I was owned by a thing for seven months. Now I own my own life, and I choose what’s mine, and I choose all of this.” The sound moved through the dirt under us, deep and joyful.



She didn’t curl in this time. She lay sprawled and open under the sky, taking up all the room she wanted, the heat coming off her in long slow waves as the seams gentled down toward an ember-glow, and she draped one half-spread wing over the both of us like a roof she’d chosen to raise, the membrane warm and translucent above us, the breach-glow filtering through it. The heavy tail looped my waist, lazy and certain. She held me like a dragon holds what she loves, fiercely, by choice, and there was nothing braced left anywhere in her.

She tipped her head back and looked up through the translucent membrane of her own wing at the breach-glow sky beyond it, the colors shifting through the leather, and she let out a long slow breath of warm air, not smoke, something gentler, the first time in seven months she’d seen the sky from underneath her own open wings instead of from under a steel frame.

“They had them bolted flat the whole time I was down there,” she said, quiet, watching the light move through the membrane. “Look at it now.”

I looked. Above us the dark span trembled and held, the breach-glow filtering down through it warm and shifting, and under it she breathed slow and easy, and I stayed where she’d put me, under the spread wing of a dragon who’d chosen the sky and chosen me.


Chapter 18: The Door

The table kept getting longer.

I noticed it at breakfast, the morning after the probe, the same as I noticed all the compound’s growth: not as a number but as a physical thing, the table that had once seated four now stretched and reinforced and ringed with people. The original cast, all of them. Imara, hot and still at the broad end where the heat-resistant silk wrap caught the morning light. Lyra with her facility maps beside her plate. The freed captives who’d chosen to stay, the salamander-type and the wolf-girl learning the rhythms of a home. Vasquez, fully integrated now, the captured captain become one of us in the slow accrual of shared meals and kept confidences. Briggs, whose plate had once sat apart on the counter, long since at the table, the gap closed so completely nobody remembered it had been there.

Wildflowers in mugs at both ends of the table. Hana’s ritual, grown from one stem in a jar to a settlement’s worth of them, and now two ends because one end couldn’t reach everyone anymore.

I nursed my coffee and watched the family eat, and I let myself feel the size of the thing we’d built, before I made myself look at the size of the thing we were facing.



Each of them had a moment that morning, as they always did, and I collected them like vitals, signs of life.

Mika was on the wall when I came past after breakfast, ears relaxed, easy, and Imara was beside her, the two of them watching the eastern horizon together, the catgirl and the dragon, the two controlled powers who’d become friends in the weeks since the run.

“I like having someone who can take a hit,” Mika said, eyes on the horizon, not on me. Her ears stayed easy. “Sparred her again this morning. She put me in the dirt twice. Nobody’s put me in the dirt since before the breach.” A flick of her tail. “I’m keeping her.”

Translation: she’d adopted the dragon, fully, same as she’d adopted all of them. I didn’t make her say it plainer. I just took it and let it stand.

The clink of metal led me to the workshop, where Tessa sat sorting bolts as she’d sorted them since the day she came to the compound, except now she sorted them into two piles: one for Rika’s work, and one she called, with the absolute seriousness of nineteen, “the dragon’s.” Shiny ones. Bright ones. Tribute for the hoard.

“She let me look at the breach-crystal yesterday,” Tessa told me, not looking up, the catgirl’s pride fierce and casual. “I asked first. You’re supposed to ask. And she let me hold it and she told me where she found it, in the run, in the dark, and she didn’t even smoke at me once.” She set a bright brass bolt on the dragon’s pile, reverent. “I’ve decided she’s mine to look after. Mika’s got the wall. Rika’s got the forge. Suki’s got the roof. The dragon’s got nobody making sure she eats enough and she runs cold sometimes when her fire goes funny, so that’s mine. I’m in charge of the dragon eating.”

“Does the dragon know she’s been assigned a keeper?”

“She’ll figure it out,” Tessa said, with the supreme confidence of a teenager who had already, twice, attached herself permanently to someone larger and more dangerous than herself and been right both times. “Rika did. You did. They always figure it out.”

Up the ladder to the eastern wall, Vasquez had the watch, the captured Collector captain pulling a shift like any of us now, and she tracked me over the lip of the parapet with the wary flat look she’d never fully lost and probably never would.

“I keep waiting for it to feel strange,” she said. “Standing on the wall of a place I used to scout for the buyer. Pulling a watch for monster girls I used to call inventory.” She looked out at the eastern horizon, the breach glow faint. “It doesn’t feel strange anymore. That’s the strange part. I spent ten years counting girls into a machine and I stopped feeling anything about it, and now I’m up here counting the horizon for the people who run the machine, and I feel it the whole time. Turns out the not-feeling was the broken part. Not this.” A beat. “The dragon was right to make me earn it slow. I’d have spooked at fast.”

“You’re earning it,” I said.

“I’m earning it,” she agreed, and went back to watching the horizon for the Enclave she used to work for, steady, not looking away from it once.

Hana was in the garden, teaching Lyra about the plants, passing the knowledge forward as she’d passed it to Tessa seasons back, the caretaker’s arc, the moth-girl crouched beside her learning which seedlings wanted the heat and which wanted the shade, the warm bed near Imara’s corner flourishing in the heat the dragon threw behind them.

“This one grows faster where Imara sits,” Hana was telling Lyra, gentle. “Heat-lover. The breach made all of us into something. It made the dragon hot, so now we grow peppers in February.” Her ears swayed, content. “Everything’s a use if you find the right one for it.”

Lyra’s antennae shifted, and she almost smiled, the third time that week, and this time it made it, small and real.



Suki was on the roof, four tails fanned, and Imara had come up beside her, the careful distance closing a little more, and the two of them were building the combined detection grid in the morning light, fox-fire and breach-sense laced together, the morale officer turned strategist.

“They’ll come for me,” Suki said, when I climbed up. She wasn’t performing, hadn’t performed much since the chamber, just looking east at the breach glow with her tails fanned and her face set, no joke anywhere in her. “You know that. We poked their door, we cost them their dragon, and I’m the only thing big enough to replace what walked out of there. They’ll come for me, harder, again and again, until they get me or until the door’s closed.” She turned and looked at me. “You know that.”

“I know that,” I said.

She held my eyes for a second, the four-hundred-year-old fox who understood exactly what she was to the machine in the dark, and then the corner of her mouth did the real grin, fierce and tired both, and she reached back for the line she’d said on the road months ago, before any of us knew what we knew now.

“Good thing I’m not alone,” she said, and then, because she’d heard herself say it before and didn’t care, said it slower the second time, meaning it more. “Said that to you out on the road and half-believed it. I believe all of it now.”

“Good thing,” I agreed, and the dragon beside her, the other thing the Enclave wanted, rumbled low in agreement, and the two resonances sat their watch together, afraid and not alone.



Neve was on the porch, her range pushed east, and her face was the face she made when she was reading a wound on the emotional landscape.

“I can feel the facility from here,” she said, quiet, when I sat beside her. “On a clear morning, with my range all the way out. A cold place, full of,” she stopped, started again. “Full of the ones we couldn’t reach. The naga. The wired-in girls. They’re still there. Still feeling. I can feel them feeling it.” Her violet eyes were dark. “We have to go back for them, Ryder. Not yet. We’re not strong enough yet, and going back too soon gets us all wired in beside them. But we will. I need it said out loud, said plain, like you said it in the chamber. We’re going back.”

“We’re going back,” I said. “I put it in the journal. It’s a promise, and I keep those. We don’t get to forget the ones still hanging in that light. Forgetting them is the one thing we’re not allowed.”

“We’re going back,” Neve repeated, and it settled the wound a little, the long-term objective named, the captives still in the dark not forgotten.



Yara and Fenna were on the watchtower, two harpies, plotting the western route across a scavenged map weighted down with stones.

“Three columns of smoke, dawn and dusk,” Yara said, tracing the western edge of the map with a taloned finger. “Here, roughly. Past Haven’s range, past anywhere we’ve flown a courier loop. A settlement, signaling the empty sky.” She looked at me, raptor-sharp. “Someone out there is still building. We should go meet them before the Enclave does. The Enclave’s collecting monster girls for its door. A western settlement’s exactly the kind of place they’d harvest. If there’s people out there holding together, they’re either a future ally or future inventory, and I’d rather they were an ally, and I’d rather we got there first.”

“We get there first,” I said. “When we’re ready. You find the way; I’ll bring the team.”

“I’ll find the way,” Yara said, and Fenna nodded, the faster flier, and the two of them bent back over the map, talking flight times and water caches and what a courier could carry, planning the reach west out loud and in detail, in the morning light.



Rika and Kira were at the forge, building the breach-tech countermeasures, the engineers’ partnership thriving, Imara’s fire heating the metal Rika shaped and Kira’s silk routing the loads Rika swore couldn’t be routed and being proven wrong about it good-naturedly.

“We’re going to make a portable suppressor-jammer,” Rika told me, gleeful, holding up a half-machined component. “Imara can feel their breach-tech. I can build something that fouls it. Kira can make it light enough to carry. Next time they bring a suppressor up under our perimeter, we don’t just see it coming, we break it before it activates.” She grinned, green and gleaming. “Took a goblin, a dragon, and a spider, but we’re going to take their best weapon and turn it into a paperweight.”

“A spider, a goblin, and a furnace,” Kira said, the ghost-smile, running silk through a routing she’d just won the argument about. “The Enclave should have left us in our holes.” Rika threw a bolt at her without heat, and the two engineers built the thing that would answer the Enclave’s edge, the forge warm, the work humming.



Sylva was in the garden, her bare feet in the soil, her root-network reaching, and her face carried the particular trouble that meant she’d felt something deep.

“The door has roots,” she said, when I crouched beside her. “I can feel them. The thing you found in the dark, the loom, the lattice, whatever you call it. It’s connected to the breach like I’m connected to the ground. And the breach is connected to everything, all the breach-sites, the whole network Suki mapped on the road north.” Her all-green eyes were luminous and worried. “I can feel the door’s roots in the soil. They go deep. Deeper than the facility. And they’re,” she searched for it “they’re patient. Patient like a tree is patient. It’s not growing fast. It’s growing sure. Whatever they’re building down there, it has time, and it’s using it, and the not-hurrying is the frightening part.”

The breach-mystery, deepening. The door with roots, patient, growing sure. I crouched there a while with my hand near hers in the dirt, not reaching for an answer I didn’t have, because I didn’t understand it and pretending would have been the kind of lie the compound didn’t tell itself. “Then we keep listening to it,” I said finally. “You and Imara both. You feel it before anyone. That’s worth more than understanding it.” Sylva nodded, her feet in the soil, and kept listening.



Imara was in her warm corner with her hoard, and her wings spread a little farther than yesterday, the rehab paying off a degree at a time, and she’d started a project at the forge that wasn’t a weapon.

“It’s a brazier,” she said, when I asked, almost embarrassed, the dry humor surfacing. “For the garden. So the heat-lovers grow through the winter even when I’m not sitting there. So the warmth stays after I get up.” She turned a piece of forge-work over in her furnace-hot hands, careful. They’d made her into a weapon, and here she was building a thing to keep plants warm. “Rika said I should build something. So I’m building something that isn’t for destroying things.” A curl of smoke, almost rueful. “Seven months they used my fire to power a machine that eats people. I want to use it to grow tomatoes. It feels like the most rebellious thing I’ve ever done.”

The echo of Rika’s wish from the road expedition: something that isn’t for destroying things. I left her to her brazier and didn’t say anything that would make her self-conscious about it.



I sat with the journal at the kitchen table after, the morning’s signs of life collected, the family scattered to their work, and I made myself write the size of the thing we were facing alongside the size of the thing we’d built.

The blue pen scratched, and I noted it was nearly dry, the same pen since before Mika came through the window with three claw-wounds across her ribs, the same pen since the beginning, almost out. I’d need a new one. I’d been meaning to find one for a long while now. I set the thought aside again, as I always did, and wrote.

Population: expanding. Allies: gathering. Status: a settlement that projects force.

I wrote the named threat plainly, because all those seasons of raiders and Collectors and the buyer had finally resolved into one shape and the journal deserved the truth of it.

The Enclave isn’t harvesting monster girls for labor. The Engineers are building a door. A permanent breach, held open by a machine that runs on living resonance. They burn through resonators, so they keep taking more. That’s the whole war. That’s what every fight since the first siege was the edge of.

They need Suki to open it. She’s the biggest charge in the wasteland, the upgrade their door needs now that Imara walked out on her own two feet. They’ll come back for her, harder, again and again, because she’s the key.

And nobody knows what they want to open the door FOR. We know what it does. We don’t know what it’s for. Imara doesn’t know. The Engineers never told their equipment. The not-knowing is the worst part, because they’re building it patient, and the things that don’t hurry are the things to be most afraid of.

I let that line stand a moment before I moved on, the door with its patient roots, the fox who slept on my roof, the captives still wired into the dark.

Then I wrote the rest.

We went into the dark and came back with our own and one we didn’t know was ours. Lyra, Imara, three captives, two resonators. We crippled the facility but not the door: a crippled door is still a door. We left a naga wired into it, and girls we couldn’t reach, and we carry that, and we are going back for them.

West, someone’s signaling the empty sky, still building. We reach them before the Enclave does. Pike’s deeper in than ever, planning, cataloguing, more dangerous as a thing that thinks than he ever was as a thing that fought.

We used to be people defending a home. We’re people who go into the dark after our own now, and come back, and the warmth inside the walls is still here when we do.

I looked up from the page. Through the kitchen window I could see most of it: Hana and Lyra crouched in the garden over the warm bed, Imara’s corner glowing faint behind them, Mika and the dragon on the wall, Suki’s tails fanned on the roof, Yara and Fenna small against the breach-glow sky. Not so long ago this had been a clinic with a catgirl bleeding on the table and a man who’d decided to fix her because fixing things was the only thing he had left that worked.

I let myself look at it a moment. Then I went back to the page and wrote the part that wasn’t done yet.

One day, when we were strong enough and not a day before, we’d go back down for the naga and the chamber full of girls who’d watched us leave, and we’d unmake the loom of light.

Not yet. But it was written down. And the things I wrote down, I kept.

I paused, the pen hovering, nearly dry, the period on the last line waiting.

Then I added the last line. Months ago, on the road north, I’d ended an entry hoping the wasteland would leave us be. I didn’t write that anymore.

The Enclave is building a door. They need Suki to open it. They’ll come back for her.

A breath.

Let them come. We know the way down now too.

The pen scratched the final stroke and went dry on the period, dry as it had threatened to be the first morning I sat down to write all this, dry as it had been threatening to go for a long while now, and I shook it, and there was nothing left, and the period stayed half-formed, a thin blue ghost of a mark.

I set the dead pen down beside the journal.

“I really do need a new pen,” I said, to the empty kitchen.


Thank you for reading!
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