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Chapter 1: A Settlement That Projects Force

Population: seventeen and counting. Status: a settlement that projects force. Allied settlements: one.

I wrote it with a pen I hated.

It was a cheap pen, a clear plastic barrel with a chewed cap, scavenged out of a strip-mall office that had been picked over a dozen times before we got to it. It skipped on the downstroke of the f in force and I had to go back and trace the letter twice, pressing harder than I should have, and the ink came out blotchy and wrong. The old pen had never done that. The old pen had run dry on the last period of the last entry after we came back from the Lattice and I’d set it down beside the journal like a man setting down a tool that had finally worn through, and I’d been meaning to feel something about that and hadn’t found the time.

This one wrote ugly. I missed the old one.

I shook the new pen, finished the line, and let the ink dry while I looked at the words. A settlement that projects force. I’d written that the morning we came up out of the dark, and it had felt like a dare then, a claim I was daring the world to make me prove. Now it just read as accounting. We had a forge that ran hot all day. We had walls a ram truck couldn’t open. We had a dragon and a four-tail fox and a spider who could choke a man’s nervous system with a thread of silk, and we had a name for the machine that wanted to take it all from us.

I closed the journal and went to start rounds.

The cold came off the breach in the usual way, that clammy wrongness that never matched the season, but the compound was awake and working and warm in the middle of it, and that contrast was the whole argument I’d built, the whole case I made every morning by walking the line of it.

The forge was already going. I heard it before I saw it, the deep rhythmic huff of the bellows and under that a sound that didn’t belong to any forge I’d known before this winter: a low banked roar, steady as a furnace, no fuel feeding it. Just Imara.

She stood at the workbench in the generator-shed annex with her clawed feet planted wide and her hand held flat over a length of bar stock, and the heat poured off her palm in a shimmer that bent the air. Molten lines glowed a controlled orange along her forearms and the ridge of her spine, banked low and even, the exact temperature she wanted and not a degree past it. Seven months of choking that fire down so it wouldn’t get her punished, and now she ran it like a craftsman, a thread of two thousand degrees held indefinitely while Rika hammered.

Rika came up to Imara’s hip and not much past it. The goblin worked the glowing bar with a pair of forge-tongs and a hammer she swung two-handed, her wild dark-green hair falling in her eyes, her chest-wrap streaked with soot, her ears twitching with concentration. D-cups on a four-foot-nine frame, swaying with every swing, and she didn’t notice and didn’t care.

“Hold it,” Rika said. “Hold it, hold it, don’t let it drop, I need it cherry.”

“It’s cherry,” Imara said. Her voice came out of her chest like something rolling downhill, low and smoky, a rumble under the words. “It’s been cherry. You’re slow.”

“I’m precise.”

“You’re slow and you call it precise.”

On the rafter above them, Suki perched with her tails fanned out behind her and her chin in her hands, narrating in the hushed reverent cadence she used for exactly this.

“And here,” she breathed, “we observe the rare forge-dragon in her natural habitat, tending her young. Note the protective posture. Note the goblin, who has imprinted on the heat-source and now believes it to be her mother. A delicate symbiosis, found nowhere else in the wasteland.”

“I will set you on fire,” Imara said, without looking up.

“You say that, and yet.” Suki leaned down off the rafter, russet ears perked, grinning. “You never do. Because you love me. Because I am the sun and you are a creature of warmth and we are, fundamentally…”

Imara tilted her hand a few degrees and a wash of heat rolled up off the bench. Suki yelped and snatched her tails back, and the tip of the nearest one was smoking faintly, a thin gray curl rising off the white.

“You singed my tail!”

“I tended my young,” Imara said, and the corner of her mouth moved, the dry dark humor she’d grown into over the winter, the warmth that had been buried under seven months of holding still and was finding its way up now a degree at a time.

Suki inspected the smoking tail with vast theatrical betrayal. Rika cackled. I left them to it and kept counting heads.

Every morning, in place of prayers, I walked the compound and counted my people and marked each of them present and alive, and the count had gotten long enough that it took real time now.

Tessa was at the edge of the workshop with a tin of bolts, sorting. The young catgirl had two piles going. One was Rika’s, organized by size with the grim focus she brought to all of Rika’s work. The other was smaller and brighter and she guarded it with her body.

“That one’s the dragon’s,” she told me before I asked, because she’d learned that I always asked. She set a shiny brass bolt on the bright pile, reverent. “Tribute. For the hoard. She runs cold when her fire goes funny, so somebody’s got to make sure she’s looked after, and I’ve decided it’s me. I’m in charge of the dragon eating and the dragon’s pile. Mika’s got the wall. Rika’s got the forge. I’ve got the dragon.”

“The dragon know that?”

“She lets me leave the bolts,” Tessa said, with the unshakable confidence of nineteen. “That means yes.”

On the eastern wall Vasquez had the watch, and she tracked me over the parapet with that flat wary look she’d never quite lose, the captured Collector captain pulling a shift like one of us because over a winter of kept confidences and shared meals she’d become one of us, mostly, in the slow way these things happened.

“Quiet,” she reported. “Nothing on the eastern approach. Glow’s the same as yesterday.” A beat. “Briggs relieves me at noon. He’s already up. Fixing the gate bracket again. It didn’t need fixing.”

“It never needs fixing. He fixes it anyway.”

“Yeah.” She almost smiled. “I noticed that about him.”

Briggs’s plate had sat apart on the counter for a whole winter once, a gap measured first in feet and then in inches and then, eventually, in nothing. I’d stopped tracking it the day the gap closed. Now he was just one of the people who fixed things that didn’t need fixing because he had a home worth maintaining, and the wasteland had taken so much from so many that a man who needed to maintain things was a man I understood all the way down.

I came around the south line, past Hana’s gardens.

They’d spread. That was the only word. The raised beds that had once hugged the south fence now ran the whole length of it and turned the corner east, and where they turned, they ran into the warm corner by the workshop’s south wall, the broad sun-trap where Imara sat in the afternoons and the rock held her heat into the evening. Hana had planted heat-lovers there: tomatoes already fattening out of season, peppers, a squash vine throwing leaves the size of dinner plates, all of them reaching toward the spot where the dragon sat, growing in February because the dragon was warm.

Hana herself knelt in the dirt with a basket, honey-gold hair escaping a low messy ponytail, lop ears swaying with the motion of her hands, and Sylva crouched beside her, dark-green hair full of small flowers that had opened with the thin morning sun. The dryad’s bare feet sprouted tiny wildflowers where they pressed the soil, and her all-green eyes glowed faint and content. The two of them worked in a silence that wasn’t empty, the silence of women who’d learned to grow things together.

Hana’s nose twitched when I came close. It always did. She knew I was there before she looked up, and her foot gave a single soft thump against the packed earth, and a flush climbed her chest.

“Morning rounds,” she said, like I might not have known what I was doing.

“Morning rounds.”

“You skipped breakfast.”

“I’ll eat at lunch.”

Her ears drooped a fraction, and she gave me the look, the patient pointed one she’d grown into over the winter, the look of a woman who’d watched me cut my own portions to feed everyone else for too long to let it slide anymore. “You’ll eat now. I put a plate in the warmer. Sit on the porch and eat it and then do the rest of your walk, or I’ll follow you around the whole perimeter telling you to.”

“That a threat?”

“It’s a treatment plan,” she said, and went back to her tomatoes, and I went and ate the plate, because she was right and because letting her be right was a skill I’d promised myself I’d practice.



I found Mika in the yard, and Imara had come out from the forge to join her, and the two of them were circling.

It happened most mornings now. The catgirl and the dragon, the two controlled powers, the two who held something dangerous on a leash and needed a place to let it off. They didn’t spar like people training. They sparred like two predators who’d finally found someone who could take a real hit, and it was something to watch.

Mika moved like water, all liquid economy, ears flat with focus, claws half-out. She was fast enough to make my eyes work to keep up. She closed, struck, slid clear, struck again, reading openings that weren’t there yet and being where they’d be.

And Imara took it. Anyone else Mika sparred, she had to pull her speed for, hold back, manage. Imara she didn’t. The dragon was slower but she was a wall, six feet of corded power and furnace heat, and when Mika came in low and fast Imara caught the strike on a scaled forearm and didn’t flinch and shoved, and the shove put Mika on her back in the cold dirt.

Mika lay there a second, breathing, ears up. Then she laughed. A real one, surprised out of her, the rare warm bark of it.

“Again,” she said, rolling up.

“You keep coming in low,” Imara rumbled, settling back into her stance, heat shimmering off her shoulders. “I’m built low. You’re giving me the fight I’m best at.”

“I know.” Mika rolled her neck, grinning, fangs showing. “I want to see if I can take you anyway.” She flicked her tail once, looked over at me without turning her head. “Don’t write it down if she puts me in the dirt again.”

“I write down everything.”

“Write down that I got up.”

She always got up. I made a note to write that down.



The grid and the half-built jammer were the capabilities I’d come to see.

Suki came down off the rafter, fox-fire damped, and met Imara at the edge of the eastern garden where the morning sun didn’t reach yet. This was one capability we’d spent the weeks since Lyra came home from the Lattice making reliable: the detection grid. Suki’s fox-fire sensor network, laced through with Imara’s breach-sense, the two resonances harmonized into one instrument that could feel a threat coming long before it arrived.

Imara crouched and put her hand flat to the cold ground. Suki closed her eyes and let a thread of fox-fire run out of her fingertips into the soil, joining the network, and the four-tail hum under her skin pitched up to meet the dragon’s heat. They’d practiced this until it was smooth. The fox felt the network, the dragon felt the breach-tech, and where the two senses overlapped they could read the wasteland for thirty miles.

The other capability sat back in the generator-shed annex under a canvas hood, ugly and unfinished and important enough that Rika had threatened to bite anyone who breathed on it wrong. Forge-built housing. Mechanical trigger. No electronics for breach-energy to foul. Kira’s silk wound through the core as insulation and release-thread both, pale strands catching Imara’s heat with a faint inner shine. It wasn’t ready yet. That was the point. It was the card we were building for the next suppressor, not the sense that told us one was coming.

They ran it over the eastern approach first, the direction everything had always come from. The breach glow. The tunnels. The facility in the dark.

“East is clean,” Imara said, low. “The facility’s note is steady. The same place it’s always been. The Lattice.” Her voice flattened on the word, that familiar Lattice-flatness in it. “It’s not moving. It’s not coming. It just sits there, drinking.”

“Concur,” Suki murmured, eyes shut. “Network’s quiet east. Nothing on the approach inside thirty miles. The glow’s the glow.”

I started to nod, to file east clean and move on.

And then both of them went still at the same moment, in the same way, like two strings of one instrument struck by the same note.

Imara’s head came up. Her eyes brightened, amber going hot, pupils widening. Heat kindled along her arms, an involuntary flush.

“There’s a note,” she said.

“I feel it,” Suki said. Her eyes opened, and there was nothing playful in them. Her tails had all gone rigid. “Breach-tech. Small. But it’s the right kind of small. That’s an Enclave signature, I’ve felt it on their sidearms, on the suppressor. That’s their work.”

“Where?” I said.

They both turned their heads at once, slow, like compass needles, and they didn’t turn east.

They turned west.

“West,” Imara said, and her voice had gone careful. “Faint. Days out, maybe. West of here, west of anywhere. Open country.” Her hand pressed harder to the ground. “It doesn’t belong there.”

That was what put the cold in me, colder than the breach. Not that there was breach-tech. We’d lived with breach-tech since the relay and the Lattice. It was where.

“The breach is east,” I said.

“The breach is east,” Imara agreed, still staring west, dragon-glow burning low. “Everything Enclave we’ve seen is east. The tunnels, the facility, the door. They haven’t operated west of the glow where we could track them. There’s nothing out there for them. The old world. Empty country.” She finally looked at me, and the furnace light moved in her eyes. “And there’s a piece of their machine out there, awake, and I don’t know what it’s doing.”

Suki let the fox-fire pull back into her fingers and stood up, and she was quiet, which from Suki was alarm enough.

“Get Lyra,” she said.



Lyra had the intel board, and Sera was with her.

The moth-girl and the lamia ran our intelligence the way two scholars ran a library, and the board itself had grown into an apparatus I was almost afraid of, a scavenged corkwall and a salvaged map dense with Lyra’s precise small handwriting and Sera’s careful annotations and lengths of string connecting Enclave collection sites into patterns I could never have seen on my own. Lyra had been inside the facility. Lyra had been wired a hand’s width from the Lattice before we pulled her out. She mapped the enemy from memory, and the maps were the best weapon we had that wasn’t a person.

She listened to Imara describe the western note with her thin face still and her iridescent wings folded but not clamped. Then she crossed to the board and put one finger on the western edge of the map, the part that ran off into white space, the old world we never thought about because the war had always been the other direction.

“It matches a profile,” she said. Her voice was quiet and dry and worked now, where for sixteen days it hadn’t worked at all. “The breach-tech signature Imara’s describing. A suppressor, or something in that family, deployed and moving. That’s a collection operation. They bring the suppressor to blind a settlement’s monster girls before they take them.” Her finger traced west. “I’ve been charting their cadence from everything Vasquez knows and everything the freed captives know. They’ve been pushing the radius of their takings outward all winter. East was always full. Now they’re reaching.”

“How far?” I said.

“Past Haven. Open country. Out of the breach zone entirely.” Her finger stopped on a spot in the white space, and she looked at me, and her wide dark eyes had the second read in them, the colder one. “And there’s something else. I didn’t want to say it until Imara felt the note, because I thought it was just me.” She drew a breath. “The ground has felt louder to the west for days. Not east. West. The way it felt before they moved me to the relay, the sensitivity that made me worth taking. There’s a sound under the ground out there that isn’t a sound, and it’s been getting louder, and it’s nowhere near the eastern glow.”

The shed went quiet. Sera’s coils shifted on the floor, copper-green scales whispering, and she set down her pen.

“Two readings,” Sera said, in the measured teacher’s voice that made hard things land soft. “The machine, moving west. And the ground itself, louder west. At the same time. In the same place the smoke is.”

I’d been waiting for someone to say it.



The smoke.

Yara and Fenna had been flying the western edge of the courier range for weeks, since the end of the winter, since Yara had first caught it from altitude and come down diving to call a war council. Three columns of smoke, west, past Haven’s range, lit at dawn and lit again at dusk, on a schedule too regular to be cooking fires. A signal. Someone out there in the open country, lighting a fire into an empty sky, twice a day, every day, for someone to come.

I climbed the watchtower and found Yara on her perch bar, taloned feet hooked over the pipe, feathered crests up in the wind, watching west now instead of east.

“You felt it too,” she said, before I spoke. “The whole compound went weird an hour ago. Even from up here I could feel everyone go quiet at once.”

“Imara read breach-tech to the west. Lyra matched it to a collection op. The breach is louder out there.” I leaned on the rail beside her. “The smoke.”

Yara’s crests flattened, then lifted. “I flew it again at dawn. Same three columns. Same place. Somebody’s still lighting it.” Her raptor eyes narrowed at the western horizon. “They’ve been lighting it for someone for weeks, Doc. Imagine still believing somebody’s coming, this far into the world ending.”

“Get Neve up here.”

Neve came, and she stood at the rail with the wind moving her wine-red hair, and she closed her eyes and turned her face west and pushed her range as far as it would reach. Her horns gleamed dark and whole. Her eyes, when she opened them, had gone half toward fuchsia with the effort.

“It’s at the very edge,” she said. “Right at the end of how far I can feel. A community.” She frowned, and the frown was the worst part, because Neve had read communities and frightened people before and never frowned like this. “It’s warm. It’s whole. People who care about each other, who eat together, who…” She stopped, then started again. “They’re afraid, but not like Haven was. The fear’s folded under routine. Under work. Under a hope someone keeps forcing them to practice.”

“Everyone out here is afraid,” I said.

“Yes.” She opened her eyes and looked at me. “That’s what’s wrong with it. Everyone in the wasteland is afraid, all the time, under everything. It’s the bottom note of every settlement I’ve ever read. These people know loss, but they don’t understand the size of the army standing over them yet. There’s a warmth out there trying very hard not to know what the dark means when it comes.”



I called it that night, at the long table, with the plates ringed all the way around and the wildflowers in mugs at both ends.

I didn’t decide it for them. That wasn’t how this worked anymore. I laid the pieces out flat the way I’d lay out instruments before a surgery, so everyone could see exactly what we had. Enclave breach-tech moving west, where it had no business being. A sound under the ground growing louder in the same direction. A community out there, warm and whole and lighting a fire into the empty sky twice a day for help that hadn’t come. The same shape as Haven when we first found it. Worse than Haven, because Haven could fight, and a settlement that lit smoke and stayed quiet and never built a wall higher than a fence almost certainly couldn’t.

I told them I wasn’t deciding tonight. That I wanted to sleep on it. That we’d talk it through proper in the morning, count the cost, weigh the risk of taking the team that far out of the hardened walls.

Mika had her whetstone out. She drew it down the blade in one long slow stroke, ears easy, and she didn’t look up.

“We’re going west,” she said.


Chapter 2: The Risk and the Road

The war council was short and grim. The good ones usually were. The long ones meant nobody knew what to do. This one, everyone already knew. We were just settling how.

I laid the map across the kitchen table and weighted the corners with a wrench, a mug, a stone, and Mika’s whetstone, and Lyra stood at the head of it with her thin hands flat on the wood.

“Greenhollow,” she said. She’d named it from the smoke pattern and the geography and a half-remembered manifest, and the name had stuck before anyone decided to keep it. “Three columns, here. Open country, good ground by the river, the kind of land people could farm if the world let them. Past Haven by a long way. And the Enclave breach-tech Imara felt is moving toward it.” She drew a line west with her finger, slow. “They’ve hit it at least twice already. I’d stake the maps on it. The cadence says the next hit’s close. Days, not weeks.”

“How do you know they’ve hit it twice?” Briggs asked. He’d come in from the gate with grease on his hands and stood at the back, broad and quiet, the way he did. “From a smoke signal?”

“From the smoke signal,” Lyra said. “You don’t light a fire for help twice a day for weeks unless something keeps taking what you’ve got. People who’ve never been touched don’t signal. They hide. Greenhollow’s signaling because they’ve already learned hiding doesn’t work.” She looked at me. “They’re being bled. Slowly. And they don’t have anyone who can stop it.”

Vasquez stirred at the wall by the door, arms crossed. “It fits what I knew,” she said. The captured captain still talked about the Enclave like a former employee describing a company she’d quit and couldn’t entirely stop respecting. “There was always talk above my clearance about expansion. Pushing the collection radius out past the breach zone, into open country, where there’s nobody to fight back. I thought it was budget noise. Apparently it wasn’t.” A flat beat. “If they’ve gone west, somebody up the chain decided the eastern funnel wasn’t filling fast enough. Which tracks. They lost their best resonator over the winter.”

She didn’t look at Imara when she said it. Nobody did. But the dragon’s glow kindled once, low, and went dark again, and she said nothing, because she knew exactly what she’d cost them by walking out on her own two feet, and she was proud of it.

“So we do what we did for Haven,” Yara said, leaning in the doorway with her wings half-folded. “We get there first, we ally them, we harden them, we make them too expensive to bleed.”

“It’s not Haven,” Neve said.

She’d been quiet, sitting at the table’s edge with her violet eyes half-lidded, and the room turned to her when she spoke, because Neve quiet usually meant Neve had read something the rest of us hadn’t gotten to yet.

“Say it,” I told her.

“Haven could fight.” She folded her hands. “Greenhollow can’t, by everything Lyra’s read and everything I felt at range. Which makes it a softer target and an easier save, on its face.” She looked at me, and the look had a warning in it. “But there’s a piece you’re all stepping around, so I’ll put it on the table. We are the alliance that answers a distress signal. The Enclave proved it at Haven. They know we come. They know that when we come, we bring her.”

She didn’t point. She didn’t have to. Across the table, Suki sat very still with her tails drawn in close around her chair, and she didn’t fill the silence.

“Acquire the four-tail kitsune,” Neve said quietly. “It was written in the orders we read. She’s the priority target, the only resonance left big enough to run their machine now that Imara’s gone. And marching to Greenhollow means taking her out of the hardened compound, where they can’t reach her, and walking her three days into open ground, where they can.” She let it sit. “A settlement in distress that the alliance is known to answer, with the priority target obliged to come, is not a coincidence. It’s a shape. If I were planning this, I’d make the bait real. I’d actually bleed a settlement, because then you can’t tell the trap from the emergency.”

“Pike,” I said.

“I can’t read him. He’s not here, he won’t be anywhere near here, that’s the whole point of him now.” Her tail moved once, slow. “But I can read the shape of a plan, and this has his fingerprints in the planning the way the Haven assault did. He learned we march. He’s using it.”

The table was quiet. Outside, the forge huffed and went silent as Rika banked it.

Suki spoke at last, and her voice didn’t have a joke in it, which was how I knew how serious she was.

“So we walk into it with our eyes open,” she said. “That’s all this means. It doesn’t mean we don’t go.” She looked around the table, at all of us, her voice steady. “I’m not staying home behind the walls while they bleed strangers to flush me out. I’ve spent four hundred years making sure nobody needed me, and now there’s people lighting fires into the dark hoping someone like us exists, and a machine that wants to wear me down to a battery, and I’m not going to sit safe and let both of those be true at once.” Her tails uncurled, slow, deliberate. “If they want the fox, they can come get her in a place we chose, with all of you around her. That’s a better fight than waiting for them to dig under the wall again.”

I held her eyes a moment. The trickster who’d spent centuries being unneeded, volunteering to be the most needed woman in the wasteland, on purpose.

“All right,” I said. “Then we plan it as a trap we spring backward. We go because Greenhollow’s real and we don’t leave warm people to be bled. And we go knowing they want her, and we turn the want into the place we kill the grab.” I looked around the table. “Who’s west, who’s home.”



We argued the composition for an hour, which was the only part that took time.

West, in the end: me. Mika for combat. Suki for breach-navigation and the detection grid’s other half and, because she was the target, surrounded and guarded the whole way. Yara for aerial recon and the courier line back to Haven and the compound. Neve for radar and trap-detection. Rika for engineering, with the half-built jammer in her pack. Kira for silk, sabotage, and the structural work it’d take to make a fence stop an army. Imara for the breach-warning and the jammer’s other half and heavy melee. Hana for field triage, and because the nurturer would find the people in a settlement faster than any of us, and the kind of place that lit smoke for weeks needed someone who could read the wounded and warm them at the same time.

Home, garrison: Sylva, because the root-network was the living wall and the living wall didn’t get to march, and she’d made her peace with that after Haven. Briggs. Sera. Vasquez. Tessa, loud about it. Lyra, mapping. The freed captives who’d stayed. Fenna would carry word to Haven, and Kael would send what she could spare and keep the courier line open both ways.

“It’s a long way,” Briggs said, frowning at the map. “Three days out, three back, plus however long the fighting takes. That’s a week with the team gone. After last winter, with Pike planning, I don’t love the compound thin.”

“The compound won’t be thin,” Sylva said.

She didn’t speak often in council, and when she did the room went quiet to listen, because the dryad measured her words like seeds and you waited for them to land. She stood by the door with vines threaded loose through her dark-green hair, and her all-green eyes glowed soft.

“The hedge holds. The roots hold. I hold.” A small flower opened at her collarbone. “I held the gate against Pike’s probe while the team marched north. I’ll hold it again. The wall doesn’t get to leave. That’s the whole point of being a wall.”

“It travels faster than you think, too,” Rika said. She’d been bent over the map, tracing the western route with a soot-black finger, and now she straightened up with the particular satisfaction of an engineer who’d run the math and liked the answer. “Everybody’s bracing for another Haven slog. It won’t be. Haven was north, into the breach-warp. Spiral trees and breathing bark and ground that argued with every step and slowed us to a crawl. We took five, six days to go thirty miles because the country was actively trying to kill us.” She tapped the western line. “This is the other way. It’s downhill out of the breach. The warping stops a few miles out and then it’s just old roads.” She shrugged. “Real ground that doesn’t fight back. We’ll make better time than the Haven slog by half. Three days is real and it’s sane, because open country travels like open country.”

I nodded, because she was right and because it mattered that she’d said it out loud. This wasn’t the slow alien march north. This was west, out of the glow, into the world before, and that would shape every mile of the trip.

“The jammer,” I said. “Where’s it at.”

Rika and Imara and Kira looked at each other, the three engineers, the spider and the goblin and the furnace.

“Nearly done,” Rika said. “Forge-built housing, mechanical guts, no electronics, breach-energy can’t foul it. That part’s solid.” She made a face. “But the targeting and the resonant element aren’t tuned, and I’m not tuning them on a workbench in a hurry. We finish the assembly at Greenhollow, on the ground, when we know what we’re aiming it at.”

“You’re packing it half-built.”

“We’re packing it half-built.” She held my eyes. “It’ll be ready before the suppressor’s on us. I’ll make it ready. But if you want me to swear it works right now, today, I can’t, and I won’t lie to you about a device the whole fight hangs on.”

“I don’t want you to lie.”

Imara put in, low: “I can feel an Enclave suppressor power up by its note. The jammer throws a competing note that smears it before it settles, before it can blind us. That’s the whole trick. Range-limited. One good disruption per charge. And I have to be the one to point it, because I’m the one who feels where the suppressor is.” Heat glowed faint along her skin. “It’s not a sure bet. But it’s a card they don’t know we have. That’s worth more than sure.”

“Then that’s the card,” I said. “Pack it. Build it there.”



The afternoon went to kit, and the compound settled into the rhythm it found before every march, the quiet purposeful bustle that I’d come to love more than almost anything, because it was the sound of people who had something to protect and the skills to try.

Hana stitched a third red cross onto a fresh medical bag, her needle quick and even, and packed chamomile into a side pouch, the ritual, for after, the same four tea bags she’d carried into the tunnels and into the breach-warp and home again. She paused over the bag with her ears drooped, thinking.

“What do you think we’ll find,” she said. Not really to me. “A place that’s still lighting fires for help. Who feeds a settlement like that? Somebody has to be keeping them alive enough to keep hoping. I keep thinking about her. Whoever lights the smoke.” Her nose twitched. “Somebody out there is pouring herself out to keep a town believing, and nobody’s coming, except now we are.” She shook her head and went back to packing. “I hope she’s all right. Whoever she is.”

The thought stayed with me while I tucked it away with the rest of the details that mattered and moved on.

Tessa pressed a bolt from the dragon’s pile into Imara’s pack while the dragon pretended not to see. “For luck,” the catgirl said. “It’s the shiniest one. Don’t lose it. It’s still mine, I’m just lending it.”

Imara’s chest rumbled once, low, mortified, and she didn’t take the bolt out.

And Sylva came to me at the living-wood bench at the garden’s center, in the last of the light, with a cutting of herself in her hand.

It was a small cutting, a green shoot with a curl of root, and she pressed it into the top of my pack and folded the canvas closed over it with her long fingers, and a vine ran briefly from her wrist into the soil at our feet and back.

“So the bond reaches west,” she said. “Like it reached north. I felt every step of you climbing home from under the earth. Keep it in your pack and I’ll feel you the whole way, and if the ground out there has anything to say, I’ll hear it through you.” Her all-green eyes glowed. “Come find me tonight. At the garden’s center. After the kit’s done.”

“That an order?”

“It’s a request.” A flower opened in her hair. “Everyone marches at dawn. I stay. The wall doesn’t get to march.” Something flickered under the serenity, the rare want she usually kept folded away. “But the wall gets tonight.”



I found her there after dark, under the fox-fire lanterns, where her accelerated growth had thickened the garden’s center into something half-grove, the air close and green and warm against the breach-cold beyond the hedge.

She didn’t reach for me out of need this time. That was the first sign I noticed, the proof of how far she’d come. The earlier night she’d had me here, the vines had come for me half-frantic, a woman planting an anchor against the dissolution and the dark. This time she simply took my hand off the bench, and the bio-electric current ran up my arm steady and warm and sure, no desperation in it at all, just a low confident tide.

“Everyone leaves and I stay,” she said. “I’ve made peace with it. The roots are the wall, and the wall doesn’t get to go.” A beat, and the rare flicker again, the want under the calm. “But the wall gets tonight. Is this welcome?”

“Always.”

She drew me down onto the living-wood bench. The pheromone aura thickened, that rain-soaked-earth and crushed-green smell, warm and grounding, and it sank into my blood like a slow swallow of wine, heart picking up, skin going hot a beat before her hands did. Small white flowers opened in her dark-green hair as her body warmed against mine. She undressed me with the deliberate care she brought to everything, peeling the layers back, tracing the current down my throat and the center of my chest, and where her fingers went the warmth followed and stayed, a live wire dragged over bare skin.

She freed my cock and wrapped her long fingers around it, and the current sparked off her palm in a slow crackling pulse, and I went hard in her grip in the space of a breath, the bio-electric tingle crawling up the shaft to the head and back down to the root. My hips shifted before I told them to. Her leaf-vine wraps loosened on their own and slid from her shoulders, baring brown-green skin that shifted in the amber light, the dark-green nipples gone tight, the dramatic flare of her hips, the whole willowy length of her warm and alive and blooming. I reached for those hips and a tendril caught my wrist, gentle, and looped it loose, and looped the other, drawing my hands down to my sides.

“Not yet,” she murmured, and there was a smile in it now that hadn’t been there in the fearful early days. She was enjoying this. She’d earned the patience and she knew it.

She worked my cock slow, that warm current dragging up the length with every stroke, her thumb circling under the head where the nerves gathered, and she read my pulse through the bond she’d planted in my chest and timed herself to it, learning exactly when my spine lit through the current and chasing it. She brought me to the edge with terrible, confident patience, the heat coiling tight at the base of my spine, balls drawing up, the first bead of pre-cum welling at the slit. When I got close she eased off, thumbed the head, smeared the slick across it in slow circles, and watched my jaw set with a flicker of pure satisfaction. Then she built me again. The vine restraints held my wrists loose at my sides, not trapping, reminding, hers to release when she chose.

She did it three times. Up to the brink on that slow current and the warm press of her body and the flowers cracking open across her collarbones, my cock dark and aching in her fist, then down, then up again, until I was breathing ragged and leaking steadily into her palm and lit from the spine out, every nerve in me strung tight and begging. The edging was hers and the control was hers, and where once she’d taken it because she needed to feel solid, now she took it because she wanted to, a woman commanding instead of clinging.

“Lower,” she breathed, and the vines released my wrists, and she sank down onto the bench and pulled me with her, and then she shifted us down off it into the warm tilled soil at its base where the connection ran deepest, the earth soft and giving against her back, her thighs falling open.

I braced over her and guided myself through her slit first, parting her, both of us slick. She was soaked, the dark-green folds gleaming, and when I pressed to her entrance she lifted her hips to take me. I sank in slow and the wet heat closed around me while the current went everywhere at once, sparking white where we joined, lighting through me the moment I filled her. She made a low sound, almost nothing, the near-silent register that was hers. She set the rhythm through the root-feedback at first, hips rolling slow, reading me, then I took it, planted my knees and drove, and she let me, her thighs locking around my waist, her heels digging at the small of my back, her hands fisting in the soil and then pulling me deeper into that slick clutching warmth. Every stroke drove the bond deeper, the wet sound of it swallowed by the green dark. The garden began to stir around us, blossoms cracking open in a widening ring, vines rising at the edges of my vision.

“Now,” she whispered, arching off the soil, and the edging she’d held all night broke at once, mine and hers together. Flowers erupted across her whole body, white and purple and gold spilling from her hair and bursting along her skin, her shoulders, her breasts, and the bed bloomed around us in a sudden green rush, and her all-green eyes blazed with their own light. Her pussy clamped down and fluttered, milking me in tight rolling pulls, and I ground into the bond and came, cock pulsing, spilling into her in long hot spurts while she pulled me deeper and would not let me move. The pulse ran down the bond and into the soil and circled back warm, the two of us filling each other and the ground all at once.

She went rigid and silent beneath me, synced, drawing the last of it down through the bond rather than letting it go. The soil hummed under us in a low contented frequency I felt in my spine. The nearby plants pulsed once, fed.

For a long moment neither of us moved. Then she shifted the bond deliberately.

She pressed her palm flat to the earth beside us, and I felt the bond shift, felt her push a thread of it west, out through the soil, out toward the cutting folded in my pack, deliberate, a line laid down on purpose.

“There,” she said, against my throat. “Now I’ll feel every mile, same as I felt you come home through the roots.” A vine curled possessively around my leg. “Go be the wall that moves. I’ll be the wall that doesn’t.” Her all-green eyes found mine in the lantern light. “Bring them all back. And whoever lights that smoke. Bring her too.”


Chapter 3: Out of the Glow

We marched at dawn, nine of us, west.

Sylva’s hedge parted to let us through and then rustled closed behind, a low vine-sound that I’d learned to read as a farewell. The cutting in my pack pulsed once, warm against my spine, the bond laid down the night before, and I felt it stay warm as we walked, a thread running back east to the woman at the garden’s center who didn’t get to march.

Briggs stood at the gate with a wrench in his hand and watched us form up. “West’ll still be west when you’re back,” he said. “So’ll we.”

“Hold the line.”

“We’ll hold it.” He looked at the column, at Mika on point and Imara at the rear and Suki bracketed in the middle of all of us, and something went tight in his jaw. “Bring her back. The fox. Bring all of them, but, you know what they want. Bring her back.”

“That’s the plan.”

Mika set the pace, prowling ahead, ears swiveling, claws half-out, reading the ground for both of us. Yara launched off the watchtower and went up into the thinning haze and became a speck, our eyes in the sky. Imara took the rear with her hand drifting near the earth at every halt, her breach-sense pointed back east at the facility’s note and ahead west at the new signal, holding both readings in her head. Suki walked in the center where we could all see her, and she narrated for the first hour to keep the column’s spirits up, and I let her, because the narrating was for her as much as us.

And then the country started to change, and it changed the whole trip.

The breach glow fell behind us. For as long as we’d been fighting, the glow had loomed ahead, the destination, the target we walked toward. Now it sank away to the east at our backs, dimming with every mile, and ahead of us the warping thinned. The spiral trees stopped. The breathing bark stopped. The static went out of the air. The ground, which had argued with every step north into Haven’s country, simply lay down flat and stopped fighting.

And then the old world started.

We came over a low rise around midmorning and there was a gas station sitting in the weeds, its canopy half-collapsed but its sign still legible, a faded logo and a price for gasoline that no longer meant anything. A suburban street ran off behind it, and the houses on it hadn’t melted or fused or grown teeth. They’d just emptied. Curtains in some of the windows. A swing set rusting in a yard. A car in a driveway with four flat tires and a child’s car seat still strapped in the back, and weeds growing up through the engine block.

Nobody said anything for a while. We just walked through it.

It was faster. Rika’s prediction held to the foot. We made real distance on real roads, ground that didn’t push back, miles falling away under us at twice the pace of the Haven slog, and even my knee knew it, aching less out here than it had on the breach-warp, where every step had been a negotiation. Open country traveled like open country.

But it was stranger than anything north of us had been, because it was full of ghosts instead of monsters. North, the danger had been the land itself, alive and hostile and trying to eat you. Out here the land was just dead. It was the absence that pressed on you, the proof of everything that had been lost, sitting out in the sun exactly where the world had left it.

Each of them took it in their own way, and watching them take it told me things.

Mika went quiet at a strip mall we passed around noon. She slowed as we came alongside it, ears canting toward the dark storefronts, and her tail went still, and she looked at a pharmacy and a coffee place and a clothing store with a mannequin still standing in the window in a sundress gone gray with dust. She’d been human before the breach. She might have shopped in a place like this, in another city, in the life that the transformation had taken from her along with everything else. She didn’t say a word. Her claws went all the way in. After a while she sped back up and prowled ahead and didn’t look back at it.

“Centuries old, and this is the loss I can’t get used to,” Neve said, low, beside me. She watched a billboard slide by, an advertisement for a movie that the date said had never come out, a smiling face thirty feet tall and peeling. “I’ve watched civilizations end. Empires. Whole languages. They went slow, mostly. Generations. You could mourn them at the speed they died.” She shook her head. “This one stopped between one breath and the next. The coffee’s still in the cups. That’s the part that’s hard. The freshness of it.”

Imara, at the rear, looked at the country with an expression I couldn’t read at first, and then I placed it: recognition. “I used to protect land like this,” she said, when I dropped back to her. “Before. Wildland fire crew. Search and rescue. This is the kind of country I ran into when it was burning, to pull people out.” Her gaze moved over the empty houses, the dry fields. “I spent years keeping places like this from burning down. And then the whole world burned down at once and nobody could pull anybody out of that.” The dragon-glow stayed dark, banked, controlled. “It’s strange to walk through it cold.”

Yara called down from above, her voice carrying clear in the still air. “It’s all just sitting there,” she said. “From up here. Like everyone stepped out for a minute and they’re coming right back.” A pause, the speck of her wheeling. “They’re not coming back.”

Hana didn’t say anything at all. She stopped once, at a porch with a wild rose grown up through the rail, the bush gone feral and blooming out of season, red flowers against gray wood. She touched one of the blooms with two fingers, the way she touched every plant, cataloguing it without thinking. Then her ears drooped, and she took her hand back, and she walked on, and she didn’t tell me what she’d thought.



The hazards out here had changed too, and that mattered.

On the road north, the land itself had been the first threat, ferals and warped things hunting on reflex through country that wanted to eat you. Out here the danger had hands. We started seeing the signs by afternoon: houses picked clean in a way that wasn’t ours and wasn’t the Enclave’s, a tidy thorough scavenger-clean. Old fire pits, cold but used more than once. A warning spray-painted across an overpass support in dripping orange letters, KEEP MOVING, which was either a threat or a kindness and I couldn’t tell which.

Mika found the boot prints near the overpass and crouched over them, reading. “Three. Maybe four. Recent. Couple days.” Her nostrils flared, sampling. “They came through and went west. Same way we’re going.” Her ears flattened. “And they doubled back. Once. Stood here a while.” She looked up the road, then back at us. “Somebody’s watching the road.”

Neve had gone still, her face turned to the north fields. “There’s a group out there. At the edge of my range, holding off the road, in the trees.” Her eyes flickered. “Not the Enclave. The Enclave reads organized and cold. This is…” She searched for it. “Calculating. Hungry. Not desperate. Practiced.” She turned to me. “They’re watching nine travelers and doing math. Working out whether we’re worth trying.”

“Are we?”

“They haven’t decided. They’re patient.” Her tail moved once. “Whoever owns this stretch of road, it isn’t ferals. It’s people. The wasteland out here belongs to people.”

That put a new cold in me. I’d gotten used to a wasteland of monsters, where the threats didn’t reason and didn’t bargain. Out here the threats reasoned. I told the team to close up, told Yara to widen her sweeps, and we kept moving with the back of my neck prickling and Neve’s read sitting in my gut. They didn’t try us that day. They just watched, and let us feel them watching, and I knew we’d hear from them before this was over.



We made camp in an intact house as the light failed.

A real house. That was what got all of us, even the ones pretending it didn’t. It had a roof and a kitchen and a living room with a couch gone moldy under a fallen ceiling tile, and a hallway with a doorframe that had pencil marks climbing it, a child’s height tracked year by year with names and dates beside each line. We didn’t talk about the doorframe. We all read it walking past and none of us talked about it.

Rika went through the structure first, tapping joists, testing the stairs, peering at the foundation through a crack. “Won’t fall on us,” she announced, and then she stopped, surprised at her own words. “Huh. I actually mean it. Breach country, everything’s three days from collapsing into a different dimension. This is just a house. It’ll stand till morning because houses stand. Weird.”

Kira webbed the windows, her long pale fingers trailing silk from the gaps in her wraps, threading alarm-lines across each frame, her eight legs carrying her up the walls without effort, prismatic in the last light. “If anything comes through a window,” she said, in her precise quiet way, “I’ll feel it pull the thread. The whole house is a web now.” Her indigo eyes caught the lantern glow. “It’s a good house. Good bones. I’d have liked to build in a house like this.”

Suki set fox-fire lanterns in the windows, and the warm amber light came through real curtains, the light of a home in a house that had been a home once. The sight hit quietly, and she went quieter setting them than she usually did.

Imara stood in the doorway and read the night with her hand to the frame. “No breach-tech close,” she said. “The western note’s still far. A day, more. We’re clear tonight.” She paused, attention fixed on the dark west. “But it’s awake out there. The note, and under it the slow pull. They’re both still awake.”

We ate cold rations at a real kitchen table, and Hana made everyone eat, and afterward she found me at the foot of the stairs and took my hand and led me up.



There was a bedroom at the top, and a real bed in it, made up with a quilt that someone had pieced by hand, faded now, dust in the folds. It was a real bed, rare enough on the road to stop all of us for a second, and Hana sat on the edge of it and ran her hand slow over the quilt, and her lop ears drooped low, the sad position, and for a while she didn’t say anything.

“Someone slept here,” she said finally. “Someone who didn’t know.” Her hand smoothed the fabric. “They made this. By hand. Stitch by stitch, in a house with a kid’s name on the doorframe, in a world that was about to end and they had no idea.” Her nose twitched, slow and unhappy. “I could’ve had a room like this. Before. A bed someone made me. A quilt.” She looked at it. “I was in graduate school. I had an apartment. I was going to have all of this, the normal version, the long boring version where the world doesn’t end.”

I sat down beside her and didn’t reach for her. I let her get there.

She looked at the door, where the others’ voices came up low from below, Mika’s whetstone on her blade in slow strokes, the warm flicker of Suki’s lanterns, the murmur of a found family settling for the night in a dead stranger’s living room. And her ears came up. Off the floor, slow, until they sat at half-mast.

“I’d have liked a room like this,” she said. “Before.” She turned and pulled me down onto the quilt by my shirt, her own initiation, the way she’d done since the first nest. “But I didn’t have any of you, before. I had a normal life I was going to have, and instead the world ended and gave me ears and a thumping foot and a clinic full of monster girls and you.” Her foot thumped once against the floorboards, softer on the old wood than it landed on stone, a muffled beat. “This was theirs. Whoever they were. Tonight it’s ours.”

That was the word she chose, and it hit clean and stayed there, the next step in the long progression I’d been tracking since she first called the clinic home.

“Ours,” I said.

“Ours.”



It was soft and full and unhurried, the opposite of the grief in the room, like she’d decided to fill the sad house with something alive on purpose. No heat cycle pushing her, no frenzy, just choosing, deliberate, a woman picking the new world over the ghost of the old one with her whole body.

I undressed her on the made bed in the lantern light, and the blush map climbed her, chest to throat to cheeks, the pink spreading up creamy skin like warmth poured into her. Her full tits spilled free when the shirt came off, heavy and soft, swaying with the weight of them, the pale pink nipples already drawn tight, and I cupped them and thumbed the stiff peaks and she made a sound into my shoulder and her foot found the floor and thumped, gentle, gathering speed. Her wide hips, her thick soft thighs, the soft belly, all of her round and warm and pressing toward me on the old quilt, honey-gold hair fanning out under the lamp like a halo against the faded fabric. I dragged a hand down between those thighs and she was already slick, swollen and hot under my fingers, and when I parted her and stroked through the wet she pushed up into my hand and whimpered.

She pulled me over her first, into the cradle of those thighs, and they locked at my back with the deceptive bunnygirl strength she never quite knew she had, holding me there. She drew me to her with that locked-thigh grip, and I pushed in slow, and she was wet and tight and clutching, her pussy opening around me in a steady greedy pull until her body held me deep, and she gasped at the fullness, and her nose twitched fast, reading me, reading the want pouring off me, and she rolled her hips and pulled me deeper before I’d even finished sinking in.

“Give me something to grow,” she breathed against my ear, the breeding language emerging, warm and certain and a little defiant against all the loss in the room. “Not in a dead house. In us. I don’t want what they had.” Her thighs flexed, drawing me in. “I don’t want the normal life I lost. I want what we’re making. Breed me. Fill me up. Here, in the middle of all this gone, make something that isn’t gone.”

I set a rhythm and she rolled with it, her hips coming up to meet every stroke, her full tits bouncing with the motion, the wet slap of us joining soft in the quiet room. Then she pushed at my chest and rolled us, and she came up on top, hands flat on my scarred chest, sinking down until she had me deep again, riding me slow and deep with her head tipped back and her honey hair falling and her heavy tits swaying above me and her lop ears starting to lift. I gripped those wide hips and watched my cock disappear into her with each roll, the slick of her coating me. The foot-thumping picked up, faster now, rhythmic, rattling soft against the old floorboards, the changed resonance of old wood under all that wanting.

“Don’t muffle them,” I told her, when she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth out of old habit, and I took her wrist and moved it, and the small cries came free, because she’d learned to let them.

She rode me until her thighs trembled, then went soft and pleading and full-voiced, asking me to take over without having to say the words. I sat up and gathered her and rolled her back under me, and took her exactly as she was asking, deep and steady, her heels locked at the small of my back, her hands clutching my shoulders.

“Please,” she gasped. “Don’t pull out. Don’t, I need it, I need all of it, fill me, please.”

Her lop ears rose. Full upright in the lantern light, fighting their own anatomy, standing straight up off her head the way they only did when she was completely overwhelmed, her surrender signal, the truth her body broadcast when there was nothing left to hide behind. And under those risen ears she held my face in both soft hands and said the words the night had been building toward.

“It was never the place,” she said, eyes soft and unfocused and locked on mine. “It was never going to be the place. Not this house, not the apartment I lost, not anywhere. It’s us. Wherever we are.” Her hips ground up against me, taking me deeper. “Whoever we add.”

I felt her clench around me, the rhythmic milking grip, her whole body going taut, and the foot-thumping hit its peak against the floorboards, rapid and helpless. Her thighs dragged me that last bit deeper, and I finished there, spilling into her exactly where she’d asked, holding myself there while her pussy fluttered and gripped and drew it down. She cried out under her risen ears, and I felt her come in waves, her back arching off the quilt, her thighs locking me in so I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d wanted to.

After, the foot slowed to the contented afterbeats, soft and rhythmic on the old wood, and her ears came down by slow degrees, and she wrapped herself around me entirely the way she always did, nose pressed to my throat, reading my scent, refusing to let go.

“Ours,” she said again, sleepy, certain, into my neck. The word she’d chosen for the dead house and the new world both.

Downstairs Mika’s whetstone went on in slow strokes, and the fox-fire lanterns burned warm in the windows.


Chapter 4: What They Take

We found the proof on day two.

The ground kept getting easier and the country kept opening, and by midmorning we were in real farmland, fields gone half-wild with volunteer crops and the skeletons of fences, and that was where we came on the homestead.

It had been lived in. Recently. That was what made it terrible. A farmhouse and a barn and a garden plot, and the garden was mid-harvest, beans still on the poles and squash swelling on the vine and a basket sitting in the row, half-full, dropped. Animal tracks in the mud of a paddock, goats by the size of the prints, the animals themselves gone. A cooking fire in a stone ring, the ash days cold but the wood still stacked beside it for the next meal nobody made.

“This isn’t scavenged,” Mika said. She prowled the yard with her ears flat, nostrils working, reading the place. “Scavengers tear a place apart. Take the food, smash what they can’t carry, foul the rest. This is clean.” Her tail lashed. “Somebody came here and took what they came for and left everything else standing. Took it neat.”

Imara stood in the middle of the yard and went still, her hand lifting, and molten lines kindled low under her skin. “There’s a note in the air,” she said. Her voice had gone careful. “Days old. Faint. But it’s the same family I felt west, the same as the suppressor I felt at the compound.” She turned slowly, reading. “A suppressor was deployed here. Right here, in this yard.” She looked up. “Whoever lived here had a monster girl. A resonant one. The Enclave came, they brought the suppressor, they blinded her, and they took her, and they left the rest of these people standing because the rest of these people aren’t worth a suppressor.” Smoke curled off her shoulders, involuntary, a thread of it rising. “They don’t want people. They want resonators. The people are just where the resonators happen to be.”

Hana went into the farmhouse and came out fast, and her face was wrong, and she crossed the yard and stood at the fence with her back to all of us and her arms wrapped around herself, her ears flat to her skull.

I went in after her to see what she’d seen.

A kitchen, ordinary, dishes in a rack. A child’s drawing pinned to the wall, crayon, a house and a sun and stick figures holding hands, one of the stick figures drawn with what might have been ears or might have been horns, a careful scribble in brown. And on the floor by the door, alone, a single small shoe, the kind a kid grows out of, sitting where it had been kicked off and never picked up.

I came back out. Hana hadn’t moved.

“They took her,” she said, not turning around. Her voice was very quiet. “The one with the ears in the drawing. They came in here with a machine and made her blind and deaf and helpless and they took her in front of the people who loved her, and the people who loved her couldn’t do anything, and then they left them here, with the beans still on the poles.” Her shoulders shook once. “This is what’s happening out here. This whole time. While we were east, fighting our piece of it, this was happening out here and nobody was coming.”

“We’re coming now.”

“Now.” She finally turned, and her eyes were wet and her jaw was set, the soft girl who’d learned to stand. “Then let’s go faster.”

There was a message scratched into the doorpost, I found, low, where you’d see it crouching, an arrow and a few words clawed in by someone who’d survived and run: WEST TO GREENHOLLOW. THEY KNOW. A survivor’s trail, pointing the way we were already going, and the Enclave somewhere ahead of us on the same road.



The scavengers tried us in the afternoon.

Neve felt them first, as she had the day before, but closer now and committing. “They’re moving,” she said. “The group from yesterday. They’ve finished their math. They’re going to try us.” Her eyes flickered. “Five of them. Hungry, organized, not desperate. They think nine travelers with packs are worth the risk.”

They came out of a tree line where the road bent, spread loose with practice, blocking the road ahead and drifting in from the flank. Men, mostly, weathered and lean and armed with the usual wasteland armory, machetes and a length of pipe and one short rifle held by a man who hung back, the leader by his posture. Predatory humans, the kind Mika had killed before, the kind the wasteland was thick with out here where the threats reasoned.

I put my hands up and out, palms open, and stepped to the front, because that was the first move, every time. Rational, not pacifist.

“We’re passing through,” I said. “We don’t want your road and we don’t want your trouble. Let us by and nobody bleeds.”

The leader looked at us a long moment, doing the math Neve had described, weighing nine packs against five men and whatever he could see of us. He looked at Mika, the catgirl, and weighed her wrong. He looked at Imara, the big one, and weighed her wrong too. He didn’t know what he was looking at. That was the problem with people who hunted travelers; they got used to winning.

“Packs stay,” he said, flat. “You can keep walking. We’ll take the packs and the dragon-looking one and the cat. Buyer pays good for those. You walk, you live. Fair deal.”

“It’s not a deal,” I said. “It’s the last mistake you get to make. Walk away.”

He didn’t walk away. They never did, the ones who’d gotten used to winning. He nodded, and his men came in.

It was short.

Mika moved first and moved like water, and she had the man with the pipe on the ground with his weapon spinning away before he’d finished his swing, a sweep and a strike and a knee to the spine that put him down screaming but breathing. Imara stepped into the path of the two coming from the flank and didn’t dodge, just walked into them, six feet of furnace-warm power, and caught one by the front of his jacket and threw him into the other and both of them went down in a heap and stayed down. The leader brought the rifle up and Mika was already there, her hand on the barrel, wrenching it skyward, and then her fist in his gut, and he folded.

Incapacitate, don’t kill. The compound’s philosophy, honored. Nobody died. Three of them ran, two were on the ground groaning, and Mika stood over the leader with her claws out and her fangs showing and her ears flat, and she let him see all of it.

“The buyer,” I said, crouching by him while Mika kept the claws where he could see them. “You said the buyer pays good. Who’s the buyer?”

He spat, but he talked, because he was hurt and outnumbered and the dragon was looking at him. “Grey-coats,” he said. “Out of the east. They came through a couple months back, paying fuel and guns for tips. You tell them where there’s a settlement with monster girls in it, they pay. Don’t ask questions. Best money in the wasteland.” He coughed. “Half the bands out here work for them now. Somebody told them about the farm-town west. Greenhollow. Somebody sold it. Coulda been us. Coulda been anybody.”

Rika crouched by the dropped weapons, appraising the leader’s rifle and the pipe and the rest of the jury-rigged gear with open professional contempt. “Garbage,” she muttered. “This rifle’s held together with hose clamps and a prayer. These people couldn’t build a doorstop.” She tossed it aside. “Selling girls to grey-coats for fuel. Stripped-bolt useless, all of them.”

The buyer-network. Pike’s logistics, the payment web we’d known about since the relay and the first exchanges in weapons and fuel, except now it had reached west, paying scavenger bands to point the Enclave at any settlement with a resonant girl in it. The web was wider than we’d known. The Jackals had been the first version of this. These were the new ones, out here in the open country, selling their neighbors for diesel.

“Bind the two that can’t run,” I told Mika. “Leave them their water. They’ll work loose by dark.” I stood. “We don’t kill people who’ve already lost.”

Mika bound them, not gently, and we moved on, and the back of my neck didn’t stop prickling for an hour.



Suki had run concealment over us during the fight, an illusion-screen to mask our numbers and our nature, and she was quiet afterward, quieter than the fight warranted.

I dropped back beside her. Her tails were lower than usual, and the fourth, the one that hummed, was humming faster.

“You ran the screen the whole time,” I said. “That cost you.”

“It always costs me.” She gave me a grin that didn’t reach her eyes. “Worth it. They didn’t see the dragon for what she was until she was throwing them, which is the funniest possible way to learn.” The grin faded. “I keep overextending. Cover everyone. Be useful. Be worth keeping.” She looked at her humming tail. “Because if I’m the most useful fox here, then maybe I’m not just the resonance the Enclave wants to plug in and drain.”

Imara dropped back on her other side, the dragon’s heat rolling off her. “Don’t give it everything,” she said, low. Not unkind. “I felt you run that screen at full. I know what that costs, I had it taken out of me a cup at a time for seven months.” Her voice stayed steady. “The machine pulls hardest on whatever’s giving the most. You give everything every time, you burn down fastest. I’m telling you because I’m the one who knows. Pace it.”

Suki looked at her, and something passed between the fox and the dragon, the two resonances, and the fourth tail’s hum dropped a register.

“You’re no fun when you’re right,” Suki said.

“I’m never fun. That’s your job.” But the dragon’s mouth twitched, and the two of them walked the rest of the afternoon close together, and I watched the hum settle.



We camped in a half-intact house at dusk, and Mika came to find me.

The house had a second story, mostly sound, and I’d taken a room up there to do kit check, and she prowled in while I was laying out instruments, and her ears were doing the unsettled set, one canted toward the window and the open country beyond it, one toward me. Her tail was rigid. She’d been wrong all day, and I’d seen it: her back to walls, her eyes on the horizon, never settled. I’d been waiting for it to come to this.

“I hate it out here,” she said. “Too much nothing. I can’t watch all of it.” She crossed to the window and stared out at the open dark, the fields running flat to a horizon with no end, the huge sky with too many stars in it and no eastern glow to anchor them. “Underground I couldn’t see and that was the nightmare. Out here I can see all of it and it’s worse. There’s no edge to it. Nowhere to put my back.” Her ears flattened. “Those scavengers shadowed us all day. Could’ve been a hundred of them out there in all that nothing and I wouldn’t know till they were on us. I can’t make this place small. I don’t know how to fight where there’s no walls.”

I set down the instruments. I knew this Mika, the one underneath the predator, the one who’d told me once that in the wasteland everything was a tight space and she liked it like that. The open country had taken her cover, just as the dark had taken her senses, and she’d come to me to get the one enclosure she trusted.

She shoved me back from the window, away from the sightline, into the corner of the room, claws half-out, the old aggression-as-foreplay, except the edge of it tonight was the exposure, not a challenge. “Get away from the glass,” she snarled. “Don’t stand in front of it.”

I read it like I read all of her, like a medic reads a body. Not jealousy. Not a test. She needed walls and she couldn’t build any, so she’d come to get the only walls she trusted, made out of me.

I gave them to her. I gripped the back of her neck, the scruff, firm, and the fight went out of her in a single breath. Her claws retracted all the way. Her ears pinned flat. The snarl drained out of her face and her whole body went pliant under my hand, the cat-scruff override she hated and craved, the reflex she could never train out of herself.

“There,” I said. “Corner. Walls. Nothing behind me but solid.”

“Don’t move,” she breathed. “Stay between me and it.”



I put her in the corner, back to the two solid walls she’d wanted, bracketed and enclosed, the open country shut out behind my body. I kept my hand at her nape and I took her against the corner, her smaller athletic frame walled in by mine, and the purring started immediately, deep and undenied now, no fight left in her about it.

Her clothes came off between us, the sweat-damp tank stripped over her head, the cargo pants shoved down off her lean hips, and her small firm tits pressed against my chest, the nipples drawn to tight points, the warmth of her sweat-damp skin against mine. Her hard athletic body fit into the corner of my arms and the walls like it belonged there. I got a hand between her thighs and she was wet, slick and swollen and ready, the heat of her coating my fingers, her hips rolling into my palm. I dragged my fingers up through her folds and rubbed slow circles over her clit and her claws flexed harmlessly against my shoulder, and when I pushed two fingers into her tight clutching heat she bit down on my shoulder, fangs grazing, and the purr climbed, vibrating against my chest.

“Don’t stop watching the door,” she said into my collarbone, the fragments coming, her usual broken register during this. “Be the walls. Just be the walls.”

I lifted her, one forearm under her, and her thighs came up and locked around my waist with that crushing runner’s strength, and I pinned her to the corner where the two walls met. I lined myself up with her and let those locked thighs pull me inside, the first pressure opening her on a shudder before she took me all the way to the hilt, and she made a sound that wasn’t a snarl at all, a broken open gasp against my throat. She was scorching inside, gripping me, and I held there a beat and felt her clench around the stretch of it. Her claws had stayed in. I tracked them, the barometer of all of it, and they were retracted, fully, her hands just hands, fisted in my shirt.

I fucked her against the corner, her back to the solid walls, my body the fourth wall between her and the open country, and she clung and rolled her hips to meet me and purred loud enough that I felt it through my sternum, the vibration of it traveling skin to skin. Her ears were flat. Her eyes had gone warm, that honey color that only came when the guard was all the way down.

“Look at me,” I said, and gripped her jaw, and turned her face to mine, and held it, giving her the steady eye contact she couldn’t manage with words. “I’ve got the walls. I’ve got the door. Nothing out there gets in. I’ll watch for you.”

Her forehead dropped against mine, and her claws stayed in, and the purring went deep and constant, and she named the exposure-fear at last with her face pressed to mine.

“Underground I couldn’t see and I thought that was the worst it got,” she breathed, hips grinding down to take me deeper. “Out here I can see all of it and that’s worse. Too much to guard. Too much sky.” Her thighs flexed, crushing. “Be the walls. Just for tonight be the walls so I can stop.”

“I’m the walls.”

I took her there in the corner, slow then hard, her back braced on solid stone and her front pressed to me, the open country gone, just the bracketed dark and her body in my arms. Then I shifted her down, keeping my body between her and the window, and turned her so her palms hit one wall and her shoulder pressed the other, still boxed in, still held. I stayed behind her, one hand at her nape and the other locked on her hip, and drove into her with her face turned toward the door she no longer had to watch.

The new angle broke something open. Her tail lashed once and wrapped my thigh, and the purr climbed louder, rougher, because now the walls were around her and I was at her back and there was nowhere for the fear to look. I felt her start to go over, the clench of her around me, the rhythmic grip, and her purring pitched higher and then dropped into the deep chest-vibration that meant she was there. Her ears flattened completely. Her eyes went all the way honey.

“There,” I said. “I’ve got you. Walls hold.”

She came around my cock with a low broken sound into my neck, her thighs locking, her whole body gripping. I pinned her harder into the corner and spent myself there, spilling into her, holding her to the solid walls while she shook and milked it and purred through every aftershock. Her tail, which had been rigid all day, uncoiled and found my wrist and wrapped it, slow, involuntary, the claim she never decided to make.

After, she stayed wrapped around me in the corner, face hidden in my neck, purring, claws in, tail coiled on my forearm, and she didn’t make me put her down for a long while. The open country was still out there past the glass. But the walls held, and she’d stopped watching, and that was what she’d come for.

“I still hate it out here,” she muttered, eventually, into my throat.

“I know.”

“Don’t tell anyone I needed a corner.”

“I write down everything.”

Her tail tightened on my wrist. “Write down that I got up after,” she said. “Same as the dirt. Write down that I always get up.”


Chapter 5: The Smoke

Day three the country turned beautiful, which somehow made it worse.

Open farmland gave way to good land, the kind people fight wars over in better times: rolling fields gone half-wild but still fertile, a river running clear and unhurried through a valley, stands of trees that hadn’t been touched by the breach at all. It was the kind of place where people could have survived quietly forever, growing food and minding their own, if the world had let them. And rising out of the valley ahead, dawn-lit, were the three columns of smoke.

Close, now. Steady. On their schedule, the way Yara had described them weeks ago from the edge of the courier range: lit at dawn, lit again at dusk, a signal sent into an empty sky by people who still believed, against all the evidence of the wasteland, that someone might be out there to see it.

“That’s it,” Yara said, looking down the valley. Her crests lifted. “Greenhollow.”

“Get me the picture,” I said. “Close as you can without being seen. I want to know what we’re walking into before we walk into it.”

She launched off a rise, wings catching the morning thermal, and went up and west and became a speck, and we held in the trees and waited.

She came back twenty minutes later and dropped into the clearing with the report already coming out of her before her talons hit the ground.

“It’s a farm town,” she said. “Cluster of buildings, a few salvaged structures, all of it around good ground by the river. There’s a wall, Doc.” Her crests flattened, then lifted, agitated. “An honest one. Stone and timber, chest-high, the kind of wall you build to keep goats in and ferals out and weather off. It’s a good wall for what it’s for.” She looked at me. “It is not a wall for an army with a suppressor. There’s no tower. No firing positions. No weapons I could see worth the name. There’s a garden, a real one, bigger than Hana’s. And animals.” Something moved in her face, an old-world recognition. “Livestock, Doc. Goats, some sheep, a couple of cows in a paddock. First livestock I’ve seen since the breach. They’ve been farming this whole time. Just farming, and staying small, and hoping nobody noticed.”

“They’ve got paths worn between every important building,” she went on, the aerial picture still falling out of her in fast pieces. “Dairy to hall, hall to garden, garden to well, well to barn. No guard routes. Work routes. The whole place is laid out like a hand that knows how to feed itself and has never learned how to make a fist. I saw blankets drying on a line. Kids’ clothes. Somebody painted flowers on the main hall door, actual flowers, like making the door pretty still mattered.” Her voice went rougher for half a beat. “There’s a paddock gate tied shut with blue cloth instead of wire because blue cloth was what they had and nobody expected a soldier to test it.”

She rubbed at the side of her jaw with the back of one hand, agitated in the way she got when the sky had shown her too much. “And the smoke rise? It’s not random. Whoever tends it picked the only spot visible from every approach. She wanted the whole world to notice. Brave or desperate, but not stupid.”

“People?”

“Fewer than Haven. And not a fighter among them, far as I could tell from the air. Old folks. Families. A handful of monster girls, the gentle kind, the ones who hide. They survived by being too small and too quiet to matter.” Her raptor eyes were hard. “They’re not small enough to matter anymore. And they have no idea how to stop what’s coming.”

“Anything else?”

Yara hesitated, and that was unusual. “The smoke,” she said. “I found the one who lights it. On a rise above the town, tending the dawn fire. Tall woman. A cow-girl, by the horns and the ears and the tail.” Her crests shifted. “When my shadow crossed her, she didn’t run. Everybody runs from a harpy shadow, first instinct, prey or not. She didn’t. She stood up and shaded her eyes and looked up at me like she’d been waiting weeks for exactly that, for a shape in the sky that might be help.” A pause. “Then I climbed and she couldn’t see me anymore and she went back to feeding the fire. Like that was the only task she knew how to do.”

I filed it. The hope-keeper at her post. I didn’t have a name for her yet.



Imara stopped us a little farther down the valley, and went still, and crouched and put her hand flat to the earth, and the dragon-glow went dark with concentration.

“There’s something under the note,” she said. Her voice had dropped. “The Enclave breach-tech, I’ve been tracking it for two days, it’s close now, west and ahead, that’s the field force and the suppressor. But under it there’s something else. Deeper. Slower.” Her hand pressed harder to the ground. “It’s not the machine. It’s not the suppressor. It’s older than that. Like the pressure Sylva feels in the soil at home, but smaller. A little wound-sense, not the horizon-glow.” She looked up, careful and afraid. “And it’s awake. Somewhere west of Greenhollow, something is awake, and it’s been knocking the way Delia’s tear at Haven knocks.”

Suki had gone rigid. Her fourth tail had turned, slow, of its own accord, pointing west, and it was humming hard, a low resonant note I could almost feel.

“My tail’s doing it,” she said quietly. “The pull it does toward the Lattice. The leaning. Except it’s leaning west.” She took hold of the tail with both hands and it kept straining west against her grip. “There’s something out there that wants what I am. Or feels enough like it to scare me.”

Neither of them named it. Neither of them had to. I marked it, and the cold went a little deeper, and we kept moving.



Neve read the Enclave force in the early afternoon, and what she read made the trap clear.

“They’re here,” she said. She’d been pushing her range west all morning, and now she stopped and her eyes flickered toward fuchsia. “The field force. Grey, organized, methodical. A real one, bigger than the Haven assault. They’re set up around Greenhollow’s region, loose, encircling. And they’re patient. That’s the part.” She frowned. “They’re not rushing. They’re not closing. They’ve got a settlement of helpless people in reach and they’re not taking it. They’re waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

She looked at me, and then she looked at Suki, and she didn’t have to answer.

“For us,” I said.

“For us.” Neve’s tail went still. “Greenhollow’s distress is real. They’ve bled it twice, they could bleed it again today if they wanted. But they’re not, because Greenhollow isn’t the prize anymore. Greenhollow is the bait. They want us to come defend it, so the priority target is fixed in a known place in the open, surrounded by people she’ll feel obligated to protect.” Her eyes were dark. “I can’t read Pike. He’s not here, he’s never anywhere. But the shape of this patience is his. They bled a real settlement to make a real emergency, because a real emergency is the only kind of trap you can’t tell from the truth.”

Suki stood very still, her tails drawn in, the fourth still straining west despite her grip on it. The trickster who’d volunteered to walk into exactly this.

“So it’s real,” she said. “All of it. They really are dying down there, and it really is a hook to catch me, and both things are true at the same time.” She let out a breath. “That’s almost elegant. I’d respect it more if it weren’t aimed at my head.”



We camped that night within sight of Greenhollow’s smoke.

Close enough that the wind brought us the smell of it, woodsmoke and animals and turned earth, the smell of a working farm, a smell I hadn’t known I’d missed until it came across the dark and hit me in the chest. It was the most normal night of the whole journey, the most like the world before, and it sat wrong precisely because of that, because down in that valley was a warm gentle place that smelled like home and didn’t know an army was sitting in the dark around it waiting to take it apart.

Hana wanted to go down to them right then. I could see it in her, the pull, the nurturer straining toward people who were hurting. “They’re right there,” she said. “We could be inside their wall in an hour. They’ve been lighting that fire for weeks, we could just, go, tonight, let them know somebody came.”

“Dawn,” I said. “We arrive in daylight, as help, walking up open and visible. We don’t come at a settlement that’s been bled twice in the dark, armed, nine strong. They’d take us for the next taking and they’d be right to. We let them see us coming. We arrive as the answer to the smoke, not as another threat in the night.”

She didn’t like it, but she knew I was right, and she sat by the fire with her ears drooped and looked down the valley at the columns of smoke catching the last light.

“They’ve been lighting that for someone,” Suki said, beside her, looking at the same smoke. Her voice was quiet, the performance set aside. “For weeks. Twice a day. Into a sky that hasn’t answered.” She shook her head slowly. “Imagine still believing someone’s coming. After everything. After being bled twice. Still climbing up that rise every dawn and every dusk and lighting it again, because the alternative is admitting nobody’s out there.” Firelight caught her face. “That’s brave or sad enough that I can’t tell which.”

Mika sharpened her blade in slow strokes, ears easy, watching the smoke.

“Somebody is,” she said.

Suki looked at her.

“Coming,” Mika said. “Somebody is. That’s us. We’re the somebody.” She turned the blade against the firelight. “So it was the bravest act. She was right to keep lighting it.” A flick of her tail. “We just took a while.”



Yara came up to find me on the barn roof later, after the camp had settled.

I’d climbed up to take a turn watching, and she dropped down beside me with her wings half-spread, just open, just to feel the wind move through her feathers, and there was a bronze flush already on her throat, not arousal yet, something more like exhilaration, the look she got when she’d been flying in good air.

“You can’t smell it from down there,” she said. “The sky out here.” She tipped her head back. “There’s no eastern breach in this wind. None of that sick green pulling on everything. This is just air. Clean air, over clean country, the way it used to be before the world ended.” She breathed it in, deep, her chest rising. “I flew recon all morning in the realest sky I’ve had in my lungs in too long. I came down changed.”

“Changed how?”

She was quiet a second, watching the stars, which were thick and clean out here with no glow to wash them out. “I found them,” she said. “Greenhollow. And the second I found them they became mine to worry about. The way Fenna’s mine. The way Haven’s mine. The way the friends I lost were mine, the ones I couldn’t reach.” Her crests flattened. “The alliance keeps getting bigger, Doc. More sky to patrol. More people to fail. I can’t be over all of them at once. I found a whole town today that needs watching and I’m one bird.”

She turned and looked at me, blunt as ever. “Up here. Now. I’ve had the realest sky I’ve flown in too long in me all day and I need you in it with me before tomorrow makes me responsible for all of them.” Her taloned foot closed around my forearm, the first-flight grip, gentle and absolute. “I need to feel like I’m strong before I have to be.”



It was hard and fast and athletic, her lane, but there was something in it tonight that was closer to celebration than demand.

She braced against the ridge of the roof with her wings full-spread for balance in the clean wind, and the feathers caught the starlight, tawny and gold, no sick green anywhere in them, just real stars and a real sky. I got her wrap off and her small firm tits bare to the night air, the nipples peaking instantly hard in the cool, and I rolled one between my fingers until she hissed. She was already soaked when I got my hand between her thighs, her powerful legs spreading for me, her arousal running hot over my fingers, her hips chasing the friction. I worked two fingers into her and dragged them along the front wall and she swore and clamped down, her whole streamlined body taut and ready, that furnace-warm harpy heat rolling off her skin.

“Don’t be careful,” she said, loud, the way she always was, no lowering her voice for anyone or anything. “I didn’t come up here to be handled gentle. Harder.”

I gripped her hips and lined up and drove into her cunt in one stroke, all the way, her body taking the whole length of me, and she gave a sharp delighted cry and shoved back to seat me deeper. I took her from behind against the ridge, hard, the slap of my hips against her tight muscled ass cracking out into the open dark, and she met every stroke, demanding, loud, her wings spread wide for balance and catching the wind so the whole span of them moved with us. I reached up and ran my fingers along the leading edge of one wing, the primary feathers, the nerve-rich edge that was hers and sacred and now mine to touch, and she shuddered hard and cursed and pushed back harder, clenching around my cock.

“There,” she gasped. “The wing, do the wing, you bastard, that’s not fair, do it again.”

I did it again, stroking the leading edge while I drove into her, and her knees nearly went.

“Other way,” she said then, the demand turning, the anal escalation she’d brought into this since Haven, nothing untried about it, just further. “I want it the other way. Slow start, I’ll tell you when.” She braced harder and I pulled out of her dripping cunt and used the slick of her, working a finger into her tight asshole, then two, my fingers slippery, opening her up with the medic patience that drove her crazy. She swore at me for being careful, pushing back onto my hand, greedy for it. Then I set myself to that tight ring and pressed in slow, and she went silent and shaking as I breached her, flight muscles locking and then yielding by controlled degrees until her ass gripped me hot and impossibly tight. The new angle, deeper than before, her body clutching down on me. She set a punishing rhythm facing out at the open dark, fucking herself back on my cock, and I held it back to what she could take, my hand fisted in the feathers at the base of her wing, her whole body strung tight between the demand for more and the control I kept on her.

“More,” she ground out. “I can take more, give me more.”

“You’ll take what I give you,” I said, and gripped her hip hard enough to mark, and she made a sound that was half a curse and half a moan, and pushed back into me, and between the demands the realer truth came out.

“There’s more of them tomorrow,” she said, ragged. “More people who’ll need watching. A whole town. I can’t be over all of them at once, I can’t…”

“You aren’t.” I drove into her, deep, and held her there. “That’s what the rest of us are for. You’re not the only wall, Yara. You never were.”

Her wings snapped to full spread. Twenty-four feet of tawny feathers thrown wide against a clean unbroken sky, her surrender signal, the most dramatic tell in the harem, not against breach-glow tonight but against real stars, and she screamed like she used to scream before the world ended, raw and delighted and loud enough to carry for miles. Her body locked and shook, her ass clenching around me, and I held the brutal angle she’d demanded and came in hard pulses, spilling into her while her wings trembled at full span and her whole frame shuddered through it.

Then the wings came in. Not the surrender-spread but the claiming-fold, the gesture she’d grown into, the wings wrapping forward and around me, pulling me against her back, enclosing both of us in tawny feathers under the open sky.

“I forgot it could be like this,” she said, when she could talk. Her chest heaved. “The sky. Just the sky, with nothing wrong in it.” She turned her head, her crests brushing my jaw. “Don’t let me forget I’m not the only wall. When there’s a whole town tomorrow and I can’t be everywhere, remind me there’s the rest of you. I forget. I always think it’s just me.”

“It’s never just you.”

“No.” Her wings tightened around me, feathers trembling through the last aftershocks. “No, it isn’t. Good.” She looked back up at the clean western stars, no glow in them, the sky she’d lost given back to her for one night. “I forgot it could be like this,” she said again, softer.


Chapter 6: Cassia

We walked down into the valley at dawn, open and visible, the way I’d wanted.

The smoke was already lit. We came up the slope toward the rise where the dawn fire burned, the easternmost of the three columns, and the woman tending it stood up as we crested the grass and saw us, nine armed strangers coming out of the morning, and she gave the response Yara had described.

She didn’t run.

She set down whatever she’d been feeding the fire and she picked up a hayfork that had been leaning against the stones, and she stepped down off the rise and put herself between us and the path that led down into Greenhollow, and she planted herself there, a tall soft cow-girl holding a farm tool like she half-knew what to do with it and fully intended to anyway.

I got my first proper look at her in the gray light.

She was tall, near my own height, and built on a generous scale, soft and abundant in a way no one in the harem was, all gentle weight and warmth where Mika was sharp and Imara was corded power. Sun-warmed golden-brown skin, with darker soft-edged dapple-patches showing at her flanks where her shirt had ridden up, her cow markings. Rich chestnut-brown hair, heavy and a little wavy, shot through with natural streaks of cream-white, falling loose around a face that should have been serene and wasn’t, not this morning. Warm hazel-amber eyes, steady even now. Small forward-curved horns. Soft cow ears, pinned flat back against her skull. A long tufted tail held rigid behind her. A heavy bust that strained the front of a work shirt buttoned to the throat, the most generously built woman in our orbit, and even braced to fight she carried herself like the calm center of something.

But her hands on the hayfork were shaking, and her ears were pinned, and her voice, when it came, was steady on top of fear that wasn’t.

“If you’re Enclave,” she said, “you’ve already taken what you marked. You’ve bled us twice. Leave the ones who are left alone.” Her chin came up. “So go home. There’s nothing here but tired people and a fire I won’t stop lighting no matter how many times you tell me to. Go home.”

She thought we were the collectors, come back for a third taking. I heard it in the exhaustion under the defiance, a woman planting herself in the way one more time because putting herself in the way was the defense she’d learned to trust.

I put my hands out, palms open, kept them visible. Left my pry bar where it was. Took one slow step ahead of the team so she could see just me.

“We’re not Enclave,” I said. The calm voice, the one that cut through. “I’m a medic. We came from the east. We saw your smoke.” I let that land. “We came.”

She stared at me. Three words, we saw your smoke, we came, and I watched them hit her, watched her process them, watched her not believe them, because she’d lit that fire too many mornings into an empty sky to let herself believe it when someone finally said it back to her.

Her hayfork didn’t drop. But her ears flicked forward, off her skull, uncertain, the first crack in the pinned-back fear.

And then her body betrayed her.

A flush climbed her throat, and her cow ears flicked forward hard, and two dark spots bloomed through the front of her work shirt, over the heavy curve of her chest, spreading. She looked down at them, and her whole face went stricken, and she dropped one hand off the hayfork and pressed her forearm across her chest hard, and turned half away from us, mortified.

“Don’t,” she said, to herself, low, fierce. “Don’t you dare. Don’t hope. Not again.”

But her body had already hoped. That was what I understood about her in that first minute, before I knew anything else: the one act she would not let herself commit was hope, and her body hoped anyway, helplessly, the instant someone said we came.



I crossed the last of the distance slow, hands still open, and crouched a little so I wasn’t looming, and let her get her arm settled and her face composed, and didn’t comment on the wet spots on her shirt, because a man with any sense doesn’t comment on the most honest truth about a person the first time he meets her.

“You’re hurt,” I said.

It wasn’t a guess. I’d been watching her stance the whole time, the way she favored her left side, the careful set of her shoulder, the wince she’d buried when she lifted the hayfork. She’d been moving on an injury for days, the way you do when you don’t have time to be hurt because everyone needs feeding.

“I’m fine,” she said. Automatic. The reflex of a woman who was never the patient.

“You’re not. You’ve got a shoulder you’re guarding and you’ve been guarding it long enough that you’ve stopped noticing you do it.” I kept my voice even. “Left side. Deep tissue, maybe a separation. And you’re run down past where being hurt should even be possible. When did you last sleep through a night? When did you last eat a meal sitting down?”

Her gaze came to mine, and something flickered there, surprise and a kind of helpless exhaustion, the look of someone unused to being seen and unsure what to do with it.

“There were people who needed it more,” she said, like that answered everything. To her it did.

I unslung my kit. “Let me look at the shoulder.”

“There’s no need.” But she didn’t step back. “I’m fine. Truly. There are people down there who need you more than I do, families, there’s a child with a fever, you should…”

“I’ll see all of them.” I was already drawing on gloves, already reading the injury through her shirt. “Right after I see you. You’re first.”

“I’m not first.” It came out almost panicked, like first was a category she wasn’t allowed into. “I don’t go first. I’m the one who…”

“You’re a person standing on this hill guarding a bad shoulder, leaking through your shirt, and shaking,” I said, gently, and met her eyes. “That makes you a patient. And I treat patients in the order their bodies tell me to, not in the order they think they deserve. Sit down on those stones. Let me work.”

She sat down on the stones by the fire, slow, like the act of letting someone tend her was a language she’d forgotten, and she watched my hands the entire time with an expression I’d seen before, in different forms, on a catgirl bleeding on a steel table and on a dragon with collar-burns in a cold room. The expression of someone who hadn’t let anyone take care of her in longer than she could remember.

I worked the shoulder. It was a separation, partial, the kind that comes from putting your body between something heavy and something fragile and taking the weight wrong. I asked her how she’d gotten it while I palpated the joint, watching her face for the wince.

“The last taking,” she said. Her voice went flat and careful, the steadiness that was its own kind of breaking. “They came at dusk. Brought the machine, the suppressor, it makes the girls go blind and deaf and weak, you can watch it happen, watch the light go out of them. They wanted Briar, our deer-girl’s sister, gentle as anything, and she could feel the breach. That’s what they take, the ones who can feel it.” Her jaw worked. “I got between them and her. I’m bigger than I look and I’m farm-strong and I thought if I just, if I made myself a wall, maybe. They put me down. Dislocated this getting me out of the way. And they took her anyway.” She looked at the fire. “Comforting the ones who are left isn’t the same as protecting the ones who are gone. I’ve learned that twice now.”

I set the shoulder and strapped it and gave her something for the pain, and she watched my hands the whole time, and at the end of it she asked the question I’d been waiting for, watching my fingers work.

“Why are you doing that,” she said. Not hostile. Bewildered. “I told you, there are people who need you more.”

“You said that already.” I didn’t stop. “You’re still a person down there too.”

She didn’t have an answer for that. It went into her and stuck, and she opened her mouth and closed it, and her ears flicked, uncertain.

“What’s your name?” I asked, the way I’d asked Mika once, the way I’d asked Imara, working while I asked it so it didn’t land like an interrogation.

She was quiet a long moment, the way they always were, the name held back, payment and test both.

“Cassia,” she said, finally.

“Ryder,” I said. “These are mine. We’re going to help you, Cassia. That’s what the smoke was for. You can stop lighting it into an empty sky now. It worked.”



She led us down into Greenhollow once she believed us, which she chose to do, slowly, the way you choose to trust a hope you’ve stopped expecting.

And Greenhollow was what Yara had said and worse for being seen up close. A working farm town, gentle and warm and growing, the chest-high stone-and-timber wall ringing it, good enough for goats and weather and nothing else. A garden bigger than Hana’s. Animals in a paddock, goats and sheep and two slow brown cows that turned their heads to watch us pass, and the sight of them did something to the whole team, a kind of homesick ache. People, fewer than Haven, old folks and families and a scatter of frightened monster girls who melted back into doorways when nine armed strangers came through the gate. A community that had survived by being too small and too quiet to matter, and was learning it wasn’t small or quiet enough anymore.

The people had names before they had courage. Alma, an old woman with flour on her sleeves and grief folded tight around her mouth, came out of the hall with a feverish toddler on her hip because Cassia looked at her and said, “Bring Milo.” Orin, a stringy old hunter with one cloudy eye, stood by the well with a rifle old enough to belong in a museum and kept his finger off the trigger because Mika stared at him until he did. Nell the sheep-girl watched us from behind a rain barrel, cream wool trembling around her ears, and a deer-girl no older than Tessa ducked out of sight so fast I only caught the flash of brown ears and a white tail.

Cassia named each one as if naming them protected them. “Alma keeps the ovens. Orin knows the north tree line. Milo’s fever started yesterday. Nell startles easy, don’t crowd her. The little deer is Faye; she runs messages when she can make herself leave the gate.” Her voice never rose, never broke, but every name came with a thread tied to it, and I understood that this was how she held the whole place in her body: not as a population, not as a count, but as individual hungers and wounds and fears she could not set down.

The team read it the way we’d read Haven, and found it worse. Haven could fight. Haven had Kael and a rifle and a crystal-girl who threw barriers and harpies in the sky. These people grew food and hid, and that was the entire plan, and the entire plan had stopped working.

A man came out to meet us at the heart of it, leaning on a fence rail. Older, late fifties or past it, weathered and broad, a rancher’s build gone heavy with grief, slow-moving, slow-spoken. He looked at nine armed strangers and at Cassia walking among us crying without seeming to know she was doing it, her shirt still dark-spotted and her ears trembling forward, and he understood the whole situation before anyone said a word.

“You came for the smoke,” he said. Not a question. His voice was rough. “I’m Holt. I built this place.” He looked at the team, at the dragon and the catgirl and the four-tailed fox, and something moved through his face that was equal parts hope and shame. “I told her to stop lighting it. Cassia. Told her no one was coming, and the smoke just tells them where we are, just paints a target.” His eyes went to her. “She lit it anyway. Every dawn and every dusk. She’s been right more than I have for a while now. I should’ve learned that by now.” A long breath. “Guess today she was right again.”

“We’re here to help you hold this place,” I said. “And there’s things you need to know, fast, because the people who took your girls aren’t done. But first, my medic’s going to look at everyone who needs looking at, and we’re not going anywhere. You can put your wall down for an hour.”

Holt looked at me a long moment, one builder reading another, a man who’d kept his people alive by staying small meeting a man who’d kept his alive by learning to fight. I saw the whole shape of him in that look: the provider who could grow food and shelter people and could not protect them, watching it not be enough, year by year, while the takings came.

“Cassia runs the care,” he said. “I’ll get you whoever’s hurt. She’ll know who first.” He glanced at her, and his voice cracked a little. “Somebody should make her sit down, though. She won’t. She never does.”



It was Hana who did it.

I watched it happen. Cassia had barely gotten inside the gate before she was moving through her people, pressing food into a frightened child’s hands without breaking stride, a heel of bread out of a pocket, steadying an old woman by the elbow, humming, low and tuneless and warm, not even seeming to know she was doing it. The matriarch of the place, the one who fed everyone and healed what she could and held them all up.

And Hana watched her do it, and I saw the recognition land, two nurturers, one seeing the other clean. Hana read people the way prey reads a room, and she warmed to gentleness the way a plant warms to sun, and she saw exactly what Cassia was in the space of one minute: a woman pouring herself out into everyone and running on nothing.

The handoff happened without anyone declaring it. Cassia pointed Alma toward me with Milo bundled against her shoulder and said the fever had broken once and come back hotter; Hana was already there with clean cloth, chamomile, and the little brass thermometer she’d guarded since the compound’s first winter. Cassia reached for the child out of reflex, to take him back, to keep the weight in her own arms, and Hana slid between them with a softness that was somehow immovable.

“I’ve got him,” Hana said.

Cassia blinked at the bunnygirl, empty-handed for half a second in the middle of her own infirmary, and the panic in her face was so naked I nearly looked away. Then Hana put Milo into my working space, asked Alma when he’d last eaten, and answered Cassia’s unspoken protest by handing her a cup of water instead of another task.

“Drink,” Hana said.

Cassia held the cup like she didn’t know what it was for.

Hana crossed to her, soft as ever, ears swaying, and she put a hand on Cassia’s arm, gentle, and she made the offer Cassia rarely let reach her.

“Sit down,” Hana said. “I’ve got them for a minute. Sit down and let somebody bring you something.”

Cassia stopped. She looked at the small soft bunnygirl with her hand on her arm, and her ears flicked, and fresh dark spots bloomed through her shirt, because someone had offered to carry a corner of it, and that was what moved her most of all.

“I…” she started. “There’s still… I should…”

“There’s still nothing for one minute,” Hana said, firmly, the gentle authority she’d grown into. “One minute. I’ve got them. Sit.”

And Cassia, stunned, almost did.

She didn’t, quite, not that first morning. She caught herself halfway down and straightened and went back to work, because the habit was older and deeper than one kind bunnygirl’s hand on her arm. But she’d almost sat down. Hana noticed. Cassia noticed Hana noticing, and the cow-girl’s ears flicked hard before she turned away.

Behind me, Imara had her hand near the earth, and the dragon-glow was dark and her face was set, listening to the slow knock under the ground out west, and somewhere past the good land an army was sitting patient in the dark, waiting for us to commit to defending a settlement that couldn’t defend itself.


Chapter 7: The Quiet Place

Greenhollow in daylight was the warm side of survival turned inside out, and the new shape was worse.

The compound was warm inside its walls because outside them the wasteland was trying to kill you, and the contrast mattered. Greenhollow was warm everywhere, all the way out to its chest-high wall and past it into the good land, a genuinely gentle place, and that was exactly what made the danger land. Because the wall had been raised against ferals and weather, and the force coming for them now was an army with a machine, and the warmth had learned to bury fear under chores instead of stand against it.

I spent the morning doing the work I did in any new community, my entry point: medical assessments. Holt walked me through, and Cassia worked beside me, and the picture filled in person by person and it wasn’t good.

The people of Greenhollow were malnourished in a specific pattern I recognized: people who eat last and least, who give the children the eggs and the elders the milk and take the thin end of everything for themselves. They weren’t starving. They were quietly, chronically depleted, all of them, and the most depleted of all was the woman working beside me, who’d been feeding everyone else off her own body in more ways than one and had nothing left in her own tank.

Their few monster girls were worse, and not from hunger.

“This is Nell,” Cassia said, drawing a small figure out from behind a grain bin where she’d hidden when we came through. A sheep-girl, wool-soft and cream-pale, with gentle curled-back horns and ears that lay flat, a prey-type even more skittish than Hana had been when I first found her. She shook when I came close, full-body, and wouldn’t meet my eyes, and pressed into Cassia’s side like a woman whose body remembered helplessness before her mind could argue.

“It’s all right,” Cassia murmured, and her hand came up and stroked the sheep-girl’s hair, and she hummed, that low tuneless warm sound, and Nell’s shaking eased a little. “He’s a medic. He’s one of the ones who came. Remember? Someone came.” She looked at me over the top of the girl’s head. “She doesn’t talk much since the second taking. She watched them take her friend. Briar, the deer-girl I told you about. Nell and Briar were close.” Her jaw set. “She was right there. Couldn’t do anything. None of us could. The machine makes them helpless and then you just, watch.”

The sheep-girl shook harder at the word Briar, and Cassia drew her closer and hummed and didn’t say the name again.

The cost made itself concrete across the morning in pieces. The Enclave had hit Greenhollow twice. Each time the same: the suppressor at dusk, the monster girls blinded and taken, the rest of the settlement left standing because the rest of the settlement was just people. Cassia named the ones they’d lost, when I asked, because someone had to and she was the one who could.

“Briar,” she said. “A deer-girl, gentle as anything, taken eleven months after the breach, used to follow her sister everywhere. And before that, in the first taking, Marisol, a salamander, she warmed the kiln for us, she made the best bread because she could hold an oven at the perfect heat with her hands. And a moth-girl who never told us her name, she came in hurt the winter before and stayed and we never even learned what to call her, and they took her too.” Her voice stayed flat and steady, and the steadiness was the breaking. “Girls I fed at my own table. Every one. Gone east, into the tunnels you came out of.” She looked at me. “Is there any way to get them back? The ones already taken?”

I thought of the naga wired into the Lattice that we’d had to leave. The chamber full of girls who’d watched us go. “Not yet,” I said, because I wouldn’t lie to her. “But we’re going back for the ones already in there. Yours would be in there. It’s a promise I’ve made, and I keep them. Not yet. But we will.”

She nodded, slow, and went back to work, and didn’t cry, and that was somehow worse than if she had.

Holt couldn’t talk about the takings at all. When the subject came near him he went quiet and gray and walked off to do something with his hands, mending a gate that didn’t need mending, the same reflex Briggs had. He’d built a place to keep his people alive and the world had come and taken pieces of it and there was nothing he could do, and it was killing him by inches, the provider’s death by slow failure to protect.



Cassia’s bonds bloomed all through the day, and watching everyone recognize her warmed the grim morning in pieces.

Hana attached to her first and deepest. Within hours the two of them were running Greenhollow’s kitchen and its little infirmary together as if they’d found a rhythm that had been waiting for both of them, the bunnygirl and the cow-girl, two nurturers who’d both learned to feed everyone else before themselves, finding in each other a peer in the work. Hana had always been the youngest soft one, the one Mika protected, the one who needed looking after. With Cassia she got to be looked after by an older sister, and she got to look after someone in turn, and I watched her bloom in it.

There was practical math under the warmth, too, and Hana saw it before I did because food had always been her language. Hana knew herbs and field medicine and the small green work that kept a compound healthy day by day. Sylva, miles east through the cutting in my pack, could make living soil answer, could turn a handful of seed into a wall of growth and medicine in days. Cassia knew the third piece the compound lacked: livestock, dairy, pasture rotation, stores, the patient pastoral systems that made a settlement feed itself at scale instead of just survive another week.

Hana looked at Cassia’s milk pails, Greenhollow’s paddocks, the hay stacked in the barn, and I saw the realization hit her. A bunnygirl’s garden, a dryad’s living growth, and a cow-girl’s whole working farm. Not one healer feeding a household. Three women, three kinds of abundance, enough to feed an alliance.

And Cassia’s body-tell comedy landed warm once the danger was held at arm’s length for an hour. Hana, overcome with something in the middle of the kitchen, hugged Cassia from the side without warning, and Cassia made a small startled sound and went rigid, and then two dark spots bloomed through her shirt, and she pressed her arm across her chest and turned away, mortified all over again.

“It happens when I’m moved,” she muttered, ears flat. “It’s… it’s just what my body does. Don’t…”

“Oh,” Hana said, delighted and gentle at once. “Oh, mine’s the foot. Watch.” And she stood there and thumped her foot against the floor, deliberately demonstrating, and then, because she was honest, “Except I can’t make it stop either. It does it on its own, look…” and her foot kept going past the demonstration into the real involuntary response, and the two of them stood there leaking and thumping and mortified together, and from a rafter overhead Suki, who’d appeared the way she did, gave a low whistle.

“Magnificent,” she breathed, in the documentary cadence. “Two nurturers, communicating in the ancient language of involuntary bodily betrayal. A historic meeting. I’d give it a nine.” She tilted her head. “The thumping’s classic, but the milk-spotting is fresh material. Bold. Innovative.”

“Suki,” Hana and Cassia said at the same time, and then looked at each other, startled to have said it in chorus, and Cassia laughed, the first real laugh I’d heard out of her, low and warm and surprised, and her ears came all the way forward.

Mika read another part of her: what Cassia did under pressure. She’d watched Cassia stand on the rise with the hayfork, watched her not run from a harpy shadow, watched the farm-strength move under the softness when Cassia hauled a full grain sack one-armed across the yard without seeming to notice the weight.

“You don’t move when you should run,” Mika said to her, in the yard, around midday. From the catgirl it was a high compliment and Cassia clearly didn’t know it. “I noticed. On the hill. We came up nine strong and armed and you put yourself in front of the path down instead of behind it.” Her ears flicked. “Most people, the body decides for them. They run. Yours decided to stand. I respect that.”

“It’s not bravery,” Cassia said. “It’s just… there are people behind me. Someone has to be the wall.”

Mika’s ears canted, and something complicated moved through her face, because someone has to be the wall was a truth Mika understood all the way to the bone. “Yeah,” she said. “I know that feeling. We’ll talk about it.” And she prowled off, which from Mika meant she’d adopted you.

And Imara, the dragon, found Cassia in the warm part of the afternoon, and the two of them, the two large-bodied women who ran warm among people built mostly like knives, sat in the sun, and I caught the edge of it: one provider recognizing another, the wound I’d come to understand was the real reason Imara of all of them would reach Cassia.

“They used what my body made,” Imara said, low, watching Cassia press a cup of fresh milk into the hands of a recovering old man. “Seven months. My fire, my resonance, the output my body produced. They didn’t want me. Just the output.” Her voice was steady. “But somebody had to take it from me. They had to wire me in. They had to make me.” She looked at Cassia. “Nobody had to force you to give it. You just learned not to stop. That’s worse, somehow. Nobody even had to take. You hand it out for free and call it being alive.”

Cassia went still. She looked at the dragon, and for a moment the serene grounded mask slipped, and underneath it was the wound, raw, recognized by the only person who could have recognized it from the inside out.

“I didn’t know there was another way,” she said, quietly.

“Yeah,” Imara said. “Neither did I.”



Suki ran the detection grid over Greenhollow with Imara through the afternoon, and what they read clarified the trap into something legible.

“They’ve settled in,” Suki told me, fox-fire damped, tails low. “The Enclave force. They’re set up around the region in a loose ring, here, here, here.” She traced positions on the dirt with a stick. “They’re not closing. They’re holding. Encircling but patient, the way Neve read it on the road.”

“They’re waiting for us to commit,” Neve confirmed. She’d been reading the force at range all afternoon and her eyes had gone half-fuchsia with the strain. “They want us inside Greenhollow’s wall, dug in, defending. Because then Suki’s fixed in a known place in the open, and we’re committed to ground we can’t abandon without abandoning the people we came to save.” She looked at me. “The trap’s fully drawn now. They bled a real settlement to make a real emergency, and the emergency obliges us to bring the one target they actually want and stand still with her.”

I looked west, toward the patient grey ring we couldn’t see. The math was simple and ugly. We couldn’t abandon Greenhollow; that was why we’d come, and leaving warm helpless people to be stripped wasn’t a choice this compound made. And running with Suki back into the open country was no safer than standing, maybe less, because in the open they could pick the ground.

“Then we don’t run,” I said. “We harden Greenhollow, and we spring the trap backward, and we use the one card they don’t know we have.” I thought of the half-built jammer in Rika’s pack. “Last time they surfaced under our walls and took one of ours before we could feel them. This time we feel them coming, and we break their machine, and they take nothing. We turn the place they think they fixed our fox into the place we end the grab.”

Suki’s fourth tail had drifted west again while we talked, straining toward the western knock, humming, and she took hold of it and pulled it back without comment.



Neve found me that evening, in a quiet loft above Greenhollow’s main hall, where I’d gone to lay out the next day’s plan and hadn’t gotten far.

She came up the ladder without a sound and stood at the top of it, and her eyes were already shifting toward fuchsia, the deep violet warming, the sign she’d been reading all day and was running low in her kind’s particular starvation, depleted by feeling instead of food.

“You should be sleeping,” I said.

“So should you.” She crossed the loft and sat, and the statuesque body folded down beside me, wine-red hair spilling, and she reached out and touched my face the way she did, two cool fingers along my jaw, reading me. She found what she always found, steady focus, banked want, and a deep tired tenderness toward this whole gentle doomed place. “There’s a woman down there,” she said, “who’s going to feed everyone in this settlement tonight, and then tomorrow she’s going to try to stand in front of a suppressor for them with her own body, and not one person has fed HER in all this time.” Her eyes closed. “I’ve been reading her all day. I can’t not. She’s the loudest thing in the whole emotional landscape, louder than the people’s fear, louder than the Enclave. A bottomless well that almost nobody lowers a bucket back into.” She opened her eyes, and they were sad. “I know exactly what that emptiness sounds like, Ryder. I made that exact sound for centuries. Used, fed-upon, left empty.”

“Is this welcome?” she asked then, the consent ritual, the same words she always offered, the question she asked because she’d spent too long having people assume.

“Always.”

And then the ask she’d crossed the loft to make, quiet, almost shy from a woman who was rarely either. “Tonight I don’t want to give anything,” she said. “I read all day. I poured myself out into this place to map it. I don’t want to feed and I don’t want to anchor and I don’t want to be useful.” Her cool fingers traced down my throat. “I want you to put something back.”



I worshipped her with the unhurried medic attention I’d learned she needed, the kind that broke her composure to pieces, but tonight the whole frame had shifted and we both knew it: every touch was something poured in, the inverse of being fed upon, the exact opposite of the centuries of being consumed.

I laid her back in the loft’s low light and took my time, because the point was the receiving. I mapped her like I was learning her again, the long toned legs, the dramatic flare of her hips, the narrow cinch of her waist, the full heavy D-cups straining and then free, the dark nipples tightening in the cool air. I traced the cool elegant lines of her, and where my hands and mouth went, warmth followed and stayed, her pale skin flushing from cool toward warm, the violet of her eyes shifting steadily toward fuchsia.

“Let me get nothing back from this,” she breathed, when I moved down her body. “Just take care of me. Just tonight, let it run one direction.”

I settled between those long legs and spread her open with my thumbs, the pink of her glistening already, and went down on her with the slow clinical focus that was the opposite of consumption. She was wet and cool-warm against my mouth, the dark-rose scent of her thick, and I dragged my tongue up the length of her slit and circled her clit and felt her whole body jolt. Her control failed fast, because she was depleted, because Neve always broke quicker when she’d spent herself reading everyone else dry. I learned her with my mouth, sealed my lips around her clit and worked it, found the rhythm that made her gasp, the pressure that made her hands fist in my hair, and I slid two fingers into her and curled them while I sucked, and held it there, patient, giving, until her hips were grinding up off the floor and the composed alto she narrated her own pleasure in had cracked into something helpless and startled.

“Don’t stop,” she managed. “Don’t… you’re… nobody…”

I brought her up to her first peak with my mouth and didn’t let her catch her breath before I started building the second, and her slim pointed tail came around my arm and wrapped, tight, involuntary, and her horns had begun to glow faint in the low light.

Then she pulled me up, urgent, and pushed me back, and rose over me, guiding me to her with a trembling hand before she sank down in one long slow slide, taking me deep while she watched my face, so she could see the giving stay on her, the proof she’d come for. Her cool, tight body gripped me in a fluttering hold, and her head dropped back, the wine-red hair falling across her flushed shoulders, her full D-cups swaying with the motion, and she rolled her hips slow and deep, watching my face the whole time.

“It’s still going one way,” she said, almost wondering, fuchsia eyes locked on mine. “You’re still… you’re not taking anything, you’re just…” Her fuchsia eyes lost focus. “You still do that. You just give.”

“I’m giving,” I said, and I gripped her hips and met her rhythm and drove up into her, deep, and she gasped and rode it harder, and I kept the focus on her, on her pleasure, on the proof she needed.

She squirted when she came, her familiar surrender, the composure that had survived centuries shattered all at once. Her body went rigid and arched, her eyes blazed full fuchsia, her horns glowed bright, and the gush of her broke over us, explicit and overwhelming, her cunt clenching around my cock in hard spasms while she shook and made the helpless startled sounds that were alien to her own ears. I met the last hard roll of her hips and filled her, holding her hips down on me while she rode out every aftershock, refilled and overflowing at once.

She stayed on me after, tail wrapped tight around my arm, fuchsia fading slowly back to violet, and she pressed her forehead to mine.

“You put it back,” she said. Quiet. Wrecked. “I spent so long believing nobody put it back.”

I held her, and her breathing slowed, and after a while she gave me the warning she’d really come up the ladder to deliver, pointing me at Cassia with the precision only Neve had.

“She won’t let anyone do that,” Neve said. “Cassia. Watch her. She’ll give and give and call it fine, and she’ll barely let anyone give back, because she’s forgotten there’s another direction.” Her violet eyes found mine. “Somebody has to refuse to take from her. Somebody has to make her receive. And it has to be you, Ryder, because she won’t believe it from anyone who isn’t exactly as bad about it as she is.” A faint exhausted smile. “And you’re exactly as bad about it as she is. You’re the one most likely to convince her, because you’d never believe it for yourself either.”

I didn’t have an answer for that, because she was right, as usual, reading the wound in someone else and the matching one in me at the same time.

“Sleep,” I told her instead.

“You first,” she said, and didn’t move off me, and we lay tangled in the loft with the warm fearful settlement breathing below us, and somewhere out in the dark a machine was climbing toward a note only the dragon could hear.


Chapter 8: The Note in the West

Imara felt the suppressor change its note in the gray hour before the second dawn, and that was the moment everything we’d built since the winter paid off.

She’d been tracking it for two days, the breach-tech signature she could read like weather, holding her hand to the earth at every halt and every meal, feeling the western note climb. Now she crouched in the middle of Greenhollow’s yard with both hands flat to the cold ground and her dragon-glow banked low and her eyes shut, and she said, slow and certain, “It’s powering up. The suppressor. Not deployed yet. But it’s climbing toward it. Days became a day. The day’s becoming hours.”

“Where?” I said.

“West edge of the region, the rise above the river crossing. Moving toward us by stages.” Her eyes opened. “I can feel where it is and roughly where it’s going and roughly how long until it’s hot. I couldn’t tell you the count of men. But the machine, the machine I can feel like a hand on my skin.”

Suki knelt beside her and laced a thread of fox-fire into the soil, joining the sensor network she’d spent the previous day seeding around Greenhollow, and the two resonances harmonized, the fox-fire grid and the breach-sense braided into one instrument, and between them they began to map the Enclave force’s positions in the dark around us.

I stood there and felt the size of what that meant. Last winter, at the compound, they’d come up out of the dark under our perimeter and the suppressor had cut every sense the girls had before any of us understood what the warning meant, and we’d been blind and deaf in our own home while they grabbed Lyra and went. We’d felt the wrong thing too late and lost her anyway.

“Last time they came out of the dark and we couldn’t name the warning until it was already on us,” Imara said, low, like she was thinking the same thought. “This time I feel them coming like weather. Hours out. I’ll feel the suppressor power up before it engages, and Suki and I have the whole force mapped.” She looked up at me, the dragon who’d been the machine’s prisoner, now its early-warning. “We’re not blind this time. That’s everything.”

The reversal, stated plain. I let it land.



Neve confirmed the trap’s shape that morning, reading the force’s intent off its emotional residue and matching it against the manifest-patterns Lyra had drilled into her before we left.

“Two objectives,” she said. We’d gathered the team in Greenhollow’s main hall, around a table Holt had cleared for us, with Holt and Cassia at the edge of it. “Public objective: collect Greenhollow’s remaining resonant girls. The sheep-girl, the deer-girl, whoever else they can feel.” Across the room Nell the sheep-girl flinched and pressed into Cassia’s side, and Cassia’s hand came up to her hair. “Hidden objective, and the priority: acquire the kitsune.” Neve looked at Suki. “They expect to run the same protocol that’s always worked. Deploy the suppressor, blind our monster girls the way they blinded us at the compound, and grab Suki in the chaos while everyone who could stop them is deaf and dark.” Her tail went still. “They’ve run it a dozen times. It always works. They don’t know about the jammer. That’s the missing variable in their math.”

“So we let them run it,” I said, “right up until it fails.” I laid out the plan flat on the table, the way I laid out instruments. “Imara: early-warning, and the jammer’s targeting. You feel the suppressor power up, you point the counter at it. Rika, Kira: finish the jammer and place it, and Kira, your silk runs the trigger-lines and reinforces what passes for these walls. Rika, you build the field-works and the manual alarms, the tin-and-wire, the ones that work even if the suppressor somehow gets through anyway.”

“On it,” Rika said. “Mark the non-powered alarms especially. Breach-tech can’t foul a tin can full of gravel. Old reliable.”

“Suki.” I looked at her. “You’re the bait. Knowingly. The plan uses you as the hook they think they set. You stay visible, apparently exposed, where they can see the priority target standing in the open. And the second the jammer kills the suppressor, you turn from a blind girl into a four-tail kitsune at full power, and the grab-team finds out they walked into a kill-box.” I held her eyes. “It only works if you’re willing to be the bait. I won’t order it.”

“You don’t have to order it.” Suki’s voice was even, the jokes set aside. “Four hundred years I spent making very sure nobody needed me for anything. Now the Enclave wants to plug me in. I’d rather stand in the open on purpose for people I love than wait behind a wall to be dug out.” She managed half a grin. “Besides. I’ve always wanted to know what it feels like to disappoint a thief this badly.”

“Mika, Imara: the muscle. You hit the grab-team the instant the suppressor fails, before they can adjust. Yara: aerial denial, and you’re the courier line. If this goes wrong, you’re how word gets back to Haven and the compound. Neve: radar. You call the moment they commit.” I paused, and looked at the last two. “Hana, Cassia: triage point, in the barn, with the children and Greenhollow’s vulnerable. You keep them alive and you keep them out of the fight.”

Cassia stirred. “I should be on the wall,” she said. “I’m strong. I’ve stood between them and our girls before. I can…”

“You can hold the triage point,” I said. “That’s the job.”

Her ears flicked, uncertain, and I saw the resistance gather in her, quiet and immovable, the resistance of a woman for whom being the wall was the protection she’d learned to offer. She didn’t argue further in front of everyone. But the problem stood there in the room with us: Cassia didn’t know how to not throw her own body in the way, and the plan needed her not to.



Greenhollow learned to stand that day, and the work turned outward in a sharper way than it had at Haven: hardening a home that had survived by avoiding fights, teaching people who’d mostly hidden to hold their own ground.

It was a strange and moving sight.

Mika drilled Greenhollow’s few able bodies in the yard, farmers and an old hunter and Holt himself, and she was merciless and exact. “Stop swinging wide,” she snapped, again and again. “You’re not chopping wood. Tight. Close. In here.” She put a man’s hands right, adjusted his stance, made him do it again. “Everything’s a tight space when you make it one. You’ve got a wall, a barn, a fence line, choke points. You don’t fight them in the open field where they’re strong. You make them come through the gaps where one of you is worth three of them. MAKE it tight.” She wasn’t kind about it. But she stayed all day, drilling them past exhaustion, because tomorrow one corrected grip might be a farmer’s life, and she knew it.

The pastoral tools became weapons under our hands. Hayforks, which were spears if you held them right. The livestock fence, which Kira rewired with silk into a tangle-line that would trip and bind anyone trying to cross it. The barn, the biggest sturdiest structure in the settlement, which became the fallback, the place the children and the vulnerable would shelter and the place we’d make our last stand if it came to that.

Holt worked alongside Mika’s drills, an old man learning at sixty that staying small had never been going to be enough, and there was a shame in him and a gratitude both, and he didn’t complain, and he did everything Mika told him twice.

Rika turned Greenhollow’s junk into doctrine. She raided three sheds and came back with baling wire, cracked crocks, old horseshoes, two dented milk pails, and a sack of bottle caps, then built a perimeter that could talk. Tin at ankle height for trip-noise. Gravel in cans above the barn doors. Horseshoes hung on silk triggers where a shoulder through the wrong gap would ring them together hard enough to wake the valley. She made Holt’s people walk every line twice, then made them close their eyes and point to where the sound came from.

“If it rings there, you don’t run there,” she told them, stabbing a green finger at the map she’d scratched in the dirt. “You call it. You make them come through the gap Mika picked. You do not chase a noise into the dark because a noise is bait until proven otherwise.”

Kira worked behind her, silent and exact, translating the crude alarms into structure. A silk strand across a gate hinge. A webbed sleeve around a weak post. A tangle-line low enough to catch a boot but high enough that the goats learned to step over it after one offended bleat. The spider had a way of improving a place without making the improvement visible, and by noon Greenhollow’s chest-high wall was still chest-high, still humble, still farm-built, but anyone who touched it wrong would tell us exactly where they were.

The jammer got its place last. Rika and Kira argued over three locations and rejected all of them before Imara stood in the yard, turned slowly with her eyes shut, and lifted one hand toward the west gap.

“There,” the dragon said. “I can feel the line best there. If the suppressor comes over the river rise, the note will cross that gap before it crosses anywhere else.”

Rika stared at the gap, then at the barn bench, then at the gap again. “Terrible angle. Exposed. Naturally it’s the right one.” She shoved a hand through her wild hair. “Fine. We build a shield around terrible.”

So they did. Kira thickened the post beside the gap with layered silk until it would stop fragments. Rika hammered a scrap-steel bracket into the inside face of the wall, ugly and solid, just high enough for Imara to brace the jammer and point it without stepping fully into the open. Imara tested the stance twice, one hand on the housing, one palm toward the earth, heat banked low. The third time she nodded.

“I can hold it here.”

That was the whole battle, reduced to a bracket bolted to a farm wall and a dragon’s palm against cold dirt.

It wasn’t much. A handful of drilled farmers, a chest-high wall reinforced with spider-silk, a barn full of tin-can alarms. Against an Enclave field force it would have been nothing.

With the alliance dug in around it, the wall had teeth.



The Cassia problem came to a head with Holt, in the late afternoon, and it told me how to handle hers.

Holt found me at the barn, where I was checking the silk lines Kira had run, and he stood a while not saying anything, the way he did, and then he got it out.

“I’m scared you’ll fail,” he said. Flat, ashamed of it. “I’m scared you’ll fight them and lose, and they’ll take everyone, and Greenhollow will be worse off than if we’d just stayed small. Stayed quiet. Let them take the few and leave the rest.” He looked at the ground. “That was the strategy. Since the takings began. Give them what they want, keep your head down, survive by mattering as little as you can. And it worked. Until it didn’t.” His jaw worked. “And now you’re here teaching my people to fight back, and if it goes wrong, we’ll have fought back and lost everything, and that’ll be on me for letting you. That’s the math that’s been eating me.”

I’d heard a version of this before, from Kael at Haven, and I gave him the truth in a new key.

“You’ve been keeping them alive,” I said. “That’s real. That’s work you should be proud of, because it’s hard and most people couldn’t have done it.” I looked across the yard, to where Cassia was moving among her people, pressing food into hands, humming, the smoke of the dusk fire just rising behind her on the rise. “But keeping people alive and keeping people living aren’t the same thing. And you’ve known that for a while. That’s why she keeps lighting the smoke even when you tell her to stop. Because alive-but-waiting-to-be-bled isn’t living, and some part of her can’t accept it, and she’s right.” I turned back to him. “Staying small was survival. It’s not anymore. The world found you. The only question left is whether Greenhollow goes down hiding or stands up. And I think you already know which one she’d choose, because she chooses it every dawn.”

Holt looked across the yard at Cassia for a long moment, at the woman who’d kept his settlement’s hope lit when he’d run out of his own, and he didn’t argue.

“She’s the heart of this place,” he said quietly. “She has been since the first day. I lead it, on paper. But she’s the reason anyone’s still here.” He shook his head. “I should make her sit down sometime. She hardly does. She’s run herself down to nothing keeping the rest of us going and she won’t take a scrap for herself.” He glanced at me. “You noticed that. I saw you notice. You treated her first when you arrived and she didn’t know what to do with it. We’ve tried, but she won’t let us. She just gives it right back.”

“I noticed,” I said.

“Somebody ought to make her receive something,” Holt said. “For a minute. We’ve all tried and she turns every offer back into work before it can touch her.” He sighed, an old tired sound. “Maybe it takes a stranger. Maybe it takes somebody who isn’t already leaning on her.”

I thought of Neve’s words in the loft. It has to be you, because she won’t believe it from anyone who isn’t exactly as bad about it as she is.

“Maybe,” I said.

I found Cassia five minutes later in the barn, proving Holt’s point with brutal efficiency.

She had moved the children’s blankets closer to the door instead of farther from it.

Not by much. A few feet. Enough that she could tell herself it was for warmth, or space, or a better view of the main hall. Enough that I could see the real geometry at once: if the Enclave hit the barn, Cassia meant to be between the first breach-round and the children before anyone else could stop her.

Hana saw it too. Her foot thumped once, sharp and unhappy, and she began moving the blankets back without asking permission.

“They’ll be warmer in the back corner,” Hana said.

“They’ll be easier to reach here,” Cassia answered.

“For who?”

Cassia went still, caught by the gentleness of the question more than by accusation. Her ears pinned. The dark spots came through her shirt, small and helpless, because someone had seen the shape of what she intended and named it without naming it.

“If something gets through,” Cassia said, “I have to be close enough.”

“Close enough to help,” Hana said. “Not close enough to be taken first.”

Cassia had no answer. She picked up one blanket, held it a moment, then carried it to the back corner where Hana wanted it. Not surrender. Not yet. But the first inch of movement away from the door, and in Cassia an inch was a mile.



The light went down, and the dusk fire burned on the rise, and the team gathered in the small intimate dark before a fight, when warmth mattered because danger was close.

Imara held her hand near the earth and read the night. “The note’s still climbing,” she said. “Not tonight. But close. Tomorrow, I’d say. By the feel of it, tomorrow before dawn, maybe at dawn.” A faint glow traced her arms. “We’ve got hours. Not many. But hours.”

I walked the perimeter one more time, checked the silk lines, checked the tin cans, checked the launch points Yara had chosen and the arc Neve would watch and the spot where Suki would stand in the open and be the hook. Everything was as good as it was going to get.

And I found Cassia at the dusk fire on the rise, alone, feeding it the last of the day’s wood, her shirt dark-spotted the way it got when she was moved, and she was moved, because tonight someone had come, and tomorrow the fight she’d been calling toward was finally going to happen, and her body couldn’t hold all of that without giving some of it away.

“You should stop lighting it,” I said, gently, coming up beside her. “We’re here. The smoke’s done its job.”

“I know.” She fed another stick to the flames. “I’m not lighting it for help anymore.” Firelight caught her face, steady. “I’m lighting it because the ones they took could see it, maybe, from wherever they are. Briar and Marisol and the one we never named. I light it so wherever they are, if they can look back this way, they know we didn’t stop. We didn’t give up on them.” Her voice didn’t break. The not-breaking was the worst part. “Somebody’s still standing on the rise lighting a fire. That’s the message now. Not come help us. We’re still here. We haven’t forgotten you.”

I stood with her by the fire while it caught, and I didn’t say anything, because there wasn’t anything to say that would have been bigger than what she was doing, and after a while she leaned, just slightly, just an inch, toward my shoulder, and then caught herself and straightened, the old reflex, the woman who wasn’t allowed to lean.


Chapter 9: What She Gives

On the eve of the battle, Cassia did what Cassia did. She fed everyone.

It was the best meal Greenhollow could muster, and she’d decided, without telling anyone, that if this was the last full night some of these people would ever have, they’d have it full. She’d been cooking since the afternoon, the whole settlement’s stores pulled out and turned into more food than I’d seen in one place since the breach, bread and stewed greens and a wheel of cheese she’d made herself and fresh milk from the brown cows in the paddock, set out on long tables in the main hall.

And she moved through all of it pressing food into hands, barely sitting, barely eating, humming low and tuneless under the noise of it, the let-down threatening every time someone caught her hand and thanked her. She fed the children first and the elders second and the fighters third and herself not at all. She made up a plate for Nell the sheep-girl and sat with her while she ate it and didn’t make herself one. She filled the team’s cups and pressed seconds on Mika and stood over Imara until the dragon ate enough to satisfy her, and she rarely stopped to take anything in.

The team watched the provider pour herself empty on the eve of a fight she fully intended to throw her body into.

Hana tried to make her stop, the way she’d been trying all day. “Sit with me. Eat. I’ll hold the room.”

“In a minute,” Cassia said, and was gone, off to refill someone’s bread, and the minute never came.

Neve found me at the edge of the hall, watching, and she said it quiet, just to me. “There she goes. She’ll do this right up until the suppressor, and then she’ll step in front of it and call it fine, because she’s learned to be the one who gives until there is nothing left.” Her violet eyes were sad. “Somebody has to break the pattern before she breaks herself. Not tonight, in the fight. Tonight, before it.”



I found her afterward, when the hall had emptied and the dishes were done and the settlement had gone to whatever rest it could manage, and she was finally, for one moment, still.

She was in her loft, a warm lived-in space at the heart of Greenhollow above the dairy, soft with old blankets and the smell of hay and milk and woodsmoke, and she sat on the edge of a low bed with her shoulders down and her hands open in her lap, more exhausted than I’d seen her, run all the way to the bone.

“You didn’t eat,” I said.

“There wasn’t time.” She didn’t look up. “There’s always one more person. That’s the math. If I stop to feed myself, who feeds the rest of them?” She said it like a law of nature, the rule she’d built too much of herself on. “It’s fine. I’m used to it. It’s what I’m for.”

I sat down beside her, not too close, and I waited, and after a while it came out of her, the wound, plainly, in that steady voice that was its own kind of breaking.

“I’ve fed this place since the first day,” she said. “Holt built the walls and grew the ground, but I fed them. Healed what I could. Birthed the babies and nursed the sick and laid out the dead. Lit the smoke. Held everyone through every loss.” Her gaze stayed on her open hands. “And I don’t know how to be on the other side of it. When the Enclave came and took the girls I loved, I couldn’t stop it. I could only comfort the ones left behind. And comforting isn’t protecting. I learned that the first taking and I learned it harder the second, with this shoulder.” Her ears flicked, flat. “Everyone leans on me. Nobody knows how to hold me up without me turning it back into work. And I’m so tired, I’m so tired of being the one everyone leans on, that I…” She stopped, ashamed, and made herself finish it. “Part of why I keep lighting the smoke, I think, the part I don’t say, is that some animal piece of me hopes that whoever comes will be someone I can finally lean on for a while. Someone who’ll carry me instead of needing carrying.”

She looked at me then, and her eyes were wet and her voice stayed level and the level was the worst part.

“And then you came,” she said. “And I don’t know how to let you. I’ve forgotten how. I’ve forgotten how to be the one who gets carried. I don’t know if I remember the shape of it.”

There it was. The whole shape of her. Loved, genuinely, by a whole settlement, and mostly as a function. Rarely wanted as a woman. Rarely protected. Rarely carried. The exact inverse of the wounds I’d healed in the others, and the exact twin of the one I carried myself.

She made the only offer she knew how to make to a man she wanted and couldn’t ask for. She offered to give.

“Let me take care of you,” she said, low, and her hand came up and the let-down was already starting, dark spots blooming through her shirt because she was moved and terrified at once. “Let me feed you, comfort you, ease you. It’s what I’m good at. It’s the currency I’ve learned to trust. Please. Wanting feels like stealing unless I pay for it first. Let me give you something so I’m allowed to want you.”

I stopped her hand before it reached me.

“You don’t have to feed me to be allowed to stay,” I said. I held her eyes. “Usefulness isn’t the rent for being wanted. I don’t want what you make, Cassia. I don’t want your food or your milk or your care. I want you.”

She didn’t understand it. I watched her not understand it, the way Imara hadn’t understood yours, not its. That truth didn’t fit anywhere in her, because the life she’d built at Greenhollow had left almost no room for it.

“I don’t…” she started. “That doesn’t fit anywhere in me. You’re a person, of course I want to take care of you, that’s… that’s how I…”

“I’ll make it real,” I said, and I moved her arm down from where she’d pressed it across her chest to hide the let-down, gently, and uncovered the dark spreading spots. “Don’t hide that. That’s you telling the truth. That’s the most honest part of you, and you’ve learned to be ashamed of it.” I looked at her. “I’m not going to let you feed me tonight. I’m going to take care of you. And you’re going to let me, because you’re a person, and you’re allowed.”

She stared at me, breathing unsteady, cow ears pinned and trembling. Then she swallowed, took the hand I’d stopped, and set it back against her side instead of reaching for me.

“I want to try that,” she said. “I want to let you. Show me how to receive it.”



I sat at eye level with her, the way I’d learned to with the ones who’d been used, the consent-and-care signal, and I let my hands settle on her slowly, giving her time to feel touch that asked nothing back.

Her shoulders, the good one and the strapped one, my palms warm and unhurried, mapping her the way I mapped a patient, except there was nothing clinical underneath it and we both knew it. Down the soft column of her throat. The generous swell of her arms. The give of her, the warmth of her, the abundant body she’d learned to keep covered because it was for feeding and not for being wanted. And she made a sound, small and helpless, a sound she hadn’t let herself make in too long, because someone was touching her to give and not to take.

“No tending anyone,” I told her. “No performance. No producing. Just feel it.”

“My body keeps reaching for work instead.” Her ears flicked, pinned and uncertain. “I don’t know how to…”

“I know. That’s why I’m going first.”

I undressed her slowly, and when the shirt came off her heavy breasts spilled free, full and soft and golden-brown, the most generously built woman in my hands, the dapple-patches soft-edged at her flanks, and she went to cover them out of pure reflex and I caught her wrists and held them at her sides.

“No,” I said. “Let me look at you. All of you. The part you’ve learned to give away.”

The let-down came harder under my eyes, beading and spotting, helpless, her body responding to being wanted with the language it knew best, and I watched her flinch toward shame, watched her brace for me to recoil or treat it as utility, the way she clearly expected, the way Greenhollow had taught her to expect.

I didn’t recoil. I leaned in and closed my mouth over her, over the stiff nipple and the heavy soft curve of one breast, and I drew on her, and the warm sweet milk came, and I swallowed it and wanted it and let her feel me want it, my tongue working the peak of her, and she gasped like she’d been struck.

“You…” she breathed. “You’re not…”

“I want this,” I said against her skin, the taste of her warm in my mouth. “Not because I’m hungry. Because it’s you, and I want every part of you, including the parts you’ve forgotten you can keep.” I sealed my lips around her again and sucked, slow and deep, and the let-down answered in a warm rush, and she shuddered all the way down, her huge soft tit heavy and giving in my hand, and her hands came up and fisted in my hair, not pushing me away, pulling me closer, holding me to her breast.

“Oh,” she said. Just that. A whole history of need turning over in one syllable. “Oh.”



I laid her back on the low bed and took my time with the whole abundant body, the soft belly, the wide hips, the thick strong thighs, the dapple-patches I traced with my mouth, and everywhere I touched she made the helpless small sounds and the let-down kept coming and her tufted tail had begun to curl, restless, against my leg. Her cow ears were pinned, but pinned with arousal now, not distress, and I tracked them the way I tracked all of them, the barometer of her, and I tracked the let-down too, the body-truth she couldn’t hide.

When I came back up to her heavy breasts she’d stopped trying to hide them. They were enormous, soft and full and gleaming now, the nipples dark and beaded with milk, the most generous tits I’d ever had in my hands. She watched me, dark and soft, and when I gathered them in both hands, the full warm weight of them overflowing my palms, and pressed them together, she understood what I was going to do before I did it, and her ears pinned so hard the soft tips trembled.

I straddled her chest and slid my cock between her breasts, into the deep soft warm valley of them, and I held them tight around me and started to move, the slick of her milk easing the way, fucking the abundance of her, vanishing into the cleavage of those huge tits and surging back out with every stroke. I was taking my pleasure from the exact part of her she’d learned to give away to feed other people, and she watched. She watched a man fuck her tits for himself, because he wanted it, the let-down running warm and slippery between us where my cock dragged through her, and the dirty talk came out of her broken and wondering.

“Use them,” she breathed, watching me slide between them, her hands coming up to press them tighter around me. “They’re… they’re yours. Empty me. Take it.” Her voice lifted with her gaze. “Not because I’m feeding you. Say it’s not that. Say you want it.”

“I want it.” I gripped her breasts tighter around my cock and drove between them, slow and deep, the wet milk-slick squeeze of her gripping me, and my tip brushed her lips on each upstroke and she opened for it, hungry, taking me into her mouth when I came close, her tongue swirling the slit, tasting me and her own milk at once, and that was almost the end of me right there. “I want you. Every part of you. This is mine because I want it, not because you owe it.”

“Yours,” she gasped around me, watching me. “I’m yours, take it, take it because you want it, oh, I don’t know where to put this… I can’t take this much…”

I fucked her breasts until I was close, and then I pulled back, because I wasn’t going to finish yet, because tonight was about her. I moved down her body and put my mouth between her thick thighs, and she cried out and her hands flew to my hair again, and she was wetter than I’d expected, all the wanting she’d kept buried gathering up and spilling.

“That’s too much,” she said, even now, even here, the reflex bone-deep. “You shouldn’t do that for me, I…”

“I’m not doing it for you,” I said, and lifted my head, and held her eyes. “I’m doing it because I want to. Because watching you fall apart is what I want most right now. Feel that. Feel me choosing it.”

And I went back to her, and she felt it, and she fell apart on my tongue with her tufted tail lashing and her ears pinned flat and the let-down running freely now, and she came against my mouth crying out, a long warm helpless sound, the provider letting herself be taken care of.



I came up over her, and she was wrecked and open and watching me with wet dark eyes, and I slid through her wetness once, felt her open for me, and pushed inside. She was hot and tight and helplessly ready, her body drawing me in with a slow accepting pull until her hips lifted and held me deep, and she took me with a sound like relief, like a held breath finally let go.

“There,” I said. “I’ve got you. Nothing to do now. Just let me.”

I took her slow at first, deep, every stroke dragging out and sinking back to the hilt, the soft abundant body under me rolling up to meet me, her heavy tits swaying and bouncing with each thrust, the milk beading and the let-down spotting between us where my chest met hers. Her ears were pinned. Her tail had wrapped around my thigh, tight, claiming, involuntary. The contented hum had started in her chest, low and tuneless, breaking out of her without her noticing the way it did, except this time she wasn’t tending anyone, she was being tended, and the hum was for that.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “Please, don’t… being protected feels like standing in the wrong room… my whole body keeps trying to give instead of feel…”

I gathered her up and rolled us, and put her on top, because I wanted to see all of her, the generous body of her over me in the lamplight, the heavy breasts, the soft belly, the wide hips, the dapple-patches, the chestnut-cream hair falling around her shoulders. She rode me slow and uncertain at first, learning it, and then with growing hunger as she let herself want it, her hands braced on my chest, the let-down running down and spotting between us, her gaze locked on mine.

“That’s it,” I said, hands on her hips, guiding her. “Take what you want. Take instead of give. You’re allowed.”

“I’m allowed,” she repeated, like a truth she was learning to believe, riding me harder. “I’m allowed, I’m allowed to want this, oh…”

And then I took back over, because she’d asked for that too, in everything but words, the wanting-to-be-taken-care-of all the way to the end. I rolled her back under me and gripped her and drove into her deep and steady, the way she needed, and felt her start to go over.

The let-down broke hard and helpless as she came, her surrender, milk and heat and the soft tuneless hum all breaking out of her at once, her ears pinned flat, her tufted tail wrapped tight around me and pulling me in, the provider’s body finally giving on her own terms, for her own pleasure, taken by a man who wanted her and not her output. She arched up under me and cried out, her cunt clenching around my cock in long rolling waves, and the hum climbed into something almost like a sob, and she was crying and humming and letting down all at once and she didn’t hide a single part of it.

I pulled out as I went over and finished on her, marking her, cum striping across her heavy breasts where they were still wet with her, a brand of being wanted rather than milk she’d produced. She watched me do it with her wet eyes wide, watched a man spill himself across the abundance of her because he wanted to, not because she’d fed him, and the sound she made was honest enough to take me apart.

I came down over her, careful of the strapped shoulder, and gathered her in, and she said the inverse, wrecked and quiet.

“You didn’t take anything,” she said. Her voice shook. “I kept thinking, the whole time, you’d take. They always take. And you, you gave it back. You gave it all back.” She was still crying and the hum was still going, soft now, in her chest. “I don’t remember the last time someone gave me anything like this. I didn’t know it could go that way.”

“It can go that way,” I said. “It’s supposed to go that way. You’ve just forgotten what the receiving end feels like.”

She pressed her face into my neck, and her tail stayed wrapped around my leg, and I held her, and she let herself be held, the act she’d been fighting since I met her. I felt the tension drain out of the whole long-suffering length of her, the provider set down for one night, carried instead of carrying.

“Don’t feed me in the morning,” I said, into her hair. “Don’t make me a plate. Eat your own before you make mine.”

She huffed something that was half a laugh and half the hum. “I might fail.”

“Practice,” I said.


Chapter 10: The Jammer

The device that was going to save every monster girl I loved sat on a barn workbench in the last hours before the fight, and it looked like garbage.

That was the right way for it to look. I’d learned that about Rika’s work back at the relay when she’d handed me a propane charge that brought down the station. The uglier her devices were, the more sure she was of them. Pretty meant she was still hiding doubt under finish work. This device was ugly all the way through, and she’d been arguing about it for two hours, which meant she trusted it almost enough.

It was a forge-built housing the size of a breadbox, scrap steel hammered and welded, mechanical guts inside it with no wire and no circuit anywhere, because breach energy fouled electronics and Rika had learned that lesson in the tunnels. A spring-loaded mechanical trigger. A chamber where a coil of Kira’s silk sat wound around a core, the silk that converted breach energy to light, repurposed now to smear an enemy field instead of shine. And a slot along the top that Imara had to hold, because Imara was the targeting system, the only one of us who could feel an Enclave suppressor power up by its note and aim the counter-note into it.

“The tolerance is wrong,” Rika said, for the fourth time, fangs bared at the open housing. “The trigger throw is a half-inch too long. If it skips, the silk doesn’t release clean, and if the silk doesn’t release clean, the counter-note comes out muddy, and a muddy counter-note doesn’t smear a suppressor, it just makes it itch, and then they grab Suki anyway and it’s because I built a trigger with a half-inch of slop in it.”

“The trigger’s fine,” Kira said. She was lowered most of the way to human height, eight dark-chitin legs folded under the bench, her precise silver-haired hands feeding fresh silk into the core. “The slop is in your housing, not the trigger. The silk takes the load. The silk always takes the load.” A pause, the ghost of the argument that was really flirting. “And my silk does not fail.”

“Your silk fails the second a dragon breathes on it wrong.”

“Then it’s fortunate,” Kira said, “that the dragon is on our side.”

Imara, leaning against the barn post with her arms crossed and her heat banked low, snorted a thread of smoke. “I’m right here. And the dragon’s been holding her note steady for ten minutes while you two argue about a half-inch.” Her look found mine, dry and warm, the humor that hadn’t existed in her when we first pulled her out of the cold room. “This is what they fight like. Constantly. I’ve started to find it soothing.”

“It’s load-bearing,” Kira said, which was her word for everything that mattered, and the corner of her mouth moved.

I watched the three of them and didn’t interrupt, because the arguing was the work. Three engineers, a goblin and an arachne and a dragon, putting the last bolts into the device the whole battle would turn on, and the friction between them was how they checked it. Rika ran every failure case out loud. Kira answered each one with structure. Imara held the note and translated when they needed the breach-tech logic put into plain words. It was the compound’s growth made visible, jury-rigged out of three women’s particular gifts and all the hard-won skills that had kept us alive.

“Explain it to me again,” I said. “Plain. Like you’d say it to Holt.”

Imara pushed off the post. “The suppressor has a note. A frequency, if you want the word, but it’s more like a pressure I can feel in my back teeth. When it powers up, the note climbs, then settles, then locks, and once it’s locked the field rolls out and everything with breach-touched biology goes deaf and blind.” She tapped the housing. “This throws a competing note. Not louder. Wrong. It hits the suppressor’s note right as it’s trying to settle and smears it, so it can’t lock. Like shoving someone’s elbow while they thread a needle.”

“And it’s imperfect,” I said, because I needed everyone in the barn to hear me say it.

“It’s imperfect,” Rika agreed, ears flicking. “Range. About a hundred yards, hard limit, less if there’s stone between. One good disruption per charge, then the silk’s spent and I have to rewind the core, which I cannot do in the middle of a fight. And it only works if Imara feels the suppressor power up in time to point this at it before it locks.” She looked at me, golden eyes steady in the forge-dark. “If it powers up and locks before she gets it aimed, the silk smears nothing, and we’re as blind as we were when they took Lyra. We get one shot, timed to the exact second, aimed by feel, at a hundred yards or less. That’s the whole margin.”

“Then we test it,” I said.

We did. Rika had built a test rig from dead nullifier-collar hardware we’d carried home after Imara’s rescue, breach-touched enough to make a low ugly thrum when a hand-crank fed it charge, the closest stand-in we had. She set it charging on the far end of the barn. Imara closed her eyes and held the slot and waited, molten lines kindling, and when the rig’s thrum climbed she said “now” in a flat voice and Rika tripped the trigger.

The silk released with a sound like a struck wire. The rig’s thrum hitched, stuttered, and died, the charge bleeding out of it harmless, and the room went very quiet.

It had worked.

It had worked, and the working terrified all of us, because now we knew the jammer was real, and now we knew exactly how much rode on a half-inch of trigger throw and a dragon’s back teeth.

“Rewind it,” I said. “We’ve got the one test and the one charge. Don’t waste another.”

Rika was already wrapping fresh silk into the core, her hands moving fast, and she didn’t look up, and I saw her ears show the fear she wouldn’t say, cycling between defiance and a flatter, lower set.



The settlement hardened around us through the last of the light.

Kira webbed the barn. She climbed its rafters and ran architectural-grade silk across every window and door, alarm-lines and tangle-lines both, until the biggest sturdiest structure in Greenhollow was a fallback that would scream if anyone touched it wrong. The livestock fence she’d already rewired into a silk tangle-line that would trip and bind a man at a dead run. Down in the yard, Rika strung the manual alarms, the tin-and-wire she’d been building since the tunnels, gravel in cans on tension lines, low-tech and invisible and immune to any field the Enclave could throw, because you couldn’t suppress a can full of rocks.

“Old reliable,” she said, threading the last line, and patted a can like it was a good dog.

Mika ran her last drills. Greenhollow’s farmers and the old hunter and Holt did the close-work over and over in the failing light, hayforks held like spears, stances corrected, and Mika was merciless to the end because mercy now was deadly later. “Tight,” she snapped. “Through the gap. Let them come to you. You don’t chase. MAKE it tight.” Her ears were flat with focus, her tail low and still.

Suki pre-staged her illusions. She walked the settlement laying down fox-fire she’d trigger in an instant, phantom defenders pegged to the vulnerable spots, decoy doubles set to bloom the second it started, a whole chaos-mode rig primed to cover Greenhollow’s children and elders the moment the first shot fell. Yara picked her launch points off the high roofs. Neve walked her radar arc and set the angles where she’d watch for the moment of commitment.

The plan was as good as it was going to get, which is to say it was thin and clever and depended on a dragon’s teeth, and it was all we had.



The Cassia problem came to a head while the last light went.

I found her in the barn, of course, because the barn was where the children would shelter and Cassia could not be near frightened children without feeding them, and she was pressing bread into small hands and humming and I had to start the conversation I’d been dreading.

“Your job tomorrow,” I said, “is the triage point. In here, with Hana. The children, the vulnerable, Greenhollow’s girls who can’t fight. You keep them alive and you keep them out of it.” I held her eyes. “You don’t go to the wall. You don’t put your body in front of the suppressor. That’s not your job. Your job is everything behind the line.”

The resistance gathered in her quiet and immovable, the resistance of a woman for whom being the wall was the protection she’d learned to offer. Her ears flicked, then pinned, not with arousal this time, with something closer to grief.

“I’m strong,” she said. “I already put myself between them and our girls twice. I know how to take the hit. It’s the one job I’m actually good at in a fight, Ryder. I can…”

“I know you can. I’m asking you not to.”

“You’re asking me to stand in a barn and watch.”

“I’m asking you to keep alive the people the rest of us are bleeding to protect.”

Her jaw set, and I saw I wasn’t going to win it, because I was the wrong person to win it. I lived the same flaw. I’d argue my own deferred treatment with the exact same iron. And then the right person stepped from the shadowed barn, because Imara had been there the whole time, hands near the cold ground, listening.

“I spent seven months,” Imara said, “being the body that stood between a machine and the people it would have eaten next.”

Cassia went still.

“They bolted me to a frame and ran their door off my body, and I told myself that was worth something. That being the wall, taking it so somebody else didn’t have to, was all I was good for. The output and the standing-there. That’s the whole of what I thought I was.” She came closer, dragon-glow banked dark, her voice low and even. “It isn’t. You’re allowed to be more than a wall, Cassia. You’re allowed to be the reason there’s something behind the wall worth standing for.” She nodded at the children eating Cassia’s bread. “We’ll be the wall. That’s what we came three days west to be. You be the life the wall protects. You be the reason.”

Cassia’s eyes were wet and her voice held level by force. “Being protected feels like standing in the wrong room. I don’t know how to be the one who gets protected.”

“Yeah,” Imara said. “Neither did I. You learn it the same way you learn anything. Badly, at first, with somebody patient standing next to you.” She glanced at me. “He’s patient. It’s annoying. It works.”

Cassia didn’t agree. But she heard it. I watched it go in past the iron and lodge somewhere, and I let the silence hold.



The eve-of-battle dark came down soft, and I made my rounds the way I made them every night before something terrible, person by person, checking on the people instead of the perimeter.

I found Suki on the barn roof.

She was sitting with her tails fanned behind her, fox-fire damped to almost nothing, looking west at the dark where the machine was climbing toward its note. She wasn’t joking. That, more than anything, told me where we were. Suki not joking was Suki gone quiet on purpose, the going-still she did when the performance had nothing left to cover.

“I won’t make you do this,” I said, sitting beside her on the cold shingles. “We can find another way to bait them.”

“No, you can’t.” She didn’t look at me. “I’m the bait because I’m the prize. There’s no understudy for the resonance they want this badly.” A breath. “For four centuries I made a career out of not being necessary. You know that. I told you. I outlived people I loved and decided the trick was to avoid being needed, so it wouldn’t hurt when I left or they did.” Her tails shifted. “And now I find out what I’m worth to the wrong somebody. Turns out I’m worth a machine that eats people. Maybe worth whatever’s knocking west too, if Imara’s right.” She huffed something that wasn’t a laugh. “Funny. After all that. The signal that needs me is the one that wants to burn me down.”

“The wrong ones aren’t the only ones who need you.”

“No.” She looked at me then, and the fox-fire flickered up, just a little, warm. “That’s the part I keep landing on. I’d rather be worth this,” she gestured down at the dark settlement, at the team scattered through it, at the family she’d built out of the apocalypse one prank at a time, “to the right ones, than be worth anything to the wrong ones. So I’ll stand in the open tomorrow and let them think they’ve got me. And then I’ll show them what a four-tail kitsune does when she’s surrounded by people she’d burn the world for.” Her grin came back, the real one, built on something instead of hiding it. “It’s going to be such a good show.”

I left her there with her tails fanned and her fox-fire warming, and I went to find the engineer who’d built the only device standing between that show and a kidnapping.



Rika was at the bench, disassembling the jammer’s trigger for the tenth time.

I’d watched her do it at the relay and at Haven, the stress-build, the hands that couldn’t stop fixing a device that was already fixed because stopping meant feeling the fear. Her golden eyes glowed in the forge-dark, her ears cycling between defiance and the flatter lower set, her chest-wrap dark with a long day’s grease.

“What,” she said, not looking up, pulling the trigger assembly apart. “It has to be perfect. If this skips, Suki goes blind, and they take her, and it’s because I built a trigger with slop in it, and I knew it had slop in it, and I told you it did, so it’ll be because I…”

“Rika.”

“Don’t.” Her foot stamped the barn floor, sharp. “Don’t do the voice. The calm one. If you do the calm voice I’ll fall apart and I can’t fall apart, I have to keep it perfect, I have to keep going over it until I’m sure it’ll…”

I reached past her and took the trigger out of her hands and set it down on the bench, out of her reach.

“It’ll hold,” I said. “You built it. Now stop building for five minutes.”

It was the line from the relay, the one she’d said to me, turned around. She knew it. Her ears snapped flat and then forward, and she looked at the trigger sitting where she couldn’t grab it, and then she looked at me, and the fear in her face cracked into the need that had been underneath the building all along.

She crossed the small space between us and yanked me down to her level by the front of my shirt, all fangs and fury and four-foot-nine of compressed terror. “Five minutes,” she snarled. “And then I’m rewinding it again.”

“Deal,” I said, and picked her up.



She weighed nothing to me. The heat of that never got old. I got an arm under her and lifted, and her whole compact powerful body came off the floor, the wide hips and the thick green thighs and the D-cups straining the scrap-fabric wrap, all of it gathered against my chest with one arm, and she snarled and bit at my collar and fought it for exactly five seconds.

Then she melted, because she trusted the fall completely now, the way she hadn’t at the relay, the way she’d only learned to at Haven. The fight drained out of her between one breath and the next and what was left was need.

I set her on the workbench beside the jammer, face to face, her bare green feet swinging, and I kissed her hard and she bit my lip and pulled me in by the shirt, and the brat-to-surrender fired fast because there was no distance left to cross.

“Again,” she breathed against my mouth. “Do that again, harder, I…”

“Ask nicer.”

She bit my jaw instead, and I spun her on the bench and bent her over it, her chest-wrap shoved up and her cut-off shorts down, and brought my hand down on her ass hard, the green skin going darker where I struck. She yelped and pushed back into it.

“Harder,” she snarled. “Don’t you dare be gentle right now. I can’t… I don’t want gentle, I want…”

I spanked her again, harder, and her ears snapped forward and locked, and I tracked the tell the way I tracked all of them, the goblin equivalent of claws retracting. Ears forward and staying. Surrender. The combative edge in her dissolving into need.

I gripped her hip in one hand, my fingers spanning most of her tiny waist, and pushed into her from behind, fitting my body to hers with hard, careful control, slow enough to make her feel every bit of the stretch. She was soaking and impossibly tight and burning hot, the elevated heat of her clamping around me as her little body took me. The size of her around me, the size of me in her, the contrast of it never got old. She stamped her foot against the bench leg, staccato, the involuntary tell already starting.

“Yes,” she gasped, “yes, like that, don’t stop, you don’t stop, you don’t get to…”

I took her over the bench, the finished jammer rattling beside us with every thrust, the whole battle’s hope sitting six inches from her clutching green hands, and the dirty talk fractured from challenge to demand to begging.

“Harder, harder, please…” The please was new in the sentence, the brat gone. “Please, I built it right, didn’t I, tell me it’ll… no, don’t, just… please,”

I pulled her up off the bench, her back to my chest, lifting her clean off her feet so only my cock and my arm held her, one hand at her throat and one at her hip, her D-cups bouncing free of the shoved-up wrap, and drove up into her while she stamped her feet against my shins and clawed at my forearm and came apart. Her green skin flushed dark all down her throat and across the heavy sway of her tits. Her ears stayed locked forward. The foot-stamping climbed into the rapid staccato that meant she was going over, angry-sounding even blissed-out, and she begged in fragments, “please please please,” and then her cunt clenched down on me in hard fluttering pulls and she shook and the begging dissolved into a long ragged sound with no words in it at all.

I came with her small fierce body suspended against mine, pumping into that elevated heat while she rode it out, her feet still stamping, her cunt milking me through it. She went limp by degrees, the fight all the way gone, tiny and spent in my arms.

I set her down on the bench and she sagged against my chest, and her fists found my shirt and gripped it, and her ears stayed forward, soft now, surrendered. The chest-wrap hung off one shoulder. Her green skin was dark with flush and damp with forge-heat and sweat.

“It’ll hold,” she mumbled into my chest, fierce and small. Not build something that lasts, the Haven line. Something past it. “I built it to hold. We built it to hold.” Her grip tightened. “Me and the dragon and the spider. We built it together and it’ll hold and tomorrow it’s going to smear that note all over the sky and they’re not getting our fox.”

“It’ll hold,” I agreed.

She was asleep in thirty seconds, the way she always was, gripping my shirt, ears forward, the foot-stamping slowed to nothing. I held her on the bench a while, beside the ugly finished jammer.


Chapter 11: The Rising Note

Imara felt it before any of us, hours of climbing collapsed into a single word.

She’d been at the cold earth all night, hand flat to the ground at the edge of the barn, tracking the note the way she’d tracked it for two days. I’d slept maybe an hour, Rika curled against me on the bench, and I came awake to the dragon’s voice cutting low through the gray hour before dawn, flat and certain and absolute.

“Now.”

I was up before I was fully awake, which was the old training, the part of me that triaged before it thought. “Now what.”

“It’s deploying.” Molten lines flared through the dark of her skin. “Not climbing anymore. Locking in. West edge of the region, the rise above the river crossing, moving onto us by stages. Minutes, soldier. Not hours. They moved in the dark and they’re lighting the machine.”

The whole settlement came awake around the word. And here was the reversal every mile west and every hour of work had been driving toward, the fact I let myself feel for one half-second before the work took over: we were not blind.

Last winter the Enclave had come up out of the dark under the compound’s own perimeter, and the suppressor had cut every sense the girls had before any of us understood what the warning meant, and they’d grabbed Lyra out of a house full of people who couldn’t localize the danger until it surfaced. We’d had no warning of the moment and no chance to stop the grab.

This time the dragon felt the machine like a hand on her skin from hours out, and we were already in position, and they didn’t know it.

“Places,” I said, and the alliance moved.



We’d drilled it and now we ran it, and the drilling was the only reason it didn’t dissolve into panic.

Greenhollow came awake the wrong way, the way a settlement comes awake when it has survived by being too small to fight and the fight has arrived anyway. Doors banging. A child crying somewhere and a mother hushing it. Holt’s voice, hoarse and steadying, moving his people toward the barn the way Mika had drilled into him. The old reflexes of a place that survives by hiding warring with the new ones we’d spent every hour since arrival hammering in. I caught Holt’s eye across the yard and he gave me a single grim nod and kept moving people, an old man performing the bravest act I’d seen from him since we arrived, which was not run.

Mika went to the gap in the west wall where the Enclave’s likeliest push would funnel, the choke point she’d picked herself during the drills, and Imara took the slot beside her with the jammer’s targeting in her hands, because Imara had to be where she could feel the suppressor and aim the counter the instant it tried to lock. Rika crouched at the jammer itself, both hands on the ugly forge-built housing, the trigger she’d rewound twice more sitting under her thumb, her golden eyes huge in the dark, her ears flicking between the flat fear-set and the locked-forward focus.

“Talk to me when it’s a hundred yards,” Rika said, low, to no one and everyone. “Hundred yards is my range. Closer’s better. I need the dragon’s word and I need the count and I need it clean. One charge. We do not waste the charge.”

“You’ll have it,” Imara said. “Hold.”

Kira ascended into the barn rafters and the wall lines, all eight legs splayed across the silk, where she could trip the tangle-lines and pull the snares. Yara launched off the high roof into the dark sky with a single hard downstroke and was gone, up where this field force had left its attention thin. Neve took her arc, eyes already shifting toward fuchsia, reading the dark for the moment of commitment. Hana and Cassia were in the barn with the children and Greenhollow’s terrified girls, and Cassia, I’d seen as I passed, had her ears pinned and her jaw set and her hands full of a child each, and she was staying behind the line because I’d asked her to and because the dragon had reached her, and I prayed it held.

And Suki walked out into the open.

She walked to the rise by the dusk fire’s cold ashes, the most exposed spot in Greenhollow, four tails low and fox-fire damped, and she stood there in the gray dawn looking small and alone and apparently helpless, the priority target obligingly fixed in a known place in the open, exactly the bait the Enclave thought they’d set. She’d chosen it. She stood there on purpose, four hundred years of avoiding need undone by one decision to be needed by the right people, and she did not run.

The grab-team would come for her. That was the whole plan. They’d come for her, and we’d turn the place they thought they’d fixed our fox into the box where we ended the grab.

“Talk to me,” I said into the dark, low.

“They’re coming,” Neve said, from her arc, voice tight. “Two prongs. The bigger force on the west wall, loud, meant to fix our attention. And a smaller team, quiet, swinging wide to the south of the rise. That’s the grab-team. They’re driving for Suki.”

“Suppressor?”

“Hot,” Imara said. “Climbing the last of the way. They’re going to deploy before the assault hits, so we’re blind when it lands.” Her dragon-glow blazed. “Same protocol that’s always worked. Hold steady. I have to feel it lock the field on, not just charge. If I throw the counter too early it smears nothing and the silk’s spent. Too late and it locks and we’re dark.” Her stare fixed on the middle distance, on nothing, on the note only she could hear. “Hold.”

The west wall lit up.



They came the way disciplined men come, not howling like the Jackals had back at the compound, not testing like scavengers, but in covering pairs at intervals, grey uniforms gray-on-gray in the dawn, breach-tech sidearms thrumming, body armor catching the first weak light. More than Haven’s fifteen. The Enclave escalated every time, and this was a real field force, a collection-and-pacification operation that had stripped a dozen quiet places out here and wasn’t used to resistance that mattered.

A breach-round cracked off the stone wall by my head, lacerating and cauterizing the air it passed through, that ugly half-burnt smell. I dropped behind the wall and put a crossbow bolt into the thigh of the nearest agent, incapacitate-don’t-kill, the philosophy I’d held since the first Jackal siege and would hold until I died. The man went down clutching, alive, out of the fight. I cranked the crossbow’s cord, slotted another bolt, and put it through a second agent’s shoulder when he tried to vault the wall, and he fell back into the dark with a shout.

Mika dropped two more on the west flank in a blur of motion, liquid and absolute, every month of proper food and training in every economical strike, and she did it without claws to a kill because she’d learned my philosophy too, even if she’d never say so. A breach-round took her across the ribs and she rolled with it and kept moving, the elevated catgirl pain tolerance and the elevated catgirl rage carrying her through, and the man who’d fired it didn’t get a second shot.

Greenhollow’s farmers held the gaps Mika had taught them to hold, hayforks braced, terrified and not running, a small miracle by any sane measure: men who’d spent the apocalypse hiding standing in a wall against trained soldiers because a catgirl had spent a day teaching them how. The old hunter was at the west gap with a salvaged rifle, firing slow and careful, and Holt was beside him with a pry bar of his own, and they held.

And then the suppressor deployed.

I felt it as wrongness more than anything, a pressure-change in the dawn, and I watched it land on the girls. Mika faltered mid-strike, her head snapping side to side, her ears flicking wildly because her nose and her night-sight and her hearing were all guttering out at once, the catgirl going human. Out on the rise Suki’s fox-fire, what little she’d let show, stuttered and died, and her tails sagged. In the rafters Kira’s spinnerets seized; I heard her hiss of pain as the silk stopped feeding. The old nightmare from the compound, every sense the Enclave had taught us to rely on snuffed out in a heartbeat.

The grab-team broke from the south and drove for the rise, for the blind girl standing alone in the open, confident, into the box, exactly as planned, theirs and ours both.

“Now, Imara,” Neve called. “They’ve committed, they’re past the line, now.”

“Not yet,” Imara said through her teeth, white-gold heat blazing through her, her whole body rigid over the jammer. “It’s not locked, it’s settling, if I throw it before it settles it slides off, hold.”

The grab-team closed on Suki. Forty yards. Thirty. A man at the front already had a collar in his hands, breach-tech, three-pin, the same family of lock that had bolted Imara to a frame for seven months, and he was reaching for the most important resonance in the wasteland, and she stood there blind and let him come.

“Imara.”

“Now.”

Imara’s voice cracked the word out and Rika tripped the trigger.



I held my breath. The whole battle, the westward march, weeks of three engineers arguing over tolerances, all of it came down to a half-inch of trigger throw and a goblin’s thumb and a dragon’s back teeth, and the grab-team was twenty yards from our fox.

The silk released with that struck-wire sound, magnified, and the jammer threw its counter-note into the suppressor’s note at the exact half-second it tried to lock, and the field did not lock. It smeared. I felt the wrongness in the air twist and break and bleed out, the suppressor’s careful lattice of nothing coming apart like a held chord going sour, and then the abilities slammed back.

They didn’t just return. They detonated.

Suppressed reserves decompressed all at once, the surge effect, and for the Enclave it was the worst possible surprise, because this time it wasn’t happening to us.

Mika’s senses flooded back between strides and she dropped the man in front of her before he understood the world had changed. In the rafters Kira’s silk came back online with a vengeance and she fired tangle-lines across the wall gap, snaring two agents mid-rush. And out on the rise, the blind girl the grab-team had come to take stopped being blind.

Suki’s tails detonated into full chaos-mode.

It was a massive surge of fox-fire. It erupted across the rise bright enough to wash the dawn out, and where there had been one small woman there were suddenly twelve, and phantom defenders boiled up out of the ground, and three phantom Mikas dropped into the grab-team’s midst snarling, and phantom gunfire cracked from everywhere and nowhere, and a wall of fox-fire snapped up across the grab-team’s line of retreat, blinding-bright and waist-high. The man with the collar in his hands found himself reaching for a kitsune who was on fire, a four-tail at full power blazing amber-gold in the gray dawn, surrounded by an army that didn’t exist, and his confident protocol came apart in his hands. He grabbed for a Suki and his hands closed on nothing and she dissolved into amber sparks, and the real one was six feet to his left, and she was smiling.

“They came for a blind girl,” Suki said, and her voice came from everywhere at once, twelve mouths, the going-quiet inverted into going-everywhere, “and they found me.”

Mika and Imara hit the grab-team the instant the field failed, the way we’d planned, before the men could adjust. Mika came off the west flank at a flat sprint and was among them with claws out, not killing, but the claws were out now, breaking arms and dropping bodies and putting the man with the collar face-down in the ash of the dusk fire. Imara abandoned the jammer, its one charge spent, and waded into the grab-team with the simple devastating fact of her size and heat, throwing armored men like they were nothing, a wall of furnace-warmth and dark scale, her chest-rumble deep enough to feel through the ground.

The trap sprang backward. They’d built a box for our fox and walked into ours.



But the Enclave didn’t rout.

That was where they cost us more than the Jackals, the scavengers, every loose gang we’d broken before. The Jackals had broken. The scavengers had broken. Disciplined men with a doctrine did not break when their first move failed; they regrouped and pressed, because the doctrine had a second page.

The west wall force, the loud prong that had been meant to fix our attention, didn’t pull back when the grab failed. The field captain, somewhere in the gray, made the cold call I’d have made in his place: the grab was lost, but the public objective remained, and there were resonant girls in this settlement worth salvaging the operation over. They pressed the wall harder, covering pairs leapfrogging forward through the breach-round fire, driving for the gap, and the thin line of drilled farmers and alliance fighters bent under it.

A pair came through the gap while Mika was still on the rise with the grab-team. I met the first one with the pry bar, the rising strike I’d been throwing since before any of the girls arrived, and put him down, and the second one’s breach-round caught me across the left forearm.

It lacerated and cauterized at once, the way those rounds did, a line of fire across the meat of my arm that opened the skin and sealed half of it shut in the same instant, and the pain whited out a half-second of the world. The smell of my own burned skin, the part of my brain that was always a medic noting it clinically, partial-thickness, breach-cauterized, won’t bleed clean, deal with it later. I kept the pry bar in my hand because dropping it would have killed me, and I took the man’s legs out with a low strike and put him down, and then I clamped my right hand over the wound and kept moving, because there was no time and there was never going to be time, and the wound could wait the way I always made my wounds wait.

Two more came through the gap behind the first pair. I met them the way I’d met every threat to someone I was protecting since the breach, calm and economical, the room on fire and the suture finished. Block, pivot, the rising strike, the low strike, a man down and disarmed. My knee complained at the pivots, the old injury, the limp I’d carried since before any of this, and I favored it and kept fighting, because that was the job and it had always been the job.

“Ryder’s hit,” Neve said, somewhere, and I said “I’m fine, watch the south,” and it wasn’t a lie because being hit and being fine were not mutually exclusive in my profession, they were just the same morning.

The line was holding. Barely. Mika came off the rise and reinforced the gap and the holding got less barely. Yara dove out of the dawn sky in raking passes, talons tearing across the west force, breaking their formation. They’d prepared for a harpy in theory; Pike had catalogued too much for anything else. But their anti-air lanes were pointed at the wrong sky, disrupted by Kira’s silk and Suki’s phantom chaos, and Yara hit them from clean western light while their grab-team collapsed. Kira’s tangle-lines snared the ones who got past the gap. Imara held the center like a banked furnace someone had finally let burn.

We were winning the fight. But we couldn’t be everywhere, and the field captain saw what every competent enemy eventually saw about us: the alliance was a wall of capability and behind that wall were soft people the wall couldn’t fully cover.

The west force gave up the wall. They peeled off in a disciplined pivot, leapfrogging backward and then sideways, around the bent line instead of through it, and drove for the heart of the settlement.

For the barn.

For the children, and Greenhollow’s terrified girls, and the triage point where Hana and Cassia were, the resonant girls the Enclave had come west to collect, undefended because every fighter we had was committed to the wall and the rise.

“They’re going for the barn,” Neve said, and her voice had the edge in it I’d learned to fear. “The sheep-girl. The vulnerable. They gave up the wall to grab whatever they can on the way out. They’re going to hit the barn and I can’t… everyone’s committed, I can’t pull anyone off in time…”

I was already running, my arm screaming, the pry bar slick in my grip, knowing I wasn’t going to make it, knowing the grab-team and the west force converging on a barn full of children was a half-minute ahead of me and a half-minute was a lifetime.

And inside the barn, between the Enclave and Greenhollow’s children, was a cow-girl I’d asked to stay behind the line.

I’d asked her to be the reason there was something behind the wall. I’d asked her not to be the wall.

The dragon’s words went through me as I ran. You be the reason there’s anything behind it.

The first agent reached the barn door.


Chapter 12: The Wall and the Reason

The first agent reached the barn door, and Cassia met him.

I came around the corner of the dairy at a dead run, my arm on fire and the pry bar in my fist, knowing I was a half-minute too late, and I saw it happen and there was nothing I could do but watch and keep running.

The agent hit the barn doorway with his breach-tech sidearm up and a collar on his belt, fast and trained, expecting what the Enclave always found behind the line: soft people who folded. He found a tall cow-girl planted square in the doorframe with her ears pinned flat and her tufted tail rigid and her face gone iron-hard, and behind her, pressed into the dark of the barn, a dozen children and Greenhollow’s shaking girls and Hana with a scalpel held like a knife.

“You don’t get them,” Cassia said.

She didn’t say it loud. She said it the way she said everything, low and steady, except there was iron under it now, the iron that had been there all along under the softness, the farm-strength I’d watched haul grain sacks one-armed without noticing the weight.

The agent didn’t slow. They never slowed, the Enclave, that was the doctrine, momentum and confidence, soft people fold. He brought the sidearm up, the breach-tech thrum climbing, aimed at a woman he’d already filed as an obstacle and not a threat.

She took it away from him.

I’d seen a lot of people fight in my years as a medic and every month since the breach. I’d seen Mika move like water and Imara throw armored men like hay and Yara fall out of the sky like a judgment. Cassia in that doorway was something else, because it wasn’t trained and it wasn’t graceful and it wasn’t fast. It was simply immovable. The agent’s arm came up and her hand closed over it and she turned, the whole generous powerful weight of her behind it, and the man went off his feet and into the doorframe hard enough to crack the wood, and the sidearm came loose in her grip and she threw it out into the yard where no one could use it.

The old Cassia would have stepped in front of the suppressor with her body and called it fine. The wall. The role she’d learned to play, offered as a sacrifice, the provider giving the last strength she had to give. I’d seen the shape of that in her since we met on the rise.

This wasn’t that.

This was a fighter.

She didn’t brace herself to be emptied. She planted herself to win. A second agent came through behind the first and she put her shoulder into him, the whole abundant immovable mass of her, and drove him back out the door, and when he got his feet and came again she caught his swing on her forearm and hit him back, a farm-worked fist that had hauled water and hay and bodies, and he folded. Behind her in the dark of the barn, Hana had the children pressed into the back corner and a scalpel in her fist and her authority voice going, low and absolute, stay down, stay back, she’s got the door, and the children stayed down, and Cassia held the door.

Nell the sheep-girl was in that corner. Briar’s friend, the one who’d watched the machine take everyone she loved and could only stand there helpless. She watched Cassia hold the door now, watched a cow-girl refuse to be helpless, and something in the sheep-girl’s terrified face changed, the smallest shift, the beginning of the idea that the takings weren’t a law of nature after all.

“You don’t get them,” she said again, and she didn’t mean only the children in the barn. I heard it in her voice, the whole of it. She meant Briar, the deer-girl. Marisol the salamander. The moth-girl they never named. Every girl she’d fed at her own table and watched the machine take while she stood helpless and comforted the ones left behind. Comforting isn’t protecting, she’d told me. She’d learned that the first taking and harder the second.

She was protecting now. And she did not go down.



I hit the barn doorway a breath later and put the pry bar across the back of a third agent’s knees, dropping him, and Cassia and I were shoulder to shoulder in the door, the wall and the man who’d asked her not to be the wall, and there wasn’t time to say any of it.

“You were supposed to stay behind the line,” I said, dropping another with a rising strike.

“I am behind the line,” she said, immovable, catching an agent and throwing him into the yard. “I’m the last of it. The line came to me.” Her ears were flat, her tail rigid, dark spots spreading through her shirt because she was moved past bearing, fury and terror and something that might have been joy all at once, and she fought through all of it. “And I’m not a sacrifice, Ryder. I’m not standing here to be taken from. I’m standing here because I decided to. You told me to feel the choosing.” A grim flicker of something. “I think I finally do.”

Then the turn came, all of it at once, the whole grown capability of the alliance arriving like the weather Imara could feel.

Mika came off the wall in a flat sprint and was in the yard among the west force, claws out, breaking the push apart from the flank. Imara abandoned the rise where the grab-team lay scattered and came at a run, heat blazing, and she made the choice she loved, the rebellion she’d told me was the most beautiful use of her fire she could imagine: a tool and not a weapon, a wall of heat, controlled, precise, thrown across the yard between the Enclave’s last push and the barn, close enough to scald and stop without burning anyone down, and the agents recoiled from a furnace that had a woman’s shape.

Suki’s four-tail chaos rolled across the settlement and scattered what was left of the field force’s cohesion, phantom Mikas and phantom defenders and fox-fire walls turning a disciplined withdrawal into a scramble through an army that wasn’t there. Yara dove again and again, talons raking, the harpy this field force had failed to plan for, breaking formations from above. Kira descended from the rafters on her eight legs and snared the stragglers in silk, the architect become a trap, dark chitin and bright thread, a capability the Enclave had no answer for. Rika’s manual alarms screamed from every tripped line, telling us where the enemy moved even through the smoke and the chaos, the tin-and-wire that no field could suppress doing exactly the humble job she’d built it for. Neve called the moments, cold and exact, two on your left, they’re breaking west, the captain’s pulling them back, he’s calculating the loss now, he’s almost done. And Cassia held the door, the reason there was anything behind the wall, and the wall held because she was behind it.

It was every grown capability of the alliance paying off at once, every rescue and every hard-won skill converging in one bloody yard: the dragon’s fire and the kitsune’s army and the catgirl’s claws and the harpy’s dive and the arachne’s silk and the goblin’s alarms and the succubus’s eyes, and a cow-girl in a doorway who’d discovered she was made of iron. The compound’s growth made flesh. The reason we’d come three days west.

The field captain made the last cold call of his morning.

The grab had failed. The suppressor was dead, their one reliable edge smeared into nothing by a device they hadn’t known existed. The public objective was lost too, because every path to the resonant girls ran through a dragon’s fire and a cow-girl’s doorway and a kitsune’s burning army. There was nothing left to salvage and a competent man doesn’t spend men on a lost operation.

The Enclave broke off.

They didn’t rout. That mattered, and I wrote it into the shape of the fight. They withdrew in a disciplined leapfrogging pattern, covering each other, dragging their incapacitated where they could, falling back west the way they’d come, professional to the end. But they withdrew. They came for the most important resonance in the wasteland and they left with nothing, and behind them they left Greenhollow standing and Suki blazing and a cow-girl in a barn doorway who had discovered she was more than a wall.

They came for the kitsune. They didn’t get her.

Suki stood on the rise in the brightening dawn with her tails fanned wide, the fox-fire dying down around her now that the threat was withdrawing, and she watched the grey men go, and she didn’t gloat. From Suki, that said plenty. She just watched them retreat with something complicated in her face, because she understood better than any of us what they’d wanted her for and what she’d just denied them, and the denial was a choice she’d made, standing in the open on purpose, and she’d survived the choosing.

“That’s a beautifully disappointing theft attempt,” she called down to me, finding the joke at last, the grin shaky but real. “I hope it ruins their whole month.”



It wasn’t free. The wasteland never gave anything free.

I felt the cost the second the adrenaline started to bleed off and my arm reminded me it had a breach-round line burned across it. I’d held it shut with my own hand through the whole fight and now the holding caught up with me and the yard tilted a few degrees before I got it back. I breathed through it, the trained reflex, compartmentalize and continue, and made myself walk the field the way I walked it after every fight, counting who was standing and who wasn’t, the triage that started before the fighting fully stopped.

The Enclave left their incapacitated where they could, dragged the rest, the disciplined withdrawal of men who didn’t panic. We’d put a dozen of them down without killing, the philosophy held, Mika’s claws marking and breaking and never opening a throat, my bolts in thighs and shoulders, and that restraint had cost us in the moment because precision always cost more than lethality, the belief I’d carried since the first siege and would carry to the end. The yard was full of groaning grey-uniformed men who would live, and that was a choice I’d made and would keep making.

Greenhollow had bled. The old hunter who’d drilled with Mika was down, a breach-round through the chest, and Hana was already on him in the barn, but I saw her face when she looked up and I knew that one wasn’t ours to keep. A farmer had a shattered arm. And in the chaos of the west force’s last pivot, one of Greenhollow’s girls had nearly been taken, the deer-girl scout, snatched up by a withdrawing agent and dragged ten yards toward the line before Yara dropped out of the sky and took the man down and the girl scrambled free, terrified and bruised and bleeding but here, not gone east into the dark like Briar. Nearly. The cost we carried, paid in a near-miss instead of a loss, and the near-miss had teeth enough.

The jammer was spent. One charge, as Rika had promised, the silk core burned through, and it would not fire again this fight, which was exactly why the timing had mattered down to the half-second. If the Enclave had carried a second suppressor, we’d have been blind for the rest of it. They hadn’t. We’d bet on that and won, and Rika was already at the dead device on the bench, ears flat, hands moving over the burned core, and I knew she was cataloguing how to make the next one hold a bigger charge before the smoke had even cleared.

And Holt stood in the middle of his settlement and watched it bleed for choosing to fight.

He’d kept Greenhollow alive by staying small and quiet and invisible, by mattering as little as possible, and the strategy had worked until the morning it didn’t, and now he watched his peaceful place fight back and take losses for the fighting, and I saw his shoulders change when the lesson finally reached him: surviving small had cost more. He’d been right that fighting back cost. He’d just been wrong that the cost made it not worth doing. He stood there gray-faced over the body of the old hunter, a man learning at sixty that there was no version of survival left that didn’t cost, and the only choice was what you paid it for.

“He drilled with your catgirl yesterday,” Holt said, when I came to him, my arm clamped against my side. “He’d barely trained to hold a weapon against men like that. He was bad at it. He laughed about it.” His jaw worked. “He went through that gap when the line bent. He went through it on purpose, to plug it. A farmer. He plugged a gap in a wall against trained soldiers because your catgirl spent a day teaching him how.” He looked at me, and his eyes were wet and furious and grateful all at once. “Staying small would’ve kept him alive this morning. And taken three of our girls. And eventually all of us.” He shook his head slowly. “You were right. God help me. Living costs more than surviving and it’s still worth more. I just buried the proof of it.”

“You’ll bury less of it,” I said, “now that you’re not alone.”

He didn’t answer. But he stood up straighter, and when Hana needed hands he gave them, and that answered well enough.



Neve found me in the aftermath, while the smoke thinned and the triage started, and she gave me the last cold piece of the morning.

“I read the force as it pulled back,” she said. Her eyes were fading from fuchsia, the strain of a morning spent reading written all through her. “The captain. The grab-team. All of them.” She paused. “And underneath all of it, the planning. The shape of how this was set up, the cadence, the patience, the way they bled a real settlement to make a real emergency so we couldn’t tell the trap from the rescue.” Her violet eyes found mine. “That’s not the captain’s work. The captain executed it. Someone designed it.”

“Pike.”

“Pike.” She said the name flat. “He’s nowhere near here, Ryder. I’d feel him. He’s deeper in the Enclave than ever, miles and miles east, probably underground. But this was his. I know the shape of his thinking the way you know a suture pattern. He set this trap.” A breath. “And here’s the part I want you ready for. He’s not angry it failed. I’d have felt the residue of that even at this distance, the way anger leaves marks on a plan. There’s none. He’s not angry.”

“He’s updating.”

“He’s already rewriting it.” She looked east, toward the man we couldn’t see. “We didn’t beat the plan, Ryder. We beat this plan. He’s watching from wherever he is and he’s filing all of it as data. The alliance has a jammer now, that kills the suppressor protocol, write it down. The dragon feels the breach-tech coming, the early-warning works, write it down. The kitsune’s harder to take than ever, surrounded by people who’ll burn the world for her, write it down.” Her jaw set. “He’s three moves into the next one before the bodies in the yard are cold. That’s what he is now. Not a fighter. A planning engine. More dangerous than he ever was when he was a man who fought.”

I looked east with her, at the morning, at the dark country between us and a man who was already planning the next way to take what we loved.

“Then we keep changing the data,” I said. “Every time he writes down what we are, we become something else. Let him catalogue. The catalogue’s always going to be out of date.”

Neve almost smiled. “That’s almost hopeful, for Pike.”

“I’m in a good mood,” I said. “We kept our fox.”

I went to find Hana and the wounded, my arm dripping a slow line into the dust, the wound I’d held shut with my own hand for an hour finally going to make me sit down for it.


Chapter 13: After

The fight ended and the work began, because the work was the part nobody talked about afterward.

Hana ran the triage and Cassia ran it with her, and watching the two of them move was the only sight that made the morning bearable. They worked like they’d found an old rhythm almost immediately, the bunnygirl and the cow-girl, two nurturers who’d learned to feed everyone else before themselves, and now they had each other and the work doubled and halved at once. Hana called the priorities, sharp and certain, the authority voice she’d grown into across every fight we’d survived, and Cassia did the steady practical care underneath it, the holding and the soothing and the strong hands that could lift a wounded man without jostling the wound.

The old hunter who’d plugged the gap died in the barn despite all of it. There are wounds you can’t suture and a breach-round through the chest is one of them, and Hana held his hand while he went and didn’t pretend otherwise, and Cassia hummed, that low tuneless warm sound, until he stopped breathing, and then she closed his eyes and laid out the body the way she’d told me she laid out Greenhollow’s dead, because someone had to and she was the one who could.

The farmer with the shattered arm we kept. I set it myself, Cassia holding him steady and humming low while I worked, and the bone went back clean and he’d keep the arm. The deer-girl who’d nearly been taken we kept, bruised and shaking, dragged ten yards toward the dark and hauled back from it by a harpy falling out of the sky, and Neve sat with her the way she’d learned to sit with the traumatized, lending her ambient warmth, and the girl’s breathing slowed by degrees. She’d live, and more than that, she’d stay, a miracle by any practical standard for a girl who’d felt the collar’s reach and slipped it. Greenhollow’s own people, the chronically depleted, got fed, and that was where Cassia’s real capability showed itself, grounded and unglamorous and absolutely vital: her milk, rich and sustaining, fed to the shocked and the bleeding and the children, genuine nutrition in a settlement that had been quietly starving for too long. Not magic. Just abundance, finally flowing to the people who needed it instead of being held back out of shame. Kira’s medical silk closed the clean cuts. Sylva’s wound-binding moss, carried in Hana’s red-cross bag, sealed what the silk couldn’t. The alliance’s grown medical capability paid out across a yard full of the wounded.

And then it was my turn, and I tried to do what I always did, which was put it off.



“Sit down.”

I had my arm half-wrapped, working one-handed, deferring the proper job until the proper job had somewhere quieter to happen, and Cassia loomed up in front of me with her ears pinned and her hands on her hips and dark spots on her shirt, and she said it again, low and immovable.

“Sit. Down. You stubborn man.”

“I’m fine. There are people who need…”

“Don’t.” Her stare pinned me harder than her ears were pinned. “Don’t you dare. I know exactly what you’re doing. I know it bone-deep, because I do it, because I’ve done it for so long it feels like breathing. There’s always one more person who needs you more, so you put yourself last, so you never get tended, so you bleed quietly while you fix everyone else.” She took the bandage out of my hand, the same way I’d taken the trigger out of Rika’s. “And then a man came west and told me I was allowed to be a person and not just a function. Told me I didn’t have to be useful to be wanted. Told me to sit down and let myself be cared for.” She knelt in front of me with the kit and started cleaning the breach-round line properly, her strong hands gentle. “And he was right, and it was harder than I wanted to admit, and I’m not going to learn it alone. So you’re going to learn it too. Sit. Down. Let me do this.”

The mirror landed. All of it. The whole reason Neve had said it has to be you, because she won’t believe it from anyone who isn’t exactly as bad about it as she is. I’d reached Cassia because I lived her wound. And now she’d turned it around and held it up to me, and there was nothing to say, because she was right the way I was always right when I said it to someone else.

I sat down. I let her do it.

She cleaned the wound and packed it with Sylva’s moss and bound it clean, and her hands were steady and sure, and partway through she said, quieter, not looking up from my arm, “You feel that? How much you want to get up and go fix something? How much your whole body’s telling you that letting someone do this is wrong?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s what you’ve been asking me to do since you got here.” Her ears flicked. “I just wanted you to know I felt it too. So we’re learning it together. Both of us. The two who rarely get carried.” A flicker of something dry, almost a joke, the warmth coming back into her. “Misery’s better with company.”

“It is,” I said, and let her finish, and didn’t get up until she was done.



Greenhollow allied that afternoon, at a table Holt cleared in the main hall, two builders sitting across from each other, and the cautionary mirror from the rise resolved into something else.

Holt didn’t sign anything, because there was nothing to sign in the wasteland. He just looked at me across the table, an old man who’d buried a friend that morning, and he said it plainly.

“Small is over,” he said. “I’ve known it since you came up the rise and Cassia stopped looking like she had to carry the whole world by herself. I just needed to watch it cost something before I’d believe it.” He folded his weathered hands. “We’re in. Whatever the alliance is, Greenhollow’s part of it. Not as charity. I won’t take charity. As a settlement that grows food and is going to learn to stand, that has something to trade and something to defend.” His jaw worked. “Tell me what that looks like.”

So I told him. Yara’s courier line would link Greenhollow to Haven and the compound, the three of them a triangle the harpies could cover. The compound would send Sylva’s breach-accelerated seeds, which grew in days, and Rika’s plans for walls and a forge and observation points, and Mika’s drilling would leave Greenhollow’s people knowing which end of a hayfork went into a man. And Greenhollow would send back what it had in abundance and the rest of us were always short of: food. Real surplus, livestock and dairy and large-scale cultivation, the pastoral knowledge none of the rest of us had. The alliance had learned to fight. Greenhollow would help teach it to feed.

“A triangle,” Holt said, turning the word over. “Three points. Each one stronger because of the others.”

“That’s the idea.”

“My granddad would’ve called that a community.” He almost smiled, the first one I’d seen out of him. “Funny. I spent all this time making sure we were too small to be a community, because communities draw attention. And it turns out the only settlement that survives out here is the one that’s too big and too connected to pick off.” He shook his head. “I had it exactly backwards.”

“You had it right for the world you thought you were in,” I said. “The world changed. You’re allowed to change with it.”

He looked across the hall, to where Cassia was, of course, feeding the wounded, and then to where Hana was making her sit down and eat before feeding anyone else, and his eyes softened.

“She’s been telling me that with the smoke every single dawn,” he said. “I should’ve listened to her sooner. She’s right more than I am.” He looked back at me. “Take care of her, if she comes with you. I think she might. She barely lets anyone take care of her, and I think you’re the one who’s made her want to.” A pause. “She held my settlement together with her own two hands and her own body through all of this, and we barely held her up. We didn’t know how. We just kept leaning.” His voice roughened. “Somebody ought to hold her up. We never could.”

“Working on it,” I said.



Cassia processed what she’d done that evening, and it was Imara who reached her, the way it had to be.

I found them in the warm part of the settlement near the dairy, the two large women who ran warm, sitting together in the last of the light, and I hung back because I could see it was a conversation that needed to happen between the two of them.

“It changed something,” Imara said. Not a question. “Standing in that doorway. Didn’t it.”

Cassia was quiet a while. Her ears were doing the slow lift, coming up off flat by degrees, the day draining out of her. “I’ve stood in front of them before,” she said finally. “Both takings. I put my body between the machine and our girls both times, and both times I went down and they took them anyway and I called it the best I could do.” Her gaze went far away. “This morning I stood in the same place and it wasn’t the same at all, and I don’t have the word for why.”

“I do,” Imara said. “Both other times you stood there to be taken from. You were a sacrifice. You were giving the last strength you had to give, your body in the way, and you expected to lose, because losing-while-giving was the only shape you knew.” A low warm glow moved through her. “This morning you stood there to win. Not to give. To fight. To stop them. That’s not a sacrifice. That’s a wall that hits back.” She looked at the cow-girl. “I know that shape because I spent seven months as the first kind and one morning at the Lattice I became the second. One gets used up. One plants her feet and chooses to stand.”

Cassia’s eyes were wet, and dark spots showed on her shirt, and she didn’t cover them.

“I didn’t break,” she said, wondering. “I always thought that if I stopped giving, if I put myself in the way to win instead of to be used up, I’d just, break. Shatter. That the giving was the only force holding me together.” She pressed a hand flat to her chest, over the spreading dampness. “I stopped. I fought instead of gave. And I didn’t break. I’m still here.”

“Yeah,” Imara said, and bumped the cow-girl’s shoulder with her own, dragon-warm. “Turns out you weren’t made of glass. You were made of the same iron I’m made of. We just both spent a long time being told we were furniture.” A pause, dry. “We’re the big ones. Everybody else around here is built like a knife. We’re built to hold weight. Holding ground counts too. Not just holding people up.”

Cassia laughed, low and warm and wet. “I knew how to hold people. I didn’t know I could hold ground.”

“Now you do,” Imara said.



The larger wrong sharpened in the quiet, the way the worst things always did.

I noticed it because Imara noticed it, and Sylva, miles east through the root-network, and Suki, all three of them turning west at odd moments through the afternoon, the way a compass needle turns, drawn toward the thing under the ground that had been knocking since we’d come within reach of this country.

And then Yara’s courier line brought word from the compound. Lyra, our intelligence asset, the moth-girl who mapped the Enclave from memory, had sent it along the established token route to Haven, and Fenna had carried it west from there until Yara could take the last leg, a folded note in precise handwriting: The breach has gone louder again. West. Same as before they moved me, but the other direction. The collection sites form a line. The line doesn’t end at Greenhollow. It points past it. To a place. Something’s out there. Be careful.

I read it twice and showed it to Suki, and her tails went still, and then the fourth drifted west, toward the knock, humming, and she pulled it back without comment and looked at me, the joke gone out of her.

“It wasn’t opportunism,” she said quietly. “The harvest going west. We thought they were just grabbing easy girls from soft places because Imara left a hole in their supply.” She looked west, toward the thing none of us had named yet. “It had a destination, Ryder. All of it. The takings, the line of sites, the trap to grab me. It was all pointing at something out here.” Her voice went thin. “I think we need to go look at what.”

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Greenhollow first. Then we go look.”



The evening softened anyway, because after danger the warmth had to be taken while it was there.

Greenhollow’s frightened people watched the armed strangers who’d come up the rise turn, over the course of one bloody morning, into the reason their children were alive, and the watching changed into something warmer. Nell, the sheep-girl, crept out from the grain bins where she’d hidden through the fight and brought Cassia a flower, a single wild bloom, without a word, and pressed it into the cow-girl’s hand the way Cassia was always pressing food into everyone else’s, and Cassia’s shirt spotted dark and she laughed and cried at once.

A Greenhollow child, a boy barely old enough to carry a water pail, attached himself to Imara and trailed her through the settlement utterly unafraid of the smoke and the scale-glow, and Imara, who’d learned to let Tessa feed her hoard, suffered it with the dry patience of a dragon who secretly liked it. The boy asked her, with the bluntness of children, whether she’d really thrown the bad men like hay bales, and Imara said she had, and the boy asked if she could teach him, and Imara said, “When you’re bigger and you’ve eaten more, come find me,” which from the dragon was practically an adoption, and the boy ran off to tell everyone he was going to learn to throw men like hay bales someday.

Briggs would have liked this place, I thought. The garden, the children, the wildflowers Cassia kept in cups on the tables, the home worth building that he’d seen in our compound and crossed a battle line for. I made a note to tell him about it when we got home. Suki put on a fox-fire show for a settlement that hadn’t laughed in months, fire-butterflies and tiny constellations from skies of worlds that no longer existed, and the children’s faces in the amber light were the kind of sight that made the whole bloody business worth it.

Mika found Cassia by the dairy and gave her the highest praise the catgirl had. “I told you,” she said. “You don’t move when you should run. This morning that was the right call. Good.” And she prowled off, which meant the adoption was complete.

And then the moment I’d been trying to engineer since I met Cassia finally happened.

The alliance and Greenhollow ate together that night, around tables Cassia hadn’t set, food Cassia hadn’t cooked, because Hana and the rest of us had taken the kitchen by force and refused to let her near it. And Cassia, the woman who fed everyone and ate last and least and rarely sat down, was made to sit at a table someone else had laid, and a plate was put in front of her, and Hana stood over her with her arms crossed and her foot thumping and her ears at half-mast until the cow-girl picked up the fork.

“First,” Hana said. “This time. Eat first.”

Cassia looked around the table at the faces of the people who’d come three days west to save her settlement and had spent the evening conspiring to make her sit down, and her ears came all the way forward, and two dark spots bloomed through her shirt, and she didn’t hide them.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted.

“Practice,” Hana said, which was the word I’d given Cassia in the loft, handed forward, and Cassia laughed so hard her ears flicked and she ate, the hope-keeper fed by her people at a table someone else had set.


Chapter 14: Room to Fall

The day after the battle was the kind of calm you only get after blood, and the wide western sky gave it to us, clean and huge and free of the eastern glow.

That sky was the gift of the whole expedition, and Imara took it.

Her wings had been rehabbing since the night we pulled her out of the cold room, bolted flat for seven months, atrophied, the muscle wasted and the joints stiff but never broken. Rehab, not repair, I’d told her. She’d reached a first full spread back at the compound after the Lattice, trembling, and she’d been working them a little farther every day since. But she’d never been off the ground. There was never room, or time, or safety, or a sky worth the risk.

Out here there was all four. Open country, clean air, room to fall, and people who’d chosen her standing around to catch her if she did.

She didn’t tell anyone she was going to try. She just walked out into Greenhollow’s biggest field in the morning light, rolled her broad shoulders, and spread her dark membranous wings to their full span, and the whole settlement stopped what it was doing to watch, because a dragon spreading her wings in the sun is not a sight you look away from.

“That’s a terrible idea,” Yara said, from a fence post, with enormous interest. “Do it.”

Imara crouched, the powerful legs coiling, molten light kindling along her flanks, and she launched.

It was not flight. I’ll be honest, because she’d want me to be. It was spectacularly bad flying. She got maybe twelve feet of air with a downstroke that nearly knocked Tessa’s Greenhollow shadow off his feet, and then her wings forgot what they were for and she pitched forward and Yara, who’d launched the instant Imara left the ground, was suddenly above her like an air-traffic controller in a foul mood.

“You’re not a scout, dragon,” Yara barked, banking tight around her. “Stop trying to bank like me. You don’t have my wings. You’re a brick. You’re a beautiful furnace brick with wings and you fly like a thrown anvil, so stop finessing it and USE the brick. Power down, glide flat, pick your spot, drop. You’re not turning. You’re a controlled fall with opinions. THAT’S IT. There. FLAT.”

And Imara, getting it, stopped trying to be graceful and just was what she was, a heavy powerful body with enough wing to turn a fall into a long shallow glide, and she rode it across the whole field in a clumsy gorgeous line, low and fast and absolutely airborne, and at the end of it she half-landed and half-fell into a haystack and came up covered in straw with her fire blazing and a huge grin on her face.

She’d flown.

Badly. But she’d flown.

The settlement cheered, the whole bled-and-standing lot of them, Greenhollow’s people and ours together, and the dragon who’d been a machine’s prisoner for seven months sat in a haystack covered in straw and laughed, a real one, deep enough that the chest-rumble rattled the loose hay around her, and Yara landed beside her and bumped her with a wing and said, “Anvil,” with profound respect, and Imara said, “Brick,” back, and the two of them, the feathered scout and the leathery ground-fighter, grinned at each other like idiots.

“You flew,” I said, when I reached her.

“I fell with style.” She pulled straw out of her hair, still grinning. “Yara says I’ll never be a scout. Good. I don’t want to be a scout. I want to be a brick that occasionally gets to be in the sky.” She looked up at it, the clean western blue with no sick green in it anywhere, and something quieted in her face. “Seven months they kept these clamped flat so I couldn’t use them. They told me they were broken. They weren’t broken. They were just mine, and the Enclave doesn’t let you have things that are just yours.” Her warmth came back to me. “I got them back, soldier. A little farther every day.”

I let myself feel it because it was tangible, visual, impossible to argue with. The compound’s work made flesh. The dragon flew.



She was no longer the woman we’d carried out of the cold room, and the day showed it everywhere.

She was funny now. The dry dark humor she’d buried under seven months of stillness surfaced constantly, low and deadpan, and she aimed it at everyone. She hoarded openly and without shame, her pile of “hers” objects arranged in her claimed warm corner, and she let the Greenhollow boy add to it the way Tessa fed it at home, accepting a shiny bolt with the gravity of a queen accepting tribute. She teased Suki back, finally, after all the kitsune’s documentary narration, and when Suki perched too close and got too clever Imara let her fire flare on purpose and singed the tip of a russet tail, and Suki yelped and the whole settlement learned the new rule, which was that you could tease the dragon but the dragon teased back and the dragon was on fire.

“Four hundred years of perfect comic timing,” Suki said, nursing her tail, delighted and outraged, “and I’m upstaged by a woman whose entire act is being warm and saying no.”

“It’s a good act,” Imara said. “Low overhead.”

The wound was healed enough that she got to just be a person. She had gone from equipment to person to choosing for herself, and now she was past needing any of it proven. She knew she wasn’t a tool. She knew she was wanted. So she got to spend a calm day flying badly and singeing a fox and accepting bolts from a child, and the getting-to was the whole victory.

She and Cassia found their warm corner together in the afternoon, the two large women who ran hot, and I caught the edge of it. Cassia had brought food, because Cassia always brought food, but Imara, who hoarded, did the unthinkable for either of them: she made room. She moved her pile aside and patted the warm spot beside her and said, “Sit. Eat some of it yourself this time, I’ll know if you don’t, I run hot enough to feel whether you’re lying,” and Cassia, the woman who fed everyone and ate last, sat down in the dragon’s warm corner and ate from the plate she’d brought for someone else, and the two of them sat in the sun saying very little, two women who’d both been valued only for what their bodies produced, finally producing nothing for anyone, just being warm together.

“I don’t think I’ve been this useless in a long time,” Cassia said, with wonder.

“Good,” Imara said. “Practice.”

That word again, traveling around the family like a coin.



The two resonances were the dark thread under the calm day, and they grew louder the longer we stayed near the western country.

Suki and Imara both felt it, the knock under the ground that Lyra’s note had named, the signal waiting west of Greenhollow. And when the two of them were near each other their resonances harmonized, fox-fire and dragon-glow pulsing in the same rhythm, the crystals in Suki’s fox-fire lanterns ticking softly when the two charges brushed. It was the familiar bond and warning they’d learned to listen for after the Lattice run.

I came on them late in the afternoon, sitting close, both of them gone quiet, both of them turned west.

“It feels like the Lattice’s pull,” Imara said to Suki, low. “I can feel that much from here. Not what it is. Not why. But it reaches for resonance the way the machine reached for me, and out here, close, it reaches louder.” Her fire was dark, banked, serious. “Don’t lean toward it. I know how that pull feels. They ran me as a resonator for seven months and it’s seductive, the wanting, it feels like being important, like being finally enough. Don’t. Whatever’s out there, wanting is not the same as love.”

Suki’s fourth tail had drifted west while Imara talked, straining toward the knock, humming, and she took hold of it with both hands and pulled it back into her lap and held it there.

“It hums west now,” she admitted. Quiet. The performance gone. “My fourth tail. It hummed east toward the Lattice after Haven, and now it’s learning a new lean, toward whatever’s out there.” She looked at me with real fear, the fear she almost never showed. “What if it’s the same kind of hunger, Ryder. What if whatever they’re building out west learns the same shape as the Lattice, and the shape is me.”

“We don’t know that yet,” I said.

“We’ll know tomorrow.” She managed a flicker of the grin, built on the fear instead of hiding it. “Good thing I’m not alone.”

The fear stayed in the space between us, humming with her fourth tail, close enough to raise the hair along my arms. I kept my hand near hers until the tail eased back into her lap and the western pull became only a low vibration under the floorboards.



She came to me that night grinning, molten light already kindling on purpose, showing off the way the old contained Imara would never have dared.

We’d taken a hayloft with one whole wall open to the night, the western stars clean and uncountable, no sick green smearing the eastern horizon out here, and she filled the doorway the way she filled every doorway, the tallest of them, broad-shouldered and thick-thighed and warm enough to feel from across the room.

“Flew today, soldier,” she said. “Badly. Yara says I fly like a thrown anvil and she’s not wrong.” The heat rose in her on her own command, molten glow opening through the dark of her skin because she was enjoying letting it. “Question is whether you want to find out what else I can do now that I’m not scared of my own fire.”

No transaction. No bracing. No offering herself as a deal the way she had in the cold room. Just want, and play, and a dragon who’d finally learned to trust the heat.

“Come here,” I said, and she did, and she was burning hot the moment she touched me, hotter than I’d felt her let herself run before, radiant enough that the air around her bent.

I slowed for the first touch, palm flat over the scaled patch at her flank where the seams glowed brightest, and waited until she shivered under me. The heat climbed under my palm, the scald of her rising because she was letting it rise, not because she was losing control. The cold room had stolen every spark and called it output. Tonight the fire was hers to spend, and she spent it on me for the joy of it.

“You’re going to cook me,” I said against her throat, where the chest-rumble lived.

“Maybe a little.” The rumble started, deep, felt through every point we touched. “You can take it. You’re the one I trust to take it from me.” She tugged my shirt off, hands hot on my chest, tracing the scars, and then she took the lead with a confidence she couldn’t have managed when we first found her, pushing me back into the hay, the thick powerful body following me down, all confidence and heat, the banked furnace playing.

I let her enjoy driving for a while, because watching her take what she wanted was pleasure enough and because I knew exactly when I would take over. She straddled me, the heavy thighs bracketing my hips, and ground down against me through what was left of my clothes, the scald of her soaking through, and her wings, the wings she’d flown on that morning, spread and half-mantled above us, recovery made visible right there in the loft, a canopy of dark membrane against the clean stars.

I ran my hands up the powerful lines of her, the thick muscled thighs, the wide heavy hips, the corded strength of her flanks where the scaled patches shifted like oil on dark water, and everywhere I touched the heat climbed under my palms. She wasn’t built like the others. Where Cassia was soft abundance and Mika was sharp muscle, Imara was sheer power, a body that could level a room, dark and vast and furnace-hot, and the appeal of her was exactly that, the strength held under deliberate control, the banked furnace that had finally decided it was safe to burn. Her firm breasts were modest on her powerful frame, deliberately not her focal point, and I cupped them anyway and felt the dark nipples tighten, felt the chest-rumble climb under my hands where it lived.

“You’re staring,” she said, the dry humor, the seams glowing brighter at being looked at, the showing-off she’d never have dared when we first found her.

“I’m appreciating,” I said. “You taught me how.”

“I taught you?”

“Everybody in this family teaches everybody the same lesson eventually.” I traced the molten seam down her flank. “Person, not output. You taught it to me about you. I’m telling you I learned it. I’m not appreciating the furnace. I’m appreciating you.”

The seams blazed at that, involuntary now, the emotional tell breaking through the controlled glow, and she made a low sound and pressed down against me harder.

“Look at that,” I said, looking up at the spread of her wings. “Couldn’t do that when we found you.”

“Couldn’t do a lot of things then.” She rolled her hips, the rumble climbing. “Like this.” She reached between us and freed my cock, lifted herself, and guided me to her, molten where she opened, slick and scalding. She sank down onto me in one slow searing stroke that took every inch, the furnace-heat of her cunt gripping me from root to tip, tight and impossibly hot, hot enough that I groaned and grabbed her hips. She threw her head back and seated herself fully, grinding down to take the last of me, and the seams blazed brighter all down her body, molten cracks of orange-gold through the dark.

She rode me with her wings half-mantled over us and her tail coiling around my thigh by choice, the heavy draconic weight of it, and the heat climbed and climbed, the temperature play that was her lane turned joyful, steam beginning to rise off her scalding skin, and I let her set the pace until I wanted it faster.

Then I took over, because I always did, because she liked that I did.

I gripped her hips, hard enough to mark even through the heat, and rolled us, and put her under me in the hay with her wings spread wide against the boards and the stars, her thick thighs falling open around me, and I drove into her the way she needed, burying myself to the hilt in that scalding grip and pulling back and slamming home again, deep and hard, the heat of her clenching around every stroke, the wet sound of it lost under the rumble. She hooked her heavy thighs around my waist and wrapped her tail tighter and met every thrust, lifting her hips to take me deeper, and the dirty talk came out of her low and smoky, claiming and being claimed at once, the mutual language she’d learned.

“Mine,” she rumbled. “You’re mine, and I’m yours, and I’m not putting it out for anyone this time.” The seams blazed white-gold. “Take me. Mark me. I want it on me, I want everyone to know I belong to somebody by choice.”

“You do,” I said, driving into her. “You’re mine. You chose it. Nobody made you.”

“Nobody made me,” she gasped, and there was the whole healed wound in three words, the dragon who’d been made to do everything for seven months choosing this, freely, for the joy of it. “I chose you. I choose you. Now make me burn, soldier.”

I did.

Her fire broke loose as she came, her surrender signal, and where it had once been relief and then chosen-joy, this was pure play, the dragon who’d flown that morning burning because burning was hers and it was fun. Her whole body blazed at once, a wash of heat and steam rolling off her scalding skin, the chest-rumble dropping so deep I felt it in the boards and my own sternum, her wings snapping to their full half-mantled span above us, her tail clamping tight. She came around my cock in long furnace-hot waves, and the heat of her and the clench of her dragged the finish out of me. I gave her one last hard thrust inside, then pulled back at the last and marked her the way she’d demanded, striping across her chest and the glowing seams of her, a brand of belonging on a body that had been owned and was now, by her own free choice, claimed.

She watched me do it, grinning through the rumble, the molten light of her own seams playing across the cum on her dark skin, and she looked completely without fear.

“Mine to burn,” she said, the rumble settling, the seams banking slow toward dark. Her wings folded down around us, the leathery dark of them a warm tent. “You, this, all of it. And I’m not putting it out for anybody.” She pulled me down against her scalding chest, where the rumble lived, and held me there, the dragon hoarding what she loved, allowed at last to have it. “Flew today. Burned tonight. Both of them mine.” A pause, dry, warm, the new humor. “Best day I’ve had in a long time, soldier. Don’t tell Yara I said the flying was your idea of a slow afternoon.”

“It wasn’t my idea.”

“I know. It was mine.” The grin again, in the dark. “Everything’s mine now. That’s the part I keep getting drunk on.”

I lay against her in the loft under the spread of her wings with the clean stars through the open wall, and the heat of her settled slow.


Chapter 15: The Dead Orchard

We went to look at the knock under the ground, and we found out the war had doubled.

I took a small careful party, because we weren’t going to fight it, we were going to see it, and a small party sees more and dies less. Me. Suki, because she could read what we found and because the pull wanted her and I wanted her where I could see her. Imara, who could feel the breach-tech and the breach both. Neve, for the radar. Mika as muscle, because muscle was never optional. Yara overhead, our eyes and our way out. And Cassia, who knew this country like I knew the routes around the compound, because past Greenhollow’s good land the land got strange and we’d want someone who’d walked it.

Lyra’s maps had pointed the way, carried west on Yara’s courier line, the collection sites the Enclave had stripped forming a line when you plotted them, and the line didn’t end at Greenhollow. It pointed past it, into the country the old world had forgotten, converging on a single point like the lines of a wound healing wrong.

Imara and Suki and Sylva, miles east through the root-network, had all been turning west for days, drawn by the knock. Now we walked toward the source of it, and the closer we got the more the two resonant ones went quiet, fox-fire damped and dragon-glow banked, both of them turned the same direction, like two needles finding the same pole.

Cassia walked beside me and named the land as it changed. “Used to be the Hadley spread out this way,” she said. “Good orchard country. We’d come trade for apples in the fall, before.” Her ears flicked. “It went bad about a year ago. The ground started, I don’t know. Wrong. We stopped coming. Holt said leave it alone, whatever’s out there, and we did.” She looked ahead, where the land was beginning to dip into something none of us liked. “I always wondered what made the orchards die. Nothing should kill an orchard that fast.”

“You’re about to find out,” Imara said, low. “I’m sorry.”



The old world ended at the edge of a dead orchard, and the new wound began past it.

We came up over a low rise and looked down into a hollow where the apple trees stood black and skeletal in rings, dead in a circle that radiated out from a single point, the way grass dies in a ring around something poisoned in the center. The ground in the hollow had the warping I knew from the eastern breach country, spiral patterns in the dirt, a faint sickly light that didn’t come from the sun, the static prickle in the air that made the hair on my arms stand up.

Yara dropped low out of the morning sky and landed beside me, her feathered crests flat against her skull, her raptor eyes narrowed at the hollow. “I’ve been over it twice,” she said, low. “Counted the camp. A dozen agents, maybe fifteen. Vehicles. And the tear in the middle.” Her voice, usually loud enough to carry across a sky, had gone quiet. “I’ve seen the eastern glow every day since the breach. Flown the edge of it doing recon, that’s how I got shot down in the first place. This is smaller. But it’s the same wrong. I knew it from a thousand feet.”

And at the center of the dead rings, small and unmistakable, was a breach.

It was nothing like the eastern one. The eastern breach was a horizon, a glow that spanned the sky, a wound in the world so vast you could see it from the compound thirty miles off. This was a tear a few feet across, hanging in the air above the poisoned center of the hollow, sickly yellow-green light bleeding out of it, the edges of it not-quite-fixed, shimmering, and from it came the knock, the slow patient pulse of something on the other side pushing, exactly like Delia’s tear at Haven but bigger, and growing, and awake.

“There it is,” Suki said. Her tails had gone rigid, all of them straining toward the tear, and she had her hands fisted at her sides to keep from leaning. “Small. New. But it’s the same wound. I’d know that light anywhere.”

And around the tear, the Enclave’s marks.

A forward camp, grey tents, a few vehicles. Conduit, the breach-tech cable I knew from the eastern facility, snaking out from the camp toward the tear and the dead ground around it. The beginnings of a structure, poured grey concrete over breach-warped earth, scaffolding, the same architecture we’d seen at the threshold of the processing facility where I’d found Imara in a cold room. Early-stage. Half-built. But unmistakable.

“They’re not just harvesting near it,” Mika said, low, her ears flat, reading the camp. “They’re building. That’s foundation work. That’s the start of something permanent.”

“It’s the start of a facility,” Imara said. Her voice was very flat. Her fire had gone cold and dark, and I knew what that meant in her, not banked-controlled but the cold-and-still of fear, the shutdown reflex, because she was looking at the early skeleton of the kind of place she’d spent seven months bolted inside. “Same bones as the one they kept me in. They’re going to wrap a machine around this tear the way they wrapped the Lattice around the eastern one.” Her gaze found mine. “They’re building a second one, Ryder. A second engine. Out here.”

Neve stood at the lip of the hollow with her arms wrapped around herself, her eyes gone flat violet, and she said in a voice I’d rarely heard from her, “There’s nobody down there feeling anything I can use. The agents, bored and methodical, the usual Enclave nothing. But the camp has that quality I felt at the facility. The cold part. Like reaching for a wall and finding a hole.” Her eyes found mine. “Wherever the Engineers are, they’ve been here. The not-feeling is on this place. They built this like they built the cold room.”

I scanned the hollow like I scanned a wound, looking for the shape of the damage and the shape of the cause, and the medic’s analogy assembled itself piece by piece. The conduit ran from the camp toward the tear in careful surveyed lines, the same grey cable that fed the Lattice. The concrete foundations were poured in a ring around the breach, the start of walls that would someday be a facility, someday be a cold room, someday hold a girl bolted to a frame.

“It’s a supply line,” I said. “Not opportunism. Logistics. They’ve got a second wound out here and they need to feed it the same way they feed the first, and the food is girls, and the nearest undefended girls were west. That’s why they came into this country, Cassia. Not to sell them. To feed one of these.”

Cassia made a small sound, her ears pinning flat, and didn’t say anything yet.



Suki put the rest of it together, looking down into the hollow with her tails flaring west toward the wound, and the joke was entirely gone out of her.

“I’ve been telling you pieces of this since early on,” she said. Quiet. “About thin places. Natural weak points between dimensions, old as the world, the source of every monster in every human story. And about how they form a network. Connected points across the whole map, with the breach as one of them, the one that tore and wouldn’t heal.”

“I remember.”

“The eastern Lattice holds one of those points open. One breach, one engine, the Engineers feeding resonators into it to keep it from healing and push it toward a permanent door.” Her attention lifted to the small tear and the half-built camp around it. “And now they’re starting a second. Here. Another point in the network, another tear, another engine going up around it.” She turned to look at me, and the realization was in her face, the revelation that redrew the whole war. “It was never opportunism, the harvest going west. We thought they were grabbing easy girls from soft places because Imara left a hole in their eastern supply. That was wrong. They came west because there’s a second wound out here and they want resonators to grow a second door.” Her voice was very steady, close to breaking under it, Cassia-steady. “They’re not building a door, Ryder. They’re building doors. Plural. This is the next one. And the network’s full of points. This won’t be the last.”

The words landed in the hollow and nobody said anything for a moment, because the shape of the war had just changed from a place to a pattern, from a single door we meant to close someday to a spreading network across the whole map.

Why. That was the question under all of it, the one we still couldn’t answer. Why did the Engineers want permanent doors at all? What was on the other side worth tearing the world open at two sites, at every site in a network, worth burning girls out as living components to hold the wounds open? Vasquez had heard the word Lattice three times before she defected and didn’t know what it was for. You don’t tell the battery what the flashlight’s for. We knew the what now, terribly clearly. We still had no idea of the why, and I let that stay unanswered, because some wounds you don’t get to close in one season.



Cassia understood it last, because her understanding was the most personal, and watching it land on her hurt more than I’d prepared for.

“That,” she said, looking down at the tear and the conduit and the half-built bones of the engine. “That’s the kind of thing they took them for. Briar. Marisol. The one we never named.” Her ears were pinned flat, her tufted tail rigid, and dark spots had started through her shirt, because she was moved past bearing and her body could never hold that without giving some of it away. “Not slavers. Not raiders. I always told myself it was, men, bad men, the kind of evil you can at least understand. Men who wanted to sell my girls.” Her face was wet and furious. “It was a machine. They took the girls I fed at my own table to feed that. One door or the other, east or west, to bolt them in and burn them out holding it open for, for nothing, for a reason nobody even knows.” Her hands had closed into fists. “They’re going to do it to more of us. Out here. Wherever there’s a wound and a girl who resonates with it.”

She turned to me, and the serene grounded provider I’d met on the rise was gone, and in her place was someone with a stake in the whole war, not just her own settlement.

“I came along because I knew the country,” she said. “I’m not just Greenhollow’s anymore. They made it bigger than that. This is my fight now too. All of it. East and west. The eastern one holding girls like mine and this one that wanted to grow on my own dead orchards.” Her jaw set. “I want in. Whatever you’re going to do about this, I want in.”

“You’re in,” I said. “You’ve been in since you stood in that barn doorway.”



Imara wanted to do something about it right then, and the wanting was the hardest part of the day, and I had to be the one to stop it.

“It’s half-built,” she said, low, her cold-and-still fear curdling into something hotter, molten lines beginning to kindle. “It’s barely garrisoned. A camp, a few agents, the foundations. I could put my fire into that conduit and crack it. I could collapse the start of it before it’s anything. I know where these places are weak, Ryder. I was bolted into one. I know the supports, the junctions, the conduit. I could…” The seams were glowing now. “I powered the first one. I have more reason than most to break the second one before it’s born.”

“And then what,” I said, gently, because she wasn’t wrong about the wanting, only about the doing. “We crack the conduit and the Engineers come, the way they always come, the pale ones who walk wrong, and we’re nine people and one of us is the most wanted resonance in the wasteland standing fifty feet from an open tear that’s reaching for her. We don’t know what this place is yet. We don’t know what’s wired into it or what happens when you break it half-built. We learned at the Lattice that pulling the wrong piece brings the whole structure down on your head, and that was a place Lyra had mapped for us. This one we found an hour ago.” I held her eyes. “The eastern Lattice is still the heart of it. The captives are still in it. That’s the door we know how to fight, when we’re ready, and we’re not ready for either of them today.”

Imara’s glow dimmed slow, the fire banking back down, and she let out a long breath that fogged faintly in the breach-cold air. “I hate that you’re right,” she said. “I hate it a lot.”

“I know.”

“It feels like leaving someone in the cold room.” Her voice roughened. “Walking away from it. I know exactly what it feels like to be the body in the machine, and I’m going to turn around and walk away and let them finish building this one.”

“We’re not leaving it forever,” I said. “We’re leaving it standing for now, like we left the Lattice. We mark it, we take everything we can learn from up here, and we come back for it with a plan and a force and a map, same as we’re going back for the captives in the first one.” I looked at the small terrible tear. “Two doors now. Two things we’re coming back for. We hold the line at two long-term objectives and we don’t lose ourselves trying to do both today.”

So we did it Suki’s way, the marking she’d done at the Lattice. She raised her hands, and a thread of fox-fire detached and floated down into the hollow and pressed itself into the dead ground at the orchard’s edge, keyed to her own resonance, a marker only she could feel.

“There,” she said. “Now I can find it again. From anywhere. From the moon, if I have to.” She managed a flicker of the grin, built on the fear. “Second door. Marked. We’ll be back for you. Don’t grow too fast.”



We climbed back out of the hollow and Yara dropped down to walk the last of it with us. Nobody spoke on the way back to Greenhollow. Even Suki’s tails stayed low.

Suki walked close to me, unusually quiet, tails low, and partway back she named the fear she’d been carrying since the hollow.

“I’m afraid,” she said. Just like that. The trickster who filled every silence, naming a fear out loud. “Not of the Enclave. Not of the agents or the suppressor or even the Lattice, not exactly.” She stared at the ground. “Of myself. Of what I’m becoming. My power grows when the breach grows, you know that, it’s a feedback loop, more dimensional energy, more kitsune fuel. And now there are two of them pulling at me, east and west, both of them wanting the same resonance, and I can feel myself getting, bigger. The fourth tail’s been solid since Haven and the fifth is right there, right at the edge, and the closer I get to these doors the closer it gets, and a five-tail, Ryder.” She stopped walking. “A five-tail is the kind of power it took three kitsune to make happen four hundred years ago and two of them died. I’m becoming the exact resonance both of those machines are built to run. I’m the key to both doors. And the part that scares me isn’t that they want me. It’s that some piece of me is growing toward them whether I want it to or not.”

I stopped with her. The rest of the party went on a few steps and gave us the space.

“Then we hold the line on it together,” I said. “You stay four tails as long as you can. And if the day comes you can’t, you won’t face it alone like the three of them did four hundred years ago. You’ve got a family that’ll burn the world for you. You’re not alone, Suki. That’s the part the nightmare never had.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and the fear didn’t leave her face, but something steadied under it.

“Good thing I’m not alone,” she said. The line, again, deeper than the last time. “I keep saying that. I keep finding out it’s more true than I thought.”

We walked the rest of the way back to Greenhollow in the falling light, and behind us in a dead orchard a second wound knocked patiently at the world, marked with a thread of fox-fire, left standing.


Chapter 16: Strange Is My Native Language

We spent the last days at Greenhollow turning a place that hid into a place that could stand.

Rika’s plans went up on a barn wall like they had at Haven, drawn in charcoal and absolute confidence: a real wall to replace the chest-high one, observation points at the corners, a water catchment, and, circled twice and underlined, a forge. “Every settlement needs a forge,” she said, exactly as she’d said it at Haven, and Holt looked at the drawings of a place that could make and mend its own iron and you could see him start to believe in a future that had Greenhollow in it.

Kira’s silk reinforced what Greenhollow already had, the chest-high wall webbed into something that would hold and warn, tangle-lines run along the approaches, the barn turned into a fallback that could scream. Mika’s drills continued, the farmers and Holt and the old hunter’s widow learning which end of a hayfork went into a man, less bad at it every day. And Cassia’s smoke, the three columns she’d lit at dawn and dusk for weeks as a prayer into the dark, became something else: a beacon for allies, a signal Yara and Fenna could read from altitude, a settlement saying here we are to friends instead of begging it of an empty sky.

Each of us found a place in it. Mika and Cassia developed a wordless mutual respect, the enforcer and the wall, the catgirl prowling Greenhollow’s perimeter while the cow-girl held its heart. Hana and Cassia ran the kitchen and mapped agricultural trade for three settlements. Yara took Greenhollow’s deer-girl scout onto the high roofs and taught her to read the sky. Neve sat with the traumatized girls as she’d sat with Maren and Lyra, lending warmth until frozen voices started coming back. Imara turned Greenhollow’s cold hearth warm, her fire used as gift instead of weapon, and the children gathered around the dragon who ran like an open kiln. Rika and Kira argued, happily and at length, over the new gate.

It was the compound’s growth pointed outward, made into someone else’s survival, and it was good to watch in the days after a fight.

But Suki moved through all of it with her tails low and her fox-fire dimmed, the hollow still following her.



She was quieter than her jokes again, like she’d been the night before the battle, except doubled now, because the night before the battle only one machine had wanted her. Now there were two. Two doors, east and west, both built to run on her resonance, both reaching, and her tails hummed in both directions at once, and the trickster who’d spent four hundred years trying not to be needed was now dangerously needed for the worst possible reason.

I found her on a barn roof at dusk, of course, where the real Suki lived when nobody was looking, tails fanned and fox-fire damped low.

“I keep doing the math,” she said, before I’d even sat down. “Two engines. Each one needs a resonance big enough to hold a breach open. There isn’t another four-tail kitsune in the world that I know of. They were going to plug me into the eastern one and replace Imara, and now there’s a western one too, and I’m the battery they think fits either socket.” She pulled her knees up. “Four hundred years, Ryder. Four hundred years of making absolutely sure need couldn’t own me, because need was the wound that hurt when it ended. And now two machines want me badly enough to wire me in and burn me slow.” The fox-fire guttered around her face. “I need to remember I’m a person. Tonight, I really need to remember I’m a person somebody wants, and not just a part two engines are reaching for. Does that make sense?”

“It makes perfect sense,” I said.

“Then come with me.” She stood, fox-fire flickering up a little, the ghost of the grin. “And bring the spider. I’ve been wanting to figure out our spider for a long time. We recognized each other the day she walked in, you know. She saw my webs before she saw my anything. Said they were beautiful. Strange is my native language and it turns out it’s hers too.” She held out a hand. “Two of us know how to hide behind what we make. I think we’d understand each other. And I think tonight I need somebody who understands.”



Kira had webbed a loft into something beautiful, as she did, a cousin to the room she’d webbed at Haven the first time, and walking into it was like walking inside a jewel.

Her self-woven silk hung in catenary curves from the rafters, shifting color in the low light, and Suki had only to flick a finger and her fox-fire bloomed gentle through all of it, lighting the silk from within, and the whole loft turned amber-gold and prismatic at once, two creatures of light and thread already tangled before either of them had touched the other.

Kira was lowered most of the way to human height, her eight dark-chitin legs folded under her, her silver-white hair shimmering, her indigo eyes catching and holding the fox-light. She’d chosen this. She’d been alone in a web for too long before us, feared, called monster, and since Haven she’d learned to fold her legs and lower herself and let herself be seen, and now she was whole enough to be the one who gave the seeing.

Suki sat down on the silk-draped floor, and she showed me how much she needed this: she damped her fox-fire back down, deliberately, the performance set aside, and she told Kira, not me, the fear she could barely say.

“Two of them want me now,” she said. “Two doors. I spent four hundred years being not-needed on purpose, and now two machines want me badly enough to wire me in and burn me slow.” Her voice was small in the jeweled dark. “I need to not be a battery for a little while. I need to be a person somebody wants for being a person.”

Kira looked at her for a long moment, and then she descended the rest of the way, all eight legs folding inward, lowering herself to the floor at Suki’s level, the vulnerability she’d chosen to learn, the armor set down.

“I know exactly what that is,” Kira said, in her precise way, each word placed like a thread. “To be wanted for the capability and not the self. To be the silk and not the woman who makes it.” Her indigo eyes held the fox’s amber. “So we’ll be the ones who want the rest of you. Loudly enough to drown the doors out.” A silk thread drifted from her fingertips, found Suki’s wrist, wrapped it gentle and questioning, and when Suki didn’t pull away, another thread found mine. “Is this welcome?”

“Always,” I said.

Suki’s grin came back, real and shaky. “Strange is my native language,” she said.

“It’s mine too,” Kira said.



The two of them together were new to me, and the novelty of it burned hot.

Suki started with the performance, because the performance was her armor and she rebuilt it out of reflex when she was scared. She dropped between my knees with the grin and zero preamble, took me into her mouth, swallowing me deep, the slightly-longer fox tongue curling around the shaft and flicking the head in the pattern that had undone me since she first decided my lap was a stage, theatrical and loud and confident, her amber eyes glowing up at me, narrating with them as she narrated with everything. She took me to the back of her throat and worked me with wet greedy strokes, lips dragging tight, cheeks hollowing. I let her, for a while, because the performance was hers and I wasn’t going to take it from her before she was ready to set it down. My hand found her hair, gripped, guided her down onto me, and she hummed around my cock and the vibration of it traveled up my spine.

But Kira didn’t let her hide in it. That was the gift of the pairing. The arachne wove silk around my wrists, soft as satin and strong as steel, and around Suki’s too, the two of us bound and held and decorated, controlled from the arachne’s elevated grace even lowered as she was, and then she put her precise hands on Suki, woman to woman, and offered the praise that undoes a kitsune.

“Beautiful,” Kira told her. Sincere. Looking at all of her with the same total acceptance someone had once given Kira, legs included. “Look at you. The fox-fire in my silk. You light the whole room. Beautiful strange woman.”

Suki faltered around me, the performance cracking, because praise meant for her and not her show was the exact strike she had no defense against, and her fox-fire flared involuntarily, brighter, lighting the silk hotter.

And then I used the touch that breaks her. I freed a hand from the silk, or she let me, the arachne let me, and I took one fox tail and stroked it base to tip, deliberate, slow, the vulnerability exploit she was never prepared for no matter how many times we’d done it.

She gasped. A real one. Not performed. The grin fell off her face.

“There she is,” Kira murmured, and ran her own silk along the tail in my hand, two textures at once, fox-fur and spider-silk, and Suki shuddered all the way down and the performance came apart in her hands.



We took the two of them apart and put them back together for an hour in the jeweled dark, and nobody was passive in it.

I laid Suki back on the silk and pushed into her in one slow claim, her tight little body stretching around me until she was full enough to gasp, while Kira held us both in the gentle bondage, the arachne’s silk threading around the kitsune’s wrapping tails, fox-fire and silk braided together, light coming from inside the threads. Suki wrapped her legs around me and her tails reached for Kira and the three of us tangled, and I drove into the kitsune slow and deep, every stroke drawing out and returning to that tight fox-fire clutch, while the arachne praised her, beautiful, look at you, you’re perfect like this, the words landing on Suki harder than anything I did, because being wanted for the fox beneath the show still reached places she rarely let anyone touch.

The petite curvy frame of her arched up under me, the full breasts on the small body, the golden-pink flush of arousal replacing the porcelain pale, fox-fire blooming brighter across her skin with every stroke. Her scent filled the loft, autumn leaves and warm sake and woodsmoke, intensifying as she climbed, and I felt her start to perform again, the reflex, the breathy theatrical narration she rebuilt as armor whenever the realness got too close.

“Oh, Doc, you feel… mm, that’s… the staging on this is honestly…”

“Stop performing,” I said, gripping her hip, going deeper, and Kira’s silk tightened around her wrists at the same moment, the two of us closing the exits she used to escape into the show.

“I can’t help it,” Suki gasped, the grin flickering. “It’s what I… it’s how I…”

“We don’t want the show,” Kira said, precise even now, lowering herself closer, her indigo eyes holding the fox’s amber. “We want the woman who makes the show. Both of us. Loud enough to drown the doors out, remember?”

And I reached down and took one of Suki’s tails in my hand and stroked it base to tip, slow and deliberate, the vulnerability exploit, and her performance shattered like dropped glass.

Then Kira’s silk caught my wrists again and pulled me upright on my knees, not away from Suki, but beside her. The arachne lowered herself into the space between us, all eight dark-chitin legs opening and folding in a deliberate display, the pale human curve of her body offered beneath the frame of them. She had woven a cradle for herself from the rafters, and she settled into it with the precision of an engineer choosing the load point.

The silk around my wrists went slack just enough for me to touch. Not free. Invited. Controlled and permitted at once. That was Kira’s language.

I put my hands on her, the willowy prismatic body of her, the cool pale skin warming under my palms, the silver-white hair spilling over one shoulder, the eight legs that framed the space we shared and were, since Haven, as much her as her hands were. I traced the dark chitin where it met soft skin and felt her whole body shiver at being touched there without flinching, without disgust, without anyone pretending the spider parts of her weren’t part of the woman.

“Beautiful,” I told her. “All of you.”

Her indigo eyes went wide, and the precise composure fractured at the first strike.

Suki recovered enough to be wicked and crawled close, fox-fire running down her fingers and into Kira’s silk. “He’s right, spider,” she murmured, the performance stripped down to something warmer. “You’re gorgeous. Terrifying architecture. Very elegant. Deeply unfair legs.”

Kira made a sound with no words in it, and two of those legs folded inward before she could stop them.

“Again,” she whispered.

I gripped the silk above her wrists and used it to pull her down to me, taking back the angle she’d offered. “Beautiful. Every part of you. The woman and the silk and the eight legs of you.”

She broke a little at that, the engineer losing structure under praise, and then she chose the next piece herself. Silk looped around my hips, around my thighs, and around Suki’s ankles, drawing us into the geometry she wanted. She guided me to her with the threads she’d made from her own body, and I pushed into her while she held me there, her pussy hot around me, her silk tight on my wrists, her legs shuddering open and then trying to fold inward at the same time.

The contradiction of her hit me hard. Bound by her and taking her. Held in place and still the one driving into her. The spider’s favorite impossible structure, load-bearing because every pull had an answering pull.

“That’s it,” I said, moving in her, watching her face lose its precision stroke by stroke. “Hold me if you need to. You’re still mine while you do it.”

“Yours,” Kira breathed, and the word caught in her exact mouth like a thread snagged on a nail. “And mine. The structure is… oh. The structure is mutual.”

“Good structure,” Suki said, and dragged one tail along the inside of Kira’s folding legs.

Kira’s whole body jolted. Silk snapped taut around the rafters. Her legs folded another inch inward, then forced themselves open again by sheer will, and the sight of that control failing pulled a rough sound out of me.

I drove into her harder, and Suki kissed the line where pale skin met chitin, fox-fire bright against prismatic skin. One of Suki’s tails wrapped Kira’s leg. Another wrapped my wrist. The third slid through the silk around Kira’s breasts and drew it tighter, and Kira arched into the bondage she’d built for herself, trembling at being seen by both of us at once.

“Look at her,” I told Suki, because Kira needed the praise and Suki needed to remember she was not a machine. “Look at our spider. All this beauty and all this strange, and she made a room bright enough to hold a fox.”

Suki’s grin vanished again. The realness hit her from the side, and her fox-fire flared uncontrolled along every silk strand in the loft.

Kira’s eyes locked on Suki. “I see you,” she said, precise and shaking. “Not the battery. Not the show. The fox.”

That did it.

Suki made a small ruined sound and pulled me back to her with two tails and a strand of Kira’s silk, demanding without words. I slid out of Kira, and the spider whimpered at the loss until Suki kissed her hard, messy and bright, and I pushed into the kitsune again while my hand stayed between Kira’s thighs, two fingers buried in her, my thumb working her clit in the rhythm her silk taught me.

It built between the three of us, fox-fire flaring brighter as Suki climbed, silk tightening as Kira climbed, the loft blazing amber-gold and prismatic, two creatures of light and thread coming apart in the same web at the same time with the man they both trusted at the center of it.

Suki went first, and her surrender signal fired, the devastating one that belonged to her: she went quiet. The constant chatter, the narration, the performed moans, all of it simply stopped. Silence, from the woman who almost never stopped, her mouth open with no sound coming out, eyes wide and unguarded, and all four tails wrapped simultaneously, around my wrist and Kira’s leg and the silk and each other, involuntary and possessive and desperate, and her fox-fire blazed uncontrolled and lit the entire jeweled loft bright as noon. The real Suki, no battery in her, no performance, just a person being wanted by two people who loved her, coming apart in silence.

I drove into her through it and felt her clench and shake, and the silence of her, the deafening absence of the show, filled the room.

And Kira followed, her signal firing right behind, all eight legs folding fully inward and beneath her, lowering her the last of the way while she clenched around my fingers and trembled against Suki’s mouth. Her spinnerets let go involuntarily, the cocoon silk she couldn’t control when she came, fine warm threads spilling out and wrapping, not just her, but all three of us, the kitsune and the man and the arachne cocooned together in warm silk and fox-light, bound by the web the spider made when she finally let herself be undone.

I pulled out of Suki at the edge because Kira’s silk had stretched a fox-lit web between their bodies and my body knew exactly where the finish belonged. My cock pulsed in my fist, and I came across the space between them, hot white streaks spurting over Suki’s flushed belly, over the base of two glowing tails, and into the prismatic silk stretched across Kira’s folded legs. The next pulses landed on Kira’s pale inner thigh and the web over her hip, caught in strands bright with fox-fire, dripping through onto skin while both women watched it happen from inside the cocoon they’d made.

I kept coming until the last pulse left me shaking, marking silk and fox-light and both of them with the same spent proof that they were wanted as women, not as tools, not as structures, not as doors.

Then the silk wrapped us into one tangled glowing knot, and we came down slow inside the cocoon Kira had spun around all of us.



We lay tangled in the warm silk after, the fox-fire dimming gentle, the three of us wrapped in the cocoon Kira couldn’t help making.

Suki found her voice eventually after the going-quiet, and it shook, and the joke was true, because her jokes were always truest right after the silence.

“Strange is my native language,” she said, muffled in silk and fox-light, her tails still loosely wrapped around all of us. “Turns out it’s hers too. Four hundred years, and meeting somebody who hides like I do still knocks me flat.” She turned her head against the silk to look at Kira. “We should’ve done that ages ago, spider. We’ve been circling each other since you walked in.”

Kira’s eight legs were curled protectively around the space the three of us shared, and she ran a thread of silk through Suki’s hair, then through mine, marking us both, her quiet ritual. The ghost of a smile moved across her precise face.

“Load-bearing,” she said.

It was her word for everything that mattered, the word she’d used at Haven and the compound and now here, and from Kira it meant this counts, this holds, this keeps us from falling, and Suki laughed, the real one, and pressed closer into the cocoon, and for a little while the woman who was the key to two doors got to forget the doors entirely and just be a person two people had wanted enough to spin a jewel around.

“Better than a battery,” Suki murmured, half asleep already, her tails loosening. “So much better than a battery.”


Chapter 17: Carried

On the last night before we turned for home, Cassia made the choice she’d been learning how to make: she chose herself.

She came to it slowly, as she came to everything, and it started with Holt. I was crossing the yard in the evening when I saw the two of them by the dairy, the grief-worn founder and the hope-keeper who’d held his settlement together with her own hands, and I slowed, because it was the conversation Greenhollow had been avoiding and it wasn’t mine to interrupt.

“You’re thinking about going with them,” Holt said. Not a question.

Cassia’s ears flicked. “I haven’t… I wouldn’t leave you. Greenhollow needs…”

“Greenhollow’s going to be all right.” He said it like a man who’d just learned to believe it. “We’ve got walls coming. A forge. Your catgirl’s taught us which end of the hayfork goes where. We’ve got allies now, a triangle, the harpy’s going to fly the line between us and the others.” He looked at her, his weathered face soft. “Now we can actually stand against what’s coming. And you know who taught us how?”

“You did. You built this place.”

“No.” His voice roughened. “You did. By refusing to stop lighting that smoke even when I told you no one was coming. By standing on that rise every dawn and every dusk, morning after morning, when standing got us nothing but bled. I kept us small because I was scared, and you kept us hoping because you couldn’t help it, and it turns out hope was what mattered, because the hope was what was still lit when help finally came.” He took her hands, the strong hands that had fed and healed and laid out the dead. “You’ve carried this place since the first day. Every soul in it. On your own back, alone, while we all leaned.” His eyes were wet. “Go let someone carry you for a while. You’ve earned it more than enough. We can stand now. You taught us how. Go.”

Cassia’s shirt spotted dark, and this time she didn’t cover it, and she put her arms around the old man and held him, and he held her back, careful and fierce, learning the shape of holding Cassia instead of being held by her.



She found me later, and there was a settling in her I hadn’t seen before, a decision made.

“I’m coming with you,” she said. “Or, I’m going to bridge it, the way your harpy bridges Haven. Split my time, Greenhollow and the compound, carry the food and the knowledge between them, be part of the wider network instead of just the heart of one small place.” Her voice stayed steady and clear. “I want to be part of something bigger than a settlement I’m slowly killing myself to hold up alone. I want…” She paused, and the wanting was hard for her to say, the way wanting had always been hard for her. “I want to be carried sometimes. And I want to carry by choice instead of by default. Both. I think I’m allowed both now.”

“You’re allowed both,” I said.

“Hana’s already planning it.” A real smile, warm and dry. “She and Sylva and me. The bunnygirl’s herbs and the dryad’s living growth and my livestock and dairy and fields. Between the three of us, Hana says, the alliance won’t just be able to fight a war, it’ll be able to feed one. Three settlements, all the food and care they need, networked.” She shook her head, wondering. “Since the breach, I’ve fed one small place off my own body because there was never enough and never anyone to help. And now there’s going to be a triad of us, and surplus, and enough to send outward. I didn’t know it could be enough. I thought scarcity was just the shape of the world.”

The agricultural triad was one of the biggest logistical capabilities the alliance had gained: the compound learned to fight, then learned to feed, and now it could do both at the scale of a network. Cassia’s gift separated an alliance that survived from one that grew.

Across the yard, Suki looked up from a fox-fire relay node as if the word network had tugged on a string only she could feel. Her tails shifted, three stirring with ordinary impatience and the fourth going still, then humming toward Greenhollow’s marked west and the eastern Lattice at the same time. For one breath the pressure of a fifth sat at the edge of the air, close enough to make my skin prickle.

It stayed pressure. Nothing more. Four tails. Still four.

Suki caught me watching, gave me a thin grin that did not quite become performance, and went back to the relay.

“There’s one more request,” she said, and her ears flicked, and her shirt dampened again, and this time it came from wanting and not from being moved against her will. “I don’t know how to ask for things for myself. Tonight I want to ask you for something.” She held my gaze. “Will you come up to my loft. Not because anyone needs anything. Not because there’s a fight tomorrow. Just because I want you, and I’m allowed to want things now.”

It was the request she’d struggled to make, and I knew the size of it, because I lived the same flaw, and I recognized exactly what it cost her to put it into words.

“Yes,” I said.



She was the one who initiated, this time, and there was no transaction in it anywhere.

That first night in the loft she’d come to me braced to feed, offering her body’s abundance as the currency she’d learned to trust, terrified and giving because giving was the only shape she knew. Tonight she pulled me into her loft and pushed me down onto the low bed and climbed over me, and she didn’t offer me anything, she took what she wanted, and the whole shape of her healing was in the movement.

“I want you,” she said, and there was no let me feed you in it, no let me earn it first, none of the reflexive providing. “Not to give you anything. Just because I want you. Is that allowed?”

“That’s allowed.”

“I keep having to be told.” A low warm laugh. “I’ll get there.” Her ears were forward and sure, and dark spots had started through her shirt, but she didn’t cross her arm over it, didn’t hide it, didn’t flinch toward shame. “And here’s the other lesson I learned.” She took my hands and brought them to her, to the heavy abundance of her, the focal weight of her, and pressed them there herself. “I want you to take it because it’s mine and I’m choosing to give it to you. Both at once. I want to be wanted and I want to give, on my own terms, because I want to, not because I owe it.” Her gaze stayed dark and clear. “I didn’t know you could have both. Want and give. Carried and carry. I thought you had to pick. Turns out you don’t.”

She pulled her shirt off, and her heavy breasts spilled free, full and soft and golden-brown, the dapple-patches soft-edged at her flanks, and where that first night she’d gone to cover them out of pure reflex, tonight she let me look, let me want, the abundant body she’d learned to cover because it was for feeding offered now as a source of pride, a body that was hers to give.

“Look at me,” she said, the inverse of the night I’d had to make her uncover. “All of me. The part I forgot I could keep. I’m keeping it now. And I’m choosing who gets it.”

Her body answered my eyes on her, but it came as joy this time, not helpless shame, beading and spotting because she was wanting and letting herself want, and I leaned in and put my mouth to her and tasted her and wanted it, and she watched me want it and her ears stayed forward and she made a sound that was pure pleasure with no apology under it.

I undressed her the rest of the way, or she undressed herself, pushing my hands to where she wanted them, directing, the soft abundant body of her uncovered in the lamplight and offered with pride. The wide soft hips, the soft belly, the thick strong farm-worked thighs, the big soft ass, the golden-brown skin with its soft-edged dapple-patches at her flanks and the backs of her thighs, the chestnut-cream hair falling loose around her shoulders. That first night I’d had to make her uncover, had to catch her wrists when she went to hide. Tonight she lay back and let me look and there was no flinch in her anywhere, only the warm certainty of a woman who’d claimed her own body.

“You used to cover all of this,” I said, tracing a dapple-patch with my mouth. “Like it was only for feeding.”

“It was only for feeding.” Her voice went dark and warm as she watched me. “Now it’s mine. Mine to cover or uncover. Mine to give to who I want.” She pulled my head up to hers and kissed me, slow and sure, the provider taking instead of giving. “I want to give it to you. Not because giving is all I’m for. Because I get to choose.”

“That’s it.”



She directed it this time, free and choosing her own pleasure, and I let her, within the frame where the finish was always mine.

She put her own breasts in my hands and pressed them together herself and told me to use them, and that was the inversion, because in the loft before I’d had to refuse her offering and insist on her, and tonight she offered as power, as a woman who knew she was wanted, the offering itself a kind of claiming.

“Use them,” she said, watching me slide between the soft warm valley of them as she held them around me. “I want to watch you take your pleasure from me. Because I’m choosing it. Because it’s mine and I’m giving it to you.” Her ears stayed forward, her expression dark and certain. “Empty me. Drink from me. Take all of it. Not because I’m feeding you, because I want you to have it, because I picked you.”

I straddled her chest and fucked the abundance of her, my hands gripping those huge soft tits around my cock, the milk-slick of her easing every stroke, my shaft surging up out of her deep warm cleavage and sinking back into it, and the let-down ran warm and slippery between us where my cock dragged through her. She watched a man take his pleasure from her body and there was no fear in her face anywhere, only the dark warm certainty of a woman who’d finally claimed the milk and softness she’d learned to give away. My tip brushed her lips on each upstroke and she opened for it, took me into her mouth, her tongue swirling the slit and tasting her own milk on me, and then guided me back down into the valley of her breasts, directing, choosing, an active partner instead of a frightened one.

Her ears were forward and sure, tracking me, the barometer of her gone steady and warm, and her tufted tail had come up to curl loose around my thigh, claiming and content rather than the desperate involuntary wrapping of the first night. The hum had started low in her chest, the contented tuneless sound, and she didn’t catch herself making it and didn’t deny it, just let it run under everything, because tonight the hum wasn’t for tending anyone. It was for this. For being wanted and choosing to give at once.

“Faster,” she said, directing, her hands pressing her own breasts tighter around me. “I want to watch you finish, eventually, but not yet, not yet, I want you in me first, I’m choosing the order…” And she laughed, low and warm, the wonder of a woman who’d rarely gotten to choose the order of care and wanting. “I get to choose the order, oh, that’s… that’s a good choice to have.”

“So full,” she breathed, the let-down running, watching me. “I’m so full, and it’s mine to give, and I’m giving it to you.” The dirty talk had no shame in it now, none of the wondering disbelief of that first night, only certainty. “Take it because you want it. I’m choosing you. Empty me because I picked you to empty me.”

I took my pleasure from her until I was close and then pulled back, because there was somewhere to put this and it wasn’t yet, and I moved down between her thick thighs, slid through her wetness, and pushed inside, sinking into the soft tight clutch of her while her body opened in a slow, greedy pull and held me deep. She took me in with a sound like joy, her cunt gripping me, her hips lifting to seat me deeper, like a woman receiving pleasure she’d decided she deserved.

She rode me first, because she wanted to, the generous body of her over me in the lamplight, the heavy breasts swaying, the soft belly, the wide hips, the dapple-patches, the let-down running down and spotting between us, her gaze locked on mine. She took her pleasure from it openly, hungrily, the provider who had only just learned to take now taking openly, her hands braced on my chest, the contented hum climbing in her chest, the let-down running freely the more she let herself want, milk and joy and the hum all tangled together.

“Look at you,” I said, hands spanning her wide hips, guiding even as she led. “Taking what you want. Now.”

“Now,” she agreed, rolling her hips down onto me, the soft heavy weight of her, the heat of her, “and then for always, I think, I think I’m going to be greedy about this for the rest of my life…” And she laughed and the hum broke into the laugh and the laugh broke into a gasp as I drove up into her. “Oh, yes, like that, I want… I want…” And the wanting itself, spoken out loud without shame or apology, was the whole victory of her.

“That’s it,” I said, hands on her hips, guiding even as she led. “Take what you want. You’ve decided you’re allowed. So take it.”

“I’m taking it,” she said, riding me harder, the hum climbing, “I’m taking it because I want it, I want you, I chose you, oh…”

Then I took back over, because she wanted that too, the being-carried under the choosing, both at once as she’d asked, and I rolled her under me and gripped her and drove into her deep and steady, the soft abundant body rising to meet me, her tufted tail wrapping my thigh, her ears forward and then pinning as she climbed.



The let-down broke hard as she came, her surrender, milk and heat and the hum all breaking out of her at once, but where the loft before had been relief, held and wanted, this was joy, the provider claiming her own abundance as strength and choosing, freely, to give it. Her ears pinned flat, her tufted tail clamped tight around me and pulled me in, the let-down running freely and unashamed, the hum climbing into something almost like a song, and she arched up under me and came around my cock in long rolling waves, crying out, a sound with no apology in it anywhere.

Her tail drew me in through the first pulses of her climax, and then I pulled back at the last and finished on her, marking her exactly as she’d claimed she wanted, cum striping across her heavy breasts where they were wet with her. Tonight it wasn’t a brand of being-wanted-instead-of-used. It was a brand of mutual belonging, chosen both ways, hers as much as mine.

She watched me mark her, dark and joyful, no disbelief in it this time, only certainty, and she gathered me down against her, mindful of the strapped shoulder that was mending but not yet whole, and she said the inverse of everything she’d said the first night.

“It was always mine,” she said. Her voice didn’t shake. Not steady-voiced breaking this time. Peace. “All of it. My body, my warmth, my milk, all the abundance Greenhollow has leaned on since the breach. It was always mine. I finally get to choose who gets it.” Her arms tightened around me. “I’m choosing now. I choose you. I choose all of you, the whole strange family you dragged across three days of dead country to save my settlement.” She pressed her face into my hair. “And I’m done. I’m done lighting fires on a hill hoping somebody comes. I’m coming with you. I’m going to walk toward the light instead of signaling for it from the dark.”

“You’re coming with us,” I said.

“I’m coming with you.” The hum settled in her chest, low and warm and content, the provider set down and choosing to walk, both at once. “Carried and carrying. I didn’t know you could have both. I’m going to spend a long time being greedy about it.”

I held her in the lamplight, the hope-keeper who’d lit the smoke into the dark until help finally answered, the woman who’d been loved by Greenhollow mostly as a function and was learning, at thirty-one, that she could be wanted as herself and still choose to give, and her tufted tail stayed wrapped around my leg, and her ears stayed forward, and the let-down slowed and the hum stayed.

“Don’t make me a plate in the morning,” I said, into her hair, the same as the first night.

She laughed, low and warm, the hum and the laugh the same sound. “I already wasn’t going to. I’m making myself one. First. This time.” A beat, dry. “And then I’m making you one, because I want to, because I picked you, and that’s allowed too.”

“That’s allowed too,” I said.

She fell asleep against me without bracing for the morning.


Chapter 18: Doors

Dawn at Greenhollow, and the alliance packed to head home east, and the settlement we were leaving wasn’t the one we’d found.

The place that had lit smoke into an empty sky for weeks now stood with allies and the beginnings of walls and a forge going up in the corner of the yard, and people moving through it who’d learned, in three hard days, which end of a hayfork went into a man. It was the proof of what the work had bought at the scale of a whole community: a settlement that had survived by being too small to matter, becoming something too connected to pick off.

Holt stood at the new gate Rika and Kira had designed, watching his people load trade goods onto a cart for the eastern road, and he had the look of a man grieving and grateful at once, a man who’d kept his people alive by staying small and was watching them become something that could stand.

“I buried a friend this week,” he said, when I came to say goodbye. “A friend lost to fighting back instead of hiding.” His jaw worked. “And I’d do it again. That’s the lesson I didn’t understand until you came. Hiding was costing us girls one at a time and calling it survival. This cost us once, and bought us a future.” He put out a weathered hand and I took it. “Take care of her on the road. And bring her back to us sometimes. She’s still our heart, even if she’s the whole alliance’s now.”

Up on the rise behind him, Cassia’s morning fire was burning, three small columns of smoke, and for the first time since we’d found it, it wasn’t a signal. It was a cooking fire. She didn’t need to call anymore.



We said our goodbyes as the family always did, each of us leaving a piece of ourselves in the place we’d saved.

Mika stood on Greenhollow’s half-built wall with her ears in the relaxed position, both pointed forward, not scanning, the rarest set for her, and she watched the farmers she’d drilled run their morning patrol. “They’ll hold,” she said, when I came up beside her. “Not well. They’re farmers. But they’ll hold long enough for the harpy to bring help, and that’s all a wall has to do.” From Mika, that was hope, and she knew it, and she let me hear it.

Hana and Cassia had their heads together over the trade plan, two nurturers mapping how to feed three settlements between them, seeds counted into envelopes, dairy schedules set, the agricultural triad becoming real on paper. Hana caught me watching and her foot thumped once, content, and she looked from me to Cassia and back, and I knew the word going through her, the one from the dead house on the road. It was never the place. It’s us. Wherever we are. Whoever we add. She’d thought it three days before we knew Cassia’s name, and now she looked at the cow-girl when she thought it.

The plan mattered because it was specific. Two milk does and one of Greenhollow’s calm older cows would travel east on alternating weeks once the road was safer, not all at once, never enough to gut the settlement if a patrol vanished. Sylva would send living cuttings back with Yara, hardy things that could root in Greenhollow’s orchard soil and thicken the fence line while feeding bees Hana had already started calling future citizens. Cassia wrote cream, cheese, seed grain, and poultice herbs in a careful hand on brown paper, then crossed out my stores and wrote alliance stores instead.

That one correction hit harder than the whole list.

Hana saw it too. Her ears lifted halfway, and her cotton tail bobbed once behind her skirt, quick and bright.

Suki perched on a barn roof with her tails fanned, building a fox-fire relay node to link Greenhollow into the network, the alliance infrastructure that was her gift, the same as the lanterns and the sensor grids and the tokens. She caught me watching and gave me the real grin, the one built on something instead of hiding it, and then she sobered.

“Two doors now,” she said. “Both want me. East and west. My tails hum both directions and they’re not going to stop.”

“I know.”

“Good thing I’m not alone.” She said it slow, the recurring line, meant all the way down this time. “I said that to you out on the road and half-believed it. I believe all of it now. Four hundred years I made sure need couldn’t own me, and now two machines want to, and the only reason I’m not terrified out of my mind is that I’ve got a family that needs me more, and for better reasons.” She fanned her tails. “Let the doors hum. I’ve got somewhere to stand that isn’t either of them.”

Yara and Fenna stood at the edge of the field, the two harpies who’d flown the same sky before the breach, plotting the aerial network over a map scratched in the dirt. “Compound, Haven, Greenhollow,” Yara said, jabbing three points. “A triangle. We can cover a triangle. Fenna takes the north leg, I take the south, we relay through the middle.” She looked up at the clean western sky, the one with no eastern glow in it. “The sky’s getting organized. I like it organized. Organized means I’m not the only wall.”

Neve stood on Greenhollow’s porch with her eyes half-closed, range pushed both directions now, and when I came to her she didn’t open them. “I can’t feel the eastern Lattice cleanly from here,” she said. “But I know its shape now. A wound on the whole emotional landscape, and our people still wired into it, the naga, the deep ones, the girls who watched us leave.” Her violet eyes opened. “And west, the new one, smaller, I can feel that one clearly. Two wounds now.” She turned to me. “We go back for them. The ones in the first one. Not yet. We’re not ready and you know it. But we will. Say it with me, so it’s a promise we both said out loud.”

“We go back for them,” I said. “Not yet. But we will.”

Rika and Kira left Greenhollow plans and silk, the engineers’ partnership thriving, and the spent jammer was packed in Rika’s bag to be rebuilt. “Mark two,” she said, when I asked. “Bigger charge. Wider range. The core held once, it’ll hold better next time, I already know what I did wrong.” She looked at the dead device with the fierce affection she gave all her work. “It smeared their note all over the sky and they didn’t get our fox. First device I ever built that beat a suppressor before the fight could turn.” She glanced at Kira. “We built it to hold. It held.”

“Load-bearing,” Kira agreed, and ran a thread of silk through Rika’s wild green hair, and the goblin let her.

Imara lifted off Greenhollow’s field in a clumsy short flight, the dragon who flew, getting maybe thirty yards of low ugly glide before she half-landed and half-fell and came up grinning, a little farther than yesterday, a ground-fighter reclaiming her stolen sky one bad landing at a time. And then she stood in the field and looked east, toward the Lattice she’d powered for seven months, and west, toward the door she’d walked away from in the dead orchard, and she said nothing at all, because she had the most personal stake in both of them and she knew it, and there was nothing to say that the silence didn’t say better.

And Sylva, miles east, felt through the cutting in my pack and the root-network she’d threaded all the way out here, lit the way home one more time, a warmth under my own heartbeat that meant she knew we were coming. Through the bond I felt her report it, as she’d told me things through the soil before: the ground had been louder both directions since we found the second door. The doors have roots, the feeling said, as clear as words. Both of them. They reach toward each other under the ground.

The breach network becoming a door network, seeded in the soil itself, the deep mystery deepening, Suki’s old fox-stories about thin places and connected wounds coming true in the worst possible way.



Cassia walked east with us, out through the new gate, a Greenhollow cooking fire at her back.

It felt like more than walking away from the settlement she’d held together with her own two hands, and she did it with her usual steadiness, but there was something new in the steadiness, a lightness, the provider being carried somewhere instead of holding the ground for everyone. She had a pack on her back that Hana had insisted on carrying half of, and she kept reaching to take it back, and Hana kept swatting her hand away, and the two nurturers fought over who got to carry the load all the way to the first rest stop.

Cassia kept looking back for the first mile. Not with regret. With the practiced reflex of a woman who had checked every chimney, every pasture gate, every child too quiet near the wall, every old joint aching before rain. Her cow ears turned at every distant sound from Greenhollow until Holt’s silhouette on the gate lifted one hand, small against the morning, and did not call her back.

Only then did she face east fully.

The change went through her body in pieces. Her shoulders came down. Her tail loosened from its rigid line and began to sway with her stride. The dark spots at her shirt front came and went once, emotion moving through instead of being swallowed, and she let them show because nobody on the road needed her to be less than a woman to respect her as a pillar.

We crossed the dead orchard’s edge in the morning, well clear of the marked breach, and Cassia looked toward the hollow where the second door knocked, and her jaw set, and she didn’t slow.

“That’s the kind of engine they wanted my girls for,” she said. “Briar. Marisol. The one we never named. For a machine nobody understands.” She looked east, toward the country we were crossing back through. “And there’s a bigger one that direction with even more of them in it. Two doors, and our people taken to feed one or both, and a reason nobody knows.” She shifted the pack. “I used to light smoke and hope. I’m done hoping at fires. I’m walking toward both of them, eventually, with all of you, and we’re going to take our people back.”

Out of pure old habit, she reached into her pack and pressed a heel of bread into the hands of the nearest person, who happened to be Mika, and Mika took it and ate it without comment because you did not refuse Cassia’s bread, and then Cassia caught herself doing it and laughed, low and warm, the hum and the laugh the same sound.

“Sorry,” she said. “Reflex. I’m working on it.”

“Don’t work too hard on that one,” Mika said, around the bread. “The bread part’s fine. It’s the dying-of-it-alone part you were supposed to fix.” Her ears flicked, the closest warmth the catgirl gave. “You stood in a doorway and threw soldiers like hay bales. You don’t move when you should run. I told you that on the hill the first morning. Still true. Bring the bread. Keep the standing. Lose the alone part.” She finished the heel. “That’s the whole list.”

Cassia’s ears came all the way forward, and two dark spots bloomed through her shirt, and she didn’t hide them, and she didn’t apologize for them either. “That’s the whole list,” she agreed.

Up ahead, Hana fell into step beside the cow-girl and took half her pack again, and the two nurturers walked east into the morning arguing gently about who got to carry what, and behind them Imara ran warm and Suki’s tails hummed in two directions at once and Mika prowled point and the whole strange family moved toward home with one more soul folded into it.

Cassia laughed again and pressed bread on Imara next, who also ate it, and the provider walked east into a wider family pressing food on people who actually wanted it, carried and carrying, both at once, allowed.



The threat had been redrawn, and I let myself look at the whole terrible shape of it as we walked, like I made myself look at a wound before I dressed it.

The Enclave wasn’t building a door. It was building doors. The eastern Lattice held one breach toward a permanent opening, the captives wired into it as living components, our people among them now. The western breach in the dead orchard was the start of a second engine, early-stage, marked with Suki’s fox-fire, left standing because we weren’t ready and might not be for a long time. And the breach sites formed a network, the thin places Suki had warned us about in fox-stories and careful fragments, connected points across the whole map, and the Engineers were turning that network of wounds into a network of doors, and Sylva felt the roots of them reaching toward each other under the ground.

They needed resonance to grow the doors. The kind of resonance they wanted most. A four-tail kitsune, walking east with us between Mika and Imara, afraid of herself and held by all of us, the key to both doors and getting closer to a fifth tail every time the breaches pulled at her.

Why the Enclave wanted permanent doors at all, nobody knew. That was the deep wound, the one I couldn’t dress yet, the one that had survived every answer we’d earned so far. The what was terribly clear now. The why was as dark as it had ever been.

We had two long-term objectives now where we’d had one. The eastern captives, the cost we carried out of the Lattice, still wired in, still waiting. And the spreading doors, the new shape of the war. And Pike out there somewhere, deep in the Enclave, not angry that his trap had failed, just updating, three moves into the next plan, cataloguing everything we’d become this week as data that was already out of date.

It should have felt like losing. It didn’t. We’d saved Greenhollow. We’d kept our fox. The jammer had killed a suppressor once, and Rika already had it packed for a better second version. The alliance was three settlements now, a triangle that could feed a war as well as fight one.

So I held the shape of the threat in my head: east, west, roots between them, and Suki walking with us in the middle. Then I let the road have the rest.

We camped that night in an intact house in the open country, and I got my journal out, and the new pen.



The new pen was a cheap ballpoint I’d scavenged on the way out, a thin plastic one that skipped, and I still resented it. The old one had written every entry since before Mika arrived at my clinic, and it had finally gone dry on the last page of one of the worst journeys of my life, and I’d promised myself a better replacement and gotten this instead, because the wasteland gives you what it has.

I clicked it, and it skipped, and I shook it, and I wrote anyway.

Population: expanding. Settlements: three. Alliance: a triangle that can feed itself and fight.

I stopped, and looked at the next line, and made myself write the whole shape of it, because the journal was where I kept the truth.

Threat: not a door. Doors. East and west, and roots between them, reaching toward each other under the ground. They need Suki to open them. They’ll come again, for her, harder, from both sides.

The pen skipped, caught, and I shook it again and kept going.

Cassia chose to come. Imara flew. The jammer held. The night they took Lyra, we didn’t understand the warning until too late and lost her. They came for the most important girl in the wasteland this week and got nothing.

Across the room Suki was asleep against Hana, tails fanned loose, and Cassia had her arms around both of them, the new shape of the family, the provider finally on the inside of the carrying. Mika sat by the door with her whetstone, ears relaxed. Imara ran warm in the corner with the dragon-glow banked low and content. Through the cutting in my pack I could feel Sylva, miles east, holding the way home open.

I added the last line.

After the Lattice I’d written Let them come. We know the way down now too, the posture of a settlement that had learned to go on the offensive. This was a bigger threat and it needed a bigger posture, and I’d been turning the words over the whole walk east.

The pen skipped on the first stroke, and caught, and wrote clean.

Let them come from both sides. We’ll be standing in the middle.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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