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Chapter 1: The Routine

The fence was wrong again.

I crouched beside the northeast corner post, where the chain-link bowed inward like something heavy had leaned against it overnight. Four parallel gouges ran through the galvanized steel, deep enough to catch morning light in their furrows. Feral. Canine-type, based on the spacing. Six legs, probably — the common strain that had been probing my perimeter for weeks.

I ran my thumb along the deepest scratch. Fresh. The metal hadn’t oxidized yet.

“Third time this month,” I said to nobody. The sound of my own voice was strange out here. I’d been talking to myself more lately — not a great sign, clinically speaking.

I uncoiled a length of salvaged wire from my belt pouch and threaded it through the damaged links, pulling them taut and securing them to the post with three tight wraps. Then I braced a section of rebar against the base and hammered it six inches into the packed earth with the flat of my pry bar. Crude, but functional. The clinic’s perimeter wasn’t going to win any engineering awards, but it held. That was what mattered.

The sun was barely up, bleeding orange through the haze that hung over the ruins to the east. The city — what was left of it — sat about two miles in that direction, a jagged skyline of collapsed high-rises and warped steel. The dimensional breach had hit the urban center hardest. Six months later, the buildings still looked wrong in a way that was hard to articulate. Angles that shouldn’t exist. Surfaces that caught light from the wrong direction. I’d learned to stop looking too closely.

I finished the fence repair and stood, favoring my left knee as I straightened. The old injury — shrapnel, three years ago, different apocalypse — protested the way it always did in the morning. I shifted my weight and let it settle, then continued my walk.

The perimeter check was the first thing I did every day. Rain, injury, exhaustion — didn’t matter. I walked the fence line at dawn and catalogued every weakness, every probe mark, every section that needed reinforcement. It took about forty minutes if nothing was damaged. Today, with the repair, closer to an hour.

The clinic sat at the center of the fenced yard like a squat, stubborn refusal to die. Single-story veterinary practice, flat-roofed, cinder block walls with boarded windows. Dr. Pemberton’s name was still visible on the sign out front, though the weather had stripped most of the paint. He’d fled in the first week, along with everyone else who had somewhere to go. I didn’t. The building had medical supplies, exam tables, surgical tools, and a pharmacy cabinet with enough antibiotics to be worth killing over. In the old world, it treated dogs and cats. In this one, it kept me alive.

I’d reinforced the front door with steel plate scavenged from a wrecked truck. The back entrance was sandbagged and barred from inside. Every window was boarded and backed with wire mesh. The roof was intact — I’d patched it twice — and the rain collection system I’d rigged from PVC pipe and plastic sheeting fed into two fifty-gallon drums behind the building. Water wasn’t a crisis yet, but it would be when the dry season hit.

I checked the rain drums. Three-quarters full. Good.

Next, the generator. It sat in its shed behind the clinic, a diesel unit I’d hauled from an abandoned construction site. Three days of fuel left, maybe four if I cut usage to essentials. I’d been running it two hours a day — enough to power the refrigeration unit where I kept temperature-sensitive meds and to charge the two salvaged batteries I used for lighting. The math was simple and bad. Fuel was finite. The nearest gas station was picked clean. I’d need to push farther out for the next run, which meant more danger and more time exposed.

I wrote it down in the spiral notebook I kept in my cargo pocket. Fuel: 3 days. Antibiotics: course and a half remaining, critically low. Painkillers: adequate. Antiseptic: low. Bandages: moderate. Food: canned goods for two weeks, supplement with snare traps and whatever edible plants I could identify.

The notebook was a habit from the service. Daily logs, supply counts, threat assessments. My commanding officer used to say that a medic who didn’t track his supplies was a medic who’d run out when it mattered. He’d been right about most things. I hoped he’d survived the breach, but I doubted it. Fort Carson had been near a secondary rupture site.

I tucked the notebook away and headed for the snare line.

The traps were set in a band of scrubby woodland about a hundred yards past the fence, where the clinic’s cleared yard gave way to overgrown fields and scattered trees. I’d established six trap lines in a rotating pattern — three active, three resting, switched every week. Basic survival protocol. Don’t over-hunt any single area or you deplete the local population and then you starve slowly instead of quickly.

Two of the three active snares were empty. The third held a rabbit — a real rabbit, not one of the changed ones. Normal proportions, normal eyes, brown fur. I checked it with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d done this a hundred times. Clean kill, neck snapped by the wire loop. No visible mutations, no discoloration, no extra anything. Good.

I reset the snare, pocketed the rabbit, and was about to head back when I heard it.

A low, wet clicking. Like joints popping out of sequence.

I froze. Not the dramatic freeze of panic — the trained freeze of a man who knew that sudden movement attracted predators faster than anything else. I shifted my eyes without turning my head.

It was standing in the tree line about sixty yards to my northeast. Canine-shaped, roughly, if you were generous with the word. Four legs in front, two in back, the middle pair shorter and tucked against its barrel chest like vestigial limbs working toward a purpose. Its hide was hairless and iridescent, shifting between dark purple and oil-slick green as it moved. The head was too long. The jaw was hinged wrong.

Feral. Class two, maybe three based on the size. Not the biggest I’d seen, but big enough to ruin my morning if it decided I was worth the calories.

I didn’t run. Running triggered the chase response in these things, and they were faster than me on open ground — especially with my knee. Instead, I held position, kept my profile small, and watched it through my peripheral vision while my hand found the grip of the machete on my belt.

The feral tilted its head. That wrong jaw worked silently, tasting the air. Its eyes — four of them, clustered in pairs — fixed on me for a long three seconds.

Then it turned and loped back into the trees. The iridescent hide flickered between the trunks and was gone.

I let out a slow breath. Not today.

I gave it a five-minute head start before I moved, watching the tree line the entire time. Then I walked back to the fence at a pace that was deliberate but not rushed. Showing fear to nothing. Showing hurry to no one. Old habits from a different kind of dangerous territory.

Back inside the clinic, I skinned and cleaned the rabbit on the prep counter in what used to be the surgical suite. The irony of performing butchery on a stainless steel table built for saving animals wasn’t lost on me. I’d stopped finding it funny around month three.

The meat went into a pot with water from the rain drums, a handful of wild onion I’d identified near the south fence, and half a can of tomatoes from my dwindling pantry. Not gourmet. Not even particularly good. But it was hot food, protein, and calories, and that equation was the only one that mattered.

I ate alone at the table I’d set up in what was once the waiting room. Four plastic chairs around a folding table, though I only used one. The other three faced me like accusations.

Six months. That was how long it had been since the breach — since the sky over downtown split open like a wound and things started coming through. The military response lasted about two weeks before it collapsed. The government lasted about three. After that, it was just people doing what people do when the rules disappear: some helped, some hid, some took.

I’d been working a part-time evening shift at this clinic when it happened. The vet had animals in recovery — two dogs post-surgery, a cat on IV fluids. Dr. Pemberton took one look at the thing in the sky and left. Just left. Got in his truck and drove west. I’d like to say I stayed out of principle, but it was simpler than that. I didn’t have anywhere to go. No family to drive toward. No plan that was better than a building full of medical supplies and walls that locked.

So I stayed. Treated the animals until two of them died and one ran off. Boarded the windows. Reinforced the doors. Started surviving.

The first month was the worst. Feral creatures everywhere, the city burning, screaming that went on for weeks and then stopped in a way that was worse than the screaming. I learned the fence. I learned the snares. I learned which sounds at night meant danger and which were just the new world settling into its broken shape.

By month two, the ferals had thinned out — the big ones ate the small ones, and the small ones learned to avoid the fence. I established supply routes. The pharmacy on Kellerman Avenue, picked over but not empty if you knew where veterinary meds overlapped with human ones. The hardware store on Route 9, full of tools and building materials nobody had prioritized during the initial panic. The strip mall a mile south, where I’d found canned goods in a collapsed stockroom.

By month four, I had a routine. And routine was survival. Every day the same: perimeter check, water collection, supply inventory, trap run, one meal, medical log, sleep. Repeat. Don’t think about how quiet it is. Don’t think about how long it’s been since you heard a human voice that wasn’t screaming.

I hadn’t spoken to another living person in twenty-three days. The last had been a woman passing through — heading north, she said, toward a rumored settlement near the border. I’d offered her water and antibiotics for a cough that sounded like early bronchitis. She’d looked at me like I was crazy for giving away supplies. Took them. Left. I didn’t see her again.

The monster girls were a different matter.

I’d seen them — at a distance, always. The breach hadn’t just brought ferals. It had brought them too, or made them, or changed people into them. The details were unclear and I hadn’t exactly had the opportunity to conduct interviews. Women with animal features — ears, tails, wings, things I couldn’t categorize from two hundred yards through binoculars. They moved through the wasteland in ones and twos, avoiding the ferals, avoiding humans, surviving the same way I was. Alone.

I’d seen a pair of them near the river three weeks ago. One with what looked like feathered arms. One with a tail that caught the sunlight like polished copper. They’d spotted me on the ridge and vanished into the scrub before I could even raise a hand in greeting. Not that I blamed them. In this world, anything that looked human was more dangerous than anything that didn’t.

I washed my dish with a cup of rainwater, dried it, put it back on the shelf. The clinic was clean. I kept it that way out of habit and necessity — infection was the thing that killed you when the ferals didn’t. Every surface wiped down with the diluted bleach solution I’d mixed from laundry supplies scavenged in month two. Every instrument sterilized in the autoclave that still worked as long as the generator had fuel. Every wound treated by the book, or as close to the book as you could get with veterinary tools and scavenged pharmaceuticals.

The treatment room was my pride, if pride was a word that still applied. Two exam tables, stainless steel, bolted to the floor. An overhead surgical lamp that worked off the battery bank. Cabinets full of veterinary instruments that translated to human use better than most people would expect — hemostats, needle drivers, retractors, scalpels. The forceps were the same regardless of species. A suture kit didn’t care whether the tissue beneath it belonged to a German shepherd or a thirty-two-year-old former combat medic who’d nicked his own hand opening a can of beans three weeks ago and sutured himself shut with the same calm focus he’d brought to every other patient.

I’d set up a recovery area in the back — a cot, IV hooks fashioned from coat hangers, a shelf of labeled medications organized by type and expiration date. All of it ready for a patient I hadn’t had in months. The last human I’d treated was the woman heading north, and before that, a pair of scavengers who’d come to the door with a gunshot wound. I’d treated the wound, given them antibiotics, and they’d left without threatening me or trying to take the supplies. Small mercies. Not everyone in the wasteland was a predator. Some were just people, broken and trying to walk in a straight line.

The scavengers had told me about the gangs forming in the eastern ruins. Groups of survivors consolidating, establishing territories, competing for the same dwindling pool of supplies. Some traded. Some took. The difference between the two was geography and leadership, and from what I’d gathered, the ratio was shifting toward taking.

My hands were steady when I worked. They always had been. It was the one thing the Army had confirmed that I’d already known — I didn’t shake under pressure. Not during my first field surgery in a FOB with mortar rounds hitting fifty meters out. Not during the breach, when the sky turned inside out and the clinic shook hard enough to crack the foundation. Steady hands, steady breathing, one task at a time until the task was done.

I checked the suture supplies. Running low. I needed gut and nylon, and the pharmacy run tomorrow would have to cover that along with the antibiotics. I laid out my route on the hand-drawn map I kept pinned to the wall behind the reception desk. Kellerman Avenue, straight shot, half a mile each way. I’d done it four times. Fastest run was forty-two minutes. Longest was two hours, on account of a class-three feral that had decided to nap in the intersection.

Tomorrow. Tonight was for the fence, the generator, and the quiet that settled over the wasteland like a physical weight.

I spent the last hour of daylight reinforcing the south fence section. This one hadn’t been probed — it backed up to a slope of loose rubble that the ferals avoided because the footing was unstable. But avoidance wasn’t security, and I’d learned in the Army that the attack always came where you stopped paying attention. I wove additional wire through the bottom three feet of chain-link, where a determined creature could dig under, and staked it with rebar at eighteen-inch intervals. The work was meditative — repetitive, physical, the kind of labor that kept your hands busy and your mind from wandering to the places it went when your hands were still.

The places it went were always the same. The quiet. The empty chairs at the table. The sound of my own breathing in a building that used to hold a dozen people and now held one. The specific weight of walking a perimeter that nobody else would ever check, knowing that if I missed something, there was no backup. No one to relieve me. No one to catch what I’d overlooked.

Loneliness wasn’t the right word. Loneliness implied a temporary state, a gap between being with people and being with people again. This was something more permanent. This was the understanding that the gap might be the rest of my life, and the rest of my life might not be very long, and both of those things were acceptable as long as the fence held and the supplies lasted.

I sat on the clinic porch as the sun went down. The chair creaked. Feral creatures howled somewhere to the south — a sound I’d stopped flinching at around month two. The sky was clear, which meant the breach glow was visible on the horizon. A sickly yellow-green shimmer, like aurora borealis filtered through infected tissue. It pulsed. It had been pulsing since day one, and I’d stopped wondering what that meant because wondering didn’t change anything.

I pulled out the notebook and wrote the day’s entry. Date. Weather. Fence damage, northeast section, repaired. Snare yield: one rabbit. Feral sighting: class two canine, no engagement, withdrew. Supply projections. Antibiotics critical. Generator fuel critical. Morale: not applicable. Population: one.

I closed the notebook.

Inside, the clinic was dark except for the battery-powered lamp on the reception desk. I checked the locks — front door, back door, window boards — the same way I checked them every night. Secure. As secure as cinder block and scrap metal could make a building in a world where the things outside had claws that scored galvanized steel.

I lay down on the cot I’d set up in the back office, boots on, machete within arm’s reach. The cot was narrow and hard, but I’d slept on worse. The silence pressed in from all sides — not absence of sound, but the specific quality of silence that comes when you’re the only person in the building, on the street, in the neighborhood, possibly for miles in every direction.

I closed my eyes.

Tomorrow I’d make the pharmacy run. Check the snares. Reinforce the fence section the feral had probed. Count the days of fuel. Count the doses of antibiotics.

Population: one. Same as yesterday. Same as every day for six months.

I fell asleep listening to the distant howl of things that used to not exist.


Chapter 2: Hostile Patient

The sound came at the wrong hour.

I was in the back office cataloguing the pharmacy haul from that morning’s run — a decent take, considering. Amoxicillin, fourteen capsules. Cephalexin, a partial bottle that someone had overlooked behind a collapsed shelf. Ibuprofen, enough to matter. Gauze, surgical tape, a box of nitrile gloves that made me feel like I’d struck gold. No suture material, which meant I’d need to look harder next time — the veterinary section might have something I’d missed — but the antibiotics alone justified the risk.

The run itself had been clean. Forty-eight minutes, no feral encounters, no signs of human activity. I’d moved fast, kept to the route, cleared each room before entering. The pharmacy had been hit hard early on — shelves torn down, pill bottles scattered, the controlled substances cabinet pried open and emptied in the first week — but people in a panic grab what they recognize. They grab the Vicodin and the Xanax. They don’t grab the veterinary-crossover antibiotics because they don’t know what cephalexin is. I did. That gap between what civilians knew and what a combat medic knew had kept me supplied for six months.

I was logging the count in my notebook — ink, always ink, pencil smudges and becomes unreliable — when I heard it.

A sound at the fence. Not a feral probe. Not the scraping of claws or the wet clicking of malformed joints. This was a crash. Weight hitting chain-link, the rattle of the post, and then a second impact — something sliding down the metal and landing hard on the ground.

I set down the notebook, picked up the machete, and moved to the front of the clinic.

The porch light was off — I didn’t waste battery on exterior lighting. The moon was three-quarters full, enough to see shapes in the yard. I scanned the fence line from the doorway, letting my eyes adjust. The northeast section I’d repaired that morning was intact. South fence, intact. West —

There. At the main gate. A shape on the ground, slumped against the chain-link from the outside. Human-sized. Not moving.

No. Moving. Barely. One arm reaching up, fingers hooked through the fence links. Trying to pull itself upright and failing.

I assessed from the doorway the way I’d been trained. Single figure. No visible weapons. No vehicle, no companions. Injured, based on the way it was favoring one side. I scanned the perimeter beyond the gate — scrubland, scattered trees, the dark bulk of the collapsed buildings to the south. Nothing. If this was bait for an ambush, it was being done by someone patient enough to wait in darkness without moving, and smart enough to position a decoy at the one gate I’d reinforced.

Possible. But injured people at my fence were more common than elaborate traps, and the probability math favored going to look.

I crossed the yard with the machete in my right hand, angled behind my leg where it wouldn’t catch moonlight. Twenty yards to the gate. Fifteen. Ten.

The shape resolved into detail.

A woman. Young — late twenties, maybe. Dark hair, choppy and uneven, falling across a face that was pulled tight with pain. She was on her knees, one hand gripping the fence, the other pressed against her left side where something dark and wet soaked through her clothing. Her breathing was shallow and fast — too fast. Shock, blood loss, or both.

And she had ears.

Not human ears. These sat on top of her head — angular, charcoal-gray, sharp-pointed. They were pressed flat against her skull in a posture I recognized from years of veterinary work. A cat with its ears flattened was a cat that would take your hand off.

A tail extended behind her, dark gray and sleek-furred, lashing weakly against the ground. Her eyes caught the moonlight and threw it back — amber-gold, with pupils slit vertically. Not human. Not entirely.

A catgirl. One of the monster girls. And she was bleeding out on my fence.

I sheathed the machete and approached the gate with my hands visible. “I’m going to open the gate,” I said. Low voice, even tone — the same cadence I’d used on a hundred panicked animals and a dozen panicked soldiers. “You’re hurt. I can treat you.”

Those amber eyes locked onto me. The pupils narrowed to razor slits. A sound came from her throat — low, guttural, vibrating with warning. A growl. An actual, honest-to-God growl.

“I know,” I said. “You don’t trust me. You don’t have to. But you’ve got deep lacerations on your left flank, probably three or four parallel wounds based on the blood pattern, which means claws, which means feral. And from the way you’re breathing, at least one of those cuts has gone through the muscle wall. If I don’t clean and close those wounds in the next hour, you’re going to go septic, and then you’re going to die in my yard. Your call.”

She stared at me. The ears stayed flat. The tail kept lashing. Her hand on the fence trembled with the effort of holding herself upright.

I unlatched the gate and swung it open.

She lunged.

Fast — faster than someone with those injuries should have been able to move. One hand came up with fingers splayed, and I saw the claws. They extended from her fingertips like retractable blades — dark, curved, sharp enough to score the galvanized steel of my fence. She slashed at my forearm and caught me across the outer edge — a shallow cut, three lines of fire.

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t step back. Didn’t raise my voice.

“That’s going to need cleaning too,” I said, glancing at my arm. Superficial. Wouldn’t need stitches. I looked back at her.

She was on the ground now, the lunge having cost her whatever reserve she’d had. She was on her side, one arm still extended with claws out, the other pressed against the wound on her ribs. The growl had become a continuous low rumble in her chest, but weaker now. Her eyes were starting to lose focus.

I crouched beside her at arm’s length. “I’m a medic. Former military, current veterinarian’s assistant, which is actually more useful for you. I’m going to sedate you, treat your wounds, and when you wake up you’ll be bandaged, fed, and free to leave. Or you can lie here and bleed. But I’ve only got so much antibiotics, and I’d rather not waste them on someone who’s already dead.”

The claws wavered. The amber eyes blinked once, slowly. Then she made a sound that might have been a word, or might have been a snarl, and her head dropped to the ground.

I moved.

I went inside, grabbed the sedation kit — ketamine, drawn from the veterinary stock that was one of the clinic’s most valuable assets. I’d used it for exactly this kind of situation when treating aggressive animals, and the dosage principles were similar enough. Adjusted for her body weight, which I estimated at around a hundred and thirty-five — lean muscle, denser than a typical human female her size. Her heartbeat was faster than human baseline when I checked her pulse. Hybrid physiology. I went slightly conservative on the dose.

She fought the needle. Claws came up again, weaker this time, catching the hem of my shirt and tearing it. I held her wrist — firm, not rough — and administered the injection into the deltoid. “Easy,” I said. The same word I’d used on a hundred terrified animals. “Easy. Give it thirty seconds.”

It took twenty. The tension drained from her body in a wave — muscles releasing, claws retracting halfway, tail going still. Her breathing slowed. Her eyes closed.

I picked her up. She was lighter than she looked, but denser in the way that spoke to a physiology built for explosive movement — the kind of muscle you saw in predator species. I carried her inside, kicked the door shut behind me, and got her on the exam table in the main treatment room.

Under the battery lamp, the damage was clear.

Three deep parallel gashes across her left ribcage, running from just below her breast to her hip. Feral claws, definitely — the spacing matched the six-legged canine type. The wounds had been inflicted at least twelve hours ago based on the edge oxidation and the early signs of infection in the deepest cut. She’d been running on adrenaline and willpower since then. The fact that she’d made it to my fence was impressive. The fact that she’d tried to claw me on arrival was, in a grim way, more impressive.

I cut away her shirt — a fitted tank top, dark with blood and sweat. No bra. A blade belt rode one hip, a short combat knife in a worn leather sheath. I unbuckled it and set it within her reach on the instrument tray — she’d want it when she woke, and keeping a patient’s weapons visible was better than making them search. Military-grade minimalism in her wardrobe, everything functional. Under the tank top was a body that confirmed the predator assessment: lean muscle over a tight frame, defined abs visible even through the blood, a physique built by months of fighting and running and killing things to survive. Firm, small breasts, athletic. Battle scars across her shoulders and forearms — old, healed, worn like decorations. This woman had been in combat long before tonight.

I cleaned my hands, pulled on the nitrile gloves — thank God for the pharmacy run — and went to work.

Debridement first. The deepest wound had tissue that was already showing signs of necrosis at the edges — dead cells that would turn toxic if left in place. I cut them away with a scalpel, working by lamp light, steady and precise. She was under, but her body still flinched at the deeper cuts. I adjusted my grip, held the skin taut, kept working.

Irrigation. Saline solution — I made my own from boiled water and measured salt. Flushed each wound until the runoff came clear. The middle laceration was the worst. It had gone through the external oblique and nicked the intercostal muscle beneath. Not into the chest cavity — she was lucky, or tough, or both. But deep enough that closure would need internal and external sutures.

I sutured. Three layers on the deepest wound — absorbable gut for the muscle layer, nylon for the skin. Eighteen stitches total across all three lacerations. Each knot pulled to the same tension, each loop spaced at even intervals, the needle entering and exiting at consistent angles. The overhead lamp threw my shadow on the wall behind me, a medic working alone in a silent clinic at the end of the world.

While I worked, I catalogued. Her ears — the charcoal feline ears — twitched in her sleep, responding to sounds I couldn’t hear. Small, sharp movements, independent of each other. Her tail had curled against her thigh, the tip occasionally flicking. Her skin was warm to the touch — warmer than human baseline, consistent with a higher metabolic rate. Her canine teeth were slightly longer than human standard, coming to subtle points. Not quite fangs, but close.

Mostly human. Not entirely. The vet training was more relevant than the combat medic training here, and I was grateful for every hour I’d spent studying animal physiology under Dr. Pemberton’s irritable supervision.

I bandaged her. Clean gauze, taped carefully around the curved contour of her ribcage. Applied antiseptic to the shallow cut she’d given me on the forearm — cleaned it, closed it with butterfly strips, covered it. Then I stepped back and assessed my patient the way I assessed everything: dispassionately, thoroughly, one variable at a time.

Young woman, late twenties. Feline-hybrid physiology — ears, tail, claws, enhanced senses, denser musculature than human baseline. Three deep lacerations, sutured and bandaged. Early infection, being treated with cephalexin — I’d start the course as soon as she could swallow. Dehydrated, based on skin turgor. Malnourished, based on the visibility of her ribs through the muscle. She’d been surviving hard and alone for a long time.

I set water and a can of peaches — opened, with a fork — on the instrument tray beside the exam table. Draped a clean blanket over her, the military surplus kind that wasn’t soft but was warm. Then I sat down in the chair by the door, machete across my knees, and waited.

She woke three hours before dawn.

The transition from unconscious to awake was instant — no gradual surfacing, no groggy blinking. One moment she was still. The next her eyes were open, body coiled, ears up and swiveling. The claws extended from all ten fingertips with a sound like blades clearing sheaths.

She took in the room in under a second. Table. Walls. Bandages on her body. Water and food within reach. Me, sitting by the door.

The growl started immediately.

“Morning,” I said. “You’ve got eighteen stitches in your left side, three of which are internal. The infection’s being treated with cephalexin, which you’ll need to take for seven days. The stitches come out in seven. You can leave whenever you want. There’s water and food next to you.”

She didn’t touch them. Didn’t move except for the slow extension and retraction of her claws, a rhythmic pulse that I filed away as a stress response. Her eyes — amber-gold in the lamplight, slit pupils wide in the dimness — never left me.

“I treated the cut you gave me, too,” I added, holding up my forearm to show the butterfly strips. “No hard feelings. You were in shock.”

Nothing. No words, no acknowledgment. Just the steady, hostile regard of a predator deciding whether the thing in front of it was a threat or food.

I’d dealt with this before. Not with catgirls — this was a first — but with feral dogs that had been abused, with horses that had been mistreated, with soldiers who’d been through enough that trust was no longer a concept they could access. The response was the same. You didn’t push. You didn’t reassure. You just existed in the same space and let time do the work.

“I’m going to check the perimeter,” I said, standing slowly. “Kitchen’s down the hall. There’s more food. Doors aren’t locked — you can walk out anytime.” I paused at the doorway. “The stitches are good work. Try not to pop them.”

I left her alone.

I went outside and checked the fence, which didn’t need checking. Walked the perimeter in the pre-dawn dark, listening to the silence. The moon was setting, the breach glow pulsing on the horizon. Normal night. Normal world — the new normal, which wasn’t normal at all.

When I came back inside thirty minutes later, the water was gone and the peaches were half-eaten. She was still on the exam table, blanket pulled around her shoulders, watching the door like she expected something with claws to come through it.

The food next to her had been touched only while I was gone. She didn’t eat in front of me. Predators didn’t eat in front of threats — it required dropping your guard, lowering your attention from the potential danger. The fact that she’d eaten at all meant she’d made a calculation: he left and came back, and nothing bad happened while he was gone.

It wasn’t trust. Not even close. But it was data, and data was the first step.

“I’ll change your bandages in the morning,” I said from the hallway. “Get some sleep.”

Her ears flattened. The growl resumed, lower this time. A warning, but not an attack.

I went to the back office, lay down on my cot, and listened to the silence of a clinic that now contained two living things instead of one.

My forearm stung where she’d clawed me. I looked at the three parallel lines through the butterfly strips. Clean cuts, shallow, already clotting well. They’d scar — thin white lines on top of all the others.

Population: two.

I stared at the ceiling and listened to the soft sounds from the treatment room — a faint shifting, the creak of the exam table, and underneath it, so quiet I almost missed it, a low vibration I’d heard a hundred times treating injured cats at Dr. Pemberton’s clinic.

She was purring.

Not contentment. Not comfort. This was the survival purr — the one cats produce when they’re injured, when they’re stressed, when their body needs to heal. The vibration promotes bone density and tissue repair. It was an ancient biological mechanism, older than language, older than trust.

She was purring herself to sleep in my clinic, with eighteen stitches in her side and claws extended, ready to kill me if I moved wrong.

I closed my eyes and listened to the purring until sleep took me.


Chapter 3: Terms

She didn’t leave.

I hadn’t expected her to. The stitches were a leash she couldn’t cut, and she was smart enough to know it. What I hadn’t expected was the pattern she established within the first day.

She wouldn’t eat in front of me. Food I left on the counter would be gone when I came back from a perimeter check, the dishes cleaned and returned to their exact positions — as if she could erase the evidence of having needed anything. She drank water the same way, only when I wasn’t watching. I started leaving a full canteen on the instrument tray beside the exam table. It was always empty by morning.

She wouldn’t sleep where I could see her. I gave her the treatment room — it had a door and a window, which meant two exits, which mattered to someone who thought in predator-prey geometry. She slept in short bursts, never more than an hour at a time. I knew this because I could hear her moving at all hours — soft footfalls that barely registered on the clinic’s tile floor. She was prowling. Checking the windows. Mapping the exits. Learning the building’s blind spots and chokepoints the way a soldier cleared a structure.

She patrolled the perimeter at night. I found this out on the second morning when I walked the fence line and discovered three fresh feral kills near the east section — small ones, rat-sized, the kind that probed gaps in chain-link. They’d been dispatched cleanly. Throats opened. No mess, no wasted movement. She’d killed them, dragged them away from the fence, and left them in a pile like an offering or a statement.

She’d done this in the dark, with eighteen stitches in her side, without making a sound.

I looked at the pile of dead ferals and adjusted my assessment. She wasn’t just dangerous. She was operationally dangerous — trained or self-taught in the kind of efficient violence that kept you alive when everything else was trying to kill you. She’d been surviving alone since the breach, and she’d gotten very, very good at it.

The bandage changes were the only time we occupied the same space by agreement.

First morning. I knocked on the treatment room door — a courtesy that seemed to confuse her. “Bandages need checking,” I said through the wood. “I can do it out here if you want.”

The door opened. She was standing, shirt held in place with one hand since I’d cut the original off during treatment. Her ears were up — not flat, not aggressive, but upright and tracking. Wary. Alert. The tail hung low, tip twitching at irregular intervals.

She sat on the edge of the exam table without being asked. Lifted her arm to expose the bandaged side. No words. No eye contact. Just the mechanical compliance of someone who understood that medical treatment required proximity and had decided to tolerate it.

I peeled back the gauze carefully. The stitches were holding. The deepest wound showed early signs of healthy granulation — pink tissue forming at the edges, no spreading redness, no heat beyond baseline. The antibiotics were working.

“Healing well,” I said, keeping my voice in the same even register I used for everything. Clinical. Informational. “No sign of secondary infection. The deeper sutures are holding. I’m going to irrigate and re-dress.”

She watched my hands.

Not my face, not the wound — my hands. Those amber eyes tracked every movement of my fingers as I flushed the wound site, applied fresh antiseptic, and laid new gauze. She watched the way my thumb held the tape taut while my fingers tore it. She watched the way I adjusted pressure against her ribs to check for subcutaneous swelling. She watched the steadiness — because my hands didn’t shake, not even slightly, and she noticed.

Her ears rotated toward me. Subtle. The kind of involuntary tracking that cats did when something caught their interest and they weren’t sure if it was prey or puzzle.

I pretended not to notice.

“Done. Same time tomorrow.” I stepped back, gave her space.

She stood. Walked to the door. Paused.

“How long until the stitches come out.” Not a question. A statement that expected an answer. Her voice was low, clipped — as if speech cost her something and she’d decided this transaction was worth the price.

“Five more days for the surface sutures. The internal ones dissolve on their own.”

She nodded once. Turned to leave. Then, at the doorway, without looking back:

“Mika.”

One word. Dropped like a coin on a counter – payment for services rendered. I understood it for what it was: not a greeting, not an invitation. A name, offered on her terms, because she’d decided the man stitching her back together had earned at least that much.

“Ryder,” I said.

Her ear flicked – the one angled toward me. She walked through the door and I heard her footsteps pad down the hallway toward the back of the clinic, silent and deliberate.

First words. First name. Day two. I filed them away.

The third day of her stay, a feral tested the fence in daylight.

I heard it before I saw it — the wet clicking I’d learned to associate with the six-legged canine type, but louder, more aggressive. A big one. I grabbed the machete and headed for the south fence at a measured jog, favoring the knee, already calculating. Daytime approach meant it was either hungry enough to override its nocturnal instincts or bold enough not to care. Neither was good.

I came around the corner of the clinic and she was already there.

She’d come through the side window — I hadn’t even heard it open — and was standing between the fence and the building with her body lowered into a crouch that would have made a biomechanics professor weep. Weight on the balls of her feet. Shoulders dropped, center of gravity low. Claws fully extended, dark and curved, catching sunlight. Her ears were pinned flat — pure aggression. Her tail was rigid behind her, thick at the base, the fur puffed slightly. Everything about her posture screamed predator, and the feral on the other side of the fence knew it.

The creature was a class three. Six legs, canine frame, about eighty pounds of iridescent muscle with a jaw that could shear through chain-link given enough time. It was pressing against the fence, making that clicking sound, jaws working.

She went through the gap in the fence where the creature had bent the links.

I didn’t have time to speak. She moved with a fluidity that I’d only seen in nature documentaries — the acceleration of a big cat, explosive and silent. She was on the feral before it could redirect, claws opening four deep lines across its flank. It spun, snapping those wrong jaws. She rolled under the bite, came up inside its guard, and drove her claws into the soft tissue behind its jawline.

The feral went down. She held it there, claws buried, while it thrashed and then stopped thrashing. Total elapsed time: maybe eight seconds.

She straightened up, breathing hard. The exertion had done exactly what I’d feared — the movement had popped two stitches on the deepest wound. Blood was seeping through her shirt, dark and spreading.

“Sit down,” I said from the fence gap.

She turned. Those amber eyes were still hot with combat adrenaline, pupils blown wide, the gold almost swallowed by black. Blood on her hands — the feral’s, mostly. She looked at me. Then she looked down at her side, where the red stain was growing.

She sat down on the porch steps.

I went inside for the suture kit. When I came back, she was exactly where I’d left her, sitting on the sun-warmed wood with her legs extended and her head tipped back against the porch railing. The adrenaline was fading. The pain was arriving.

I knelt beside her. Close. Closer than she’d let me get outside of bandage changes. Her ears tracked my movement but didn’t flatten. The claws were still out, blood drying on them, but she didn’t raise them.

“Going to need to lift your shirt,” I said.

She pulled it up herself. One smooth motion, exposing the bandaged ribcage, the defined abs smeared with blood, the lean muscle of her torso. The bandage was soaked through on the left side. I peeled it away and found the two popped sutures — the deepest laceration had partially reopened, about two centimeters of wound edge separated.

“Could have been worse,” I said. I threaded the suture needle, irrigated the site with the saline I’d brought. “Hold still.”

She held still.

I re-sutured outdoors, kneeling on the porch beside her in the midday sun. The light was better than the battery lamp — I could see the wound architecture clearly, the healthy tissue versus the healing edges, the exact depth I needed for each pass of the needle. Two sutures, tied and trimmed. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t make a sound. Her breathing was controlled and even, the breathing of someone who’d learned to manage pain through discipline rather than absence.

I was close enough to hear the rhythm of her heartbeat — faster than human, a persistent rapid thrum. Close enough to see the texture of her skin, warm olive-tan marked with scars I hadn’t catalogued yet. A claw mark across her left shoulder, healed white. A thin line across her right forearm, older. Two short parallel scores on her collarbone, barely visible. She’d been fighting for a long time.

Close enough to smell her — steel and leather and something underneath that was warm and alive, clean sweat and a subtle musk that the clinical part of my brain filed as hormonal baseline and the non-clinical part filed as something else entirely.

Both ears tipped in my direction, focused, tracking my breathing the way she’d tracked my hands during bandage changes. I kept my eyes on the suture, finished tying off, trimmed the excess.

“Done,” I said. “Try not to fight anything for the next forty-eight hours.”

“It was at the fence.”

Three words. Second sentence she’d spoken to me. The implication was clear: the feral was probing the perimeter, and perimeter threats got eliminated. She wasn’t going to apologize for popping stitches in the service of defending the fence. Our fence. The one she patrolled at night without being asked.

I understood the logic. I didn’t argue with it.

“Then next time, let me know so I can cover you. Fighting alone with an open wound is bad tactics.”

Her ears twitched. The tail — which had been still — gave a single, sharp flick. Irritation or acknowledgment. Hard to tell.

I re-bandaged her, packed up the suture kit, and went inside to wash the blood off my hands.

While I cleaned the instruments, I thought about the fight I’d just witnessed. Eight seconds. A class-three feral that would have kept me busy for a full minute with the machete — longer, if its jaws got through my guard. She’d dismantled it in eight seconds with nothing but retractable claws and a body built for violence.

The military part of my brain did the tactical assessment automatically. She was faster than any combatant I’d served with, quieter than any scout, and her combat instincts were pure — no hesitation, no wasted motion, every movement calibrated for maximum damage in minimum time. In a firefight, she’d be the first person you wanted at your flank. In an ambush, she’d be the one who got you out.

And she was defending my perimeter. Voluntarily. With eighteen stitches in her side.

I dried the instruments and put them away. Through the window, I could see her on the porch, blade belt buckled back on her hip, running her claws along the railing in long, meditative strokes. Sharpening. The sound was rhythmic, repetitive — scrape, scrape, scrape — and the rhythm reminded me of the way I cleaned instruments. The same careful attention to tools. The same understanding that maintenance was survival.

We had more in common than either of us would have admitted out loud.

That evening, I set two plates. Rabbit stew from the previous day’s catch, reheated over the camp stove. Rice from a sealed bag I’d found in the pharmacy’s break room — still good, months past its date but dry and clean. I put one plate at my usual spot and the other across the table.

She emerged from the back hallway when the food smell reached her. I’d noticed that about her — the enhanced senses extended to scent, and she’d been tracking the cooking process from wherever she’d been lurking. She appeared in the doorway, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed, looking at the table arrangement like it was a tactical problem.

She took her plate to the far corner of the room. Sat on the floor with her back against the wall, facing the door. Ate with her fingers, quick and efficient. No conversation. No eye contact.

But she ate in the same room. That was new.

I ate at the table and didn’t comment. The silence between us was different from my usual silence — the solitary silence that pressed in from all sides. This was a shared silence, occupied by two people who had nothing to say to each other and were choosing proximity anyway.

After dinner, she took both plates to the kitchen and washed them. I heard the water running. Heard the careful placement of dishes on the drying rack. She was cleaning up.

I sat on the porch and wrote the day’s log. Feral contact, class three canine, neutralized by clinic resident. Two sutures replaced. Patient healing well. Behavioral notes: eating in shared space, unprompted perimeter defense, vocabulary expanding.

I paused over that last word. Expanding wasn’t right. She’d spoken twice in three days. That wasn’t expansion. That was a siege wall with a crack in it.

I capped the pen and listened to the sounds of the clinic behind me. The soft pad of bare feet on tile. The click of claws extending and retracting — she did this unconsciously, I’d noticed, a fidget response. The faint creak of the exam table as she settled onto it for whatever brief sleep she’d allow herself.

Night fell. I did my final perimeter check. The feral’s body was gone from where she’d killed it — she’d dragged it away from the fence line, out of sight. Clean operational thinking. Don’t leave evidence of conflict near your perimeter. It attracted scavengers.

I went to bed. She went to patrol.

Sometime past midnight I woke to a sound at the back fence — the rattle of chain-link, a brief scuffle, then silence. Then footsteps, soft as breath, moving along the fence line toward the east section.

She’d killed another one. Without waking me. Without asking for help. Without even seeming to register it as noteworthy. Just another feral at the fence. Just another thing between her and whatever she was protecting.

I lay in the dark and thought about that. She wasn’t protecting me. She didn’t know me, didn’t trust me, barely tolerated my proximity. She was protecting the clinic — the building, the supplies, the medical care that was keeping her stitches clean and her infection from spreading. Protecting her investment, as she might frame it.

But the feral she’d killed in daylight had been at the south fence, thirty yards from the treatment room where she slept. It hadn’t been a threat to her. It had been a threat to the perimeter. To the structure. To the integrity of the place that had taken her in and sewn her shut and left food where she could reach it.

She was guarding the clinic the way a predator guarded its territory — not because she’d been asked, but because something in her had decided this space was hers to defend.

I closed my eyes. My forearm itched where her claws had scored me on the first night. Three thin lines, already scabbing over. They’d scar. My hands had enough scars that three more barely registered, but I’d remember where these came from.

Volunteer perimeter security, whether she’d frame it that way or not.


Chapter 4: First Run

I was loading the rucksack for the pharmacy run when I heard Mika behind me.

Not heard, exactly. That wasn’t the right word for someone who moved like she did. I felt the shift in the air, the subtle displacement of a body entering a doorway without touching the frame. I’d been learning to register her presence through peripheral signals — a faint warmth, the barely-perceptible sound of her tail brushing against her leg, the way the silence changed texture when she was in the room.

I didn’t turn around. “Kellerman Avenue pharmacy. Half a mile. I need suture material and more antibiotics.” I checked the rucksack: pry bar, flashlight, water, first aid pouch. “Back in under two hours.”

“Your antibiotics.” Her voice came from the doorway, low and flat. “The ones you used on me.”

I zipped the bag. “The ones I used on you. And the ones I need for the next patient.”

“There’s no next patient.”

“There’s always a next patient.” I shouldered the rucksack and turned to face her. She was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, claws retracted. The bandages under her shirt were clean — I’d changed them that morning. Day five. Two more days until the surface sutures came out, and her healing was faster than human baseline. “You staying?”

Her ears flattened. The tail gave that sharp flick I was learning to read as irritation. “I’m coming.”

I didn’t argue. I wanted to — she was five days post-surgery with internal sutures still dissolving, and the smart move was bed rest and controlled activity. But I’d treated enough soldiers to know that telling a warrior to stay in bed was an argument you lost even when you won. And she knew the wasteland better than I did. She’d been surviving out there alone for months before she’d dragged herself to my fence.

“Fine. Stay behind me until we’re inside. Don’t pop your stitches. If you feel the wound opening, tell me immediately, don’t tough it out.”

“I don’t need your —”

“My rules or you stay. Pick one.”

The ears went flat. The tail lashed. Her jaw tightened and I could see the points of her canines pressing against her lower lip. She wanted to argue. Every line of her body — the coiled tension in her shoulders, the claws cycling halfway out and back — was screaming that she didn’t take orders from anyone, especially not some human with a first-aid kit.

She uncrossed her arms. “Fine.”

We left the clinic through the side gate. I locked it behind us — the padlock was a joke, but the noise it made when rattled served as a rudimentary alarm. The morning was clear, the breach glow faded to a faint shimmer on the eastern horizon. The wasteland spread out in front of us — overgrown fields, scattered debris, the broken line of Kellerman Avenue visible as a gap in the vegetation where asphalt still held.

She moved differently out here than she did in the clinic. Inside, she prowled — deliberate, contained, mapping the space with every step. Out here, she flowed. There was no other word for it. Her weight shifted with each footfall like water finding the path of least resistance. Silent. Perfectly balanced. Her ears swiveled independently, scanning the soundscape in a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc. Her eyes, those amber slits, were never still — tracking movement in the tree line, checking the sky, sweeping back to our flanks.

She was, I realized, operating in a tactical mode I recognized from my own training. Field awareness. Threat assessment. The constant, exhausting vigilance of someone who knew that a single moment of inattention could be terminal.

I kept pace. My stride was shorter than hers despite the height advantage — the knee dictated my top speed and always would. She adjusted without comment, slowing her natural pace to match mine. Not out of consideration, I told myself. Out of tactical cohesion. You didn’t outpace your partner on a two-person patrol.

We reached the pharmacy in eighteen minutes. Kellerman Avenue was a wreck — cars abandoned mid-flight, some burned, some simply left with doors open as if their owners had stepped out and never come back. The pharmacy sat in a strip of commercial buildings, its front windows shattered, the interior dim and cluttered with fallen shelving.

I held up a fist — military hand signal for stop. She stopped. Immediately, without question. Either she knew the signals or she’d read the intent from my body language. Either way, it worked.

“I cleared this building four days ago,” I said quietly. “But ferals move. Let me check —”

She was already through the door.

I bit back the curse that rose to my lips and followed her in, pry bar in hand. The pharmacy’s front room was exactly as I’d left it — overturned displays, scattered pill bottles, the controlled substances cabinet gaping open and empty. The back rooms were the target: the stockroom, the office, the break room where the staff had kept supplies the public never saw.

She was standing in the stockroom doorway, perfectly still. One hand was raised, palm toward me. Stop.

I stopped.

Her ears were forward — not flat, not aggressive. Hunting mode. Her nostrils flared. Her pupils had dilated, the amber rings thinning to crescents around pools of black.

“Two,” she whispered. “In the back. Dog-types.”

I moved beside her and looked into the stockroom. Darkness. Shelving racks. And there — in the far corner, behind a collapsed rack of veterinary supplies — two shapes. Dog-sized, six-legged. The iridescent hide caught the faint light from a crack in the ceiling. Smaller than the class three she’d killed at the fence. Class two, maybe seventy pounds each. Venomous spines along their dorsal ridge, which I hadn’t seen on the previous variant.

“Spines,” I whispered. “Don’t let them flick at you. The venom causes rapid localized swelling and neural inflammation.”

She glanced at me. The barest flicker of acknowledgment in those amber eyes. She’d noted the information, filed it, adjusted her attack profile.

Then she moved.

I’d seen her fight at the fence, but that had been a single opponent in daylight with room to maneuver. This was close quarters, dim light, two targets. It shouldn’t have been the better showcase for her abilities, but it was.

She came in low and fast, using the collapsed shelving rack as cover, and hit the first feral before it had finished registering the movement. Claws across its throat, a spray of dark fluid — and as the first feral convulsed, its dorsal ridge spasmed and a spine launched sideways, catching Mika’s shoulder on the way past. She didn’t register it. She was already rolling away from the retaliatory spine-flick of the second one. The venomous spine hit the wall behind where she’d been, embedding in the drywall with a wet thwack.

The second feral turned, jaws clicking, and lunged at her. She met it in the air. Her legs — those powerful, lean legs built for exactly this kind of explosive engagement — drove her upward and forward, and her claws found the soft tissue behind its skull plate. The feral convulsed and dropped.

Both dead. Maybe twelve seconds total. She landed in a crouch, breathing controlled, tail rigid and puffed slightly at the base. The combat response: all systems elevated, every muscle primed for the next threat.

“Clear,” she said.

The word hit me in a way I hadn’t expected. Military terminology. She’d said it the way I’d been trained to say it — clipped, definitive, the verbal signal that a space was secured. Whether she’d learned it from a military life before the breach or picked it up from surviving in the wasteland, it was the first word she’d spoken that felt like communication rather than transaction.

Then I noticed the spine.

It was embedded in her left shoulder, just below the deltoid. Small — maybe two inches long — but the skin around the entry point was already reddening and beginning to swell. She hadn’t felt it during the fight. Adrenaline masked a lot of things.

“Shoulder,” I said. “Sit down.”

She looked at the spine. Then at her shoulder. Her ears flattened — not in aggression this time, but in the particular kind of fury that comes from being injured by something you should have avoided. She reached for the spine.

“Don’t,” I said, catching her wrist. “The barbs are angled. Pull it straight out and you tear the channel wider, which means more venom absorption. Sit. Down.”

She sat. On the floor of the pharmacy stockroom, between two dead ferals, with a venomous spine in her shoulder and an expression that promised murder to everything in a five-mile radius.

I knelt beside her and opened my first aid pouch. The venom — I’d seen it before, on a class two I’d autopsied in month three — was a localized neurotoxin that caused rapid swelling, pain, and if untreated, tissue necrosis around the injection site. Fatal? Probably not for a healthy adult. Debilitating for hours? Absolutely.

I worked fast. The spine came out with a careful lateral twist that disengaged the barbs — she hissed through her teeth but held still. I irrigated the wound site, then assessed the swelling. Already spreading — a hard ridge of inflamed tissue running from the entry point down toward her bicep.

“I need to make a counter-agent,” I said, already scanning the pharmacy shelves. “Diphenhydramine and dexamethasone. The antihistamine reduces the inflammatory cascade, the steroid suppresses the immune overreaction. Give me two minutes.”

I found the diphenhydramine in the OTC aisle — the pharmacy had been picked over for the prescription painkillers, but nobody grabbed Benadryl during the apocalypse. The dexamethasone took longer — I found it in the veterinary section of the stockroom, right where I’d hoped. Oral tablets. I crushed them with the butt of my pry bar on the counter, mixed the powder with clean water from my canteen, and loaded it into an oral syringe I’d pocketed from the clinic.

“Open,” I said, kneeling back beside her. She opened her mouth and I administered the dexamethasone solution against her inner cheek — faster absorption through the buccal membrane than swallowing. Then the diphenhydramine tablets, which she chewed and swallowed without complaint.

I worked while the medications took effect. Cleaned the wound properly — the spine had gone deep enough to enter muscle tissue but hadn’t hit bone. Applied pressure around the entry site to encourage venom dispersal rather than concentration. Bandaged it with gauze from my kit.

My hands were on her shoulder. At this distance, I could make out the individual healed scars that mapped her collarbone and the line of her neck — the pulse point in her throat beating at its rapid, inhuman pace. Her skin was warm under my fingers — that familiar heat I’d noticed when I first treated her, the elevated metabolism radiating through smooth skin over lean muscle.

Her ears had shifted from flat to a new position — angled slightly forward, tilted toward me. Not hunting mode. Halfway between attention and assessment. She was still, which was unusual for her. The constant low-grade motion — the claw-cycling, the tail-flick, the weight-shifting — had stopped. She was just sitting there, letting me work, her breathing slow and even.

The swelling peaked at about eight minutes and then began to recede. The dexamethasone was working. By fifteen minutes, the hard ridge of inflammation had softened to a mild puffiness, and she was rotating her shoulder experimentally.

“Give it an hour before you use the arm at full range,” I said.

“That was fast,” she said. Four words. A complete sentence that was almost, if you squinted, a compliment.

“That was chemistry. The body does the actual work.”

We finished the supply run. I filled the rucksack while she stood guard — antibiotics, analgesics, antiseptic, more gauze. Suture material, finally — I found a sealed packet of nylon monofilament in the veterinary section that made me feel like I’d hit the lottery. She watched me inventory each item with the bored efficiency of a soldier watching her medic work.

The walk back was slower. The counter-agent was handling the venom well, but she was unsteady — the combination of antihistamine drowsiness and residual neurotoxin effect made her gait slightly off-balance. I shortened my stride further to match. She didn’t comment on this. I didn’t offer help. Offering help would have been an insult, and she would have clawed me again on principle.

But I noticed the way her steps tracked mine — matching my rhythm, staying within arm’s reach without closing the distance. Tactical cohesion. Or something that looked like it.

We reached the clinic without incident. I unlocked the gate, ushered her through, locked it behind us. The fence was intact. The perimeter was clear. Home — the word felt strange even in my head, but the building was there, solid and unchanged, and something in my chest loosened at the sight of it.

She sat on the porch steps while I unloaded the haul inside. When I came back out, she was leaning against the railing, shoulder bandaged, watching the tree line with those amber eyes half-closed against the afternoon sun. The tail lay draped across the step below her, tip twitching lazily.

“The pharmacy run,” she said, without looking at me. “You’ve done it before.”

“Four times.”

“Alone.”

“Nobody else to go with.”

The ear nearest me swiveled in my direction. “You’re not useless.”

I blinked. From someone else, that would have been a lukewarm assessment barely worth acknowledging. From her — a woman who hadn’t spoken twenty words to me in five days, who’d fought her way through six months of apocalypse alone, who evaluated everything and everyone through a lens of pure operational competence — it was the highest grade she could assign.

“Thanks,” I said. “You’re not bad yourself.”

Her ear flattened. The tail flicked. She stood abruptly and went inside without another word.

I leaned against the porch railing and opened the notebook. Run: successful, no incidents beyond feral contact at target. New supply inventory logged. Clinic resident demonstrated exceptional close-quarters combat ability — faster, more lethal, and more tactically sound than any combatant I’d served with. Also demonstrated inability to accept a compliment without fleeing the conversation.

I set the notebook aside and looked at the tree line. The sun was dropping, gilding the ruins in the distance. The breach glow wouldn’t be visible for another hour.

That evening, I set two plates. She came to the doorway, saw the arrangement, and took her plate to the far corner as usual. But she stayed after she’d finished. Didn’t leave the room. Sat with her back against the wall, legs drawn up, watching me eat with an expression I couldn’t decode.

I looked up and caught her eyes. Amber met green across the dim room.

Her ears flattened. Not aggression. Something else — a flush I could see creeping up the warm olive of her neck even in the lamplight. Her gaze dropped to my hands, resting on the table. Then away. She stood, took both plates to the kitchen, and left the room in a movement that was too fast for someone who was pretending to be casual.

The tail lashed as she disappeared down the hallway.

I sat at the table alone and thought about the look on her face. I’d seen it before, on soldiers who’d been in the field too long — that moment when you noticed something about another person that had nothing to do with survival, and the realization landed hard because you’d forgotten you were capable of noticing.

I washed the dishes, checked the perimeter, wrote the log. Went to bed.

In the dark, I heard her on the fence line. Patrolling. Killing small things that tested the wire. My shoulder still smelled faintly of her – steel and leather, and a warm musk that clung to my skin like a question I hadn’t been asked yet.

I listened to her patrol the perimeter until the sounds blurred into routine.

The math was getting complicated.


Chapter 5: Claws Retract

Something was wrong with Mika.

Not medically — the stitches were healing ahead of schedule, the infection was resolved, and her shoulder where the feral spine had hit was already back to full range of motion. Monster girl physiology ran hot and fast, with a healing factor that would have made my old field surgeons weep with envy.

No, the wrongness was behavioral. She was agitated in a way I hadn’t seen before — not the coiled tension of combat readiness or the wary alertness of her perimeter patrols. This was different. She paced. She prowled the hallways with her tail lashing in sharp, irregular arcs. She avoided the rooms I was in, then appeared in doorways to watch me work before disappearing again. Her claws cycled in a constant rhythm — extend, retract, extend, retract — the click-click audible from across the clinic.

She wouldn’t make eye contact. When I looked up from a task, she was always just turning away. Her ears gave her away — one canted in my direction, the other scanning for threats, a split-attention posture I’d learned to read as conflicted focus. Something had her attention and she didn’t want it to.

I was pretty sure I knew what it was.

The day passed in tense proximity. She killed two ferals at the perimeter — small ones, quick kills, but she came back both times slightly out of breath and wired in a way that suggested the combat hadn’t scratched the itch she was actually feeling. She ate lunch in the far corner, fast and without looking up. She washed her plate and walked out of the kitchen at a pace that was almost running.

Late evening. I was in the treatment room checking the suture supply from yesterday’s haul. The room smelled like antiseptic and the clean mineral scent of saline solution — familiar, professional, the smell of a space dedicated to fixing things.

I heard her in the doorway before I felt the air shift. She was standing there, one hand on the frame, the other at her side with claws half-extended. Her ears were flat against her skull. The tail was rigid behind her, puffed slightly, lashing at the tip.

“Stitches need checking,” she said.

I looked at her. The stitches didn’t need checking. I’d checked them that morning. She knew I’d checked them that morning.

“Sure,” I said.

She came into the room and sat on the edge of the exam table. The table was stainless steel, cold under her palms. She gripped the edge with both hands, claws scoring shallow lines in the metal, and lifted her shirt to expose the bandaged side.

I pulled on gloves and approached. Professional. Steady. I peeled back the gauze and examined the suture line. Healing beautifully — the skin was pink and healthy, the inflammation was gone, the wound edges were closed and clean. Two more days and the surface sutures could come out.

“Looking good,” I said. My fingers traced the healing line, checking each suture point for tension and drainage. Clinical. Thorough. My thumb pressed gently against the skin beside the lowest stitch, feeling for subcutaneous swelling.

She inhaled sharply.

Not pain. I knew what pain sounded like on an intake — sharp, involuntary, accompanied by muscle tension that moved away from the stimulus. This was the opposite. Her muscles didn’t tense away. They went still. Completely still, like a switch had been flipped between fight-or-flight and a third state she hadn’t known she had.

I looked up. Her amber eyes were fixed on my hands. Not on the wound. On my hands. The claws were still half-extended, pricking the steel table surface, but they’d stopped cycling. Her ears were pinned back — not flat in aggression, but pressed tight against her skull in a way any vet would read instantly. Arousal. The ears betrayed what the face tried to hide.

A flush was climbing her neck. Warm olive skin turning pink at the throat, spreading upward toward her jaw. She saw me notice and her jaw clenched.

I should have stepped back. Finished the exam, said everything looked fine, given her the professional distance she’d expect. That was the medic’s play. That was the correct play.

I didn’t step back.

She grabbed my wrist.

Her grip was iron — the strength of someone whose muscles were built for killing things. Claws half-extended, the tips pricking the skin of my inner wrist without breaking it. She pulled me closer and shoved me backward simultaneously, a contradictory impulse that translated into a moment of suspension where neither of us moved and the air between us was charged with six days of proximity, five days of watching, and whatever had been building behind those amber eyes since the first time she’d watched my hands suture her shut.

Then she kissed me.

It wasn’t gentle. She didn’t do gentle. Her mouth hit mine with the same explosive force she brought to everything — aggressive, biting, her teeth catching my lower lip hard enough to sting. She tasted like something green and wild – herbs I couldn’t name yet – and the metallic tang of adrenaline. Her hands fisted in my shirt, claws popping through the fabric, and she pushed me back against the exam table hard enough to rattle the instrument tray.

I gripped the back of her neck.

Not rough. Firm. My hand closed around the nape where her hair met the line of charcoal fur at the base of her ears, and I gripped — the way you’d scruff a cat, but adapted. Thumb on one side of her cervical vertebrae, fingers on the other, pressure steady and certain.

The effect was immediate and absolute.

Her entire body went slack. The tension — the coiled, constant, months-long tension that lived in every muscle — drained out of her like someone had pulled a plug. Her knees almost buckled. The aggression in her kiss dissolved into openness and stunned stillness. A sound came from her throat — not a growl, not a snarl. A low, vibrating note that resonated through my palm where I held her.

She was purring.

Her eyes had gone wide. The amber-gold irises were almost entirely consumed by blown pupils, and the fierce calculation that lived behind them was gone. In its place was something raw and exposed and furious about being exposed.

“That’s—” she started, and I kissed her. Cut the protest off. Held the scruff grip and kissed her the way she’d kissed me — not gentle, but thorough. My other hand found her hip, pulled her flush against me, and she made another sound into my mouth that was part purr and part moan, a sound that had no precedent between us.

She shoved me. Hard. I hit the exam table and she was on me, straddling my thighs, her hands on my chest with claws fully extended now. They pricked through my shirt, ten points of sharp pressure against my skin. Her ears were flat, her breathing ragged, and her eyes — God, those eyes — were blazing.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she snarled.

I met her gaze. Steady. The same calm I brought to a wound, a crisis, a feral at the fence. “Okay.”

She kissed me again. Harder. Her claws tore my shirt down the front — the sound of fabric shredding was loud in the treatment room. Her hands went to my bare chest, claws out, dragging lines of stinging fire across my pectoral muscles. Marking. Not deep enough to bleed badly, but enough to feel, enough to scar.

I pulled her shirt over her head and caught her arms in the fabric for one beat — pinned, exposed, her lean torso bare in the lamplight. Firm breasts, small and athletic, tight enough that they barely moved as she struggled. Her nipples were hard, peaked in the cool air, dark against her olive skin. The combat scars on her shoulders and forearms stood out in sharp relief — a body map of survival that doubled as a map of what she’d endured.

She yanked free of the shirt with a snarl. Her claws came up to my face, tips hovering a millimeter from my cheek. A threat. A test.

I didn’t flinch.

Her breathing stuttered. The claws trembled, then withdrew to hover. Her ears pinned tighter.

I reached up and gripped her scruff again. Firm. Steady. Her head dropped forward and the fight left her body in a visible wave — shoulders releasing, spine softening, the rigid line of her torso curving toward me as gravity and need overrode months of survival instincts.

“Don’t stop,” she muttered into my neck. The words were grudging, dragged out of her like confessions under duress.

I turned us. Took control of the position — her back against the exam table, my weight bracing but not crushing. She tested the hold immediately. Not to escape. To confirm. Her wrists were in my hands, pinned against the cold steel, and she pulled against the grip once. Twice. My hands didn’t move. My grip didn’t falter.

Something in her eyes shifted. The fierce amber flickered to warm honey — not a physical change, but a quality of light behind them, the difference between a fire that burned to destroy and one that burned to warm. Her jaw unclenched. The snarl smoothed into softness.

I held her gaze and moved my hands. Down her arms, trailing over the scars on her forearms, the lean definition of her biceps. Over her shoulders. Down her sides, careful around the healing suture line. Her abs contracted under my touch — taut, defined, responsive. Lower. My fingers found the waistband of her cargo pants and worked the button free.

She lifted her hips.

The cargo pants came down over powerful thighs that could launch her body like a weapon. Scars on her shins from wasteland terrain. Lean calves that tensed as I pulled the pants past her ankles. She wore nothing underneath. Apocalypse wardrobe priorities — weapons above underwear. The narrow V of her hips led to a trimmed patch of dark hair.

I stripped off what was left of my shredded shirt and went for my belt. She watched — claws half-extended against the table surface, clicking against the steel in rapid staccato. Impatient. Demanding.

My boots. Belt. Pants. I registered the way her eyes dropped and widened — the sharp intake of breath, the momentary stillness. She recovered fast, chin lifting, challenge back in her expression.

“Any day now,” she growled.

I leaned over her. One hand on the table beside her head, the other on her hip. She was radiating heat — that elevated body temperature amplified by arousal until her skin felt like it was running a fever. The purring had started again, a low vibration in her chest that I felt through every point of contact.

I didn’t rush. She snarled at me for it. I still didn’t rush.

My hand traced down her stomach, over the defined ridges of her abs, through the trim dark hair, and lower. She was slick already — hot and swollen and so wet that my fingers glided without resistance. Her hips jerked at the first contact and a sound tore from her throat that was halfway between a snarl and a moan, raw and involuntary and loud enough to echo off the treatment room walls.

“Fuck —” she hissed, and her claws scored the steel table in long parallel lines. Her hips rolled against my hand, chasing the pressure. I gave her more. Two fingers sliding into wet heat while my thumb found the hard bud above and circled with the same patient precision I used for everything — steady, rhythmic, unhurried.

Her head fell back. The charcoal ears were pressed flat against her skull, her jaw open, fangs visible. The flush had spread from her neck across her chest, turning olive skin pink. Her tail was lashing — hitting the table in rapid, uncontrolled swipes.

“More.” The word was a demand pulled through clenched teeth. She grabbed my wrist — not to stop me, to hold me there, to keep my hand exactly where it was while she rolled her hips in grinding circles. The strength of her grip was staggering, but her claws — I looked. Extended. Pressing into my wrist. Testing.

I curled my fingers inside her and stroked. The spot. The one that made her back arch off the table and her legs shake. A medic knew anatomy the way a mechanic knew engines — function, location, response.

She came with a sound that started as a growl and ended as something broken and desperate, her body clamping around my fingers, her thighs snapping shut, her claws — her claws —

They retracted.

All at once. Not gradually, not one hand at a time. Every claw, simultaneously, pulled back into her fingertips and disappeared. Her hands went from weapons to just hands, blunt-nailed fingers gripping my wrist with the same desperate strength but without the threat.

She looked at her own hands. Stunned. The amber eyes were wide and bewildered, as if her body had just done something her mind hadn’t authorized. The walls — every wall she’d built since the breach, every defensive layer, every sharp edge she’d honed against a world that only wanted to use her — had retracted with the claws.

“I—” she started.

I kissed her. Soft this time, because I could. Because the claws were gone and the snarl was gone and what was underneath was a woman who’d been alone and afraid and angry for months and was now looking at her own hands like a stranger had moved in.

She kissed back. Different now. The aggression wasn’t gone — it was still there in the way she bit my lip, in the way she pulled me closer by the back of my neck — but it had softened into something that wanted rather than fought. Her fingers curled against my shoulders, blunt nails digging in, and the sound she made against my mouth was pure, frustrated need.

I lined up. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance, parting the slick, swollen folds, and the wet heat of her radiated against me before I’d even pushed in. She felt me there and her breath hitched — that sharp intake again, followed by a long, shuddering exhale. Her thighs opened and her legs wrapped around my waist, those powerful runner’s legs locking with a strength that pulled me forward.

I pushed into her slowly. Her body resisted for a fraction of a second — the tight clench of muscles that had never learned to yield — then opened around me, accepting me inch by inch. Tight. Blazing hot. Slick enough that the slide was smooth but felt — every ridge, every pulse of her walls gripping and adjusting around my shaft as I pressed deeper. She gasped, her head dropping back, the tendons in her neck standing taut. I felt the vibration of her purring intensify, resonating through her core and into mine where we were joined — the sensation traveling along my cock in waves, a full-body hum that was maddening and unlike anything I’d experienced. Her internal muscles contracted in rhythmic pulses, almost involuntary, working me in a way that made my vision blur at the edges. Tight, rhythmic squeezes that milked my length with each inch I pressed deeper, as if her body was pulling me in and holding me simultaneously.

“God,” I said. Involuntary. She laughed — short, breathless, more surprise than humor. The laugh made her clench around me, and I had to grip the table edge to hold steady.

I moved. Slow at first, deep, each stroke deliberate — pulling back until the tight ring of her gripped just below the head, then pressing forward until my hips met hers and we were flush, as deep as anatomy allowed. Her hips rose to meet mine with a fluid coordination that came from the same predatory grace she brought to everything — her body knew rhythm and force and angles the way a fighter’s body knew distance and timing. She wrapped tighter, pulling me deeper, and the sounds she made shifted from controlled growls to fractured, breathy things she couldn’t compose. The wet sounds of our bodies joining filled the treatment room — obscene, honest, evidence of how thoroughly her body wanted this.

I braced one hand on the table and gripped her hip with the other, setting the pace. She resisted — tried to speed up, her hips bucking against mine, demanding more, faster, harder. I held steady. Kept the rhythm. She snarled at me. I held. She bit my shoulder — not playfully, teeth sinking in hard enough to bruise — and I still held.

“You’re — infuriating—” she panted, her voice breaking on the second word.

“I know.”

I rolled my hips on the next stroke, angling upward, hitting the deep spot I’d found with my fingers. Her entire body convulsed. The purring became a roar — a vibrating, full-body resonance that hummed through the table, through my hands, through every point where our bodies met. Her ears were pressed so flat against her head they were almost invisible, and the flush had painted her entire upper body pink.

I gave her what she needed. Not what she demanded — what she needed. I read her body the way I read a wound: systematically, attentively, responding to every clench and shudder and involuntary sound. When her breath hitched, I repeated the angle. When her thighs tightened, I went deeper. When she turned her face away, jaw clenched, trying to hide the sounds she was making, I gripped her chin gently and turned her back.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. And the amber had gone completely to honey. Warm, liquid, defenseless. Her lips were parted, swollen from kissing and biting. Her charcoal hair was wild and sweat-damp, plastered to her forehead and neck. She was beautiful and furious about it, and the fury was dissolving with every stroke.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. Not a demand this time. A request. The first request she’d ever made of me.

I didn’t stop.

I picked up the pace. She matched me, her hips snapping to meet mine with increasing urgency. The sounds were louder now — unmuffled, unhidden, the wet impact of bodies and the ragged counterpoint of breathing that had abandoned any pretense of control. The exam table creaked under us. The instrument tray rattled.

She came again, harder than the first time. I felt it — the clenching, the shuddering, the full-body tremor that made her legs lock around me with crushing force. Her mouth opened in a silent cry, back arched, every defined muscle in her torso standing in sharp relief under flushed skin. And the purring. The purring was so loud it was almost a sound you heard with your teeth instead of your ears, a vibration that entered through contact and radiated through bone.

I followed her over. The combination of her internal contractions and the vibration and the sight of her — this fierce, guarded, impossible woman broken open beneath me, claws retracted, walls gone, eyes golden and wet — undid me completely. I thrust deep and held, and the release was blinding.

We lay on the narrow exam table afterward, tangled together in a way that defied the table’s limited dimensions. She was on her side, pressed against me, her face buried in my neck. Her tail had coiled around my leg — involuntary, I was sure. She’d tried to pull it back once, but it wound tighter. Her claws stayed retracted. The purring continued, a low vibration that resonated through both our bodies where they pressed together.

I ran my hand down her spine slowly. Over the bumps of her vertebrae, the lean muscle of her back, the curve at the base of her spine where her tail joined. She shivered at the touch but didn’t pull away.

Neither of us spoke for a long time.

My hand found the healing suture line on her side. I traced it gently — the wound that had brought her to my fence, that had brought her into my clinic, that had brought her to this moment. Eighteen stitches, soon to be removed. The suture line was smooth under my thumb, the skin warm and healthy beneath the thread.

She shifted against me. Her breath was warm on my neck, slowing toward sleep. Her hand — blunt-nailed now, no threat — rested on my chest, over the scratches she’d left. Her palm covered the marks like an apology she’d never verbalize.

“This doesn’t change anything,” she murmured against my skin.

“Okay,” I said.

Her tail tightened around my leg. Her purring deepened. She pressed closer.

She didn’t leave my bed that night. In the morning, she was on the porch, sharpening her claws on the railing, ears scanning the perimeter, as if nothing had happened. She didn’t look at me when I came out for the morning check. Didn’t speak. Her tail was held rigidly still — controlled, suppressed, giving nothing away.

But her ears betrayed her. One drifted toward me as I passed, following my movement with a focus that had nothing to do with threat assessment.

And when I looked at the exam table in the treatment room later, there were ten parallel lines scored into the stainless steel, deep and permanent.

Claws out. Then claws in.


Chapter 6: Found

The days after that night had a different geometry.

Nothing changed on paper. She still patrolled the perimeter at night, still killed ferals at the fence, still ate in the far corner with her back against the wall. She still didn’t say more than a handful of words a day, still bristled if I got too close, still operated with the independent ferocity of someone who’d survived the wasteland alone and resented any suggestion that she couldn’t continue indefinitely.

But the angles were different. She sat at the table now instead of the floor, though at the opposite end, as far from my seat as the furniture allowed. When I entered a room, her ears tracked me with a focus that had shifted from wary to aware. And twice — I noticed both times — her tail drifted toward me when I passed, an unconscious reaching that she yanked back the moment she caught it.

She didn’t mention what had happened in the treatment room. I didn’t bring it up. We moved through the clinic in an orbit that was gravitational — attracted toward center but refusing to collapse.

On the third day after, I decided we needed to expand our foraging range. The snare lines were producing, the pharmacy run had been successful, but the food situation was still marginal. Canned goods were finite and my knowledge of edible wild plants was limited to what I’d learned from a military survival manual and two months of trial-and-error.

“Foraging run,” I told her over morning coffee — instant, terrible, rationed to one cup a day from a jar I’d found in the pharmacy break room. “Collapsed apartment complex about half a mile south. Multiple structures, might have pantry goods, and the surrounding terrain looked green — could be edible plants.”

She looked at me over the rim of her cup. She’d started drinking coffee the day after. Another small migration that neither of us acknowledged.

“I’ll come,” she said.

We left the clinic at mid-morning. The route south took us through the worst of the suburban wreckage — houses collapsed in on themselves, cars rusted to their axles, the occasional feral moving through the rubble at a distance. She moved ahead, scouting, flowing through the terrain like she’d been born in it. Her ears swiveled constantly, tracking sounds I couldn’t hear. Her nostrils flared, sampling the air for threats and information.

The apartment complex was a three-story structure that had partially collapsed on its north side. The south wing was mostly intact — walls standing, roof still on, though the windows were gone and weather had been working on the interior for six months. I’d seen it from a distance on previous runs but hadn’t prioritized it. Apartments meant residential pantries, medicine cabinets, and closets full of potentially useful household supplies.

We entered through a ground-floor unit whose front door had been torn off the hinges. Inside was the typical apocalypse freeze-frame — furniture overturned, personal effects scattered, a TV smashed on the floor. No bodies. This far from the urban center, people had mostly fled rather than died in place. I checked the kitchen. Empty — picked over weeks ago by someone who’d come before.

We moved through four apartments on the ground floor. Similar story — cabinets open, pantries emptied, anything of obvious value taken. But I found a sealed bag of rice behind a fallen refrigerator, two cans of condensed milk that had rolled under a stove, and a bottle of rubbing alcohol that was worth its weight in gold for sterilization purposes.

She cleared each unit ahead of me, moving through doorways in that liquid-predator crouch, claws extended. The building was quiet — no ferals nested inside, which was unusual. Something about the structure didn’t appeal to them, or something about the territory outside had claimed it.

We reached the second floor via a stairwell that was intact but dark. Her night vision led. I followed by sound and touch, one hand on the wall, the other on my pry bar.

“Stop,” she whispered.

I stopped.

Her ears were forward. Pointed at something deeper in the hallway. Her nostrils flared. In the dim light filtering through a broken window at the hall’s end, I could see her posture shift — she lowered, her weight dropped, her shoulders squared. The predator crouch.

“What is it?”

“Alive,” she said. “Not feral. Not human.” Her voice had dropped to a register I hadn’t heard before — low, tense, with an undertone that vibrated in her chest. Her tail had gone rigid, puffed at the base.

Predator response. She’d detected something alive in the building, and her instincts were classifying it.

I put my hand on her shoulder. She flinched — not from me, but from the contact pulling her out of the predator state. Her amber eyes found mine in the dimness, and I saw the slit pupils dilated to maximum, swallowing most of the gold.

“Easy,” I said. Same calm voice. Same steady presence. “Show me.”

She led me down the hall to the last apartment on the left. The door was closed — unusual. Everything else had been standing open. She pointed at the gap beneath the door. I crouched and looked.

Light coming through the apartment’s windows illuminated the strip of floor visible beneath the door. Something had been pushed against the other side — furniture, from the looks of the shadow. A barricade. Someone had closed this door from inside and blocked it.

I smelled it too, now. Not feral. Something different. Warm, organic, herbaceous — fresh hay and wildflowers layered over a yeast-sweet note that was unmistakably alive, unmistakably sheltering.

I knocked on the door.

The sound I got back was a whimper. High-pitched, terrified, and unmistakably humanoid. Then the frantic scraping of someone pressing harder against the barricade, trying to make it hold.

I looked at Mika. Her ears were flat, her claws extended, and the low growl in her chest had started. Every predatory instinct she possessed was firing — she’d detected prey, small and frightened, and the feline in her was responding.

“Stay here,” I said. “Stay.”

Her jaw tightened. The growl continued but she held position.

I crouched by the door and used the voice. The one I’d developed over years of approaching panicked patients, injured soldiers, and terrified animals. Low. Even. Unthreatening. “My name is Ryder. I’m a medic. I’m not going to hurt you. I have food and clean water. You don’t have to open the door.”

Silence. Then more whimpering. Then a sound I didn’t expect — a rapid, rhythmic thumping. Like a foot striking the floor in an involuntary pattern. It accelerated, then stopped, then started again.

“There’s a woman with me. She’s — she looks different, but she won’t hurt you. Nobody here is going to hurt you. You’re safe.”

The thumping intensified. Behind me, Mika’s growl shifted lower and lost its edge, the predatory threat dulling into a tone I couldn’t categorize.

A minute passed. Two. The barricade scraped against the floor — slowly, hesitantly. A chair being pulled back. Then a dresser. The process took several minutes, each movement followed by a long pause, as if the person inside kept stopping to reassess whether this was a catastrophically bad idea.

The door cracked open. One inch. A sliver of dim light from the apartment’s windows. And in that sliver: a wide brown eye. Warm, enormous, ringed with gold flecks, pupils dilated with terror. The eye stared at me.

Then it rose. Past my face, to just above my head, where Mika stood behind me.

The door slammed shut. The barricade slammed back into place. The whimpering became crying — ragged, broken sobs that carried through the thin apartment door like something in the person behind it had finally cracked.

I looked at Mika. “Back up,” I said. “Down the hall. Around the corner.”

Her ears flattened. “I’m not—”

“She’s afraid of you. Give her space.”

The tail lashed. The jaw clenched. But she backed up. Down the hall, around the corner. Gone from sight. I heard her claws click once against the wall — frustration — then silence.

I turned back to the door. “She’s gone. It’s just me. I have food.”

Quiet. The crying continued, softer now, muffled. The thumping hadn’t stopped — that involuntary rhythm continuing against the floor.

I unslung my pack, pulled out a can of condensed milk I’d found downstairs, and a protein bar from my own ration supplies. I set them on the floor in front of the door.

“Food’s outside the door. Take it when you’re ready. I’ll be down the hall.”

I walked ten steps back and sat down against the wall. Waited.

Eight minutes. The door opened. Not a crack — enough for a hand to reach through. Small, pale, trembling. The fingers closed around the can and the bar and withdrew. The door closed.

I heard the can being opened. Then eating — fast, desperate, the sounds of someone who hadn’t had a real meal in days or weeks. Chewing that was almost frantic. Swallowing that was too quick, followed by a coughing fit.

I waited until the eating sounds stopped. “You okay?”

A pause. Then a voice, so soft I had to lean forward to hear it. “Yes.” Just the one word. Barely more than a breath.

“Can I come closer?”

Another pause. Longer. The thumping started again — that rhythmic foot against the floor, rapid and unconscious. “Okay.”

I approached the door slowly. It was open three inches now. The wide brown eye was back, but lower — she was sitting on the floor, back against the inside wall. I could see more of her now through the gap. Honey-gold hair, long and wavy, falling across a face that was pale and thin with malnutrition. The brown eyes enormous in a face that had lost its soft fullness to weeks of starvation. Full lips cracked from dehydration.

And ears. Long, cream-colored ears that hung alongside her face, reaching past her jawline. Lop ears. Like a rabbit.

She was pressing herself against the wall, knees drawn up, making herself as small as possible. Her bare feet were visible beneath the hem of a too-large shirt she’d clearly scavenged — one foot was thumping against the floor in a rapid, involuntary rhythm she couldn’t seem to stop. Her eyes went from my face to my hands to the hallway behind me, checking constantly for the threat she’d seen.

“She won’t come near you,” I said. “I promise.”

The thumping accelerated.

“I’m a medic. Can I check you over? You look like you haven’t eaten properly in a while.”

Her eyes filled with tears. Not the crying from before — that had been terror. This was relief. The tears that came when someone had been alone long enough that the sound of a calm human voice asking if they were okay hit like a physical blow.

She nodded. Small, shaky movement of her head that made the lop ears sway.

I pushed the door open gently. The apartment beyond was a wreck — but an organized wreck. She’d arranged what little she had into a kind of nest. Blankets layered on the floor in one corner. A collection of water bottles — mostly empty — lined against the wall. And plants. Piles of them. Dried herbs hung from curtain rods. Fresh greens arranged on a tray she’d fashioned from a dresser drawer. She’d been foraging. Surviving on wild plants and rainwater, hiding in this apartment for weeks, possibly months.

I knelt beside her, slowly, giving her every chance to flinch away. She didn’t flinch. She watched me the way a rabbit watches a stranger — frozen, wide-eyed, every muscle ready to bolt, but held in place by something stronger than fear. Need. Exhaustion. The desperate hope that this was real.

I checked her vitals as gently as I could. Pulse: rapid, thready. Skin turgor: poor — dehydrated. Body weight: significantly below healthy range. Her ribs were visible under the oversized shirt. Her arms were thin, her wrists birdlike. But no wounds, no injuries, no signs of violence. She’d survived by hiding, not fighting. The opposite of Mika in every way.

“You’re malnourished and dehydrated,” I said. “But you’re not injured. Your plant identification is good — nothing toxic in your collection that I can see. You’ve been keeping yourself alive.”

Her lower lip trembled. The lop ears drooped further, if that was possible.

“I have a clinic,” I said. “Half a mile north. Walls, a fence, food, clean water, medical supplies. You can come back with me. You’ll have a bed, hot food, and a safe place to sleep. Nobody will make you stay if you don’t want to.”

The thumping foot went into overdrive. Her nose — small, pink at the tip — twitched rapidly. Her eyes were filling again, and this time the tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks in silent tracks.

“Okay,” she whispered. And then, quieter: “Please.”

Getting her out of the building was a logistics problem with an emotional variable. She wouldn’t go near Mika. The moment we reached the hallway and she saw the catgirl waiting at the far end — leaning against the wall with deliberate casualness, claws retracted, ears pointed forward — the bunnygirl stopped dead. Every muscle locked. The thumping stopped. She went completely still in a way I recognized from prey animals: freeze response. Total, paralytic freeze.

I stepped between them. Positioned my body as a barrier, blocking the bunnygirl’s line of sight to Mika. “Hey. Look at me.” I waited until those wide brown eyes found my face. “She’s with me. She won’t hurt you. I won’t let her.”

Mika, to her credit, said nothing. Did nothing. Held perfectly still, ears forward, tail low and motionless. I didn’t know if it was restraint or something else — the predator choosing, for reasons she’d never articulate, not to chase.

The walk to the clinic took twice as long as it should have. I walked between them, the bunnygirl on my right, Mika on my left at a distance of about ten yards. The bunnygirl’s hand gripped the back of my jacket the entire way — fingers twisted in the fabric, knuckles white, holding on as if the connection to me was the only thing keeping her feet moving. Her foot thumped against the ground with every few steps, an involuntary rhythm that accompanied her like a soundtrack.

Her other hand — the free one — reached toward the plants we passed. I watched her do it unconsciously, automatically. She’d touch a leaf, rub it between her fingers, bring it to her nose. She knew what she was looking at. This wasn’t casual curiosity — it was a practiced, systematic evaluation of the edible and medicinal resources in the terrain. Even terrified, half-starved, and barely functioning, she was cataloguing.

We reached the clinic. I unlocked the gate, brought her through, locked it behind us. She stood in the yard and looked at the building, at the fence, at the scrubby garden I’d half-heartedly attempted near the south wall. Her nose twitched continuously, reading scent data I couldn’t access.

Inside, I gave her a blanket. Military surplus, the same kind I’d given Mika. She wrapped it around herself until only the lop ears poked out above the edge — cream-colored tips sticking up from a cocoon of olive-green wool. I set food in front of her: rice from the morning’s pot, the other can of condensed milk, clean water.

She ate. Not as frantically as before — slower, methodical, but no less urgent. She kept the blanket wrapped around her the entire time, as if removing even the symbolic protection would be more than she could bear.

When she finished, she looked at me. Those brown eyes, enormous in her thin face, filled with something that wasn’t fear anymore. It was relief, or gratitude, or the specific devastation that comes when you’ve been alone long enough that kindness feels like an injury.

She started crying again. Not sobbing — quiet tears, running down her cheeks, dripping onto the blanket. The lop ears trembled. The foot thumped against the clinic floor in a soft, rapid rhythm that sounded like a heartbeat.

I kept my hands still, my body where it was. Just sat across from her and waited, the way you wait for a frightened animal to decide you’re safe. You couldn’t rush it. You couldn’t force it. You just stayed, and waited, and let proximity do what words couldn’t.

“Thank you,” she said. The words were barely audible. She said them into the blanket, her face half-hidden, the ears drooping on either side of her head.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Get some sleep. Nobody’s going to bother you.”

She curled up on the floor of what used to be the reception area, blanket wrapped tight, knees drawn to her chest. Closed her eyes. The thumping slowed, then stopped. Her breathing evened out. She fell asleep in under two minutes — the instant, total collapse of someone whose body had been running on adrenaline for so long that the first moment of genuine safety hit the off switch.

I found Mika outside.

She was sitting against the wall next to the reception room window. Not inside — outside, on the ground, her back against the exterior wall. She hadn’t been invited. Hadn’t been asked. She’d positioned herself between the bunnygirl’s sleeping place and the perimeter, facing outward, claws half-extended, scanning the tree line.

Guarding her.

I leaned against the wall beside her. She didn’t look at me.

“She’s scared of you,” I said.

“She should be.”

“She’s been alone for months. Starving. Hiding.”

“Everyone has.” Flat. Unemotional.

“She can’t fight. Can’t defend herself. She freezes.”

Mika’s jaw tightened. Her ears swiveled toward the window where the bunnygirl slept. Held there. Then forward again, scanning.

“I know what it’s like,” she said. So quiet I almost missed it. “To be that scared.”

I looked at her. She didn’t look back. Her amber eyes stayed fixed on the perimeter, the fence, the wasteland beyond. Her tail lay still beside her, tip resting against the ground.

“You were never that scared,” I said.

“No.” Her ears flattened. “I was angry instead. It’s the same thing.”

She didn’t move from that spot all night. When I checked at dawn, she was still there — asleep, but lightly, leaning against the wall with one ear pointed toward the window and the other toward the fence. A predator guarding a prey animal’s sleep.

Neither of them would ever admit this arrangement existed. That didn’t make it less real.

Population: three.

I wrote the log in the morning. New resident: female, bunnygirl type, estimated age early twenties, severe malnutrition, dehydration. No physical injuries. Exceptional botanical knowledge. Extreme anxiety, prey-freeze response, requires careful handling. Assigned to reception area for now. Clinic census: three.

I paused, pen hovering over the page. Then I added:

She said please. Nobody says please anymore.


Chapter 7: Nesting

Her name was Hana.

She told me on the second day, when I brought her breakfast. Rice and a strip of rabbit jerky and the last of the condensed milk, which I was rationing carefully because the look on her face when she drank it was a luxury I wasn’t prepared to give up yet.

“Hana,” she said, looking at the cup of condensed milk like it contained the cure for everything. Her voice was soft, breathy, still barely above a whisper. “My name.”

“Ryder,” I said. “You met Mika.”

Her foot thumped once against the floor. Hard. Then she pulled it back under the blanket like it had betrayed her.

“She’s not going to hurt you, Hana.”

The thumping started again. Rapid, involuntary, muffled by the blanket. Her wide brown eyes darted to the hallway where Mika’s footsteps could sometimes be heard — silent to human ears, but apparently not silent to bunny ears. She could hear Mika moving through the clinic with a precision that bordered on sonar, and every footfall triggered the prey response that lived in her nervous system.

“She kills things,” Hana whispered.

“She kills things that try to get through the fence. That’s different.”

Hana’s nose twitched. The lop ears swayed. She considered this with the careful deliberation of someone whose survival instinct was at war with a desperate need to believe that safety was possible.

“Okay,” she said. Then she drank the condensed milk and her eyes closed with an expression I could only describe as reverence.

By the end of the second day, she’d started nesting.

I came back from a perimeter check to find the reception area transformed. The blankets I’d given her were no longer in a pile on the floor — they were layered, folded, arranged in a specific architecture that turned the corner between the reception desk and the wall into an enclosed, padded space. She’d found the cushions from the waiting room chairs and incorporated them into the structure, creating walls of soft material that surrounded the sleeping area on three sides.

She’d also sorted the supply shelf. Every can was facing forward, labels visible, grouped by type. The medical supplies I’d left on the counter were arranged by function: bandages together, antiseptic together, instruments together. The precision would have made a field hospital jealous — not military order, but domestic order, warm and purposeful. Everything in its place, accessible, cared for.

She was kneeling in the herb garden — my attempt at a garden, really just a patch of turned earth near the south fence — pulling weeds with efficient, practiced motions. When she heard me, she startled. Froze. Then she recognized me and the freeze dissolved into visible relaxation that moved through her body like a wave, shoulders dropping, spine softening. The lop ears perked up halfway, rising from their droop in a way that looked involuntary and eager.

Her foot thumped once against the ground. She pressed it flat immediately.

“I found things,” she said. Her voice was still soft, but an undercurrent of purpose had crept into it. “In the soil near the fence. You have wild chamomile, yarrow, and what I think is plantain — the medicinal kind, not the banana. The yarrow is —” She paused, looking at me with sudden uncertainty, as if she’d spoken too much. “Is it okay? That I’m doing this?”

“It’s more than okay. Show me what you found.”

She showed me. The next forty minutes were an education. She walked me through the wild plants growing within twenty yards of the clinic’s fence, and her knowledge was staggering. The chamomile she’d identified would make an antiseptic wash and a calming tea. The yarrow was a natural clotting agent — packed into a wound, it could slow bleeding faster than anything in my first aid kit. The plantain leaves could be crushed into a poultice for burns and insect stings.

She’d found all of this in terrain I’d walked daily for months and never examined with this level of botanical precision. My military survival training had covered the basics — what not to eat, how to purify water, emergency-calorie plant identification. Hana’s knowledge operated on a different level. It was deep, intuitive, and practical in ways that went beyond survival and into medicine.

“How do you know all this?” I asked, genuinely impressed.

She blushed. The color crept from her chest upward — I could track its progress through the neckline of the oversized shirt she’d been wearing since she arrived. It spread across her collarbones, up her throat, and into her cheeks, turning pale cream skin a vivid pink. Her nose twitched rapidly and her foot thumped twice.

“I — before the breach, I was studying. Ethnobotany. Plants and traditional medicine. I was in my second year of graduate school when —” She trailed off. The lop ears drooped. “When everything changed.”

“You’re pre-med adjacent with specialized botanical knowledge.”

“That sounds much more impressive than I —”

“You just identified three medicinal plants that I’ve been walking past for six months. You’re useful, Hana. Genuinely, practically useful.”

The blush deepened. The foot thumped three times in rapid succession. She looked at the ground, but the lop ears had perked up again — halfway to vertical, straining against their own anatomy.

Over the next several days, she transformed the clinic.

The nesting instinct that had driven her to arrange blankets extended to every room she had access to. The common eating area — previously my folding table and four plastic chairs in the waiting room — gained a cloth covering she’d fashioned from a scavenged curtain, a jar with wildflowers, and cushions on each chair. The sleeping areas were reorganized. My cot was still in the back office, but she’d added padding beneath the mattress and somehow found a second pillow. The treatment room she left alone — “That’s your space,” she’d said, with a seriousness that suggested she understood the difference between clinical and domestic.

The herb garden expanded dramatically. Within three days she’d tripled its footprint, transplanting wild specimens from the surrounding terrain, building raised beds from scavenged wood planks, and creating an irrigation system from cut PVC she’d found in my materials stockpile. She worked the garden every morning, barefoot, her honey-gold hair loose around her shoulders and the lop ears drooping endearingly as she bent over seedlings.

She made the clinic feel like a place where people lived, not just survived. And every day, she inched closer to me.

The proximity was gradual enough that I might not have noticed if I hadn’t been trained to observe. Day one: she sat across the room during meals. Day two: she sat at the table, but at the far end. Day three: one seat closer. Day four: adjacent. By the end of the first week, she was sitting beside me, close enough that our arms occasionally brushed when we reached for food.

She fell asleep against my shoulder on the fourth night. We were sitting on the porch, watching the sunset through the breach haze, and her head tipped sideways and settled against my arm with the gentle weight of total exhaustion and total trust. Her breathing evened out. The thumping, which had been a constant background rhythm all day, finally stopped. The lop ears rested against her cheek and my sleeve.

I held still, unwilling to break the moment. The warmth of her was different from Mika’s — Mika ran hot, burning, a predator’s metabolism. Hana was warm the way a blanket was warm. Soft, enveloping, the kind of heat that made you realize how cold you’d been.

Her nose twitched against my arm. Even in sleep, she was reading my scent. Processing, cataloguing, the involuntary analysis of a prey animal confirming that the creature next to it was safe. I wondered what I smelled like to her. Antiseptic and coffee, probably. Canvas and sweat and the faint residual scent of whatever I’d cooked for dinner.

Mika watched from the fence line. She’d been patrolling when she saw us on the porch — me sitting still, Hana asleep against my side. She paused for a long moment, amber eyes unreadable in the twilight. Then she turned and continued her patrol without comment.

The eating migration was its own evolution. Mika had moved from the floor to the far corner to the table’s end. Now, with Hana’s reorganization of the common area, the dynamics shifted again. Mika ate at the table — not next to me, not yet. She sat near Hana. Not beside her — near. Close enough to observe, far enough to maintain the fiction of independence.

The predator-prey tension between them was complicated and evolving. Hana was still afraid of Mika. The wide eyes, the freeze response, the way her foot thumped involuntarily whenever Mika entered the room — the bunny in her recognized the cat and reacted accordingly. But the fear was diminishing, replaced by something more nuanced.

The shift came on a quiet night.

I was in the treatment room doing inventory when I heard a scraping at the back fence. Feral — the click-scratch pattern of the six-legged canine type, probing for weaknesses. Routine. I grabbed the machete and headed outside.

Mika was already there. She’d come through the window of the reception area — the one nearest Hana’s nest — and was crouched between the fence and the building, claws out, ears flat. The feral was pressing against the chain-link, jaws working, big enough to be a class three.

But what stopped me was Hana’s position. She was standing in the doorway of the reception area, blanket clutched around her shoulders, wide eyes fixed on the fence. Frozen. Prey-lock. But she was at the doorway — she hadn’t retreated deeper into the building. She was watching.

Mika went through the fence gap. Three seconds later, the feral was dead. She stood over it, breathing hard, blood on her claws. Turned and walked back through the fence gap.

And stopped.

She was directly between Hana and the dead feral. Between the bunnygirl and the threat. She hadn’t planned it — her body had moved without consulting her brain, positioning itself in the gap between prey and danger the way a mother cat places itself between her kittens and a threat. Pure instinct overriding independence. This wasn’t territory defense. This was protection.

Mika looked at Hana. Hana looked at Mika. The moment stretched like taffy — predator and prey, locked in a visual exchange that should have been about fear and dominance but was about something neither of them had words for.

Mika broke the look first. She walked past Hana into the clinic without a word, trailing blood from her claws. Her tail swished once — not lashing, not tense. Almost casual.

Hana watched her go. Her foot thumped once. Soft. Thoughtful.

The next morning, I found a plate of food on the porch railing near Mika’s patrol route. Rice and dried herbs, arranged neatly, covered with a piece of cloth to keep insects off. Hana had left it before dawn — I’d heard her moving quietly through the clinic while Mika was still on the perimeter.

Mika didn’t acknowledge the plate. But when I checked that afternoon, it was empty and clean.

It became a ritual. Every morning, a plate on the porch. Every afternoon, an empty plate. Neither spoke about it. Neither acknowledged the exchange. But the distance between them at the dinner table shrank by one seat.

Hana’s foot-thumping was becoming the clinic’s metronome.

She thumped when I walked in — rapid, startled, pleased. She thumped when I said her name — a quick double-beat that she tried to suppress by pressing her foot against the chair leg. She thumped when my knee brushed hers under the table during dinner — a long, accelerating roll that turned her face scarlet and made her stare at her plate with an intensity that could have melted the ceramic.

Mika noticed. Her ears would swivel toward the thumping, and the tiniest flicker of amusement would cross her face before the mask came down.

I noticed too. Involuntary neuromuscular response, triggered by emotional stimulation — bunnygirl physiology integrating prey-animal reflexes with human-level emotional complexity. That was the diagnosis, clean and clinical. But the diagnosis didn’t account for the blush that accompanied each thumping episode, the way her brown eyes widened and then darted away, the sweet warm scent that intensified when the thumping was at its worst.

She smelled like vanilla and fresh hay, but the baseline had shifted — a warmer, more complex note rising through the sweetness, a scent change that a medic catalogued as hormonal and a man registered as dangerous. I noticed it as data first, and then as a warmth that lingered after the data was processed.

Late that night, after the rest of the clinic was quiet, Mika came to me.

She appeared in the doorway of the back office without sound. I was in bed, not quite sleeping, the machete beside my cot. I sensed her before I saw her — the shift in air pressure, the faintest warmth.

“Move,” she said.

I moved.

She slid into the narrow cot beside me, her back against my chest, and pulled my arm over her. Not gently — she placed it where she wanted it, around her waist, and held it there until I took over. Her body was tense for the first three breaths, then the tension released in stages. Shoulders first, then spine, then the rigid set of her jaw.

She wasn’t aggressive tonight. No shoving, no biting, no claws scoring my skin. She turned in my arms and pushed me onto my back, swinging one leg over to straddle me with a fluidity that made the cot creak in protest. Her hands went to my chest — blunt-nailed, claws retracted from the start. The amber eyes caught the faint light from the hallway and held it.

“The rabbit,” she said. Quiet. Not a challenge — an explanation. “You gave her food. You gave her a blanket. You walked between us the entire way back.”

“She was scared.”

“I know.” Her tail curled slowly around my wrist. Deliberate. Not the involuntary wrapping of last time — a conscious choice. “I’m not jealous.”

“I didn’t think you were.”

“I’m not.” Her ears pinned back. The flush started at her throat and climbed. “This isn’t — I don’t need to — it’s not about —” Each sentence died before it reached its destination.

My hand found her scruff again — same hold, no hesitation. The effect was the same as the first time — her body went slack, the half-formed sentences dissolved, and a low, vibrating purr started in her chest. Her eyes lost their edge, the sharp gold warming to something defenseless, and her weight settled against me, warm and heavy.

She set the pace this time. Slow — slower than I’d expected from someone whose first encounter had been all aggression and torn fabric. She pulled my shirt over my head and ran her hands down my chest, tracing the scratch marks she’d left the first time. Her fingers lingered on each raised line, blunt nails following the paths her claws had cut. When she reached the lowest scratch — the one that ran from my pectoral to my ribs — she bent and dragged her tongue along it. Hot, rough, the feline texture unmistakable. She tasted her own mark on me, and the sound she made in her throat was possessive and low.

She stripped out of her tank top with a single motion. The small firm breasts were bared in the dim light, nipples peaked hard and dark against her olive skin, the lean muscle of her torso scarred and beautiful. The flush was already climbing her neck — that involuntary heat-map of arousal she couldn’t suppress. I cupped one breast and felt how it fit my palm perfectly, the firm weight of it, the nipple stiff against the center of my hand. She bit her lip. Fangs pressed white indentations into the swollen flesh.

She reached for my belt and I let her — let her set the pace, let her take what she wanted at the speed she wanted it. Her fingers worked the buckle with practiced efficiency, then slowed when she freed me. Her hand wrapped around my length and her breath stuttered — a reaction she tried to mask with a scowl, but her ears pinned flat and betrayed her. She stroked, once, testing the weight of me, the heat, and her amber eyes flickered to honey for a half-second before the mask slammed back into place.

She rose on her knees, positioned herself, and guided me to her entrance. The first contact — the slick, swollen heat of her pressing against my tip — made her thighs tremble. She sank down slowly, and the breath she released was long and shuddering, caught somewhere between relief and hunger. She took me in one continuous descent, her body opening around me inch by inch, the tight clutch of her yielding in increments that made my jaw clench. The purring intensified the deeper I went, vibrating through every point of contact — her thighs against my hips, her hands on my chest, the blazing grip of her body squeezing me in rhythmic pulses she couldn’t control.

She settled fully and held there, breathing hard, her hips flush against mine. I was buried to the hilt inside her and she was adjusting — I could feel it, the involuntary contractions of her inner walls rippling around me as her body accommodated the stretch. Her head dropped forward, charcoal hair falling across her face, and the sound she made was barely human. A throaty moan that vibrated with the purr underneath.

She rode me with rolling hips, a rhythm that was nothing like the aggressive frenzy of the treatment room. This was deliberate. Each rise lifted her until I nearly slipped free, the slick grip of her dragging along my length, and each descent took me deep again with a wet, firm impact that sent her breath hitching. Her amber eyes held mine in the dimness, half-lidded, vulnerable in a way that terrified her. I could see the fear of it in the set of her jaw and the way her claws flickered — half-extending, then retracting, the cycle faster when a particularly deep roll ground the head of my cock against the spot inside her that made her thighs shake.

I reached for her hips to guide the angle. She caught my wrists and pinned them. Held me down with that predator strength while she moved above me, controlling everything — depth, speed, the precise angle that made her back arch and her lips part. Her small, firm tits caught the faint hallway light each time she rose, the nipples dark and peaked, her abs flexing as she worked herself on me with the rolling, grinding rhythm of someone who’d found exactly what she needed and refused to share control of it.

Then she let go. Released my wrists. Placed my hands on her hips and — waited. The permission was silent and enormous.

I sat up. Pulled her against me, chest to chest, my arms around her waist. Changed the angle, went deeper — so deep that our bodies ground together at the base, the friction against her swollen clit making her gasp and her claws extend for one sharp second before retracting again. She was drenched, her arousal slick between us, the evidence of how much she wanted this coating my shaft, my thighs, the sounds of our joining obscenely wet in the quiet room. Her forehead dropped to my shoulder and the purring was so loud now it vibrated through my collarbones, through my ribs, a resonance I felt in my teeth.

I set the rhythm and she followed. Not submitting — choosing. Letting me lead because she wanted to see what happened when she stopped controlling every variable. I thrust up into her with steady, deep strokes, each one pushing the air from her lungs. Her face pressed into my neck and her breathing fragmented into small, broken sounds she was trying to muffle against my skin. Her nipples dragged against my chest with each stroke, the hard peaks and the friction pulling whimpers from her that she bit down on.

“Let me hear you,” I said against her ear.

She shuddered. The sounds came louder — not the growls and snarls of last time, but something rawer. Gasps that broke into whimpers. Half-words muffled against my throat. The slick sound of her riding me, the wet catch and release, filled the narrow room alongside her increasingly ragged voice. And underneath, that constant purring that seemed to come from the center of her body, vibrating through both of us where we were joined, a sensation that wound around the base of my spine and tightened.

I gripped her ass — firm, muscled, the fighter’s body tensing under my hands — and drove up into her harder. She moaned against my throat, the sound breaking open, and her inner walls clenched so tight around me I saw white.

She whispered something against my neck. Too quiet for words, more breath than language, but the tone was raw and unguarded. Whatever she said, she’d never repeat it in daylight. I didn’t ask her to say it again. Some things were meant for the dark.

She came with a full-body tremor, her legs clamping around me with crushing force, her arms locked around my neck, face buried against my pulse. Her body seized — the rhythmic contractions gripping me in tight, rippling waves, milking me with an intensity that was almost violent. The purring became a sound I had no name for — deeper, more resonant, vibrating through bone. I pulled her down hard against me, buried myself as deep as her body would allow, and the release ripped through me in a white-hot surge that I felt in my spine, my chest, the backs of my teeth. She gasped at the first pulse inside her, her hips grinding down, her body wringing every last shudder from both of us until we were spent and shaking.

We fell back onto the cot, still tangled. She stayed. Pressed closer, if anything. She lay against me, face still hidden in my neck, tail wrapped around my waist — not involuntary this time. She’d placed it there deliberately, then let it tighten. Her claws had stayed in the entire time — retracted since she’d first touched me, never once extending. That was new. The purring continued, low and steady, a sound like an engine idling.

In the morning, she was gone. The cot was cool where she’d been. I could hear her on the porch, drawing her blade along a whetstone in long, slow passes — the rhythmic scrape of steel that was her version of morning meditation.

When I came outside, she didn’t look at me. Her ears didn’t angle toward me. Her tail was held rigidly still.

But on the counter in the kitchen, there were two cups of coffee instead of one. She’d made mine without being asked.

I drank it on the porch, sitting two feet from her, in a silence that was fuller than any conversation.

Hana appeared in the doorway, blanket around her shoulders, watching us with those wide brown eyes. Her foot thumped once. She disappeared back inside, and a moment later I heard her in the herb garden, humming something soft and shapeless.

I opened the notebook and wrote: Day twelve. Fence intact. Garden expanding. Supplies adequate for two weeks. Mika’s wounds fully healing. New resident adjusting well — botanical expertise confirmed, essential asset. Morale: not applicable. But the coffee was hot this morning, and someone put flowers on the table.

Not applicable.

Sure.


Chapter 8: Warmth

Something was happening to Hana.

It started subtle — changes I catalogued with a medic’s eye before the implications registered. Her skin, already pale cream, took on a flushed undertone that didn’t fade with rest or hydration. Her nose twitched more frequently, the small pink tip quivering in rapid oscillations whenever I was in the room. The foot-thumping, always present, shifted from irregular emotional bursts to a steadier, more rhythmic pattern — not faster, but deeper, more deliberate.

And her scent changed.

The shift registered before I could name it. The baseline warm vanilla and hay had changed. There was a new note underneath, sweeter and headier, like wildflower honey heated over a flame. It was subtle enough that I might have missed it if we hadn’t been sharing close quarters, but in the confined space of the clinic — particularly when she brushed past me in the narrow hallway, or when I sat beside her at the table and the warmth radiating from her skin carried the scent directly — it was impossible to ignore.

The medical knowledge clicked before the personal implications did. She was cycling. Bunnygirl biology, asserting itself the way it had presumably been asserting itself since her transformation, but now amplified by improved nutrition, safety, and proximity to — well. Proximity.

Her behavior confirmed the diagnosis over the next twenty-four hours.

She couldn’t sit still. The nesting instinct that had been methodical and purposeful became frantic — she rearranged the common area twice in one afternoon, moved blankets from one surface to another, created small comfort spaces in rooms she’d never used before. Her hands moved constantly, straightening things that didn’t need straightening, smoothing surfaces that were already smooth.

She gravitated toward me with an intensity that went beyond the gradual proximity she’d been building over the past week. She found reasons to be wherever I was — standing in the treatment room doorway while I inventoried supplies, sitting on the porch steps while I checked the fence, hovering at arm’s length in the kitchen while I cooked. When I turned to hand her a plate, she was close enough that my arm brushed her chest, and the contact made her gasp — a small, shocked intake of breath followed by a blush that swept from her neckline to her hairline in three seconds flat.

Her foot thumped so hard it shook the floor.

Then she pulled away. Backed up three steps, crossed her arms over her chest, and stared at the ground with the fixed intensity of someone trying to will themselves invisible. The lop ears drooped. Her lower lip caught between her teeth.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t know what’s — I can’t seem to —”

“Hana.” I kept my voice level. Clinical. Safe. “Can I explain something?”

She looked up. Those brown eyes — gold-flecked, enormous, dilated wider than normal — met mine with a vulnerability that pressed against my chest like a held breath.

I explained it the way a medic explains a physiological process to a patient who needs understanding, not euphemism. Her biology had shifted with the transformation. Bunnygirl physiology included hormonal cycling that would produce increased body temperature, heightened sensory awareness, skin flushing, scent changes, and amplified emotional and physical responses. It was natural. It wasn’t something she needed to be ashamed of. It would peak and pass.

She listened with her hands clasped in her lap, fingers twisted together, knuckles white. The thumping never stopped — a rapid, rhythmic beat against the floor that accelerated as I spoke. The blush was permanent now, staining her cheeks and neck and disappearing below the neckline of the oversized shirt she wore, and I could track it spreading like a thermal map.

“It’s not — wrong?” she asked when I finished.

“No.”

“Because it feels —” She swallowed. “It feels very — strong.”

“I know. It’s biological. Your body is responding to improved conditions — better nutrition, safety, proximity to people you trust. The hormonal cycle is more intense because your body is healthier than it’s been since the transformation.”

She was quiet for a moment. The thumping slowed. Her eyes dropped to my hands, resting on my knees, and stayed there.

“And the — the part where I keep —” She gestured vaguely, a circular motion that encompassed the concept of gravitating toward me without having to say the words. “That’s biological too?”

“Partly.”

“Which part isn’t?”

I looked at her. She looked at me. The gold flecks in her brown eyes caught the lamplight and held it.

“The part where you choose to stay,” I said.

She pressed her hands against her face, the heel of each palm covering her cheeks like she could physically push the blush away. Her lop ears trembled. The thumping resumed at full speed.

“I’m going to go — I need to —” She stood, nearly tripped over her own feet, and fled down the hallway. I heard the soft thud of her retreating into her nest — the blanket pile in the corner of the reception area — and the muffled sound of her face hitting a pillow.

I gave her space. Checked the perimeter. Did the evening supply count. Cooked dinner — rice and dried rabbit with herbs from her garden, which was producing enough chamomile now that I’d started making antiseptic wash from it. Her contributions to the clinic’s medical capability were already exceeding what I’d been able to do alone.

She came to dinner. Sat beside me. Close. Her knee pressed against mine under the table and the foot started thumping — hard, rapid, rhythmic — and she stared at her plate with the singular focus of someone trying to pretend that every nerve in her body wasn’t screaming.

Mika, at the other end of the table, watched with ears angled forward. Her amber eyes tracked between Hana and me with an expression I could only describe as knowingness. She ate her food, cleaned her plate, and left without comment. But as she passed the doorway, her tail flicked — once, deliberate — and I could have sworn the corner of her mouth twitched.

After dinner, Hana washed the dishes. Her hands shook. The warm scent had intensified — that honey-sweet undertone filling the kitchen, thick enough that I could taste it on the back of my tongue. She dropped a plate. Caught it. Set it carefully on the counter with both hands, then gripped the counter edge and stood still, breathing.

“Hana.”

“I’m okay.” Her voice was strained. The lop ears hung low, trembling. “I just need — I’m fine. I’m —”

She turned around. The flush covered every visible inch of skin — from the neckline of her shirt up to her forehead, pink deepening to rose across her cheeks. Her pupils were dilated, the brown irises thin rings around dark pools. Her chest rose and fell with breaths that were too fast, too shallow. The oversized shirt strained across her chest with each inhale — buttons gapping slightly, the fabric pulled taut over curves that the shirt had barely contained since her nutrition had improved.

She looked at me. I looked at her. The silence in the kitchen was the loudest thing I’d ever heard.

Then she broke the look. Turned away, gripped the counter again, and whispered something I didn’t catch. She left the kitchen without looking back, her footsteps retreating down the hallway toward the reception area. Toward her nest.

I didn’t follow.

I checked the perimeter. Walked the fence line in the dark, taking my time, letting the cool night air settle the heat that was still prickling under my skin. Checked the rain drums. Checked the generator shed. Sat on the porch steps and listened to the wasteland sounds — distant howls, the rustle of wind through dead grass, the ordinary noises of a world that had stopped being ordinary six months ago. The breach glow pulsed on the horizon, sickly green, indifferent.

An hour passed. Maybe longer.

She found me on the porch. I heard the soft pad of bare feet on the clinic floor, then the creak of the front door opening. She stood in the doorway behind me, and I could feel the warmth of her without turning around. The sweet, heavy scent of her reached me through the night air.

She took my hand.

Her fingers were trembling, but they were firm. She wrapped them around mine — not the desperate grip she’d used on my jacket during the walk from the apartment, but a grip with intention behind it. She tugged. Gently, but with clear direction.

Toward the reception area. Toward her nest.

I followed.

The nest had evolved since she’d built it. What started as a blanket pile had become a proper nest — layered cushions and folded quilts and scavenged pillows arranged in a concentric circle that created a soft, enclosed space in the corner of the room. She’d hung a salvaged curtain across the corner, creating a canopy of sorts. Warm light filtered through from the battery lamp in the hallway.

She sat on the edge of the nest and looked up at me. The brown eyes were huge. The thumping was constant now, both feet alternating, a rapid double-beat she couldn’t control.

“I don’t—” she started, and stopped. “I’ve never — since the change, I haven’t —”

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said. “This is your space. Your choice.”

She gripped the hem of her shirt with both hands. The knuckles were white. Her nose twitched, rapid and continuous, reading my scent at point-blank range. Whatever she found there seemed to settle a question — her shoulders dropped slightly, and the trembling in her hands shifted from fear to anticipation.

“Please,” she whispered. So quiet I almost didn’t hear it.

She pulled me down.

Her hands found my shirt and gripped, fingers twisting in the fabric. I lowered myself to the nest beside her — gently, slowly, giving her every opportunity to change her mind. Instead of retreating, she pressed closer. Her body pushed against mine with a desperate urgency that was half intentional and half gravitational, as if the proximity she’d been orbiting for days had finally collapsed the distance.

“You okay?” I asked.

She nodded. Her nose was against my neck, twitching, reading. Her breath was warm and unsteady against my skin. The scent of her was overwhelming at this distance — warm vanilla and honey and that deeper, sweeter note that her biology was broadcasting like a signal.

“Tell me what you need,” I said.

She trembled. The thumping continued — both feet, rapid, rhythmic, making the blankets vibrate beneath us. Her hands moved from my shirt to my chest, pressing flat against the muscle. She could feel my heartbeat under her palm, and something about that contact — the physical evidence that I was alive and warm and real — seemed to breach the last wall.

“You,” she whispered. “I need you. Please. I can’t — it’s so much and I —”

I kissed her.

Soft. Nothing like Mika’s aggressive collision. This was a question, not a statement. My lips against hers, light, patient, waiting for her to answer. Her mouth was warm and tasted like the chamomile tea she’d made herself that afternoon, and for a moment she was perfectly still — frozen, the prey-lock response, every muscle rigid.

Then she kissed me back. Tentative at first, then deeper, her hands sliding up my chest to my shoulders, her body pressing against mine with increasing urgency. She stayed close, pulled closer. The trembling changed quality — less fear, more need, the shaking of a body whose biological imperative was overpowering every instinct to hide.

I went slow. Unhurried. The same patience I brought to every procedure — steady hands, careful attention, reading every response. I unbuttoned her shirt one button at a time, watching her face with each one. She bit her lower lip. The blush was permanent, turning her skin rose-gold in the filtered light. Her eyes stayed on mine, enormous and trusting, pupils so dilated the brown was almost gone.

The shirt opened. Underneath was soft pale skin flushed pink, the swell of full breasts that had been straining the fabric for days. She’d been wearing nothing beneath the shirt — no bra survived the apocalypse’s scavenging priorities, and the shirt had been doing overtime containing what it was never designed for. Freed, her breasts were full and round, heavy enough to sway with her breathing, pale pink nipples peaked and responsive. The blush extended across her chest in a spreading warmth, turning cream skin to rose.

She tried to cover herself. Instinct — arms crossing, shoulders curling inward. I caught her wrists, gently.

“You’re beautiful,” I said. Simple. Honest. Not a performance.

Her eyes filled. Not tears of sadness — the same overwhelmed tears from the first day, the ones that came when someone offered warmth instead of danger. She lowered her arms.

I traced the line of her collarbone with my thumb. Down, along the curve of her breast, circling without touching the nipple. She inhaled sharply and her back arched, pressing herself into my hand. The foot-thumping accelerated — a rapid, rhythmic beat that made the blankets flutter.

I took my time. Explored her with the systematic attention of a medic and the intent of a man — the two weren’t as different as I’d pretended. My hands mapped the landscape of her body, learning the curves and the softness and the places that made her breath catch. The underside of her breast, where the skin was silk-smooth and warm. The dip of her waist before her hips flared outward. The thick, soft thighs that pressed together when my hand traveled lower, then slowly parted.

She made sounds she tried to muffle. Her hand came up to cover her mouth – a reflex, the instinct to be quiet, to not attract attention, to hide even in the act of opening up. I reached up and gently moved her hand away. Held it. Let her see that the sounds she was making weren’t something to hide from.

The sound she made was a whimper — small, high, desperate. Then another, louder, as my hand found the wet heat between her thighs. She was soaked — her body’s response had been building for days, the biological imperative flooding her with arousal she couldn’t process, and the first touch of my fingers against her swollen flesh made her hips jerk and a cry break from her throat that she immediately tried to muffle again.

I moved her hand again. “I’ve got you.”

She clung to that. Fingers gripping my forearms, her body trembling, her lop ears swaying with each movement. I stroked her slowly, learning her, finding the spots that made her breath stutter and the ones that made her thighs clamp around my hand with surprising strength. Bunnygirl legs — thick, soft, deceptively powerful. When they closed, they held.

I worked her with patient precision. Two fingers sliding inside where she was slick and blazing hot, my thumb finding the swollen bud above and circling. She arched into me, her full breasts pressing against my chest, her face turning to press against my neck. The sounds were continuous now — small cries and gasps and breathy fragments of words she couldn’t complete.

Her foot thumped. Not the nervous emotional thumping of the dinner table — this was different. Rhythmic, accelerating, driven by the same involuntary mechanism but tuned to a different frequency. It sped up as her pleasure built, a biological metronome counting toward something she couldn’t control.

“Ryder—” She said my name for the first time like that. Broken, desperate, the syllables coming apart in her mouth. Her hands gripped my shirt, pulling me closer, pulling me everywhere. Her hips rolled against my hand in waves that gained urgency.

I stripped off my shirt. Her eyes went wide — tracking the planes of my chest, the scars, the trail of hair below my navel — and the foot-thumping became frantic. I removed the rest of her clothes, guiding the pants down over wide hips, past thick thighs that pressed together and then slowly opened again. She was fully exposed now, lying in the nest she’d built, honey-gold hair fanned across the pillows, pale skin flushed pink from chest to cheeks, soft curves and trembling vulnerability.

Her nose twitched rapidly, reading my arousal in my scent. Her eyes widened further, and the thumping doubled its pace.

I positioned myself between her thighs and she wrapped her legs around me immediately — instinct, the bunnygirl’s version of holding on. Those thick thighs locked with a strength that pulled me forward.

I eased into her slowly. The first press parted the slick, swollen lips of her entrance, and the heat that met me was staggering — wet, blazing, her body’s biological imperative made physical. She gasped — sharp, high, her back arching off the blankets as I pushed the head inside. Her body resisted for a moment, impossibly tight, the walls of her gripping me with a desperate, clenching pressure that made my arms shake. Then she opened, accepting me with a slick surrender that drew me deeper in one continuous stroke, the tight channel stretching around my shaft in slow, yielding increments until I was fully seated inside her. Her eyes went unfocused. Her mouth opened in a silent O. The feel of her — hot, soaked, the soft walls pulsing around my cock in fluttering contractions — was overwhelming. Her lop ears twitched upward — partway, fighting their own anatomy, struggling to rise.

I gave her a moment. Held still, fully inside her, feeling the contractions of her body adjusting — the rapid flutter of her internal muscles squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing, her body learning the shape of me, accommodating the stretch. She was so wet that I could feel her arousal seeping around the base of my cock, the evidence of weeks of building need made manifest. Her hands found my back, fingers digging in, blunt nails pressing half-moons into my skin. Her breathing was ragged.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Please don’t stop.”

I moved. Slow, deep, each stroke deliberate — pulling back through the tight, clinging grip of her until the wet friction dragged along every nerve, then pressing forward until our hips met and the soft cushion of her body received me completely. She met me with her hips, rising to match my rhythm with an instinct that was older than thought — her body knew this, craved this, had been engineered for exactly this kind of urgent, needful joining. Her thick thighs tightened with each thrust, those powerful legs pulling me deeper, refusing to let me withdraw fully. The wet sounds of our bodies meeting — the slick catch and release, the soft impact of flesh against flesh — filled the nest with an intimacy that made every other sound irrelevant.

The sounds she’d tried to muffle came freely now. Whimpers that built to gasps, gasps that broke into cries. Her voice rose in pitch as the rhythm intensified, and underneath it all, the foot-thumping — one foot now, rapid against the blankets, a percussive counterpoint to the wet sounds of our bodies meeting. Her full breasts swayed with each thrust, the pale pink nipples flushed darker with arousal, and when they brushed my chest the contact drew a keening sound from her that was pure, unfiltered need.

“More,” she breathed, and the word came out surprised, as if she hadn’t known she was going to say it. “Please — more — deeper —”

I adjusted the angle. Lifted her hips with my hands — feeling the full, yielding roundness of her ass under my palms, the plush softness giving way to my grip, the warmth of her skin fever-hot. Drove deeper, harder, the new angle pressing the head of my cock against the spot inside her that made her body clench like a fist. Her eyes went wide and her back arched and her lop ears — those cream-colored, permanently drooping ears — began to rise.

They fought upward, shaking with the effort, muscles straining against their own lop-eared anatomy. They shouldn’t have been able to stand upright. They weren’t built for it. But they were rising — partway, then further, trembling violently with each thrust.

Her hands moved from my back to my shoulders, gripping hard. Her hips rolled to meet mine with increasing desperation, the soft curves of her body in constant motion — breasts bouncing with each impact, wide hips rolling in circles, the soft belly pressing against me as she pulled me closer. The scent of her was intoxicating now — warm vanilla and honey and a fertile sweetness that bypassed my conscious mind entirely and hit somewhere primitive.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, and then quieter, barely a breath against my throat: “Fill me.”

The words were almost inaudible — more need than language, more breath than sound. But I heard them. Raw biological imperative married to emotional trust. She’d said the thing her body had been screaming for days, and the saying of it stripped the last pretense away. She looked at me with those huge brown eyes, unashamed for the first time, the blush irrelevant because everything was flushed now, everything was need.

“Please,” she whispered. The word dissolved against my skin, barely formed.

I drove into her and she came apart. The lop ears stood fully upright — vertical, rigid, trembling, defying every law of their anatomy. Her eyes went soft and unfocused, pupils swallowing the brown irises entirely. Her mouth opened and the sound that came out was something beyond a cry — a keen, a plea, a full-voiced expression of surrender that echoed off the walls of the nest she’d built. Her body clamped around me with devastating force — those thick thighs locking, her internal muscles seizing in deep, rhythmic contractions that gripped my cock in waves, each pulse tighter than the last, squeezing with a strength that was bunnygirl biology at its most primal. The contractions milked me in a relentless rhythm that I couldn’t have resisted if I’d tried, pulling the orgasm from my body with the same biological imperative that was wracking hers.

I buried myself deep — as deep as her body would take me, pressed flush against her, the wet heat of her surrounding me completely — and let go. The release was white-hot and absolute, pumping into her in long, shuddering pulses, and she felt every one. I knew she did because her eyes widened further, if that was possible, and a sound came from her throat that was pure, primal satisfaction — the sound of a body getting exactly what it had been demanding for weeks. Her walls clenched harder around me with each pulse, as if her body was drawing every last drop deeper, and her legs tightened until I couldn’t have pulled away if I’d wanted to. The thumping reached a crescendo — both feet now, hammering the blankets in a rhythm that matched the contractions of her body, the biological metronome counting out the final measures of her climax.

Then everything stilled.

She was wrapped around me. Completely, entirely, every limb involved. Legs around my waist, arms around my neck, face pressed into the hollow of my throat. Her nose twitched against my pulse, reading my heartbeat, my scent, the cocktail of hormones that told her everything she needed to know about what had just happened.

Her lop ears settled slowly. Dropping from their impossible vertical back to their natural droop, like flowers closing for the night. The thumping slowed from frantic to gentle to a soft, occasional pulse — contentment instead of urgency.

The tail — small, cotton-puff white — bobbed once against my hip. Twice. A soft, rhythmic little movement that she seemed entirely unaware of.

“Thank you,” she murmured against my throat. The words were slurred with exhaustion and a deeper, quieter gratitude — satisfaction, relief, the unwinding of a tension that had been building since her body had started cycling and her mind hadn’t known how to follow.

“You’re welcome,” I said. My hand traced down her spine, over the soft curve of her lower back, the generous swell of her hips. Her skin was damp with sweat, warm and downy-soft, like touching velvet over warmth.

She held on. Every limb locked, every point of contact maintained, refusing to release. She clung with the tenacity of someone who’d been alone long enough that the physical contact of another person was more necessary than oxygen. Her breathing slowed. Her body went heavy against mine.

Sleep took her almost instantly — her breathing deepened and she was gone. The kind of sleep that came from safety and satisfaction combined, the body shutting down non-essential functions because for the first time in months, nothing hurt and nothing was hunting her.

I lay in the nest she’d built. The blankets were warm beneath us, the pillows arranged in a cocoon, the curtain filtering the hallway light into soft amber. She was a warm, soft weight on top of me, breathing evenly, face hidden in my neck, honey-gold hair spread across my chest and shoulders like a silk curtain.

Her foot thumped once in her sleep. Gently. A dreaming reflex.

I stayed where I was. The weight of her was grounding — real, warm, solid. Everything the last six months hadn’t been.

From somewhere in the clinic — the porch, probably — I heard the quiet rasp of a blade on stone. Mika, honing her knife, patrolling, guarding. The sound was steady and rhythmic, and if I was being generous, I might have called it reassuring.

I fell asleep with Hana on my chest, her heartbeat against my ribs, the distant sound of Mika’s claws on wood, and the faint sweet scent of vanilla and honey that clung to everything in the nest.

In the morning, Hana was still there. She hadn’t left. Hadn’t retreated. She woke when I shifted, those brown eyes blinking open slowly, the lop ears lifting in drowsy recognition. She saw me and the foot thumped — gentle, sleepy.

“Morning,” I said.

The blush started immediately. Rose-pink, spreading from her chest to her face, vivid against the white pillow. She buried her face against my neck with a small sound that was part embarrassment and part contentment.

“Morning,” she whispered. And didn’t let go.


Chapter 9: Fox on the Roof

I stepped onto the porch for the morning perimeter check and there was a woman sitting on my roof.

She was small — much smaller than Mika, compact in a way that made the roof look like it had been designed for her. She sat with her legs dangling over the edge, crossed at the ankle, bare feet swinging idly. Her hair was long and flowing, russet-red with golden-amber highlights that caught the early morning sun like copper wire. Two tails — large, fluffy, the same russet-red with white tips — draped behind her across the shingles, swishing lazily in opposite directions.

She was grinning at me.

It was the kind of grin that preceded either a gift or a disaster, and the person wearing it was clearly the type who considered the distinction irrelevant. Bright amber eyes with vertical pupils that seemed to glow even in daylight, narrowed in an expression of delighted calculation. Large, angular fox ears — darker russet than her hair — perked forward with the focused attention of someone who’d been watching you for a while and had decided you were interesting enough to reveal herself.

She was wearing what appeared to be the tightest, lowest-cut top that the apocalypse’s scavenging economy could provide, and it was doing very little to conceal the figure beneath — full curves concentrated on a petite frame in a way that made proportions seem like a suggestion rather than a rule. The narrow waist gave way to hips wider than her small stature implied, and the top strained across a chest that seemed improbable on someone her size.

“Nice place,” she said. Her voice was quick, musical, carrying the cadence of someone who talked fast because the words couldn’t keep up with the thoughts. “Needs better locks. I let myself in about four hours ago, walked the whole perimeter from inside, checked your supply closet, sampled your coffee — terrible, by the way — and sat up here to wait for the show. Morning rounds, right? Very military. Very dedicated. Very…” She tilted her head, the fox ears following the movement. “Alone.”

I looked at her. She looked at me. The two tails swished.

“Not alone,” I said.

“Oh, I know.” The grin widened, showing dainty, sharp fangs. “The catgirl’s asleep in the back office, which — bold choice letting a predator sleep near the exit. The bunnygirl’s in the most elaborate nest I’ve seen this side of the breach, which, honestly, impressive construction. And you’re the medic who fixes things. I’ve been watching you for almost a week, Doc. You’re much more interesting up close.”

She’d been watching for a week. She’d entered the clinic, bypassed the perimeter, walked through the building past a sleeping predator and a prey animal with hyperactive senses, and neither had detected her. Either she was extraordinarily skilled at infiltration, or she had capabilities I hadn’t catalogued yet.

“How did you get past the fence?” I asked. Not hostile. Genuinely curious.

She hopped off the roof.

The motion was wrong — too light, too weightless, like gravity had been politely asked to wait. She landed on the porch boards without a sound, bare feet touching down with the delicacy of a leaf settling, and straightened up to her full height of approximately nothing. She barely reached my chest. Up close, the detail I’d missed from ground level became apparent: her skin was porcelain-pale with a luminescence that seemed impossible in morning light. Not reflective. Luminescent. As if there were a soft, warm glow under the surface, like a candle in a paper lantern.

“I have my ways,” she said, and her tails fanned out behind her with theatrical flair. Amber-gold light flickered at her fingertips — not fire, not quite. Something warmer and more deliberate. Fox-fire. “Also, your east fence has a gap you patched with wire and rebar. An illusion of it still being intact was more convenient than actually squeezing through, but I wanted you to know I could have.”

She’d used an illusion. On my fence. To make me think a section was intact when it had been open. The tactical implications of that ability alone — camouflage, misdirection, false intelligence — were staggering.

I didn’t get to process this because the front door of the clinic slammed open and Mika came through it like a launched missile.

She’d been asleep — I could tell by the disheveled charcoal hair, the bleary amber eyes that were sharpening to combat focus in real time, and the fact that she was wearing only the tank top and cargo pants she slept in. What she wasn’t was slow. She was between me and the newcomer in under a second, claws fully extended, ears flat, tail rigid and puffed. A full threat display.

“Who the fuck,” Mika said, “is this.”

The fox girl looked up at Mika with an expression of pure, undiluted delight. The height difference between them was pronounced — Mika had five inches on her, plus the raised hackles adding another metaphorical foot of presence. The fox girl appeared entirely unbothered.

“I love the energy,” she said brightly. “Very protective. Very territorial. Does she do this with everyone, Doc, or am I special?”

Mika’s growl deepened. Her claws flexed, the points catching sunlight. “Ryder. Who is she.”

“I’m Suki,” the fox girl said, before I could answer. She extended a hand — not for a handshake, but palm-up, fingers spread, the universal showing-no-weapons gesture. Fox-fire flickered along her fingertips like warm amber sparks. “Kitsune. Two tails — for now. I’ve been watching your little clinic for about a week, and I’ve decided it’s worth my time. Also, your catgirl snores.”

Mika didn’t snore. I knew this because I’d slept beside her, and the only sound she made was the low, involuntary purring she’d murder someone for mentioning. The fact that Suki had not only infiltrated the clinic but apparently observed Mika sleeping was a provocation so precise it had to be calculated.

It worked. Mika lunged.

I caught her around the waist. She snarled — at me, at Suki, at the universe — and her claws swiped the air six inches from Suki’s nose. Suki held her ground, unmoved, unbothered. Just stood there with that grin and those amber eyes and the two tails fanning behind her like she was posing for a portrait.

“Easy,” I said, holding Mika’s waist. She was vibrating with combat tension, every muscle coiled, her tail lashing against my leg. “She’s not a threat.”

“She was in the clinic. She was near —” Mika caught herself. Redirected. “She compromised the perimeter.”

“She did,” I agreed. “Which means we need to know how she did it, what else she can do, and what she knows. Let me handle it.”

Mika looked at me. The amber eyes were still hot with aggression, but underneath it — in the set of her jaw, the angle of her ears — was the grudging acknowledgment that I was making sense. She pulled free of my grip with a sharp motion, claws retracting to half-length, and stepped back. Didn’t leave. Stationed herself on the porch with her arms crossed and her ears flat and her tail lashing. Guard position.

Suki watched this with an expression of fascinated amusement. Then she looked at me, and underneath the grin, I caught something else — a quick, assessing calculation in those amber eyes. She was reading the dynamic between Mika and me. How Mika had responded to my voice. How I’d held her. How she’d listened. Filing it all away.

“She’s protective,” Suki said, softer. Not mocking. Observational. “You’ve earned that.”

“Why are you here?” I asked.

She turned to face me fully and the performance dimmed by a fraction. The grin stayed, but the eyes behind it sharpened. “Because you’ve got a problem, Doc. And I might be the solution.”

She told me about the Jackals.

We sat on the porch — me, Suki, and Mika maintaining hostile surveillance from the railing — while Suki delivered her intelligence report in a style that was part military briefing and part storytelling performance.

The Jackals were a scavenger gang, fifteen to twenty strong, operating out of a fortified strip mall about two miles northeast. Their leader was a man called Pike — tall, shaved head, burn scar on his jaw, spoke in a flat conversational tone that apparently never changed whether he was discussing breakfast or dismemberment. Former logistics manager who’d applied supply-chain thinking to post-apocalyptic survival. He ran the Jackals like a business: acquire resources, expand territory, eliminate inefficiency.

The clinic had appeared on his radar.

“He sent scouts two weeks ago,” Suki said, perched on the porch railing now, her tails draping over the edge like russet-red banners. “Two-man teams. They noted your fence, your garden, your water collection system, your medical supplies.” She paused. “And your residents.”

The word hung in the air. Mika’s ears went flat. Her claws extended.

“He sees monster girls as resources,” Suki said. Not gently. Directly. “Trade goods. Leverage. Breeding stock.” The word fell like a stone. “He’s been consolidating camps in the area. Absorbing smaller groups. He’s not stupid — he’s adaptive, and he’s patient. He’ll send more scouts before he commits. But he will commit. The clinic has too much value to leave alone.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

“Because I spent four days inside his camp.” The grin returned, but colder. “A fox among jackals. They never saw me. Fox-fire illusions are very convincing, Doc. I can be anyone, anywhere, wearing any face. I walked through Pike’s camp, sat in his meetings, counted his weapons, and mapped his defenses. He has no idea I exist.”

The tactical value of that statement alone was worth whatever cost came with hosting a trickster fox. But she wasn’t done.

“I can do more than spy.” She hopped off the railing and stood in the yard. “Watch.”

The fox-fire flared — not at her fingertips, but surrounding her entire body. Warm amber-gold light coalesced, shifted, and between one blink and the next, there were two of me standing in the yard. The duplicate was perfect — same height, same build, same cargo pants and rolled sleeves, same slight limp when it walked across the yard. It moved to the fence, checked a section, turned and walked back. The detail was immaculate. Even the shadow was correct.

Mika’s ears went from flat to forward. Despite herself, she was impressed. I could see it in the slight widening of her eyes, the way her claws retracted unconsciously.

The duplicate dissolved into amber sparks. Suki stood in its place, grinning.

“Camouflage,” she said, counting on her fingers. “Decoys. False patrols. Phantom defenders. Illusory obstacles. I can make your fence look like a wall. I can make your clinic look abandoned. I can make three people look like thirty.” She paused. “What I can’t do is fight like your catgirl or heal like you. But I can make sure nobody knows what they’re walking into when they come for you.”

I processed this. The intelligence was actionable. The abilities were genuine force multipliers. And she’d come to us not because she was injured, not because she needed healing, but because she’d made a strategic assessment and decided the clinic was worth investing in.

“Why?” I asked.

The grin flickered. For a fraction of a second — half a heartbeat, barely there — the performance dropped and something underneath looked out. Older. Lonelier. It was gone before I could catch it, replaced by the sparkling mischief that seemed to be her default state.

“I appreciate a good project,” she said lightly. “And your coffee needs serious intervention.”

From inside the clinic, a soft sound. Thumping. Hana was awake, drawn by the voices. She appeared in the doorway, blanket around her shoulders, wide brown eyes taking in the scene — me, the hostile catgirl on the railing, and the small, luminous stranger in the yard.

Suki saw her. Something shifted — the performative energy dialed down, smoothly, the way you’d lower the volume on a speaker. Her posture opened. The tails, which had been fanning dramatically, settled into a gentler sway. She approached Hana slowly, stopping at arm’s length.

“Hello, sweetness,” she said. Warm. Not teasing — genuine warmth, calibrated for a scared creature in a doorway. “I’m Suki. I’m not scary. I promise.”

Hana’s foot thumped. Her eyes were wide, tracking between Suki’s face, the fox ears, and the two swishing tails. She was fascinated. Not afraid — the prey response that Mika triggered didn’t fire for a fox. What Hana saw was bright and warm and entirely unlike anything else in her experience.

Suki raised her hand. Fox-fire gathered at her fingertips and shaped itself into butterflies. Tiny, delicate, glowing amber-gold, they lifted from her palm and drifted toward Hana in a lazy spiral. They landed on Hana’s blanket, her shoulders, one settling on the tip of a drooping lop ear. They were warm — I could see Hana feel the heat of them, gentle as sunlight.

Hana laughed.

It was the first time I’d heard her laugh. A small sound, startled out of her by the butterfly on her ear, breaking through the layers of fear and caution and survival instinct. She reached up and let one of the fox-fire butterflies land on her finger. Her brown eyes shone.

Suki looked at me over Hana’s head. The grin was there, but the eyes carried a different message: I can do this. I can make them feel safe. I’m useful in ways your medic kit can’t cover.

“Absolutely not,” Mika said from the railing, voice flat as a blade. “We are not taking in a fox.”

“Too late,” Suki said brightly. “I already moved in. Did you notice I rearranged your blade collection while you slept? I thought the arrangement was inefficient.”

Mika’s ears went flat. Her claws extended to full length. A sound came from her throat that started low and built to a register that was frankly impressive in its hostility.

Suki looked at her with absolute, radiant delight. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

It was, though Mika would have described it differently.

Within the hour, the clinic’s dynamic had shifted so fundamentally that the quiet, careful equilibrium we’d built over the past twelve days was unrecognizable. Suki filled space. Not physically — she was the smallest person in any room — but sonically, energetically, in the way a campfire fills a clearing with light and warmth and the constant crackle of something alive.

She talked. Constantly. About everything. She narrated Mika’s patrol route in the style of a nature documentary: “And here we observe the wild catgirl in her natural habitat, ears pivoting to detect the slightest sound, tail bristling with barely contained rage at the very concept of being observed —” Mika nearly took her head off. Suki dodged with supernatural speed, cackling.

She explored the clinic with undisguised curiosity, opening cabinets, examining instruments, and asking questions that ranged from genuinely insightful (“You’re using veterinary suture material on humanoid physiology? How are you adjusting tensile strength for denser monster girl muscle?”) to deliberately provocative (“So, Doc — does the catgirl purr after or during?”). I answered the first type and ignored the second, which she seemed to respect, or at least find less interesting than getting a reaction from Mika.

She tasted everything in the kitchen, rearranged Hana’s herb collection by a system she declared superior (“alphabetical by Latin name — trust me, it’s more intuitive”), and created a small fox-fire lantern that she hung from the clinic’s porch overhang. It glowed warm amber in the approaching dusk, and the effect was surprisingly beautiful — a light in the darkness that said someone lives here.

She also pranked Mika.

The timing was exquisite. Mika was crossing the common area, ears scanning, tail low, in full patrol mode. Suki, perched on the kitchen counter with her tails draped over the edge, made a subtle gesture. Fox-fire shimmered on the floor six inches in front of Mika’s path, and a mouse appeared. Small, gray, perfectly rendered, complete with twitching whiskers and a tiny scurrying movement.

Mika pounced.

The cat-instinct overrode six months of wasteland combat training in a single, devastating instant. She was airborne before her conscious mind could intervene, body low, claws extended, ears flat — a perfect feline strike on a phantom rodent. She hit the floor with both hands where the mouse had been and closed on nothing. The illusion dissolved in amber sparks.

The silence that followed was enormous.

Mika looked at her empty hands. Looked at the sparks. Looked at Suki, who was vibrating on the counter with suppressed laughter, both tails puffed to twice their normal size from the sheer physical effort of not exploding.

“You—” Mika’s voice was a whisper of pure, crystallized rage.

Suki lost it. The laughter that came out of her was infectious and uncontrollable, high and bright, filling the clinic with a sound I didn’t think the building had ever contained. Even the fox-fire lantern on the porch seemed to flicker brighter.

Hana, watching from the hallway, made a small sound. Her hand went to her mouth. Her shoulders shook. And then — impossibly, wonderfully — she was laughing too. A soft, hiccupping giggle that broke through the fear and the shyness and the months of hiding, and once it started, she couldn’t stop it.

Mika stood in the middle of the common area, ears flat, tail rigid, claws extended, vibrating with a fury that was slowly — unwillingly, grudgingly, furiously — undercut by the fact that the bunnygirl she’d been protecting was laughing for the first time in months because of the fox she wanted to eviscerate.

She looked at Hana. Hana looked back, hand over her mouth, lop ears swaying with each giggle. Mika’s jaw worked. Her ears twitched. The tiniest, most suppressed, most furiously denied flicker of amusement crossed her face.

She turned on her heel and stalked to the perimeter. But I saw it. And Suki saw it.

Suki hopped off the counter and landed beside me, light as air. Up close, the faint luminescence of her skin was visible even in the afternoon light — a warm underglow that made her look like she was lit from within. She smelled like autumn leaves and warm sake, a scent that was complex and layered and older than anything else in the room.

“She almost laughed,” Suki whispered, the grin enormous. “One week. Tops. I’ll have her actually laughing within one week. Want to bet?”

“What are the stakes?”

“Oh, Doc.” She looked up at me with those amber eyes, narrowed in pure mischief, the vertical pupils contracting in the afternoon light. One tail drifted up and brushed against my forearm — casual, deliberate, warm fur against bare skin. “I’ll think of something.”

Late that evening, after Hana had retired to her nest and Mika was on the perimeter, I found Suki on the clinic roof. She was sitting where I’d first seen her that morning, legs dangling, tails draped behind her. The fox-fire lantern on the porch below cast warm amber light upward, catching the red-gold of her hair.

I climbed up via the access ladder on the building’s west side. She didn’t startle. She’d heard me coming — those fox ears tracked every sound within a hundred yards.

“Nice view,” I said, settling beside her. The wasteland spread before us, dark and vast, punctuated by the breach glow on the horizon.

“I’ve seen better.” She was looking at the glow. The grin was still there but dimmer, like a lamp turned low. “And worse.”

“How old are you, Suki?”

She didn’t answer immediately. The tails swished behind her, slower than their usual tempo. “Old enough to know better. Young enough to be sitting on a stranger’s roof anyway.” She paused. “Old enough that this isn’t the first time the world ended.”

I waited. Didn’t push.

“The breach,” she said, watching the distant shimmer. “Everyone thinks it was random. Cosmic accident. Wrong-place-wrong-time for the whole planet.” She tilted her head, and the fox ears angled toward the glow like antennae. “It wasn’t random, Doc. Something opened it. And something is keeping it open.”

“What kind of something?”

She turned to look at me. The amber eyes were serious — the first genuinely serious expression I’d seen on her face all day. No grin. No mischief. Just a centuries-old intelligence weighing how much to say.

“Story for another night,” she said. And the grin returned, smoothly, like a curtain being drawn. “We’ve got more immediate problems. Fifteen to twenty Jackals, a leader with logistics experience, and your fence is held together with wire and determination. Tomorrow, we should talk about a hardware run. That store on Route 9 – I scouted it. Still has building materials in the back, lumber and hardware cloth the scavengers passed over. Enough to reinforce the west gate and build a proper choke point.”

“You’ve been scouting.”

“I’ve been busy.” She lay back on the roof, hands behind her head, tails curling around her knees. The porcelain skin glowed faintly in the darkness — the fox-fire luminescence more visible now that the sun was gone. She looked like something from a myth, small and luminous and ancient on the roof of a clinic that had stopped being just mine.

“Welcome to the clinic,” I said.

“Thanks, Doc.” She smiled. Not the grin — something smaller, warmer, less performed. “Try not to get too used to me.”

I climbed down and went to bed.

I wrote the log. New resident: female, kitsune type, appears mid-twenties, actual age unknown and probably impolite to ask. Two tails — significant? No medical needs. Brings strategic intelligence, illusion capabilities, and more personality than the building can contain. Also brought actionable threat intelligence re: Jackals, a scavenger gang. Clinic security assessment urgently needed. Census: four.

I added, after a moment: Hana laughed today. First time.

I flipped the notebook shut. Through the thin roof, I could still hear Suki up there — not sleeping, not moving. Just sitting in the dark, humming something old and shapeless, keeping watch over a den she’d already decided was hers.


Chapter 10: Teamwork

The hardware store was Suki’s idea, and I was learning that Suki’s ideas tended to be simultaneously excellent and exhausting.

“Mile and a half south,” she’d said, perched on the kitchen counter that morning, her tails draped over the edge like russet-red curtains. She’d produced a hand-drawn map from somewhere — stolen paper, my pen — that was improbably detailed and annotated with tiny, precise handwriting. “Griswold’s Home and Hardware. Two stories, loading dock on the east side, main entrance faces the road. I scouted it three days ago. Partially picked over — someone took the generators and the power tools — but the fencing wire, hand tools, and construction materials are largely intact. Also,” she’d added, amber eyes gleaming, “they have PVC pipe. Your bunnygirl’s irrigation idea needs PVC pipe.”

She’d said “your bunnygirl” with a deliberate emphasis that made Hana blush from neckline to hairline and produced a thumping so rapid it shook the table legs. Mika’s ears had flattened, though whether at the possessive phrasing or the fox’s general existence was open to interpretation.

“Three-person team,” I said. “Mika, Suki, me. Hana stays.”

Hana’s foot thumped once — hard, disappointed — but she didn’t argue. Her foraging runs stayed close to the perimeter for a reason, and a mile and a half through open wasteland was a different category of danger. More importantly, the garden and the clinic needed her. She’d been expanding the herb beds into a legitimate medicinal operation, and this morning alone she’d harvested enough yarrow to restock my clotting agent supply.

“I’ll have dinner ready,” she said, and the warmth in the way she said it — the assumption that we’d come back, the domesticity of expecting us for a meal — landed somewhere in my chest and stayed.

Mika was already gearing up. Blade belt, boots, the cargo pants she’d patched twice with duct tape and determination. Her tank top was fitted, damp from the morning patrol, outlining the lean muscle underneath in a way that was purely functional and entirely distracting. The scratch marks on her forearms — some from ferals, some from her own claws during tense sleep — caught the light. She looked like exactly what she was: a predator preparing for a hunt.

“Rules,” she said, checking her blade’s edge against her thumb. “Fox stays behind me. Medic stays between us. Nobody wanders off.”

“Counterproposal,” Suki said brightly, hopping off the counter and landing without sound. “I scout ahead with a decoy, we avoid threats instead of fighting them, and nobody gets stabbed today.”

“Your decoys won’t fool ferals. They track scent.”

“My decoys will fool ferals long enough for them to commit to the wrong target, at which point you stab them from behind. Tactical advantage.”

Mika opened her mouth. Closed it. Her tail lashed once — the slow, grudging lash of a predator acknowledging a valid point.

“Fine,” she said. “But if your little light show gets us killed, I’m going to haunt you.”

“Bold of you to assume I can be haunted. I’ve met actual ghosts. They’re overrated.”

We left the clinic at mid-morning, the sun already hot through the breach haze that tinted everything amber. Hana stood on the porch watching us go, one hand raised in a wave, the other pressed against her thigh in a futile attempt to suppress the thumping. Her lop ears drooped with concern, and the nose was twitching at maximum speed, reading our departing scents like she was memorizing them for later cross-reference.

The route south cut through suburban wreckage that had become grimly familiar — collapsed houses, rusted vehicles, the occasional crater where reality had hiccupped during the breach and left a scar. The terrain was open enough to see threats at distance but cluttered enough to provide cover. I kept my pry bar in hand and my medic belt pouch secure against my hip.

Mika took point. She moved through the ruins with the fluid, silent precision that I’d come to think of as her natural state — weight shifting from foot to foot without sound, ears independently scanning, claws half-extended in a passive-ready position. Every few steps her nostrils flared, sampling the air with the sensitivity of a creature designed to hunt.

Suki walked behind me, which was to say she drifted, hopped, and occasionally vanished from my peripheral vision entirely before reappearing on top of a rusted car or a collapsed wall, grinning at nothing.

“And here we observe the wasteland foraging team in their natural habitat,” she narrated in a hushed, documentary cadence. “Note the catgirl’s rigid posture, indicating both territorial awareness and lingering irritation at the fox’s continued existence. The medic walks with practiced efficiency, his limp carefully compensated, his scarred hands gripping the pry bar with —”

“Suki.”

“— the confidence of a man who has used that particular piece of construction equipment to do deeply un-construction things to hostile fauna —”

“Fox.” Mika’s voice was a blade. “Shut up.”

“I’m providing atmosphere. Every expedition needs a bard.”

Fox-fire flickered at Suki’s fingertips, and a small amber silhouette appeared on the cracked sidewalk ahead — a miniature, luminous Mika, prowling forward with exaggerated rolling shoulders and a tail held absurdly rigid, each step a parody of predatory intensity. The illusion-Mika stopped, sniffed the air with dramatic seriousness, then pounced on an invisible threat and missed, face-planting in slow motion.

The real Mika stopped walking. Her ears went flat. Her claws extended.

“That’s not how I walk,” she said, her voice a blade’s edge from violence.

“It’s an artistic interpretation. I’m capturing your essence.”

“Dispel it or I’ll dispel you.”

The fox-fire Mika dissolved into amber sparks, and Suki hopped sideways with the satisfied grin of a trickster who’d gotten exactly the reaction she wanted. I positioned myself between them for the next thirty yards, which was less about peacekeeping and more about ensuring we reached the hardware store with all team members intact.

“Every expedition needs its bard to stop talking before the predators hear us.”

“Darling, I’ve been masking our scent trail with an ambient illusion since we left the clinic. The only predator hearing anything right now is you, and you’re hearing me, which is exactly as intended.” She hopped off the car hood and landed beside me, light as falling silk. Up close, the faint luminescence of her skin was visible even in daylight — the fox-fire glow under porcelain that made her look like a myth walking through the ruins. “She doesn’t appreciate artistry, Doc.”

“She appreciates silence,” Mika called back without turning. “Try it sometime.”

“I tried it once. It was the fourteenth century. Very boring.”

Despite the bickering — or because of it — the team worked. Suki’s claim about masking our scent trail appeared to be legitimate; we crossed three feral territory markers without incident, the creatures either absent or misdirected by whatever olfactory illusion she was maintaining. Mika’s ears tracked every sound in a two-hundred-yard radius, adjusting our route twice when she detected movement ahead. And I kept pace between them, assessing the terrain with the tactical eye that six months of wasteland survival had ground into me.

We reached Griswold’s Home and Hardware forty minutes after departure. It was exactly as Suki had described — a big-box store on a commercial strip, loading dock on the east side, parking lot cracked and overgrown with the aggressive vegetation that flourished near breach zones. The main entrance was a shattered glass facade, the doors long since torn off their tracks.

Mika raised a fist. We stopped. Her ears were forward, scanning, the amber eyes narrowed. Her nostrils flared in a long, deep pull.

“Three inside,” she said. “Lower floor, east side. Near the loading dock. Feral — the six-legged kind. Two medium, one large.”

Suki’s ears perked forward. The ambient playfulness vanished, replaced by something sharp and focused. “I can draw two of them out. Give me sixty seconds and then enter from the main.”

“How?”

Suki grinned, and the fox-fire flickered at her fingertips — warm amber light that shaped itself into a human figure. The figure was detailed enough to pass at a glance: average height, moving with the stumbling gait of someone injured. It even had a heartbeat sound — I could hear the faint, rhythmic thump that Suki was projecting.

“Dinner bell,” she said. “Ferals hunt wounded prey first. Two will go for the decoy. Third will stay to guard the nest. Your catgirl handles the third while the two outside chase my illusion into the parking lot where they lose scent and scatter.”

“And if they don’t scatter?”

“Then they come back and we kill them together. But they’ll scatter. Six-leggers aren’t pack hunters — they’re territorial scavengers. Without a nest to defend, they default to flight.”

I looked at Mika. She was assessing the plan with the cold tactical precision of someone who’d been fighting these creatures for months. Her ears were forward, her tail low and still — thinking posture.

“It’s sound,” she said. The words came out like they cost her something. “Good plan.”

Suki’s eyes widened in theatrical delight. “Did you just — was that a compliment? Doc, did you hear that? The catgirl complimented me. Mark the date. Unprecedented event.”

“Move before I change my mind.”

Suki sent the decoy through the loading dock entrance. The amber-lit figure stumbled convincingly through the shattered bay doors, its projected heartbeat and shuffling footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. From our position near the main entrance, I heard the response — the click-scratch-scramble of feral creatures rousing from rest, the distinctive rapid breathing of the six-legged canine variants, and then the explosive burst of movement as two of them charged the illusory target.

They came through the loading dock at speed — two medium-sized specimens, each about the size of a large German Shepherd but wrong in every dimension. Too many legs, too wide a jaw, the iridescent shimmer of breach-warped physiology catching the light. They pursued the decoy into the parking lot, snapping and snarling at a figure that dissolved into amber sparks just as they committed to the strike.

Confused, scent-less, without a kill, they milled in the parking lot for ten seconds and then — exactly as Suki had predicted — split in opposite directions and loped into the surrounding ruins. Territorial scavengers, returning to their own patches.

“Go,” I said.

Mika went through the main entrance like a thrown shadow.

The remaining feral was the large one — bigger than the others by half, positioned in the loading dock area near what appeared to be a nest of shredded cardboard and insulation. It heard Mika coming — impossible not to, the way she’d entered was deliberate rather than stealthy, drawing it away from the nest and toward the open floor where she had room to move.

I followed at distance, pry bar ready. Through the shattered entrance, the hardware store opened into a cavernous retail space — shelves still standing in most aisles, merchandise scattered on the floor, the roof intact enough to block the breach haze and leave the interior in a dim, dusty twilight.

Mika met the feral at the end of aisle seven.

I’d seen her fight before — the pharmacy run, the fence encounters, quick efficient kills against smaller targets. This was different. The large feral was a serious threat — easily a hundred and fifty pounds, six legs giving it a skittering, hard-to-predict movement pattern, jaw wide enough to take a human forearm. It charged with the confidence of a creature that had held this territory for months.

Mika moved with the fluid, predatory grace that still surprised me every time. She sidestepped the initial charge by inches — close enough that the creature’s jaws snapped shut in the space she’d occupied a heartbeat before — and raked its flank with her claws in a single, devastating strike. The feral screamed, a sound like metal tearing, and whipped around with two of its legs slashing.

She was already somewhere else. Low, fast, inside the creature’s reach before it could track her. Her second strike opened the throat. The feral dropped, twitched, and was still.

The whole engagement had taken under eight seconds.

She stood over the body, breathing hard, blood on her claws and splattered across her forearms and the front of her tank top. Her ears were flat, her eyes bright, her tail rigid behind her. The post-combat energy vibrated through her frame — lean muscle coiled, defined abs visible through the blood-spotted fabric, the warrior’s body at peak function.

She looked at me. The amber eyes were hot with adrenaline, the pupils slitted thin. A streak of blood crossed her cheek. She was, in that moment, the most dangerous and beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“Clear,” she said.

“Clear,” I confirmed. “Nice work.”

“It was slow. Should have gone for the throat first.” She flicked her claws, sending droplets of feral blood across the concrete floor. The claws retracted with a smooth, practiced motion. “Let’s get what we came for.”

We loaded up.

The hardware store was a treasure cache. Suki’s intelligence had been accurate — the high-value items were gone, but the construction materials that mattered for compound reinforcement were largely untouched. Scavenger gangs prioritized weapons, fuel, and electronics. Nobody was fighting over sixteen-gauge fencing wire and boxes of galvanized nails.

I moved through the aisles with a list in my head: fencing wire for the east and south fence sections that were holding together on determination alone. Nails, screws, and bolts for structural reinforcement. Hand tools — a proper hammer, a set of wrenches, pliers. Tarpaulins for weather-proofing the areas where the clinic’s roof was compromised. And PVC pipe — three-quarter inch, one-inch, and the connectors and cement to make Hana’s irrigation expansion work.

Mika carried the heavy loads without complaint. The fencing wire went over her shoulders, the tool bags strapped across her back, the PVC pipe bundled under one arm. She moved through the store with the efficiency of someone who understood the difference between want and need — she didn’t touch anything that wasn’t on the practical list, didn’t linger, didn’t browse. Take what works. Leave what doesn’t. She’d learned this calculus the same way I had, in a world where excess weight got you killed.

Suki, by contrast, carried almost nothing.

“My hands,” she explained, perched on a shelf unit near the ceiling, tails fanning behind her, “are occupied with maintaining the perceptual camouflage that is currently preventing any passing ferals from detecting this building as occupied. You’re welcome.”

“She’s not doing anything,” Mika said flatly, hefting another coil of wire.

“I’m doing the invisible thing that keeps us alive. It’s very taxing. Spiritually.”

“Carry a tarp.”

“I couldn’t possibly. My chi is engaged.”

Mika looked at me. Her eyes said help me. Or kill me. The distinction was unclear.

“Suki,” I said. “Carry a tarp.”

“Doc, I am a centuries-old kitsune maintaining a complex multilayered olfactory and visual illusion matrix across a three-hundred-yard radius—”

“Tarp.”

She sighed with the dramatic weight of a theater performer forced to perform manual labor. Hopped off the shelf, landed without sound, picked up a folded tarp, and draped it over her shoulder like a toga. “I look ridiculous.”

“You look like you’re contributing,” Mika said. It might have been the closest thing to a joke I’d ever heard her make, and the flicker of surprised amusement on Suki’s face suggested she recognized it too.

We finished loading in twenty minutes. The haul was substantial — enough fencing material to replace the two weakest perimeter sections, enough tools to build rather than patch, enough PVC to expand the irrigation system to triple capacity. I ran the mental inventory as we prepared to move: these supplies would take the clinic from surviving to sustaining.

The return trip was where it went wrong.

We were half a mile from the clinic, moving through the ruins of a residential street, when Mika stopped. Not the raised-fist tactical stop — the dead freeze, every muscle locked, ears straining forward so hard the charcoal fur along their edges rippled.

“Contact,” she breathed. “Two hundred yards. Feral — big. Coming fast.”

I saw them a second later. Two of the six-legged canine variants, both large — easily the size of the one Mika had killed in the store, maybe bigger. They were coming from the east, loping through the ruined houses with the steady, ground-eating pace of creatures that had locked onto a scent trail and committed to the pursuit.

The two ferals Suki had lured out — they hadn’t scattered after all. They’d circled back, locked onto our real scent trail once the decoy dissolved, and tracked us with the patient, ground-eating persistence of creatures that had been cheated out of a kill and wanted compensation.

“Suki,” I said. “Can you —”

“Already trying.” Her voice was tight, the playful cadence gone. Fox-fire flickered at her fingertips, but the light was dimmer than before — the sustained illusion work had drained her. “I can’t maintain the camouflage and create a decoy simultaneously. Not enough reserves.”

“Drop the camouflage. Give me a wall.”

She looked at me with those amber eyes, sharp and calculating, the ancient intelligence behind them assessing the tactical situation in real time. Then she nodded. The ambient shimmer around us collapsed, and in its place, a wall of fox-fire erupted between me and the approaching ferals — not solid, but bright enough to momentarily blind and hot enough to deter. Warm amber-gold flames, three feet high, stretching across the street in a wavering line.

The first feral hit the wall and recoiled, snarling. The second circled left, looking for a way around.

Mika dropped her load. The fencing wire and tool bags hit the pavement with a crash, and she was moving — past the fox-fire wall, past the disoriented first feral, directly at the second. She met it at full sprint, claws out, and the impact was savage. They went down together, rolling, a blur of claws and jaws and those wrong-angled legs.

The first feral recovered and came through the weakening fire wall, straight at me.

I braced. Pry bar up, feet planted, the weight centered over my good knee. The creature came low, jaws open, six legs scrambling for traction on the broken asphalt. Ninety pounds of breach-warped predator, and it wanted my throat.

I swung. The pry bar connected with the side of its skull in a hit that sent a shockwave up my arm to the shoulder. The feral staggered, its forward momentum turning into a sideways stumble, three of its six legs losing coordination. I didn’t wait for it to recover. I stepped forward and brought the pry bar down in a two-handed overhead strike that hit the base of its skull with a sound like a watermelon dropped from a roof.

It went down. It didn’t get up.

I looked up. Suki was staring at me from behind the dissipating fox-fire wall, amber eyes wide, tails puffed to twice their normal size. The tarp was still draped over her shoulder. Her mouth was slightly open.

“You just —” she started.

“Where’s Mika?”

Twenty yards up the street, Mika was standing over the second feral. It was dead — throat opened, the same efficient kill as the hardware store. She had a new wound, though — a slash across her upper left arm, three parallel lines from the creature’s claws. Blood ran down her forearm and dripped from her fingertips.

I was beside her in seconds, the medic kit already open. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Let me see.”

She extended the arm. The cuts were clean — not deep enough for sutures, but deep enough to bleed freely. I packed the wound with a clean compress, applied pressure, and wrapped it with gauze from the kit. Her skin was hot under my fingers, the post-combat metabolism burning through her. Her eyes followed my fingers as I wrapped the gauze, and her ears slowly shifted from flat combat position to something softer — angled toward me, tracking the precise movements.

“Good?” I asked, tying off the bandage.

She flexed the arm. Tested the range. Nodded. Her tail twitched behind her — loose, easy, the post-combat version of a shrug. “Good.”

Suki materialized beside us, having abandoned the tarp somewhere in the chaos. She was looking at me with an expression I hadn’t seen before — the analytical assessment still there, the mischief still underneath, but layered over what I could only read as reassessment.

“The medic has teeth,” she said. Quiet. Almost to herself.

“The medic has a pry bar,” I corrected. “Everyone picks up their load. We’re half a mile out.”

We gathered the supplies and moved. Mika took point despite the arm wound — I didn’t argue because the argument would have cost more time than the wound warranted, and because she was right that she was still the best point operator with a fresh cut. Suki fell in behind me, unusually quiet. Her tails swished in tandem, a contemplative rhythm.

“You didn’t hesitate,” she said after a hundred yards.

“Can’t afford to.”

“No, I mean —” She paused, searching for words that weren’t wrapped in performance. “You saw it coming, you had the bar up, and you just… hit it. No freeze. No panic. Like you’d done it a hundred times.”

“Haven’t done it a hundred times. Maybe a dozen.”

“Most humans I’ve known would have frozen. Run. Screamed. Done something unhelpful.”

“Most humans you’ve known didn’t spend four years in a combat zone.”

She was quiet for another fifty yards. Then: “You’re full of surprises, Doc. I might have to take you more seriously.”

“You could start by carrying a tarp.”

A sound from behind me — small, suppressed, and unmistakable. Suki had laughed. Not the bright, performative cackle she used to fill rooms with, but a genuine, surprised sound that slipped out before she could package it for an audience.

From the front of the column, I heard Mika’s ears swivel backward. She didn’t comment. But her tail flicked.

We reached the clinic at midday. Hana was in the garden when we came through the gate, barefoot, honey-gold hair loose around her shoulders, dirt on her knees and a basket of harvested herbs at her hip. She saw us, and her face went through a visible sequence — relief, then joy, then concern when she saw Mika’s bandaged arm, then a deeper relief when she confirmed that the bandage was my work and therefore competent.

Her foot thumped against the garden soil. Three times, rapid, delighted.

“You’re back,” she said. Obvious. Unnecessary. The most important two words she’d spoken all day.

“We’re back,” I said. “And we brought supplies.”

She saw the fencing wire, the tools, the PVC pipe. Her brown eyes widened. The nose twitched — cataloguing the materials, already calculating what each piece meant for the compound’s infrastructure. When she saw the PVC, specifically — the three-quarter-inch and one-inch pipe that would make her irrigation expansion work — the thumping intensified to a frequency that I could feel through the ground.

“Is that — you got the pipe?” Her hands came together, clasped at her chest, and the wide brown eyes looked at me with an expression that was disproportionately emotional for plumbing supplies. But it wasn’t about the pipe. It was about someone going into the wasteland and coming back with the thing she needed to build the thing she was building. It was about being heard. “I can finish the second irrigation line. The chamomile beds can —”

“Show me later,” I said. “First: real meal. Then we work.”

Hana beamed. She turned and headed for the kitchen with a purpose that transformed her entire posture — shoulders back, stride certain, the lop ears perking to their maximum half-upright position. She was going to cook, and the meal was going to be an event.

Mika dropped the supplies on the porch and stretched — a long, full-body extension that was entirely feline, arms above her head, spine arching, the lean muscle of her torso visible through the blood-spotted tank top. She caught herself halfway through, glanced at me, and dropped her arms with a scowl that dared me to comment.

I didn’t comment. The stretch was involuntary, satisfying, and beautiful, and we both knew it, and she hated that we both knew it.

Suki vanished to the roof. I heard her land on the shingles, the soft pad of bare feet settling into her observation post. She’d been quieter since the fight, the usual chatter replaced by something contemplative. The medic had teeth, she’d said. I filed that away.

The afternoon was work.

I started on the east fence — the section that had been patched with wire and optimism since my first week at the clinic. With proper fencing material and real tools, the repair was a different operation entirely. I tore out the compromised sections, set new posts with the post-hole driver from the hardware haul, and strung sixteen-gauge wire in a diamond pattern that would resist anything short of a vehicle impact.

Mika worked the south perimeter. Despite the arm wound — which I checked twice, over her growled protests — she was driving stakes and stringing wire with the efficient violence of someone who expressed herself better through physical labor than through words. Each hammer strike was precise and final. She didn’t waste motion.

Hana moved between us with water, food, and medical supplies — a mobile support station in bare feet and an oversized shirt, her herb basket exchanged for a canteen and a bag of dried fruit. She checked my work with an eye that was growing more knowledgeable by the day; she checked Mika’s bandage with a gentleness that made Mika’s ears flatten and her tail go rigid with suppressed acknowledgment.

Suki maintained perimeter illusions from the roof, her fox-fire reserves slowly recovering as the afternoon wore on. Occasionally she’d call down observations — “Two ferals at four hundred yards, heading northeast, no interest in us” — in the clipped, professional cadence that emerged when the performance fell away and the tactical intelligence underneath took over.

By late afternoon, the east fence was solid. The south perimeter was reinforced. The gate had new hinges and a crossbar that could hold against a battering ram. I stood at the center of the compound and looked at it objectively: the perimeter was defensible. Not perfect — not a fortress — but a genuine compound with sight lines, chokepoints, and structural integrity. A place that could be held.

Hana called dinner.

The meal she’d prepared was unlike anything the clinic had produced before. The foraged ingredients from the expanded garden — fresh herbs, wild greens, the first tiny vegetables from the beds she’d planted two weeks ago — combined with the canned goods and dried provisions into something that was more than the sum of its parts. Rice with fresh herbs and shredded rabbit, a side of blanched wild greens dressed with salvaged vinegar, and chamomile tea sweetened with the last of the condensed milk.

It was the first meal that felt like a meal instead of rations.

We ate at the table together. All four of us. Hana had arranged the seating — cushions on the chairs, the wildflower jar at the center, the battery lamp casting warm light across the table. Mika sat beside Hana, which was a migration I tracked without comment. Suki sat beside me, one tail draped casually over the back of my chair in a gesture that was simultaneously territorial and affectionate.

Nobody spoke for the first five minutes. We just ate. After a day of hard work in the wasteland and harder work at the compound, the simple act of sitting down to a real meal with people you trusted was a luxury that defied articulation.

Suki broke the silence. “This is genuinely excellent,” she said, and the surprise in her voice was real — not performed. “Hana, you have talents that this apocalypse does not deserve.”

Hana blushed. The pink crept from her chest to her cheeks, visible even in the lamplight. Her foot thumped twice under the table. “It’s just herbs and rice.”

“It’s alchemy,” Suki said. “I’ve eaten in courts and kitchens across more lifetimes than I can count and this is —” She stopped. The performance had carried her into genuine territory, and the sudden awareness of it flickered across her face. She took a breath and said, more quietly, “It’s really good.”

Mika ate steadily, cleaning her plate with the focus of someone who respected food too much to waste a grain. When she was finished, she set her chopsticks down and looked at Hana. Just looked, for a moment, her gaze unreadable.

“Good,” she said. One word. Her highest compliment.

Hana’s lop ears perked to maximum half-mast. Her foot thumped in a sustained, delighted rhythm. She looked at the table, then at each of us, and her brown eyes glistened with something she was trying very hard to keep in check.

“I’m glad you’re all here,” she said.

The silence held the way a good meal holds — warm, settled, not needing anything added. Four people at a table in a clinic that used to treat dogs, and for thirty seconds, the wasteland outside the fence didn’t exist.

After dinner, Mika took the perimeter. Suki retreated to the roof. I stayed in the common area to inventory the remaining hardware supplies while Hana cleaned up — humming, her bare feet padding softly on the floor, the lop ears swaying with each movement. The domestic soundtrack of a home that was being built one gesture at a time.

She finished the dishes. Dried her hands. Turned to face me.

The blush was already present, a warm pink that started at the neckline of her shirt and climbed steadily. Her nose was twitching — rapid, continuous oscillations that told me she was reading my scent, my mood, my arousal with an accuracy that made privacy a theoretical concept. Her foot thumped once against the floor, then again, then settled into a steady, rapid rhythm.

“Ryder.” She said my name differently now than she had a week ago. Still soft, still breathy, but with an undercurrent of certainty that hadn’t been there before. She crossed the room toward me, each step certain, and took my hand.

Her fingers were warm, still slightly damp from the dishwater. She didn’t tremble. Her wide brown eyes met mine with a directness that was new — steady, unwavering, a gaze that knew what it wanted and had made peace with the wanting.

She tugged. Toward the reception area. Toward the nest.

I followed.

The nest had evolved again. She’d rebuilt it while we were on the hardware run — expanded the footprint, added new layers of cushioning, created an alcove effect with blankets hung from the reception desk’s overhang. It was warm, enclosed, intimate. The battery lamp she’d placed inside cast soft amber light through the hanging fabrics, and the air smelled like her — vanilla and hay and that deeper, sweeter note that her biology was broadcasting at full strength.

She was cycling again. The signs were all there — heightened temperature, the flushed skin, the shifted scent, the dilated pupils. But her behavior was different from the first time. No distress. No confusion. She knew what was happening in her body, and this time, she’d come to me not with trembling desperation but with calm intent.

She sat on the edge of the nest and looked up at me. The brown eyes with their gold flecks caught the lamplight and held it. Her honey-gold hair fell around her shoulders and across the white lop ears that hung alongside her face, and the oversized shirt she wore gaped at the collar, exposing the pink flush spreading across her chest and the upper swell of curves that the fabric had never been designed to contain.

“I know what I want,” she said. Quiet, but steady. The foot thumped twice — involuntary, accelerating — but she didn’t flinch from it.

She reached for me and I went to her. No hesitation, no clinical distance. Her hands found my shirt and pulled, and I sat on the edge of the nest, feeling the soft give of layered blankets and cushions beneath me. She pressed against me immediately — full-bodied, urgent, the warmth of her skin radiating through her shirt. Her nose buried against my neck, twitching rapidly, reading everything.

“You smell like work,” she murmured against my throat. “And blood. And outside.” A pause. “I like it.”

I pulled back enough to see her face. The blush was in full bloom — rose-pink, spreading from her chest to her hairline. Her pupils were enormous, the brown irises thin rings of color around dark pools. She was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the physical perfection of her body — it was the courage of it. The girl who’d hidden alone for months, choosing this. Choosing me.

She took my hand and placed it on her waist. Held it there for a moment, then guided it upward, along the curve of her side, until my palm rested against the swell of her breast through the shirt. The fabric was thin enough that I could feel the heat of her skin, the rapid pulse of her heartbeat, the peaked nipple pressing against my palm.

Her foot thumped hard against the blankets.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said.

The words surprised both of us. Her eyes widened slightly, the blush deepening, but she didn’t take it back. Something had shifted since the first time — the trembling uncertainty replaced by a need that had been given space to grow.

She kissed me. Not the tentative, question-asking kiss of the first night — deeper, claiming, her hands gripping my shirt with a strength that was always surprising from someone so soft. Then she pushed. Both palms flat on my chest, firm and certain, driving me backward into the nest.

I went down. My back hit the layered cushions and she was already climbing over me, straddling my hips, her thick thighs settling on either side of my waist with a determination that transformed her posture. She looked down at me — brown eyes enormous, blush blazing, and underneath it all, a certainty that hadn’t existed the first time.

She stripped her own shirt off with a motion that sent buttons scattering — the fabric had been losing its battle with her curves for days, and the release was almost explosive. Her breasts spilled free, full and round and flushed pink, nipples peaked and responsive to the sudden change in temperature. She didn’t try to cover herself. She arched above me, pressing that warm, soft body against my chest as she leaned down, and the sound she made was a moan that she didn’t try to muffle.

“More,” she breathed. The word came out hungry.

She pulled my shirt over my head and her hands went to my chest immediately — pressing flat, fingers spread, exploring the muscle and the scars with a curiosity that was more intense than the first time. Her palms traced the scratch marks Mika had left, mapped the older scars from field work and fence repairs, found the place where the feral’s claw had grazed me during today’s fight and lingered with concern that quickly burned into something else.

She worked her remaining clothes off with an urgency that involved rising to her knees above me and shimmying the soft pants down over wide hips, past thick thighs, kicking them free. She was naked above me in the nest she’d built — honey-gold hair falling around her face, pale skin flushed rose from chest to cheeks, the full curves of her body catching the lamplight in ways that made my breath catch. Wide hips, soft belly, thick thighs framing my waist, full breasts rising and falling with each rapid breath. The cotton-puff tail bobbed behind her — a nervous, eager little pulse.

She looked down at me with those enormous brown eyes, and the foot pressed against the blankets in a rapid, rhythmic beat.

“I need you,” she said. No whisper this time. Spoken. Clear. “I need you inside me.”

She reached between us and guided me to her entrance, and the feel of her — slick, swollen, desperately ready — made my jaw clench with the effort of control. She was wetter than the first time, her body’s biological imperative having turned every dial to maximum. Her scent was overwhelming, the fertile sweetness filling the enclosed space of the nest, warm vanilla and honey and the headier note beneath that bypassed every civilized circuit in my brain.

She sank down onto me.

The sound she made was loud — a full cry that rang off the walls of the reception area as she impaled herself on my cock in one steady, rolling descent of her hips. She was impossibly wet — the biological imperative had been building since I’d left that morning, and her body accepted me with a slick, hot ease that pulled me deep. I felt every inch of the descent — the tight ring of her entrance stretching around my shaft, the clutching walls parting, the blazing heat deepening as she took me to the base. Her head tipped back, the long pale column of her throat exposed, her full breasts catching the lamplight as they swayed with the motion. Her thick thighs gripped my waist with bunnygirl strength, and her hands found my chest and pressed down, pinning me into the blankets with a surprising force.

She rode me. No hesitation, no tentativeness — the rolling of her hips set a pace that was faster than I’d expected, surer, the biology and the desire working together instead of at war. Each rise lifted her until the tight grip of her body clung to just my tip, and each descent drove me deep again, the wet slap of her hips against mine echoing in the nest. She was stronger than the first time, her body knowing what it wanted and taking it, her inner walls squeezing in rhythmic pulses on each downstroke.

She planted her hands on my shoulders and drove her hips down, grinding against me at the base, her clit pressing hard against my pelvis, and her eyes went wide and unfocused. The lop ears twitched upward — fighting, straining, beginning the gravity-defying ascent. Her foot began its rhythm against the blankets, a rapid beat that accelerated with each roll of her body.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Like that. Don’t stop. Deeper — I need —”

I gripped her hips from below. Changed the angle, met her downstroke with a thrust that buried me so deep she cried out with a sound that was part pleasure and part shocked discovery — the angle reaching something inside her that made her walls clamp and flutter around my cock. Her wide hips rolled against me, her rhythm amplifying mine, the soft curves of her body in constant motion above me. Full breasts bouncing with each impact, the pale pink nipples peaked and flushed darker with arousal, the soft plane of her belly flexing as she rode me with increasing urgency. Her arousal coated both of us, slicking the juncture where our bodies met, the wet sounds of her riding me filling the nest — obscene and beautiful and entirely hers to own.

“Fill me,” she said. Not a whisper. A demand. Her brown eyes looked down at mine, and the shyness was gone — burned away by the need that had been building since I’d left this morning, since the last time, since the first time. “Fill me up. Please. I need it.”

The breeding language, spoken at full voice, hit with an impact that transcended the physical. This was Hana owning what her body wanted, claiming the need without shame, looking down at me while she said the words that her biology had given her and her courage had set free.

She rode me harder, deeper, her hips driving down with a force that pressed me into the nest. I gripped the soft flesh of her hips, feeling the yield and the warmth and the strength of those thighs clamped around me. She was vocal — cries and gasps and the broken syllables of words she was trying to form between breaths. Her foot hammered the blankets in a rhythmic counterpoint that was simultaneously absurd and desperately genuine.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “Don’t — I’m — Ryder, I’m going to —”

She pinned my shoulders with both hands, pressing me flat, and the strength in her grip was startling — bunnygirl muscle beneath all that softness, holding me down while she took what she needed. Her hips drove down with a force that pressed me deep enough to feel the end of her, the head of my cock nudging against her cervix, and the sound she made at that depth was a raw, broken thing that had nothing shy left in it. Her lop ears rose. Fully upright, rigid, trembling, defying every anatomical limitation that had designed them to droop. They stood like flags of surrender, broadcasting to the entire clinic what was happening in the nest. Her eyes went soft, unfocused, the gold flecks in the brown irises catching the lamplight. Her mouth opened and the sound that came from her was a wail — high, desperate, raw, a full-voiced expression of pleasure that she couldn’t have muffled if she’d wanted to.

She came with her whole body. The contractions hit in waves — her internal muscles clamping around my cock in deep, rhythmic pulses that squeezed with crushing force, each contraction gripping me from base to tip and pulling, drawing, demanding. Her thighs crushed against my waist with that deceptive bunnygirl strength. Her hands bore down on my shoulders with a grip that left finger-marks in my skin. The thumping reached a crescendo — both feet now, hammering the blankets in an arrhythmic frenzy that she was utterly powerless to control.

I thrust up into her and followed. The release was searing — ripped from me by the relentless contractions of her body, each pulse of my orgasm met by a matching clench of her walls that drew me deeper and wrung the next pulse from me before the first had finished. When she felt the first hot surge inside her, her eyes widened with pure primal satisfaction, and the breeding body that had been demanding this for days responded — her hips grinding down, her inner walls clenching in rhythmic waves, pulling every drop deeper with an instinctive greed that was pure biology made beautiful. She collapsed against my chest, her legs locking, her arms around my neck, her face pressing against me with a sound that was half-sob and half-triumph.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes. Thank you. Thank you.”

The aftershock trembled through both of us. She lay against my chest, still straddling me, and I held still, feeling the slow ebb of the contractions and the racing of her heartbeat against my ribs. Her feet twitched — residual thumping, the biological metronome winding down. Her lop ears settled, dropping from their impossible vertical, returning to their natural droop in slow, trembling stages.

She clung to me. Tighter than the first time, tighter than I would have thought possible from someone who’d been a trembling ghost in a collapsed apartment building two weeks ago. Her body stayed pressed against mine, her arms wound around my neck, her face buried against my chest. The cotton-puff tail vibrated against my hip — a rapid, contented bob that matched the rhythm of her slowing heartbeat.

“Thank you,” she murmured against my skin. Then, quieter, almost to herself: “Thank you for coming back.”

I understood. Not just the sex. The hardware run. The supplies. The choice to go into the wasteland and return with the things that would make the compound stronger. The choice to keep building.

My arms stayed around her. I traced my hand down her spine, over the soft curve of her lower back, feeling the damp warmth of her skin and the gentle trembling of her body above me as it descended from peak to rest. Her nose twitched against my chest — reading, cataloguing, filing the post-scene data with the involuntary precision of her biology.

She didn’t let go. She’d stopped letting go after the first time, and the grip got tighter with each encounter — not from fear, but from certainty. She was holding on because she wanted to, not because she was afraid of what happened if she released.

“Ryder?” Her voice was drowsy, muffled against my chest.

“Yeah.”

“The PVC pipe. For the irrigation.”

“Yeah?”

“That was —” She paused, and I could feel her smiling against my skin. “That was very romantic.”

I laughed. Quiet, surprised, genuine — a laugh that slipped out before I could file it properly. She felt it vibrate through my chest and her foot thumped once — happy, sleepy.

Sleep took her before I could finish counting her breaths. She’d slid off me and curled against my side, wrapped around me, warm and soft and grounding, her breathing evening out into the slow, deep rhythm of total security. The nest held us both, the blankets and cushions absorbing our combined weight into a cocoon that smelled like vanilla and sex and the chamomile tea she’d been drying all week.


Chapter 11: The Show

Suki had been escalating for days, and I’d been letting her.

The tail-brushing started the morning after the hardware run. Casual contact — a russet-red tail sweeping across my forearm as she passed me in the hallway, warm fur against bare skin, gone before I could react. She’d been perched on the counter (her preferred elevation), and as I reached past her for the coffee jar, the second tail drifted across the back of my neck. The fur was silk-dense — softer than it looked, with an underlying warmth that wasn’t ambient temperature but something generated, fox-fire residual heat pulsing through each strand.

She was watching my face when I looked up. The amber eyes with their vertical pupils were narrowed in an expression that was three parts calculation and one part hunger. The grin was there — always there — but the teeth behind it were sharper than usual.

“Sorry,” she said, not sorry at all. “They have a mind of their own.”

They didn’t. Her tails were semi-prehensile and independently mobile, capable of precision movements that would put a surgeon’s fingers to shame. Every contact was deliberate, targeted, calibrated for maximum effect and plausible deniability.

I took my coffee outside. Behind me, I heard the soft pad of her bare feet on the floor and the faint rustle of those tails adjusting in the air. She didn’t follow. But I felt her watching from the window.

The innuendo followed the tail-brushing like artillery follows reconnaissance.

“Doc, your hands are remarkable,” she announced during dinner that evening, propping her chin on her palms and watching me eat with an intensity that was unnecessarily focused on the way I held my chopsticks. “The way they move — so precise, so deliberate. Must be the medical training. I wonder what else they’re precise about.”

Hana’s foot thumped so hard her knee hit the underside of the table. Mika’s ears flattened.

“Suture work, mostly,” I said.

“Suture work.” She tested the phrase like she was tasting wine. “All that careful threading. Working with sensitive tissue. Applying exactly the right amount of pressure in exactly the right place.” Her tails fanned behind her, and the fox-fire at her fingertips flickered. “Fascinating discipline.”

“You’re about as subtle as a brick,” Mika said.

“Subtlety is overrated. I’ve lived long enough to know that the direct approach saves everyone time.” She looked at me sidelong, those amber eyes gleaming in the lamplight. “Don’t you agree, Doc?”

“I agree that dinner is excellent and that you should eat it.”

She ate. But her tail found my thigh under the table and stayed there for the rest of the meal, warm and heavy and purposeful, and when I glanced at her, the grin was smaller but more genuine — the satisfied expression of a trickster whose long game was proceeding on schedule.

By the third day, she’d abandoned all pretense.

She positioned herself in doorways when I was passing through, requiring me to either squeeze past or wait while she made a production of moving — stretching lazily, arms above her head, the too-tight top riding up to expose the narrow waist and the flare of hips that were always more pronounced than her petite frame suggested. She perched on surfaces at my chest height, putting her face — and everything below it — at direct eye level. She created fox-fire shapes that were anatomically suggestive and denied all responsibility when Hana blushed and Mika threw things.

Mika pulled me aside on the porch the third evening, her amber eyes flat and her tail lashing.

“The fox is hunting you,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“She’s playing games. She’s always playing games. Everything is a performance.”

“I know.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

I looked at her. The amber eyes softened for a fraction of a second — not concern, exactly. More complex than that. She was the first, and she knew it, and she wasn’t threatened by the others because the compound’s dynamic had settled into a balance that worked. But she was warning me.

“The question isn’t what I’m going to do,” I said. “The question is what happens when her games stop.”

Mika’s ears shifted. She regarded me with the evaluating stare of a predator assessing whether the prey understood the terrain.

“Don’t let her fool you,” she said. “The fox is hiding. The louder she gets, the more she’s hiding.”

She turned and resumed her patrol. Her tail moved behind her — a slow, sideways drift that wasn’t quite approval but lived in the same territory.

On the fourth evening, Suki made her move.

I was in the treatment room, inventorying the suture supplies from the pharmacy run. The room was quiet, lit by the battery lamp I kept on the exam table, the air carrying the familiar scents of antiseptic and clean metal. My hands worked through the remaining supplies, sorting by gauge and material — silk, nylon, chromic gut — while the medic part of my brain catalogued what we had, what we needed, and how long each type would last.

She appeared in the doorway without sound.

I knew she was there before I saw her — a shift in the air, a warmth that didn’t belong to the room, the faintest trace of autumn leaves and warm sake that preceded her like a herald. I looked up.

She was leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed, the posture carefully engineered to frame the full curves concentrated on her compact body. The too-tight scavenged top — the lowest-cut thing she’d found in two weeks of competitive scavenging — did nothing to conceal the swell of her breasts, and the short pants she’d fashioned from stolen material ended high enough on her thighs that the smooth, faintly luminescent porcelain of her legs caught the lamplight. Her tails swished slowly behind her, twin russet-red banners brushing the doorframe on each pass.

The grin was there. It was always there. But her eyes — those bright amber eyes with their vertical pupils that glowed faintly in low light — were doing something different tonight. Under the performative spark, beneath the mischief and the calculation, a sharper awareness was assessing whether this was going to be worth the risk.

“Busy?” she asked.

“Inventory.”

“Mmm.” She pushed off the doorframe and stepped into the treatment room. Each step was weightless, the bare feet touching down without sound, the petite frame moving with a grace that was more supernatural than physical. She hopped up onto the counter beside the exam table — her preferred elevation — and crossed her legs, one foot swinging lazily. The movement caused the scant fabric of her shorts to ride up, and I was very aware that this was calculated to the millimeter.

“I’ve been watching you, Doc.”

“You’ve been watching everyone. It’s what you do.”

“I’ve been watching you differently.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and the angle put her face at my level while the loose neckline of her top fell open enough to reveal the beginning of the soft curves beneath. Calculated. Everything she did was calculated. “I watched you kill a feral with a pry bar two days ago. One hit. No hesitation. And before that, I watched you repair the east fence one-handed while favoring your bad knee. Thirty minutes. Didn’t stop, didn’t sit, didn’t complain. Just worked until it was done.”

“The fence needed fixing.”

“Everyone needs something fixed, Doc. Nobody fixes it.” The grin flickered, and something underneath it looked out — older, more serious. “I’ve known warriors, kings, scholars, monks. Men who could conquer and men who could create and men who could do both.” She paused. “You’re the first one I’ve seen who heals.”

“I also hit things with a pry bar.”

“That’s the part I’m still processing.” She slid off the counter. The movement brought her close — close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her skin, higher than human normal, the fox-fire metabolism that kept her temperature elevated. She smelled like autumn and warmth and something headier underneath, a sweet undertone that had been intensifying over the past three days. Her scent consciously deployed, and now consciously unleashed.

She reached up and put her hand on my chest. Small — her hand was small, her fingers delicate, the pale skin faintly luminous against the dark fabric of my shirt. She could feel my heartbeat under her palm. I knew because her eyes changed when she found it — a flicker of something genuine beneath the performance, as if the steady, unhurried rhythm surprised her.

“Your heart rate is elevated,” she said. “But not much. Most men would be at twice this by now.”

“Most men haven’t been providing medical care to monster girls for two weeks. The threshold for elevated heart rate has shifted.”

She laughed — the bright, theatrical laugh, filling the treatment room with sound. But her hand stayed on my chest, and her eyes stayed on mine, and underneath the laugh, I could see her making a decision.

She dropped to her knees.

The movement was fluid, confident, utterly without preamble. One moment she was standing, her hand on my chest; the next she was kneeling on the treatment room floor, looking up at me with those glowing amber eyes and a grin that could have started wars. Her tails fanned out behind her on the floor, twin plumes of russet-red, and the fox-fire that had been flickering at her fingertips bloomed brighter — amber-gold light playing across her porcelain skin, highlighting the curves and the luminescence until she looked like a myth rendered physical.

“Suki —”

“Shh.” She reached for my belt. Her fingers were deft, practiced, expertise distilled into movements that were as precise as any surgical technique I’d been trained in. “I’ve been thinking about this for days, Doc. Don’t ruin it by being practical.”

She freed me with an efficiency that left my belt hanging open and my breath tight. Her amber eyes went wide — the grin faltering for a fraction of a second as she registered what she’d uncovered, a momentary stillness that was the first crack in the performance. Then the grin returned, fuller, sharper.

“Well, well,” she murmured. “The medic is full of surprises.”

She took me into her mouth with the confidence of someone who had done this many times and had refined the art to a weapon. Her lips were soft and supernaturally warm — the fox-fire temperature, the supernatural heat that suffused every part of her — and the first wet slide of her mouth down my shaft made my hands grip the edge of the exam table hard enough to whiten the knuckles. Her tongue was slightly longer than human, flexible and agile, and she used it immediately — wrapping it around the underside of my cock, the tip tracing the ridge below the head with a dexterity that sent a bolt of sensation straight to the base of my spine. She took me deep on the first pass, her throat opening with practiced ease, her nose pressing against my lower stomach, and the hot, tight constriction of her throat around my tip made my breath lock.

She maintained eye contact. Those bright, glowing irises looked up at me through the curtain of russet-red hair with an intensity that was half calculated and half genuine fascination. She was watching my reactions with the same analytical precision she brought to everything — cataloguing what made my breath hitch, what made my fingers tighten, what made my jaw clench. She pulled back slowly, her lips dragging along my length, leaving a wet sheen, and swirled her fox tongue around the head — once, twice, a third time with a precision that found every nerve ending and pressed. Her small hand wrapped around the base, squeezing in rhythm with her mouth, and the dual sensation made my hips rock forward involuntarily.

She hummed around me. Theatrical — she knew the vibration would travel through my cock and into the core of me, and she did it with the awareness of a performer deploying her signature move. But the vibration was real, and the effect was devastating.

She was extraordinary. There was no other word. Centuries of practice had given her a skill that went beyond technique into something that felt like an art form — the varying pressure, the rhythm that built and retreated and built again, the hollowing of her cheeks as she sucked hard on the upstroke and the loose, wet glide as she took me deep again. She used that inhuman tongue with merciless precision — curling it around me inside her mouth, fluttering against the sensitive underside, probing the slit at the tip until my thighs tensed. The fox-fire flickered across her skin in time with her movements, warm amber light playing over the curves of her cheeks stretched around me, the slope of her neck, the swell of her breasts straining the top she’d chosen specifically for tonight. Saliva glistened on her lips and on my cock each time she pulled back, the wet, rhythmic sounds of her mouth working me filling the treatment room without shame.

I let her have the show. Stood with my hands on the exam table, breathing controlled, watching her work with the steady attention she was demanding. She wanted me to watch. She wanted the audience. She took me deep again, swallowing around me, the muscles of her throat milking the head of my cock, and the eye contact she held while doing it was a dare and an invitation simultaneously.

But she also wanted something else, and the longer the act continued, the more visible it became in the small cracks — the way her eyes unfocused for half a second before snapping back to watchful, the tiny sound she made deep in her throat that slipped out unscripted and genuine, the faint trembling in her hands when she gripped my thighs. The way her own hips shifted restlessly where she knelt, pressing her thighs together, the fox-fire flaring brighter at her core where her own arousal was building from the act of giving.

She pulled back, licked her lips with that fox tongue, and stood in a single fluid motion. The grin was brilliantly incandescent.

“Not bad for an opening act,” she said. Her voice was husky, lower than her usual register. “But the show needs better staging.”

She took my hand and pulled me toward the door. Not the hallway — toward the window. The treatment room had a window that faced the yard and the fence line beyond, open to the night air. Moonlight and breach-glow filtered through the gap where the plywood covering had been pulled aside for ventilation.

She positioned us beside it. The night air was cool against sweat-damp skin, and the contrast with her fox-fire warmth was electric. She pressed her back against the window frame, the open night behind her, and pulled me between her legs as she hopped up to sit on the sill. The position put her face at my level, her body framed by the darkness outside, the luminous glow of her skin catching the breach-light from the horizon.

“Let them hear,” she whispered. The exhibitionist streak — not hypothetical, not suggested, but operational. She wanted the night air to carry the sounds. She wanted the open window at her back and the awareness of exposure.

She stripped her top off with a practiced motion that somehow managed to be theatrical — arms crossing, fabric lifting, the reveal timed for maximum impact. Her breasts were full — disproportionately so on her tiny frame, round and gravity-defying, the nipples peaked and flushed golden-pink in a way that was distinctly not human. Fox-fire bloomed across her chest, uncontrolled for a moment before she pulled it back to a decorative flicker. The curves of her body were a concentrated geography — narrow waist, the sudden flare of hips wider than her frame suggested, the porcelain skin glowing warm amber in the dim room.

Every movement was choreographed, every angle calculated, every sound pitched for an audience that extended beyond the walls. She moaned when I touched her breast — loud, theatrical, projected — and arched her back against the window frame with a dancer’s awareness of how the position displayed her body.

I took my time with her, my hands mapping every curve with the same unhurried precision I brought to every examination. The skin was porcelain-smooth, warmer than human, and the faint luminescence intensified under my touch — the fox-fire responding to physical contact, blooming brighter where my hands traveled. She was sensitive — that small frame meant every nerve was closer together, every touch amplified. When my thumb circled her nipple, the moan shifted register — still loud, still staged, but with a genuine hitch underneath that she covered with another theatrical sound.

She shimmied out of her shorts with a motion that involved more hip movement than strictly necessary and wrapped her legs around my waist. Porcelain legs, smooth, faintly glowing, the strength in them deceptive — she looked delicate, but the grip of her thighs was firm and demanding.

“Now,” she said, and the grin was a dare.

I pushed into her and her body opened around me with a slick, gripping heat that was hotter than any human body had a right to be — the fox-fire metabolism turning her insides into a furnace that surrounded my cock in pulsing warmth. She threw her head back against the window frame, russet-red hair spilling into the night air behind her. The sound she made was theatrical — a full, projected cry that carried through the open window and into the darkness. Her tails fanned out on either side, filling the window frame, and the fox-fire flickered across her skin in decorative patterns — controlled, beautiful, part of the show.

She was good at this. She rode me with her legs locked around my waist, rolling her hips in a rhythm that was practiced and expert, each rotation grinding her clit against the base of my shaft while taking me to the hilt. Her hands gripped the window frame for leverage, the posture arching her back, putting the full display of her body on exhibition — the round breasts bouncing with each thrust, the narrow waist, the fox-fire glow highlighting every curve. She was loud — narrating, almost. Gasps and moans and breathy instructions that were pitched for the audience rather than the moment. “Like that — yes — harder — don’t stop —” Each word delivered with the awareness of an audience, her inner walls squeezing on the command words, the performance seamless between voice and body.

I watched her. The bright gaze was intact, the grin locked in place, the body working with practiced expertise. She was magnificent and she was hiding. The louder she got, the more she was hiding — Mika had been right. The performance was a fortress, and inside it, the real Suki was watching to see if I’d settle for the show.

I didn’t.

In the middle of a particularly theatrical moan, I reached behind her. My hand found one of her tails — the left one, splayed against the window frame, the russet-red fur warm and achingly soft. I gripped it gently at the base, where it met her lower back, and stroked downward. Slow, deliberate, base to tip.

The effect was immediate and catastrophic.

She gasped. Not the theatrical gasp she’d been producing for the past ten minutes — a real one. Short, sharp, involuntary, ripping through the theatrical layer like a bullet through paper. Her eyes went wide. The grin vanished. Her mouth opened and nothing came out.

The fox-fire erupted.

It wasn’t the controlled, decorative flicker she’d been managing all evening. This was a detonation — bright amber-gold light pouring from every inch of her porcelain skin, flooding the treatment room, throwing shadows against the walls. The window behind her became a beacon, warm light spilling into the night. I could see every detail of her face in the uncontrolled flare — the wide eyes, the parted lips, the absence of every mask she’d ever worn.

I stroked the tail again. Same motion, base to tip, slow and deliberate.

Her second tail wrapped around my waist. Not the casual draping she’d been doing for days — a desperate, involuntary seizing, the fur tight against my skin, squeezing with a strength that matched the sound she made. The first tail, still in my hand, trembled violently. Her legs tightened, her back arched, and the performance crashed.

The silence was deafening.

Suki — the constant narrator, the tireless commentator, the centuries-old performer who had never met a silence she couldn’t fill — went quiet. Completely, absolutely, devastatingly quiet. The treatment room held nothing but the sound of her breathing, rapid and uncontrolled, and the faint crackle of fox-fire burning too bright and too hot.

I looked at her face. The amber eyes were huge — wider than I’d ever seen them, the vertical pupils dilated, the glow in them unsteady and wavering. Her lips were parted, trembling. No grin. No mischief. No calculated angles or rehearsed expressions. Just her. Raw, exposed, every layer of armor stripped away by the stroke of a hand down a tail she’d been using as a prop.

“What—” she started, and her voice cracked. “What did you—”

I stroked the tail again, and the sound she made was something I’d never heard from a living creature — a keen, low and broken, rising from the base of her throat. Both tails clamped around me simultaneously, wrapping tight, the fur hot with fox-fire. Her hips jerked against me, the controlled rhythm shattered, replaced by a desperate, arrhythmic urgency. Her hands released the window frame and found my shoulders, gripping with a strength that left marks.

What was left was a small, ancient, luminous woman in my arms, trembling with an intensity that had nothing to do with expertise and everything to do with feeling something she hadn’t let herself feel in longer than she could remember.

I moved inside her, slow and deep, watching her face. The fox-fire pulsed with each thrust, brightening, dimming, a visual heartbeat. Her eyes stayed wide, stayed on mine, and the absence of the grin was the most naked thing about her. She was seeing me and being seen, and the vulnerability of it was visible in every line of her body — the trembling shoulders, the white-knuckled grip, the tails wrapped so tight they vibrated.

“I don’t—” she tried. “I can’t—” The sentences died, abandoned. She pressed her forehead against mine. Her breath was hot and unsteady against my lips.

I reached behind her and stroked both tails simultaneously. Base to tip, slow, deliberate, feeling the incredible softness and the electric trembling, the heat of fox-fire pulsing through the fur.

She shattered.

No sound. Her mouth opened and her eyes went wider and her entire body seized around me — legs locking, arms crushing, tails wrapping until I could barely breathe — and the fox-fire flared so bright that the room went white-gold. I felt her contracting around me, tight rhythmic pulses that pulled my own release from me with a force that left me gasping.

Neither of us moved for ten seconds. Fifteen. The fox-fire dimmed slowly, settling from blinding flare to warm amber glow. The tails loosened their death grip by fractions. Her breathing came in ragged, shuddering pulls.

Then she moved. Small, curling against me, her face pressing into the hollow of my throat. Her forehead against my pulse point. Her tails still wrapped around me, but gentler now — possessive instead of desperate. Her skin was damp with sweat, the luminescence steady and warm, like a candle guttering toward a gentler flame.

She was trembling. Not from cold, not from exertion. From exposure.

“Not bad for a medic,” she said against my throat.

Her voice shook.

I wrapped my arms around her. She was small — startlingly small against my chest, the narrow waist flaring to hips that contradicted her frame, a body that seemed designed for impact rather than comfort. I held her the way I held everything — steady, firm, unhurried. My hand found the space between her shoulder blades and pressed flat, grounding her.

She curled tighter. The grin was gone and she wasn’t reaching for it. The performance was shattered on the treatment room floor and she wasn’t picking up the pieces.

“That was—” she tried, and failed. Tried again. “You can’t just— that’s not fair. The tails are—” She pulled back enough to look at me, and her eyes were enormous and unguarded and young in a way that age couldn’t fake. “Nobody does that. Nobody touches the tails like that. It’s too—”

“I know,” I said.

“You don’t know. You don’t— I’ve been alive for centuries. Many of them. And nobody has ever—” Her voice cracked again and she pressed her face back into my throat, hiding. A trickster who’d been seen. An actress without a stage.

I stroked her hair — russet-red, velvet-fine, still warm from the fox-fire flare. Her tails readjusted around me, finding positions that were comfortable rather than desperate, the white tips brushing against my legs. The fox-fire settled to a gentle glow that illuminated the treatment room in warm amber, casting soft shadows.

Outside, through the open window, the wasteland was dark and quiet. The breach glowed on the horizon. The night sounds of the compound drifted in — Mika’s patrol, Hana’s gentle breathing from the nest, the ambient life of a building full of people. The sounds she’d wanted to reach with her theatrics. The sounds that now framed her silence.

“Don’t make a big thing of this,” she whispered.

“I’m not making anything.”

“I mean it. I’ll deny everything. I’ll tell them you have the technique of a drunken fisherman and the charisma of a wet mop. I’ll—”

“Suki.”

She stopped. Looked up at me. Her eyes were still unguarded, the armor still down, and what looked out was someone who hadn’t been held without agenda in longer than most civilizations lasted.

“You’re okay,” I said.

Her lower lip trembled. She bit it — with those small, sharp fox fangs that she usually displayed as part of the grin’s architecture — and the tremble stopped, replaced by a fierce clenching that was fighting emotion rather than performing it.

“I’m fine,” she said. Not convincingly. “I’m always fine. I’m a centuries-old kitsune and I don’t have—” She waved a hand vaguely. “Feelings about this sort of thing.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t.”

“Okay.”

She glared at me. The glare lasted three seconds before it collapsed into something helpless and honest. She pressed her face against my chest.

“You’re awful,” she said, muffled. “The worst. The absolute worst. Nobody asked you to be — to be — steady.” She said the word like it was an insult and a lifeline simultaneously. “Nobody asked you to just stand there and not perform back and just — be there.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re not sorry.”

“I’m not.”

She made a sound against my chest that could have been a laugh or a sob and was probably both. Her tails tightened once — a squeeze that said I’m still here and I don’t know what to do about it — and then relaxed.

We stood in the treatment room, her body curled against mine, the fox-fire lanterns she’d hung on the porch casting their steady glow through the open window. The night was quiet and the masks were off and the real Suki — the one who’d been hiding behind a lifetime of comedy and mischief and carefully maintained distance — was breathing against my throat with the unsteady rhythm of someone who’d just discovered that she wanted to be known.

She didn’t leave. I didn’t let go. The fox-fire dimmed and brightened and dimmed again in slow pulses that matched her breathing as it evened out, as the trembling subsided, as the ancient trickster settled into the arms of a combat medic and stopped performing for the first time in a very long time.

Eventually — minutes later, maybe longer — she spoke. Her voice was quiet, stripped of cadence and calculation, raw.

“It’s been a long time since someone touched me and meant it.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I tightened my arms.

She sighed. Small, exhausted, genuine. Her tails curled around my legs and her body went heavy against mine with the sudden, total weight of someone who’d been holding herself up alone for a very long time and had, for one moment, decided to stop.

“Goodnight, Doc,” she murmured.

“Goodnight, Suki.”

She didn’t move. Didn’t attempt a joke, didn’t rebuild the grin, didn’t hop away to the roof to watch the breach glow from a safe distance. She stayed. Small and warm and honest against my chest, the fox-fire glowing like a steady heartbeat, the tails wrapped around me with the quiet tenacity of someone who’d found something she didn’t want to let go of and hadn’t figured out yet how to say so.

I held her until her breathing evened into sleep. Then I picked her up — she weighed almost nothing, her body as light as the myth she resembled — and carried her to the nearest sleeping area. She curled against the blankets without waking, tails tucked around herself, the faint luminescence of her skin painting the dark with amber warmth.

I went to the porch. Sat on the steps. The night air was cool and the breach glowed orange on the horizon and the coffee was cold and terrible.

From the perimeter, Mika appeared. Silent, liquid, the shadow-predator. She looked at me, looked at the treatment room where the fox-fire still flickered, and her ears did something complex — forward, then back, then sideways, the catgirl equivalent of a shrug.

“The fox?” she asked.

“Sleeping.”

Mika regarded me for a long moment. Her eyes were unreadable in the darkness. Then she turned and resumed her patrol.

“About time,” she said over her shoulder.

I finished the cold coffee and went to bed.


Chapter 12: Scouts

Mika found the bootprints at dawn.

I was on the porch doing the morning supply count — the habitual cataloguing that served as both inventory and meditation — when she came through the east fence gate at a pace that was fast for a human and barely jogging for her. Her ears were flat. Her claws were extended. The tail behind her was rigid and puffed at the tip, a threat display I’d learned to read as real danger rather than irritation.

“East fence,” she said. “Thirty yards beyond the wire. Human bootprints. Two sets. Fresh — last night, after my patrol cycled south.”

I set the notebook down. “Show me.”

She led me to the spot. The ground beyond the east fence was packed dirt and scrub grass, soft enough to hold impressions. Two sets of prints — heavy treaded boots, size ten and eleven — approached from the northeast, paralleled the fence line for approximately forty yards, and retreated the same direction. They’d been close enough to study the fence repairs, the gate mechanism, and the sight lines toward the clinic building. Close enough to count windows and map entrances.

They’d been scouting us.

“Jackals,” Mika said. Not a question.

“Jackals.” I crouched beside the prints, reading them the way I’d been taught to read terrain. The depth was consistent — two people of similar weight, moving slowly, deliberately. No running, no urgency. A patrol, not an emergency. They’d taken their time.

Suki appeared behind us, and the sound she didn’t make arriving told me she’d come from the roof — she’d heard Mika’s report and descended without the usual theatrical entrance. No grin this morning. Her amber eyes were sharp, the tactical intelligence fully engaged.

“I can confirm,” she said. Her voice was clipped, professional — the tactical Suki, stripped of performance. “Pike has been sending two-man scout teams for at least a week. They rotate pairs, different approach vectors, always at night. They’ve been noting the fence repairs, the garden expansion, the generator schedule.” She paused. “And the number of residents.”

“You knew,” Mika said. The accusation was flat and immediate.

“I suspected. I’ve been running counter-surveillance on the east approach for three days, which is why they had to wait for your patrol to cycle south last night — my illusions blocked the northern route.” Suki’s tail flicked, a single sharp motion. “They’re getting bolder. The camouflage is keeping them from seeing the clinic’s interior layout, but they know we’re here, they know we’ve been upgrading, and they know the rough count.”

“How long before they move?” I asked.

“Days. A week at most.” Suki’s amber eyes met mine, and something in them was hard and old. “Pike doesn’t commit resources until the intelligence is complete. Two more scout rotations, maybe three, and he’ll know our routines, our defenses, and our gaps. Then he acts.”

I stood up from the bootprints and looked at the compound. I’d been thinking of it in terms of what it needed — more fencing, more supplies, more stability. Now I needed to think of it in terms of what it could withstand.

“War council,” I said. “Kitchen table. Now.”

The four of us sat around the table Hana had turned into a home — wildflower jar at the center, cushions on the chairs, the chamomile tea she’d made that morning still warm in cups. The contrast between the domestic warmth and the conversation was stark enough to hurt.

I took the lead. Six months of wasteland survival and four years of military service had given me enough tactical grounding to plan a defense, even if my specialization was treating casualties rather than creating them. I spread Suki’s hand-drawn map of the compound on the table and started marking.

“Perimeter priorities. The new east fence is solid — sixteen-gauge wire, proper posts. South fence is reinforced but not as strong. West fence is the weakest section — original chain-link, patched but not replaced. North side has the building itself as partial barrier, but the windows are vulnerable.” I marked each section with a rating. “The gate is our strongest point and our biggest risk — it’s the obvious entry, which means they’ll either assault it directly or bypass it.”

Mika leaned forward, her claws lightly scoring the table edge as she studied the map. Combat focus had transformed her entirely — the adversarial humor, the territorial posturing, all of it subsumed by the predator calculating engagement vectors.

“Chokepoints,” she said, tapping the map. “The gap between the clinic building and the south fence — narrow, limited visibility. Anyone who comes through there is funneled. Same with the east approach — the garden beds create natural obstacles. I can set spike traps in both corridors.”

“Spike traps?”

“Sharpened rebar in concealed pits. I’ve been building them. Three in the south corridor, two along the east approach.”

She’d been building spike traps. I hadn’t asked her to. She’d seen the tactical need and acted — the enforcer doing her job without announcement or permission.

“Good,” I said. “How lethal?”

“Injuring. Not killing. A man with a rebar spike through his boot isn’t fighting — he’s screaming. That’s one combatant down and another carrying him.” Her eyes were cold and practical.

“Mika, you take the east flank,” I said. “Your speed and night vision make you the best mobile response — you need to be free to reposition quickly.”

She nodded. Already running scenarios behind those slit-pupiled eyes.

“Suki.” I turned to the kitsune. She was perched on her chair with her legs crossed, tails wrapped around herself, the amber eyes focused with an intensity that had nothing performative in it. “What can you give us?”

“Sustained illusion: I can make the clinic look abandoned for approximately two hours. Boarded windows, no garden, no light, no signs of habitation. If they approach during that window, they’ll see a dead building and might abort.” She paused. “But I can’t maintain the abandoned illusion AND fight. The moment I create an active decoy or defensive illusion, the passive camouflage drops.”

“So it’s pre-engagement only.”

“Pre-engagement only. Once contact happens, I switch to chaos mode: illusory defenders, phantom Mikas, fake fire on the fence line. I can make three people look like thirty — but only for short bursts, and it drains me fast. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes of active illusion combat before I’m tapped.”

“Can you do flash-traps? Triggered illusions that fire when someone crosses a specific point?”

Her ears perked forward. The grin tried to return — the tactical Suki and the trickster Suki overlapping for a moment. “Pre-set? Yes. I can lay fox-fire mines along the approach vectors — they don’t do physical damage, but the flash and heat are enough to disorient. Bright enough to wreck night vision for thirty seconds.”

“Do it. Every approach vector except our own fallback routes.”

“Done.”

“Hana.” I turned to her last. She was sitting very still, her hands clasped in her lap, the wide brown eyes tracking between the map and my face. Her foot was thumping — a nervous, rapid rhythm that she wasn’t trying to suppress. She was scared. She’d been scared since Mika reported the bootprints. But she was at the table, and she was listening.

“I can’t fight,” she said. The words were steady despite the thumping. “I know that. I’ll freeze.”

“You won’t need to fight. I need you inside, at the triage station. If anyone gets hurt — Mika, me, anyone — you’re the one who keeps them alive until I can get there. Stock the treatment room: bandages, antiseptic, suture kits, clotting agents, painkillers. Everything we have. Set it up the way I’d set it up.”

She looked at me with those brown eyes, and a shift moved behind them — the fear didn’t disappear, but it made room for purpose.

“I’ve been watching you,” she said. “When you work. I know where everything goes.”

“I know you have.”

Her foot thumped once. Steady, firm. Not nervous. Decided.

“I’ll be ready,” she said.

We spent the next two days fortifying.

The work was continuous, coordinated, and more efficient than anything we’d accomplished individually. Mika set spike traps along the south corridor and the east approach — concealed pits lined with sharpened rebar, covered with thin wood and scattered debris. She tested each one by throwing feral carcasses across the trigger zones, adjusting depth and angle with a craftsman’s precision.

Suki laid fox-fire mines along every approach vector — shimmering points of condensed illusion energy buried in the soil, invisible until triggered, at which point they’d erupt in blinding amber-gold light hot enough to sear retinas and loud enough to trigger the startle response. She placed them in overlapping fields, ensuring that anyone who avoided one walked into another.

I worked the perimeter. Cleared sight lines by cutting back the scrub vegetation that had grown against the west fence, giving us unobstructed views of anyone approaching from the tree line. Reinforced the gate crossbar with additional bolts. Installed two observation points — elevated platforms built from scavenged lumber — at the northeast and southwest corners, where a defender could see over the fence and into the approach terrain.

Hana turned the treatment room into a field hospital. I found her in there on the first afternoon, organizing supplies with a methodical precision that was entirely her own style — not military, not clinical, but warm and thorough. Every bandage roll was accessible, every instrument cleaned and laid out in order of likely use, the suture kits arranged by gauge and material. She’d created a triage priority chart on the wall — scavenged paper, hand-drawn — that accurately reflected the protocols I’d taught her through weeks of informal instruction.

She’d also staged water, food, and blankets in the treatment room. Not for patients. For after. Because when the fighting stopped, people would need comfort as much as medicine, and Hana understood that in a way that no manual could teach.

The second evening, I found her in the garden at dusk.

She was kneeling among the herb beds, tending the chamomile with hands that shook slightly. The lop ears hung low, swaying with each movement. The honey-gold hair was loose around her shoulders, catching the last of the breach-amber light. She looked small among the plants she’d grown — a soft, frightened woman in a garden she’d built from nothing, trying to keep something alive in a world designed to kill everything.

“Hey,” I said.

She looked up. The brown eyes were red-rimmed. She’d been crying — quietly, privately, in the garden, where nobody would see. The tear tracks on her cheeks caught the light.

“The tomato plants are coming in,” she said. Her voice was thick but steady. “If they have another two weeks, we’ll have actual tomatoes. I’ve never grown tomatoes before. I didn’t know if they’d take in this soil.”

She wasn’t talking about tomatoes. She was talking about everything she’d planted — the garden, the nest, the wildflowers on the table, the compound itself. Two more weeks. All she needed was two more weeks.

I sat beside her in the dirt. My knee protested — it always did — and I favored it unconsciously as I settled. She noticed. She always noticed.

“Your knee is worse,” she said. “You’ve been working too hard.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not. I can see you favoring it more than usual.” She reached out and put her hand on my knee — light, careful, the same touch she used on seedlings. “After this is over, you need to rest it. A full day off your feet.”

“After this is over,” I agreed.

She was quiet for a moment. Her hand stayed on my knee. The foot thumped gently against the garden soil.

“I’m scared,” she said.

“I know.”

“Not of the fight. I mean — yes, of the fight. But more of —” She swallowed. “I found this. I found you. I found a place where I can grow things and the food is warm and nobody — nobody is going to take my blankets or chase me out of wherever I’m sleeping. And now someone wants to take it.”

Her voice cracked on the last word. The lop ears trembled.

I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against my side. She came immediately — gravitating in, the way she always did, her body pressing against mine with the warmth and softness that made the world smaller and more manageable. Her nose twitched against my neck, reading my scent, finding whatever chemical signature of calm and steadiness she needed.

“Nobody’s taking anything,” I said.

“You can’t promise that.”

“No. But I can tell you that Mika has set enough spike traps to stop a convoy, Suki can make this place invisible, I’ve treated enough combat casualties to know how to prevent them, and you’ve built a garden that feeds us and a triage station that will keep us alive. We’re not hiding in a collapsed building anymore, Hana. We’re holding a compound.”

She leaned into me harder. Her hand found mine and squeezed.

“Okay,” she said. Not confident — choosing. Deciding to believe it because the alternative was unbearable. “Okay.”

We sat in the garden until the light faded, her body against mine, the chamomile releasing its clean scent into the cooling air.

That night, Suki found me on the roof.

I was doing a final perimeter check — visual sweep from the highest point, using the observation angles I’d mapped during the fortification work. The wasteland stretched in every direction, dark and vast, the breach glow painting the eastern horizon with sick orange light. No movement on any approach vector. The fox-fire mines were invisible in the darkness, dormant until triggered. The spike traps were concealed. The fence was solid.

She appeared beside me without sound. Not the theatrical appearance of her usual entrances — she simply materialized, bare feet on the shingles, tails trailing behind her in the night air. The porcelain glow of her skin was brighter in the darkness, the luminescence that lived under her surface visible now that the sun wasn’t competing.

She sat beside me. Not close — a foot of space between us, which was unusual for someone whose default proximity setting was “on top of you.” Her tails settled around her feet, curled close, contained. None of the performative draping or calculated brushing.

She was quiet.

I let the silence sit. With Suki, silence meant more than words. Every second she didn’t fill with a joke or a narration was a second she was deciding to be present without armor.

“I’ve watched a lot of worlds change,” she said eventually. Her voice was different tonight — stripped of its usual cadence, the rapid-fire delivery gone. What remained was something slower, more careful, as if each word was being selected from a very large and very old collection and weighed before use. “Civilizations rise, fall, rise again. The breach isn’t the first rupture I’ve felt. There have been smaller ones — tears in the fabric, places where something pushes through. They usually heal.”

She turned to look at me. The amber eyes, glowing faintly, were serious. Not performing serious — genuinely serious. The vertical pupils were wide in the darkness, giving her a nocturnal, ancient look.

“This one didn’t heal,” she said. “And it’s not the only one. But that’s —” She stopped. The deflection came with a grimace, self-aware and frustrated. “That’s a longer conversation. For a night when we’re not about to fight for our lives.”

“After the battle.”

“After the battle.” She held my gaze for a moment, and the weight of what she wasn’t saying pressed against the silence. Then she let it go, and the set of her shoulders changed — not lighter, but more focused. Present instead of distant.

She turned her body toward me on the rooftop. The movement was small, deliberate, closing the foot of distance between us to six inches. Her tails shifted — not the controlled display of the treatment room, not the studied draping of the dinner table. A slow, tentative extension, the tip of one tail resting against my thigh.

“I’ve been alive a long time,” she said. “Long enough that I stopped counting. Long enough that the people I’ve cared about have — have all —” She stopped. Tried again. “You meet someone. You care about them. They die. You grieve. You move on. You meet someone else. You care. They die. After enough cycles, you stop. Caring. You stop caring because the cost is —”

Her voice broke. A hairline fracture in centuries of composure, barely audible, but I heard it because the roof was quiet and the night was still and she’d chosen to be here without armor.

“And then,” she said, more steadily, “you’re sitting on a rooftop in the apocalypse, watching a man with scarred hands sew a catgirl back together, and you think — that one. That one’s worth the risk.”

She paused. Let the words settle.

“This is the first time I’ve had something I didn’t want to change,” she said. “In a very long time.”

I didn’t try to fill the silence. Didn’t offer reassurance or platitudes. I sat on the roof with her and let the confession exist without commentary.

She leaned against me. Small, warm, the porcelain skin pressing against my arm, the luminescence dimming to a soft, steady glow. Her head rested on my shoulder and her tails settled across my lap — both of them, warm weight, the white tips curling against my thigh.

“Don’t make me regret it, Doc,” she whispered.

I turned my head. She was looking up at me, and the amber eyes were open — not the calculated performance-opening, not the mischief-narrowed assessment. Open. Vulnerable. Every wall set aside, and what looked up at me was someone who remembered what it was like to hope and was terrified of the memory.

She kissed me. Slow, soft, nothing like the treatment room. No performance, no tail-play, no strategy. Just contact — her lips against mine, warm and careful, the kind of kiss that was a promise rather than a demand.

I kissed her back. My hand came up to her jaw, tracing the porcelain curve, and the touch was unhurried. Deliberate. None of the theatrical confidence of our first encounter — this she was building from the ground up, without the scaffolding of a very long life’s practice.

She slid down my body with none of the theatrical drop-to-the-knees confidence of the treatment room. This was slower — her mouth moving along my chest, lingering at each scar, pressing warmth into the evidence of what I’d survived. Down my ribs. Down the trail of hair below my navel. Her amber eyes looked up at me through a curtain of russet-red, and the expression in them made the act feel like confession instead of performance. Her fox tongue found me — already hard, aching from the honesty of her kiss — and she took me into her mouth with a gentleness that was miles from her earlier expertise. Patient, unhurried, every motion stripped of showmanship. She didn’t swirl or tease or demonstrate what centuries of practice had taught her. She just held me in the warm, wet softness of her mouth and moved, slow and deep, her tongue tracing the underside of my shaft with unhurried attention. No eye contact as weaponry, no projected sounds — just the warm pressure of her mouth and the quiet, genuine hum she made against me, low and content, the vibration traveling through my length and settling at the base of my spine. The act itself was a comfort she was offering and receiving simultaneously. Her tails curled against my legs, the warm fur a grounding weight, and when I threaded my fingers into her russet-red hair, she pressed closer instead of pulling back to gauge my reaction. Her hand wrapped around what her mouth couldn’t reach, the grip soft, matching the rhythm, and the combination of her supernatural warmth and the cool rooftop air made every nerve ending sing.

She didn’t finish what she started. She chose to stop, releasing me with a soft, wet sound and rising to meet my mouth again with lips that tasted of warmth and salt and intent. The kiss that followed was the bridge between what we’d been and what we were becoming.

We made love on the roof under the stars.

I use that phrase deliberately because it was the only one that fit. It wasn’t the performance of the treatment room, with its choreographed angles and projected sounds. It wasn’t aggressive or competitive or exhibitionist. It was slow, and it was present, and she kept her eyes open the entire time.

I undressed her there on the shingles, and she let me — no theatrical striptease, no calculated reveal. Just my hands working the scavenged fabric from her body with quiet care. Her breasts, freed, were full and round and flushed golden-pink at the nipples, the fox-fire glow beneath her porcelain skin turning them luminous in the starlight. The narrow waist, the wider flare of hips, the smooth thighs — the concentrated geography of her petite frame laid bare without performance for the first time, and the beauty of it was devastating because it wasn’t being shown. It just was.

She guided me into her with quiet, steady hands. One palm pressed flat against my chest, the other reaching between us to position me at her entrance. I felt the slick heat of her before I entered — swollen, wet, her body’s honest response to the honesty between us. She eased me in slowly, and her body received me with the same warmth and impossible heat, but the rhythm she set was different — rolling, gentle, unhurried. The tight walls of her stretched around me, and the sound she made was a single, shaking exhale. Her hands rested on my chest and she moved above me with her tails wrapped around my waist from the start, not waiting for the involuntary moment, choosing the contact from the first heartbeat.

The fox-fire didn’t flicker or flare. It glowed — warm amber, steady as a candle, illuminating her skin from within. The porcelain took on a golden quality, warm instead of bright, the luminescence a hearth-glow rather than a beacon. Every time she rose on me, the glow brightened at her core, and when she sank back down — taking me deep, her hips flush against mine, the wet heat of her surrounding me completely — the light dimmed to something intimate and warm. She was beautiful — not the calculated beauty of her proportions or the theatrical glow, but something unguarded and human that lived in the openness of her face, the bare eyes, the mouth that shaped no grin and projected no performance.

I sat up and pulled her against me, chest to chest, her compact frame folding against mine. Her full breasts pressed warm against my skin, the peaked nipples dragging across my chest as she moved. She wrapped her arms around my neck and her tails tightened and her forehead pressed against mine. We breathed together. Moved together. The rhythm was synchronized and unhurried — a slow, rolling grind that kept me buried deep inside her, our bodies barely separating before coming together again. Each stroke was a conversation in a language that words would have cheapened. The wet, quiet sounds of our joining were part of the night — as natural as the distant howls, as intimate as the breath we shared.

She was vocal, but differently — not the theatrical moans and projected gasps of the performance. Small, real sounds. A catch of breath when the angle shifted. A quiet moan when I reached depth, the head of my cock pressing against the deepest part of her, her inner walls contracting around me in a tremor she didn’t try to control. A whispered “there” that was instruction and gratitude simultaneously. Her fox tongue traced the shell of my ear and her breath was hot and unsteady against my skin.

“Open your eyes,” I said, because she’d closed them, and the instinct was to hide.

She opened them. Amber, glowing, terrified, present. Looking at me from six inches away with an expression that was a lifetime of loneliness condensed into a single, devastating moment of connection. The starlight and the fox-fire caught the wet sheen on her lower lashes.

I held her gaze and moved inside her, and watched the vulnerability deepen with each stroke — the way her eyes softened, the way her breathing fragmented, the way the ancient intelligence behind those amber irises gave way to something younger and more honest. I reached between us and found the swollen bud of her clit with my thumb, circling gently, and her whole body jerked in my arms. Her mouth fell open and the sound that escaped was small and broken and real — a whimper she would have buried under a joke any other night.

I stroked both tails with my free hand. Not the devastating base-to-tip stroke that had shattered her in the treatment room — just a slow, firm pressure along the closest tail, from mid-shaft to the white tip, a grounding touch. She trembled. The fox-fire pulsed in time with her heartbeat, warm light blooming and fading across the skin of her throat, her collarbones, the upper swell of her breasts.

When she came, she said my name.

Not “Doc.” Not a joke. Not a performance.

“Ryder.”

Quiet. Looking at me. Her hands on my face, her tails wrapped tight enough to leave marks, her body trembling around me with contractions that were gentle and staggering — the rhythmic clenching of her inner walls pulling at me in slow, deep waves. The fox-fire pulsed once — bright, warm, subsiding — and her eyes never left mine. Her hips ground against me through it, riding the aftershocks, her slick heat tightening and releasing in pulses that dragged me toward the edge with an inevitability that had nothing to do with force and everything to do with feeling.

I followed, holding her against me, buried as deep as her body would allow, and the release was quiet too — deeper, steadier, a current instead of a wave. She felt me come inside her and her breath caught, her tails squeezing once, hard, and the fox-fire bloomed warm across both our skins where they touched, as if the light itself recognized the moment.

We lay on the roof afterward, her body curled against mine, the tails serving as a blanket against the cool night air. The fur was warm — residual fox-fire heat pulsing through each strand — and soft enough that the sensation of it against bare skin was almost narcotic.

She told me something real.

“I’m terrified of what happens next,” she said. Her voice was quiet, stripped of cadence, the words falling like stones into still water. “Not the Jackals. Not Pike. Those are problems with solutions. I’m terrified of the part where this works. Where the compound holds and the garden grows and you keep fixing everyone who shows up bleeding at the gate.”

She turned her head against my chest. Her eyes were reflective in the starlight, catching the breach glow on the horizon.

“Because if it works, then it’s real. And if it’s real, then I have something to lose. And the last time I had something to lose —” She stopped. Let the sentence die on purpose, buried it with a long breath. “I don’t know how to do this without an exit strategy. Every version of my life has had an exit strategy. Walk away before it hurts. Leave before they leave you. This is the first time I’ve looked at a place and thought — I don’t want the exit.”

She paused. The tails tightened around me.

“That’s worse than any Jackal. That’s the thing that actually scares me.”

Neither of us spoke. The stars turned slowly above us, visible through the breach haze in patches.

“Don’t make me regret it, Doc,” she said again. The same words as before, but different this time — less a warning and more a prayer.

I didn’t answer. I held her, and the holding was the answer. She seemed to understand, because her body relaxed against mine with the slow, complete surrender of someone trusting a mortal, finite, temporary creature with something she’d spent a lifetime protecting.

Her breathing evened. The tails maintained their position around me, warm and secure. The fox-fire dimmed to a nightlight glow, painting the rooftop in soft amber.

I stayed awake a while longer, her weight against my chest, the breach glowing orange on the horizon. Somewhere out there, Pike was calculating. Let him. I pressed my face against Suki’s hair, breathed autumn and woodsmoke, and let the night hold us.


Chapter 13: Jackals

Mika heard the engines at 4:47 AM.

I know the exact time because I’d checked my watch thirty seconds before she appeared in my doorway — a shadow against the dim hallway, ears rigid, eyes burning amber in the pre-dawn dark. She didn’t need to speak. The posture said everything: claws extended, tail rigid and puffed, weight forward on the balls of her feet. Combat stance. The real thing.

“Engines,” she said. “Northeast. Multiple vehicles. Moving fast.”

I was dressed and armed in under sixty seconds. Boots, belt, pry bar, medical kit slung across my body. The muscle memory of a hundred pre-dawn alerts during my service years kicked in, and the civilian years between then and now evaporated like they’d never happened.

“Positions,” I said. “Everyone to positions. This is it.”

The compound came alive.

Suki dropped from the roof to the porch without sound, already working. Fox-fire bloomed from her fingertips, and the ambient camouflage she’d been maintaining shifted into overdrive — the clinic’s windows went dark, the garden disappeared beneath an illusion of dead soil, the fence repairs faded into the appearance of rotting chain-link. In thirty seconds, the compound looked abandoned. Dead. Not worth raiding.

“Holding the illusion,” she said, her voice tight with concentration. The amber eyes were focused inward, the fox-fire flickering across her skin as she channeled power into the sustained deception. “Two hours. Maybe less. The moment I break for active combat, the camouflage drops.”

Hana was in the treatment room. I could hear her moving — quick, purposeful, the sound of instruments being laid out and bandages being staged. No thumping. The terror that would have frozen her a month ago had been replaced by preparation. She was scared — I knew she was scared — but she was in her position, doing her job.

Mika vanished into the darkness of the east flank. One moment she was on the porch; the next, the night had swallowed her. The last thing I saw was the glint of her amber eyes, and then those were gone too.

I took the gate. My position — center of the perimeter, primary entrance, the point of first contact if they came straight at us. The pry bar felt solid in my hands, and the weight of the medical kit on my hip was reassuring. I couldn’t fight like Mika, couldn’t deceive like Suki, couldn’t heal from the inside like Hana. But I could hold a chokepoint, and I could keep my people alive.

The engines grew louder. The sound was unmistakable — combustion vehicles, heavy, the kind of jury-rigged trucks and SUVs that scavenger gangs used for rapid assault. I counted three distinct engine signatures, each at a different pitch, approaching from the northeast in a loose formation.

They appeared at the tree line.

Three vehicles — a modified pickup truck with a welded-steel ram on the front, and two SUVs with the doors removed for rapid deployment. They rolled through the pre-dawn murk with headlights off, using the breach glow for navigation. In the back of the pickup, I could count at least six figures. The SUVs carried four to five each. Total force: approximately fifteen.

They stopped three hundred yards out. The engines idled. Through the fence and Suki’s illusion, the compound would look abandoned — dark windows, dead garden, rotting perimeter. A target not worth the fuel.

For thirty seconds, nothing happened. The engines idled. Figures moved in the vehicles — someone conferring, someone pointing.

Then the pickup’s door opened and a figure stepped out. Tall, raw-boned, shaved head catching the breach-light in a flat gleam, the burn scar on his jaw visible even at this distance. Even at three hundred yards, the silhouette was distinctive — the lean, hungry frame of a man the apocalypse had designed for.

Pike.

He stood beside the truck and looked at the compound for a long moment. I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel the calculation — the flat, assessing stare that weighed everything as resource or obstacle. He’d sent scouts for a week. He knew what was here. The abandoned illusion wouldn’t hold against someone who’d already catalogued the compound’s real state.

He raised a hand and made a gesture. Four figures dropped from the back of the pickup and moved toward the compound in a loose tactical formation — two pairs, spread wide, approaching the east fence and the south gate simultaneously.

The scout team. The probing force, sent ahead to confirm the intelligence before Pike committed his full strength.

They crossed two hundred yards. One hundred fifty. One hundred.

The first pair hit Suki’s fox-fire mine field.

The detonation was everything she’d promised — a burst of amber-gold light so bright it turned the pre-dawn darkness into noon, accompanied by a concussive wave of heat that I felt from fifty yards away. The two men staggered, hands flying to their faces, blinded. Their night vision was gone — seared by the flash, leaving them stumbling in the sudden darkness when the flare faded.

Mika came out of the darkness like a launched blade.

She hit the disoriented pair before they recovered. I heard it rather than saw it — the impact of a body at full sprint, the wet sound of claws finding flesh, a scream that cut short. One man went down. The other swung blind, his weapon — a machete — cutting air six inches from where she’d been. She wasn’t there. She was behind him, and the second strike put him on the ground.

Two down in four seconds. The other pair — approaching the south gate — had frozen at the flash. They saw their teammates fall and broke, sprinting back toward the vehicles.

Pike’s response was immediate and informed. No hesitation, no surprise. He’d expected resistance. The scout team was expendable — their job was to trigger the defenses, reveal the threat profile, and die if necessary. The information was the return on investment.

He committed his full force.

The vehicles surged forward. Not at the gate — at the fence line, spread across three approach vectors. The pickup aimed for the west fence, the weakest section. The two SUVs split east and south. Figures dropped from the moving vehicles and advanced on foot, armed with an assortment of salvaged weapons — machetes, pipes, a few firearms.

“Suki!” I shouted.

“Camouflage is dropped.” Her voice carried from the roof, taut with effort. “Switching to chaos mode. Fifteen seconds.”

The abandoned illusion dissolved, revealing the compound in its real state — reinforced fence, active garden, lit windows. The Jackals saw it and didn’t hesitate. They already knew.

Then Suki’s chaos illusions went active.

The compound erupted with phantom defenders. Illusory figures appeared on the fence line — armed, aggressive, shouting. Two illusory Mikas sprinted along the east perimeter, claws extended, moving with the fluid lethality of the real thing. A wall of fox-fire blazed along the south fence, three feet high, casting heat and light. The sound of gunfire — pure illusion, no bullets — crackled from the northeast observation point.

The effect on the advancing Jackals was immediate and total. They couldn’t tell what was real. Fighters flinched from phantom Mikas, wasted ammunition on illusory targets, veered away from fox-fire walls that looked solid. The coordinated three-pronged assault dissolved into chaos as individual fighters made individual decisions based on information that was ninety percent fabrication.

But Pike was adaptive. His voice carried across the compound — flat, conversational, cutting through the confusion with practiced authority.

“Ignore the lights! Press through! If it’s not solid, it’s not real! Push!”

The experienced fighters listened. The ones who’d been with Pike longest pressed through the illusions, weapons raised, heading for the fence. Two hit Mika’s spike traps in the south corridor — the screams were real and immediate, one man going down with a rebar spike through his boot, the other stumbling and catching a spike through his calf. Two more combatants out, screaming, their companions pulling them back.

Seven to eight still coming. Three toward the west fence. Three toward the east, where Mika was waiting. Two heading for the gate — heading for me.

The west fence was hit first. The pickup truck rammed the weakest section, and the chain-link buckled — not breaking, but deforming enough that two fighters could climb through the gap. They were inside the perimeter. Inside my compound.

I intercepted them in the narrow corridor between the clinic building and the garden. The first one was young, wired with adrenaline, wielding a length of pipe. He swung wild and I sidestepped, the movement pulling my bad knee sideways in a way that sent a lance of pain up my thigh. I ignored it. Brought the pry bar up in a rising strike that caught him under the arm and dropped him. He went down gasping, the pipe clattering on the hard ground.

The second was more dangerous. Bigger, calmer, carrying a machete with the grip of someone who’d used it. He came at me with a controlled overhead strike that I blocked with the pry bar — steel on steel, the impact ringing up both arms. I shoved him back, created distance, and reset.

He came again. Two quick strikes, economical, testing my defense. I parried the first and took the second on the shaft of the pry bar, angling it so the machete slid down the metal instead of biting. My counterstrike caught his wrist and he grunted — didn’t drop the machete, but his grip shifted. I pressed. A hard overhead that he blocked, then a low sweep that took his leading knee. He buckled, went down on one leg, and I brought the pry bar down on his machete arm. The weapon dropped. I kicked it clear and put the pry bar against his throat.

“Stay down,” I said.

He stayed down. A third fighter came through the west fence gap — stocky, broad, the working-man build of someone who’d done physical labor before the apocalypse stripped the labels off. He was armed with a short-barreled shotgun, and the way he held it — competent but reluctant — told me something the first two fighters hadn’t. His eyes were nervous. Not frightened — conflicted. Conscience visible in the way he scanned the compound interior.

He saw the garden. The herb beds, trampled but alive. He saw the triage station through the treatment room window — the organized supplies, the clean bandages, the chart on the wall. He saw the nest in the reception area, visible through the doorway. Blankets. Pillows. A wildflower jar on the table.

He saw a home.

His weapon lowered. Not dropped — lowered. A fraction of a second’s hesitation, the muzzle dipping from center mass to the ground, and in that hesitation I read everything: a man who’d signed up for a supply raid and found people living in the target.

I didn’t swing. I met his eyes. They were the eyes of someone standing on a line he wasn’t sure he wanted to cross.

He retreated. Backed through the fence gap with the shotgun down, his gaze lingering on the garden, the blankets, the evidence of life built from nothing. Then he turned and ran for the vehicles.

From the retreating line, a voice cut through the chaos — one of the other Jackals, shouting over the gunfire and the fox-fire flashes: “Briggs, fall back! Move!”

He moved. The name attached itself to the face in my mind, filed with the precision of a medic logging patient details. Briggs. Stocky. Broad. Nervous eyes. The hesitation. That man might matter later.

I moved to the breach point.

On the east side, Mika was doing what she did best.

I could hear it — the sounds of a predator operating at full capacity in close quarters. Snarls, impacts, the sharp click of claws on metal. Three Jackals had come through the east fence and met Mika in the cleared approach corridor, and the engagement was one-sided in a way that would have been elegant if it weren’t so violent.

She took the first one before he’d fully cleared the fence — a blur of motion that ended with him on the ground, three deep gashes across his chest, screaming. The second got his weapon up — a handgun, pointed at her center mass — and she was already somewhere else, inside his reach, her claws raking his weapon hand. The gun discharged into the dirt. She hit him once more, precisely, and he crumpled.

The third was smarter. He waited, let her commit to the second target, and circled wide — flanking, axe ready, positioning himself where Mika’s back was exposed.

Then something flickered to his left. A phantom Mika — one of Suki’s illusions — lunged from behind a fence post, claws extended, snarling. The real Mika hadn’t seen it, but she didn’t need to. The Jackal flinched left, swinging instinctively at the phantom, and the real Mika was already moving — pivoting into the opening the illusion had created, closing the distance from his exposed right side. No words. No signal. Suki had seen the flanking angle from the roof and herded the target straight into Mika’s path.

The Jackal realized the phantom wasn’t solid a half-second too late. He recovered and swung the axe in a horizontal arc that would have taken her head off if she’d been a fraction slower.

She wasn’t. She ducked under the arc, felt the air displacement across her ears, and came up inside his guard. But the recovery swing caught her — the axe handle cracking across her left forearm, the same arm she’d been wounded on during the hardware run. She staggered, and the Jackal pressed his advantage with a downward chop.

She caught the axe handle in her claws. Stopped it dead, three inches from her shoulder, the impact shivering through her frame. For a moment they were locked, face to face, his weight against her grip. Then she twisted the handle, ripped it from his hands, and in the same motion drew the blade from her belt and slammed the flat of it against his temple. He went down, and the axe clattered to the concrete beside him.

But she was hurt. I saw her arm — the left one, the one that had been healing from the hardware run injury — hanging lower than it should. New wound, or reopened old one. Blood ran from her forearm, dark in the pre-dawn light.

From the roof, Suki’s illusions were beginning to waver. The phantom defenders flickered, losing definition. The fox-fire wall on the south fence guttered and went transparent. She was burning through her reserves, maintaining too many illusions simultaneously, and the strain was visible — even from ground level, I could see the light on the rooftop dimming.

“Suki! How long?”

“Five minutes — maybe three —” Her voice was strained, the musical cadence gone. “The wall is going. I can hold the phantoms or the wall, not both.”

“Hold the phantoms. Drop the wall.”

The south fox-fire wall vanished. Two more Jackals who’d been held back by the barrier came through immediately — armed, oriented, heading for the clinic’s west entrance.

Heading for Hana.

I was too far. On the wrong side of the compound, at the west breach point, with two unconscious Jackals between me and the south corridor. Mika was on the east side, wounded, engaged. Suki was burning out on the roof.

The two Jackals reached the clinic’s west entrance. One of them kicked the door open and went inside.

A scream.

Not Hana’s — the Jackal’s. Hana’s voice came after, high and tight with terror: “No — stay back — don’t —”

Then Mika came through the window.

She’d crossed the entire compound — east side to west, a distance of forty yards — in a sprint that left claw marks in the hard ground. She came through the west-side window at full speed, glass and plywood exploding inward, and the sound she made was not a snarl but something older, more primal — the sound of a predator defending its den.

The Jackal who’d gone inside never had a chance. She hit him from the window trajectory, all momentum and claws, and drove him into the opposite wall so hard the plaster cracked. He dropped and didn’t move. The second Jackal, still in the doorway, looked at the catgirl standing over his fallen partner — blood on her claws, blood running down her injured arm, ears flat, eyes blazing, every line of her body a promise of immediate death — and chose wisely.

He ran.

Hana was against the far wall of the treatment room, knees pulled to her chest, wide brown eyes enormous, a scalpel gripped in one shaking hand. She’d armed herself. With a scalpel. A bunnygirl who froze in the face of danger had picked up a weapon.

“Hana.” Mika’s voice was rough, winded from the sprint. “You okay?”

Hana stared at her. The lop ears were flat, trembling. The scalpel shook in her grip. Then she nodded — a small, tight motion — and the scalpel lowered.

From outside, a sound that changed everything: Pike’s voice, clear and flat and conversational.

“Pull back! All units, pull back! Move!”

The math had changed. Half his force was down or fleeing illusions. The compound’s defenses had proven deeper and more dangerous than his intelligence suggested. The cost-benefit analysis no longer favored engagement.

Through the broken window, I saw the Jackals retreating — the able-bodied pulling the wounded, scrambling toward the vehicles with the disorganized urgency of a force that had expected a soft target and found a fortified position. The pickup truck reversed through the west fence gap, two SUVs following. Engines roared.

Pike was the last to move. He stood at the tree line, three hundred yards out, and looked back at the compound. I couldn’t see his expression, but I could feel it — the flat, calculating reassessment of a man revising his assumptions.

His voice carried across the distance — flat, conversational, the tone of a man commenting on the weather. “I’ll see you again.”

Not a threat. A schedule update. That was worse.

He would be back. The balance would tip in his favor eventually. He’d adapt, learn from the intelligence, come with more force and better tactics. This wasn’t a defeat for Pike. It was data.

But today, he left. The vehicles disappeared into the pre-dawn murk, and the sound of their engines faded until the only thing left was the settling silence of a compound that had held.

I stood in the center of the yard, pry bar bloody, knee screaming, and took stock.

East fence: intact. South fence: damaged but holding. West fence: breached, one section destroyed. Clinic west wall: window smashed, structural damage. Generator: running but making a concerning sound. Garden: trampled in the south bed, the rest undamaged.

Jackals down on our perimeter: seven unconscious or incapacitated, two stuck in spike traps, at least three fled — including Briggs and the one who’d run from Mika in the clinic doorway. No dead. I’d aimed for incapacitation, and Mika — despite the ferocity of her engagement — had inflicted injuries rather than kills. Whether that was deliberate or luck, I couldn’t tell.

Our casualties: Mika, wounded left arm — the hardware run injury reopened, plus a new cut along the forearm from the axe handle. Suki, burned out — fox-fire reserves depleted, the luminescence under her skin barely visible, wrapped in a blanket on the roof like she’d been drained of voltage. Me, bruised ribs from the machete fight, knee worse than it had been in months, minor cuts.

Hana, untouched. Shaken, but untouched. Mika had made sure of that.

I walked through the compound as dawn broke. The breach-amber light turned the damage into something that looked both worse and more beautiful than it was — the broken fence, the shattered window, Mika’s claw marks in the hard ground, the fox-fire mine craters still smoking slightly.

We’d held. Four people against fifteen. A catgirl, a bunnygirl, a kitsune, and a medic against an organized scavenger force with vehicles and weapons. We’d held because each person had done their job — Mika on the flanks, Suki controlling the information environment, Hana keeping the triage station ready, and me at the center, holding the line.

First time fighting as a unit. Each role essential. None replaceable.

From inside the clinic, I heard Hana’s voice — shaky but present. “Mika, sit down. You’re bleeding everywhere.”

“It’s fine.”

“It is not fine. Sit. Down.”

A pause. The sound of someone sitting — reluctantly, grudgingly, with the body language of a predator being told to stay by someone who had no predatory authority whatsoever.

“Thank you,” Hana said quietly. “For coming through the window.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“He was going to touch you,” Mika said. Her voice was rough. “Nobody touches you.”

The silence that followed filled the compound like pressure.

I went inside to do my job. There were wounds to treat, damage to assess, and a defense to rebuild. Pike was gone but he’d be back, and next time the math would be different.


Chapter 14: Triage

The clinic smelled like blood and antiseptic, and the combination was so familiar that my hands went to work before my brain finished the threat assessment.

Mika was on the exam table. The same table where she’d first been treated — unconscious, furious, bleeding from gashes she’d earned fighting ferals in the wasteland. The déjà vu was powerful enough to land in my chest, and I pushed through it the way I’d been trained to push through everything: by focusing on the wound.

Her left arm was the priority. The axe handle had reopened the hardware run laceration and added a new bruise-contusion that ran from elbow to wrist. The healing skin — three days into recovery — had torn open under the impact, the wound gaping wider than the original cuts, bleeding freely. The new injury was a deep bruise with a superficial cut, the kind of blunt-force trauma that would limit her range of motion for a week if she let it heal. She wouldn’t let it heal.

“Hold still,” I said, peeling back the field dressing she’d applied herself — a strip of torn fabric, tied one-handed, functional but rough.

“I am holding still.”

“Your tail is wrapped around my wrist.”

She looked down. Her tail had, in fact, coiled around my forearm while I worked — an involuntary seeking of contact that she clearly hadn’t authorized. The charcoal fur was warm against my skin, the grip light but persistent. Her ears flattened.

“Ignore that,” she said.

I ignored it. Or rather, I let it stay while I worked — the tail’s presence steadying her more than any verbal reassurance could have managed. I debrided the torn wound edges, flushed the site with saline, and began resuturing. The needle went in steady, the chromic gut pulling the wound closed in neat, even intervals. Trained. Conditioned. A function of muscle memory so deep that emotion couldn’t reach it.

Mika watched my hands. She always watched my hands. From the first treatment session, when she’d been furious and drugged and too weak to do anything but observe, her amber eyes had tracked the movement of my fingers with an intensity that went beyond medical curiosity. She watched me suture the way a soldier watches a commanding officer give orders — with assessment, with evaluation, and ultimately with trust.

“Seven stitches,” I said, tying the final knot. “Keep the arm clean and immobile for forty-eight hours. Which means no patrol.”

“No.”

“Mika —”

“I’ll patrol with one arm. I’ve done it before.”

“You’ll tear the stitches. Again. And I’ll sew you up. Again. And at some point we’ll run out of suture material, and I’ll be stitching you with fishing line.”

Her eyes held mine. The tail tightened on my wrist.

“One night,” she said. “One night off patrol. Suki can do a visual sweep from the roof.”

“Two nights.”

“One.”

“The wound needs forty-eight hours.”

She looked at me with the expression she reserved for moments when my competence overruled her stubbornness — the narrow-eyed, grudging acknowledgment that I was right and she hated it. Her ears shifted from flat to angled — not hostile, not yielding. Negotiating.

“One night off full patrol. Light patrol the second night. And if anything comes through the fence, I’m off the bench.”

“Agreed.”

She relaxed by fractions. The tail loosened on my wrist but didn’t release. I bandaged the arm — clean gauze, firm wrap, precise work that didn’t need thought because it lived in my hands like a language.

“Your ribs,” she said. Not a question.

I’d been ignoring the pain in my left side where the machete fighter’s strike had caught me through the pry bar block. The impact had transmitted through the metal shaft and into my ribcage — no break, but a deep bruise that made breathing mildly agonizing.

“Bruised,” I said. “Not broken.”

“Let me see.”

“I need to check Suki first.”

“Let. Me. See.”

I pulled my shirt up. The bruise was impressive — a dark purple bloom spreading across my lower left ribs, already transitioning to the sick yellow-green at the edges. Mika’s ears went flat again, but differently — not hostile. Concerned. Her hand came up and her fingers — claws retracted, blunt nails, gentle — touched the edge of the bruise.

“This is from the fight at the gate,” she said.

“The second one had a machete. I blocked it.”

“And it hit your ribs through the block.”

“Physics.”

She looked at me. Those slit-pupiled eyes were working through a calculation — the same evaluating stare she used to assess threats, but turned inward, personal, angry at herself rather than the world.

“I should have been at the gate,” she said. “I was on the east flank. You were alone at the center.”

“You were where you needed to be. The east flank was the primary assault vector.”

“You got hurt.”

“Minor bruise. You got your arm opened twice.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

She couldn’t articulate it. The distinction lived in a space between words — the difference between a warrior taking damage in her role and the person she was protecting taking damage because she wasn’t close enough. The anger in her eyes wasn’t tactical. It was personal.

“It won’t happen again,” she said. Not a statement about tactics. An oath.

Hana appeared in the doorway, and the sight of her stopped my response.

I’d seen her through the window a few minutes earlier — kneeling in the trampled south garden bed, hands in the ruined soil, cheeks wet. Not frozen. Not hiding. Mourning the plants the way a mother mourns a skinned knee — with tears that were already planning the repair.

She’d been crying — the tear tracks were still visible on her cheeks, wet and shining in the treatment room’s lamplight. But she wasn’t crying now. She was carrying my medical kit, the one I kept in the supply room, the secondary backup that I’d taught her to locate three days ago during the triage prep. In her other hand, she held a clean basin of warm water, a towel draped over her arm.

“I’m going to help,” she said. The voice was soft, but under the softness was something I hadn’t heard before: steel. Thin, new, fragile steel, but steel. “Tell me what to do.”

“Hand me the antiseptic wash. Third bottle on the second shelf.”

She didn’t need to look. She went to the shelf and pulled the bottle by memory — the hours she’d spent watching me work, cataloguing the layout, the organization she’d replicated in the triage prep. Her hands shook slightly as she handed it to me, but her eyes were steady.

She cleaned Mika’s wound site while I checked the sutures. Her touch was gentle — too gentle for medical work, but gentle in a way that Mika tolerated without comment. The catgirl who flinched from unnecessary contact sat still while a bunnygirl dabbed antiseptic along her forearm with the careful, trembling attention of someone who was learning to heal by watching someone who knew how.

Mika’s ears tracked between Hana’s face and mine. The amber eyes softened — a quieter warmth than the honey tone of surrender. Acknowledgment.

“Thanks,” Mika said. To Hana.

Hana’s foot thumped once. Soft, surprised. She ducked her head, but not before I saw the flush — not the arousal blush, the other one. The one that came from being valued.

Then she turned to me. The brown eyes dropped to my ribs — the bruise I’d been favoring without realizing it, the unconscious hitch in my breathing that she’d noticed the way she noticed everything.

“Your turn,” she said. Quiet, but firm.

“I’m fine, Hana. It’s just a bruise.”

“Sit down.” She was already pulling a cold compress from the supplies she’d staged — a sealed bag of coolant from the veterinary stores, the kind designed for post-surgical inflammation. She’d prepared it before the battle and kept it ready. Anticipating.

I sat. She lifted my shirt with careful hands, her fingers warm against my skin, and pressed the compress against the bruise with a gentleness that Mika wouldn’t have managed. The cool pressure eased the ache immediately — not healing, just relief, applied with the instinct of someone who understood that comfort was its own medicine.

She wrapped the compress in place with a bandage, her technique rough but functional — learned from watching, not from training, the stitches of her knowledge still loose but holding.

“There,” she said, tucking the bandage end. Her lop ears were at half-mast, her expression caught between pride and concern. “Keep that on for an hour.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her foot thumped once — pleased, authoritative. The caretaker being cared for, the roles reversed for the first time, and the rightness of it visible in the way her spine straightened as she turned to clean her hands.

Suki was on the roof, and she looked worse than anyone.

No visible wounds — the fox-fire illusions had kept her out of direct combat. But the cost of sustained high-output illusion work was written across her body like a debt ledger. The porcelain luminescence that normally gave her skin an otherworldly glow was dimmed to almost nothing — flat, pale, the fox-fire reserves burned to embers. Her eyes, usually bright with amber mischief, were glassy and unfocused. She was wrapped in a blanket she’d pulled from somewhere, huddled on the rooftop shingles, looking smaller than her already small frame.

She didn’t make a joke when I climbed up. That told me everything.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Her voice was thin. Not quiet-in-the-meaningful-way — just thin. Depleted. “How’s the crew?”

“Mika’s arm is restitched. My ribs are bruised. Hana’s untouched.”

“Good. That’s good.” She pulled the blanket tighter. Her tails lay behind her, flat on the shingles, barely moving — the russet-red fur dull and the white tips lacking their usual luminous quality. “I burned too much. The phantom army was — that was a lot. Maintaining multiple distinct illusions across different engagement vectors while also processing real-time environmental data and adjusting for observer perspective is —” She stopped. “Hard. It’s hard.”

“Can I check you?”

She nodded. I ran a basic assessment — pulse (rapid but steady), temperature (lower than her usual fox-fire elevated norm), skin (the luminescence was like a battery at 5%), responsiveness (present but sluggish). The diagnosis was straightforward: exhaustion. The fox-fire was a finite resource, and she’d spent it defending the compound. Recovery would take rest, food, and time.

“You need to eat,” I said. “Calorie-dense food, as much as you can hold. And sleep.”

“I don’t need —”

“Suki.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were tired — genuinely tired, the usual brightness dimmed to a guttering candleflame. The blanket around her shoulders made her look like a child playing at camping, small and fragile in a way that contradicted everything about the trickster who’d filled the compound with phantom armies an hour ago.

“Okay,” she said. No argument. No joke. The absence of resistance told me how drained she was.

I helped her down from the roof. She leaned against me on the ladder, her weight negligible but the trust in the contact enormous. When we reached the ground, Hana was waiting with a cup of chamomile tea and a plate of food — rice, dried fruit, the last of the honey she’d been hoarding.

Suki took the tea. Held it in both hands. The warmth seemed to help — a fraction of color returned to her cheeks, and the faintest flicker of luminescence pulsed under her skin.

“Thanks, sweetness,” she murmured.

Hana’s foot thumped once, gentle, concerned. “There’s more if you need it.”

“I’ll need it.” Suki sipped the tea and closed her eyes. “All of it. Every calorie in this building, ideally.”

The evening meal was quiet, exhausted, and essential.

We sat around the table — Hana’s table, with the wildflower jar (miraculously unbroken despite the battle) and the cushions and the cloth covering. The food was simple — rice, dried provisions, the fresh herbs that Hana’s garden had produced. Nobody had the energy for conversation. We ate with the focused, silent intensity of people who’d spent the morning fighting for their lives and needed fuel more than discourse.

But the silence wasn’t empty. It was the silence of people who’d shared something they couldn’t undo — a line crossed together, the kind that changes where you stand with someone permanently.

Mika ate with her injured arm held close to her body, the bandage clean and white against her olive-tan skin. Her ears tracked the perimeter — even resting, even eating, the guardian was listening. But she was at the table. Beside Hana. Close enough that their shoulders almost touched, and neither moved away.

Suki ate slowly, methodically, consuming more than I’d ever seen her eat — the fox-fire reserves demanding replenishment. The color was returning to her skin in gradual increments, the faint luminescence flickering back to life like a power grid restoring after a blackout. She was quiet, which was still unusual enough to notice, but the quality of the silence was different from the roof — less depleted, more contemplative.

Hana ate little and served much. She moved between us with the quiet efficiency of a triage nurse — refilling plates, checking Mika’s bandage, placing a second blanket around Suki’s shoulders without being asked. The tears from the morning were gone, replaced by a purposefulness that sat on her differently than the shyness. She’d stood in the treatment room with a scalpel while a Jackal came through the door. She hadn’t used it. But she’d held it.

When the meal was finished, Mika spoke first.

“The west fence needs rebuilding. I can source materials from the hardware store — we only took half of what was available. Two days for a full replacement.”

“The fox-fire mines need relaying,” Suki said. Her voice was stronger now, the meal working through her system. “And I want to extend the pre-set field. Wider coverage, overlapping arcs. If he comes again with vehicles, I want them hitting mines at four hundred yards, not two.”

“The garden took damage in the south bed,” Hana said. “I can replant. The root systems are intact. And the treatment room needs restocking — I used two of the suture kits and most of the gauze.”

Nobody asked if we were rebuilding. The question was so absurd it never formed. Of course we were rebuilding. We lived here.

I looked at each of them. Mika with her bandaged arm and her flat ears and her unbroken gaze. Suki with her blanket and her diminished glow and her returning spark. Hana with her bare feet and her wildflowers and her new, fragile steel.

“We rebuild,” I said. “Stronger than before. Mika handles security. Suki handles concealment. Hana handles supplies and medical staging. I coordinate.” I paused. “And tonight, we rest. Full rest. No patrol.”

Mika opened her mouth.

“Suki does a visual sweep from the roof every two hours. She’s too drained for sustained illusion, but her eyes work fine. That’s the compromise.”

Mika closed her mouth. Her tail lashed once — agreement through annoyance, her native language.

Suki gave a faint, tired nod. “I can do that. The roof and I are old friends.”

The table cleared. Mika went to check the fence — not patrolling, just assessing damage for tomorrow’s repair. Hana cleaned the dishes with trembling hands that grew steadier as the domestic ritual grounded her. Suki climbed to the roof, blanket and all, and settled into her watch position with the slow, careful movements of someone operating on reserve power.

I stood in the treatment room and inventoried what was left.

The room was different now. Not just because of the battle — because of what it had become. It had started as a veterinary exam room, became a triage station, became the place where I’d sewn Mika back together, became the place where Suki’s performance had shattered. Now it was a field hospital that had actually functioned as one, with a triage chart on the wall drawn by a bunnygirl and bloodstains on the floor from a catgirl’s arm.

This wasn’t a clinic anymore. It was a compound with a community.

I was counting bandage rolls when I heard her.

No sound — that was the tell. Mika moved without sound, and the absence of footsteps in the doorway was louder than any announcement. I turned. She was standing in the treatment room entrance, and everything about her posture was different from every other time she’d stood in that doorway.

No aggression. No territorial display. No claws cycling in conflicted rhythm, no tail lashing with suppressed need. She stood still, her injured arm held against her body, her good hand at her side. Her ears were upright, neutral — not flat, not pinned, not scanning. Just present. The amber eyes were warm. Not honey-warm, not yet — warm the way a hearth is warm. Steady and unwavering.

She walked into the treatment room and stood in front of me.

“The axe,” she said. “The one that reopened my arm.”

“If it had been the blade instead of the handle, you’d be wrapping a stump.”

I’d run that calculation in my head during the suturing. The axe handle had caught her forearm flat — blunt-force impact across healing tissue. But the blade edge had passed within inches of the same trajectory. A severed forearm, in a veterinary clinic during an active siege, with limited surgical supplies and no tourniquet staged — potentially fatal from blood loss alone.

“I know,” I said.

“I didn’t think about it during the fight. I thought about it after. While you were stitching me.” She paused. Her throat moved. “I thought about losing the arm. On this table. While you tried to save it.”

“Mika —”

“Let me finish.” Her voice was rough, the words pulled from somewhere deep. “I came to this clinic because I was bleeding and there was nowhere else. I stayed because you — because the stitches needed to heal. That’s what I told myself. The stitches needed seven days and then I’d leave.”

She took a step closer. The space between us collapsed to inches.

“It’s been weeks. The stitches are long gone. I’m still here.”

She put her hands on my face. Her fingers — claws retracted, blunt-nailed, gentle — cupped my jaw. The touch was tender in a way that would have been unthinkable from the snarling, bleeding woman who’d slashed my forearm the first night. Her palms were warm, calloused from blade work, steady.

She looked at me. Amber eyes, steady, unguarded. The warrior’s face stripped of its armor.

“I don’t want to die on your table,” she said. “I want to live in your compound. With you.”

She kissed me.

Soft. The biting, the shoving, the claws-extended combat foreplay — all of it absent. A press of her lips against mine that was tentative and certain simultaneously — the kiss of someone who was afraid of what it meant and was doing it anyway. Her hands stayed on my face, holding me like something she’d decided to keep.

I kissed her back. Wrapped my arms around her waist — carefully, mindful of the bruised ribs on my side and the stitched arm on hers — and pulled her close. She came willingly, her body pressing against mine with a warmth that was different from every other time. No tension coiled for release. No combative energy waiting to detonate. Just her. Present. Choosing.

I took the lead. Guided her backward to the exam table — our table, the surface where everything between us had started — and lifted her onto it. She let me. The allowing was new. Mika didn’t let people position her; she positioned herself, always controlling the terrain, always choosing the tactical ground. Sitting on the table’s edge, she was letting me set the stage, and the trust in that choice was visible in the softness of her ears and the stillness of her tail.

I undressed her slowly. Not the rough, impatient stripping of our first time in this room — careful, deliberate, my fingers working the buttons of her cargo pants and sliding the fitted tank top over her head with attention to her injured arm. The lean body revealed itself in stages: scarred shoulders, the defined muscle of her torso, the firm small breasts with their peaked nipples, the flat warrior’s stomach with its visible abs. Fresh bandage on her left forearm. Old scars on her ribs — my stitches, healed to silver lines. The map of a woman who’d survived everything the world had thrown at her.

She watched my hands the entire time. Those amber eyes tracking each finger, each motion, the same way she’d tracked them since the first treatment. But the gaze was warmer now, and when my thumb traced the line of her healed rib wound — the scar I’d created when I’d sewn her back together — her breath caught and held.

I stripped my own shirt off, and her hands went to my chest. The bruise on my ribs was vivid — purple and green, ugly against the skin. Her fingers traced the edge of it, and her expression shifted — anger and tenderness fighting for the same space on her face.

“This,” she said. “This is what happens when I’m not close enough.”

“This is what happens during a fight. It’s acceptable.”

“It’s not.” Her fingers pressed flat against the bruise — not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to feel. Claiming the injury the way she claimed everything: with physical contact and fierce, unspoken possession. “Mine.”

“Your bruise?”

“My medic.” The words came out rough, direct, stripped of irony. “Mine.”

I pulled her against me and she came, wrapping her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. The contact was full-body, skin to skin, and the heat of her — predator metabolism, adrenaline residual, the warmth of a warrior whose body hadn’t finished processing the day’s violence — soaked through me. Her face pressed against my neck, and the breath she released against my pulse was long and shuddering and old, carrying the weight of a day that had started with engine sounds in the dark and ended here, alive.

I entered her slowly. Inch by inch, feeling her body open for me, the tight heat of her parting around my cock with a slick resistance that made us both shudder. Her gasp was quiet, intimate, lost against my throat — not the sharp intake of our first time or the controlled silence of our second, but a soft, yielding sound that was simply her feeling me fill her. She was tight and hot and drenched — the post-combat arousal, the adrenaline-to-desire conversion that I recognized from my own physiology operating in hers. I pressed deeper and her inner walls contracted around me in a slow, gripping pulse, her body pulling me in like it had been waiting all day for exactly this. Her legs tightened around me, the lean muscle of her thighs drawing me the last inch until I was buried completely, and the sound she made was not a snarl or a growl but a sigh — long, yielding, the exhalation of someone who’d been holding their breath all day.

We moved together. Face to face, foreheads touching, her arms around my neck and mine around her waist. The rhythm was slow — slower than any encounter we’d had, the pace set by something deeper than urgency. Each stroke was long and deliberate, the slow withdrawal dragging through her tight grip until just the head of me remained inside her, then the steady push back in, deep, feeling every inch of the slick channel squeezing around me. The friction was exquisite — unhurried enough that every nerve registered, every ridge and pulse of her body mapping itself against mine. Each stroke was a conversation in a language we’d been building since the first suture: I’m here. I’m alive. You’re alive. We survived.

Her eyes stayed on mine. Amber, steady, open. The warrior who’d dropped four men and crossed a compound at full sprint to protect a bunnygirl was looking at me with an openness that would have been impossible two weeks ago. The masks were down — not stripped by passion, not overwhelmed by climax, but consciously set aside. She was choosing to be seen.

“Ryder,” she said.

My name. Not “Doc,” not an insult-as-endearment, not a challenge. My name, spoken during, spoken softly, the syllables catching in her throat like she was testing whether the word was safe to use. Her inner walls clenched around me as she said it, a reflexive tightening, her body punctuating the word with pressure.

“Ryder,” she said again. Steadier this time. Looking at me. The amber eyes shifting to warm honey as the last wall she’d been maintaining — the one between what she felt and what she’d admit to feeling — dissolved.

I moved deeper, angling my hips, and her back arched against me. Her small firm breasts pressed against my chest, the hard peaks of her nipples dragging across my skin, the lean muscle of her torso going taut. The purring started — involuntary, rising from the center of her body, vibrating through every point of contact. I felt it through my cock, through the walls of her body, a resonance that amplified every sensation until the slow rhythm we’d established felt like being submerged in warm current. It was louder than usual, or maybe the room was quieter — just the two of us, no performance, no combat, no wasteland. Just the purr and the breathing and the slow, deep rhythm of two people choosing each other in the aftermath of a day that had tried to kill them.

I reached between us. Found the slick, swollen bud of her clit where our bodies met, circling with my thumb in time with each thrust. Her jaw went slack. A sound escaped her — not the broken growl of surrender but a moan, unhidden, the vibration of it joining the purr in her chest. She was soaked, her arousal coating both of us, the evidence of her need slicking the juncture of our bodies with every slow, grinding stroke. Her hips began to move with mine, the rhythm building not in speed but in depth — each thrust pressing us together harder, closer, the grind at the base sending pulses through her clit that made her thighs tremble against my sides.

She came with a sound that was barely audible — a broken exhale against my throat, her body tightening around me in rhythmic pulses that gripped and released, gripped and released, the slow contractions wringing sensation from me in waves. Her legs locked, her heels pressing into the small of my back, pulling me deep and holding me there while her body worked through the climax. Her claws stayed retracted throughout. No involuntary extension, no cycling. The claws were in from the start and they stayed in. The trust was no longer a moment. It was a state.

I followed, the release pulling from somewhere deep, as much relief as pleasure — the accumulated tension of the battle, the fear, the injuries, the image of Pike’s silhouette against the dawn, all of it channeled into this one act of being alive and together and holding on. I pressed deep and the orgasm hit in long, rolling pulses, each one emptying into her while her body clenched around me, the purring vibrating through the release until I couldn’t tell where the pleasure ended and the vibration began.

We stayed on the table. Her body was pressed against mine, warm and lean and scarred, the purring continuing in a low, steady vibration that I could feel in my ribs — even the bruised ones. Her face was against my neck, but she wasn’t hiding. She was resting.

Her tail wrapped around my leg. Slowly, deliberately — not the involuntary coiling of our earlier encounters, but a conscious choice. She placed the tail, felt it settle, and let it tighten. She’d told me without words: this is mine. I’m keeping it.

“Don’t die,” she said. Her voice was rough, muffled against my throat.

“Same to you.”

She pulled back. Looked at me. The amber eyes — soft, all the sharpness dissolved, the full-spectrum version of Mika that existed only in these moments — held mine for a long beat.

She almost smiled. Her guard dropped for a fraction of a second, and the scowl she wore like armor showed cracks — affection and exasperation and a tenderness so unexpected that it changed the shape of her face.

“I hate that you’re right about the two nights,” she said.

“Noted.”

“I’m still doing a light patrol tomorrow.”

“I know.”

She settled against me. The purring continued, steady and warm, and her breathing evened out into the pattern I’d learned to recognize as Mika approaching sleep — deep, slow, the rhythm of a predator at genuine rest. Her hand found mine and held it, her fingers interlaced with mine, blunt nails against scarred knuckles.

She fell asleep on the exam table, curled against me, tail wrapped around my leg, claws retracted, purring.

I held her. Through the broken window — the one she’d come through at full speed when Hana screamed — the dawn was brightening toward morning. The compound’s damage was visible in the growing light: the west fence gap, the trampled garden, the fox-fire mine craters. Evidence of a battle fought and won.

Mika breathed against me, and the purring hummed through my chest like a second heartbeat.


Chapter 15: Stakes

We rebuilt in two days, and we built it better.

The morning after the battle, I stood in the center of the compound with a cup of terrible coffee and a list. The list was honest, which meant it was long: west fence destroyed, one section to be replaced entirely. South fence damaged, three post supports cracked. Clinic west wall breached — the window Mika had come through was a gaping hole of splintered plywood and shattered glass. Generator producing a concerning rattle that suggested the cooling system had taken shrapnel. Garden south bed trampled flat, the root systems Hana had spent weeks cultivating pressed into mud.

The list was also manageable. The hardware store haul had given us materials we hadn’t needed before the attack. Now we did. Every coil of fencing wire, every bag of nails, every tool in the inventory had a purpose.

“We split by skill,” I said at the morning table. “Mika, security infrastructure — the fence sections, the spike trap repositioning, the observation platforms. Light duty only until that arm heals.”

“It’s healing,” she said, flexing the bandaged forearm.

“It’s healing because you’re not using it. Keep not using it.”

The ears flattened. The tail went rigid behind her. But she didn’t argue. Progress.

“Suki, perceptual defense. Relay the fox-fire mine field, extend the coverage radius, and set up a passive early-warning system along the northeast approach. Can you do trip-wire illusions? Something that triggers a signal back to the compound when someone crosses a line?”

Her amber eyes sharpened. The fox-fire reserves were recovering — the porcelain luminescence was back to half-strength, flickering beneath her skin in steady pulses. “I can do better. A network of sensory nodes — small fox-fire deposits along the approach routes that resonate back to a master anchor. Think of it as a magical alarm system. When something crosses a node, I feel it. Direction, distance, approximate size.”

“Do it.”

“It’ll take most of my available reserves to set up. Once it’s in place, maintenance is minimal. But the installation —”

“Pace yourself. We have two days.”

She nodded. The grin flickered — genuine, reaching her eyes, the expression of a trickster given a puzzle worth solving.

“Hana.” I turned to her last. She was sitting at the table with her hands wrapped around her tea cup, the lop ears at half-mast, the brown eyes attentive. Her foot was thumping — steady, purposeful, the beat of someone ready to work. “Garden restoration and medical restocking. Your herb beds took damage, but you said the root systems were intact.”

“Most of them.” She set the tea down. “The chamomile bed is fine — it’s on the north side, away from the fighting. The yarrow took some trampling but the plants are resilient. I can replant the south bed in a day if the soil isn’t too compacted.” She paused, and something in her posture straightened. “And I want to expand the treatment room. Not just restock — reorganize. I watched what happened during the battle. Things I set up were in the right places but the flow was wrong. If I’d needed to treat someone in a hurry —”

“Show me what you mean.”

She did. The next hour was an education in the kind of practical intelligence that didn’t come from textbooks. Hana walked me through the treatment room, pointing out inefficiencies that only became apparent under combat conditions — the bandage supply was on the wrong side for a right-handed medic working on a table patient; the suture kits were stored vertically when horizontal access was faster; the water basin was positioned where a patient’s blood flow would contaminate it. She’d observed these things while standing against a wall holding a scalpel, her lop ears flat with terror, and she’d filed every one of them for later optimization.

We reorganized together. Her hands were sure in the treatment room in a way they weren’t anywhere else — the nesting instinct applied to medical infrastructure, every instrument placed with the same care she gave to blankets and pillows. When we were finished, the treatment room was better than anything I could have built alone.

“You should be proud of this,” I said.

The blush crept from her chest to her cheeks. Her foot thumped three times in rapid succession. “I just — I watched you. That’s all.”

“You watched, and you learned, and you improved on what you saw. That’s not nothing, Hana.”

Her lop ears perked to their maximum half-upright position. The brown eyes shone. She didn’t say anything, but the thumping became lighter, happier — the rhythm of someone who’d been told they mattered and believed it.

The work consumed both days.

Mika rebuilt the west fence with the single-minded intensity of someone treating construction as a combat operation. Each post was driven deeper than the originals, each wire strung tighter, each connection reinforced with bolt-and-bracket hardware from the store haul. She worked with her injured arm held against her body, using the other with a strength and precision that was remarkable for unilateral operation. When I checked on her midday, she’d completed two fence sections and was starting the third. The new fence was visibly stronger than the old one — the wire gleamed in the sun and the posts didn’t flex when she tested them.

Between fence sections, she repositioned the spike traps — pulling the surviving rebar pits from the south corridor and expanding their coverage to include the west approach that the Jackals had breached. New traps went in along the fence base where the pickup had rammed through, concealed under loose soil and debris. Double the coverage of the pre-battle layout.

“This would stop a truck,” she said, stepping back to assess the completed section. Not bragging — evaluating. “The first one buckled because the posts were too shallow. These are three feet deep with tamped gravel bases.”

“Good work.”

The ears did the complex forward-back-sideways thing that I’d learned was her version of being pleased and refusing to show it.

Suki spent most of the two days walking the perimeter in widening circles, her bare feet silent on the ground, fox-fire flickering from her fingertips as she laid the sensory network. Each node was a tiny deposit of amber light pressed into the soil — invisible once placed, but she could feel them the way I could feel a pulse under my fingers. She’d stop, close her eyes, press her palm to the earth, and the fox-fire would flare briefly before sinking into the ground and vanishing.

She came back from the installation sessions drained but satisfied, the porcelain glow dimming with each circuit. I made her eat between sessions — calorie-dense food, as much as she’d take. She ate without complaint, which was itself a measure of how seriously she was taking the work.

“Twenty-seven nodes,” she reported on the second afternoon, perched on the porch railing with a plate balanced on her knee. “Three hundred-yard radius, overlapping coverage on all approach vectors. If anything larger than a coyote crosses the line, I’ll feel it. Direction, distance, approximate mass.”

“How accurate?”

“Within twenty yards and ten pounds. Enough to tell the difference between a feral and a vehicle.”

“And the fox-fire mines?”

“Thirty-two. Doubled the pre-battle coverage. Overlapping arcs at two hundred, three hundred, and four hundred yards. Anyone who makes it through all three rings deserves to reach the fence.” She paused. “They won’t, though.”

The garden was Hana’s domain, and she rebuilt it the way she built everything — with patient, stubborn, nurturing force. The south bed was replanted within the first day, the compacted soil turned and aerated, the transplanted herbs from the surrounding terrain bedded into fresh rows. She worked barefoot, honey-gold hair tied back, the lop ears swaying with each motion. The sun caught the perspiration on her pale skin and turned it luminous.

On the second day, during a foraging run close to the perimeter, she found wildflowers.

I saw her carrying them back — a small bundle of purple and yellow blossoms, cradled in her hands like something precious. She didn’t say anything about them. She went into the kitchen, found the cup that served as a vase, arranged the flowers with careful attention, and placed them in the center of the table.

That evening, we ate dinner around the wildflowers.

The flowers sat in the center of the table — small, fragile, stubbornly bright against the rough wood — and each of us looked at them during the meal with an awareness that felt like shared prayer. Two days ago, someone had tried to take this from us. The garden was trampled. The fence was broken. A Jackal had gotten close enough to threaten someone inside these walls.

And now there were wildflowers on the table.

Hana’s foot thumped softly beneath her chair. Mika’s ears were angled forward, studying the flowers with an expression that dared anyone to comment. Suki’s tails swished slowly behind her, and the amber eyes had the quality of someone looking at something they intended to remember for longer than she’d admit.

After dinner, Hana took my hand.

Not under the table, not discreet, not hidden. She reached across the table’s surface and took my hand in hers while the others were still sitting. Her fingers interlaced with mine, warm and certain, and she looked at me with those brown eyes — gold-flecked, steady, the shyness burned away by two days of rebuilding and a lifetime’s worth of courage compressed into a single gesture.

Mika saw. Her amber eyes tracked the joined hands, held for a moment, then looked away. Not dismissive — giving space. Her tail curled against the chair leg, relaxed and unhurried. Acceptance, wordless and complete.

Suki saw. Her eyes warmed, the grin spreading with genuine pleasure rather than mischief. She caught my eye over Hana’s head and gave a single, slow nod — the approval of someone who understood what courage looked like from the inside.

“Come with me,” Hana said.

She led me to the nest.

It was rebuilt. Better than before — expanded, restructured, the architecture refined by the same eye that had reorganized the treatment room. More blankets, layered in specific configurations that created warmth and softness in graduated levels. More pillows, arranged to form walls and alcoves. The battery lamp cast warm amber light through the hanging curtain, and the air smelled like vanilla and chamomile and the fresh-earth scent of the garden she’d replanted.

She turned to face me. The blush was present — it was always present when she was close to me, the pink warmth spreading from her chest upward like sunrise — but it existed alongside a new determination. The brown eyes held mine without flinching, and the foot that thumped against the blankets was rapid but not nervous. Excited. Certain.

“The battle scared me,” she said. “I stood in the treatment room and a man kicked the door open and I thought — this is where I lose everything again.”

She stepped closer. Her hands found the front of my shirt.

“And then Mika came through the window. And you were outside fighting. And Suki was on the roof burning herself out. And I realized —” Her voice caught, but she didn’t look away. “I realized that losing this would be worse than losing everything the first time. Because the first time, I lost a building and some things. This time, I’d lose people. I’d lose you.”

She pushed me backward. Gently, but firmly — both hands on my chest, walking me toward the nest until my legs hit the edge and I sat. She stood above me, the oversized shirt straining across the curves beneath, the lop ears trembling at half-mast, her honey-gold hair falling around her face.

“I’m not going to lose you,” she said. “And I’m not going to be afraid of wanting you anymore.”

She climbed into my lap. Straddled me, her thick thighs settling on either side of my hips, the soft weight of her body pressing against me with a warmth that was both physical and emotional. Her hands cupped my face, tilting it up, and she kissed me — not the tentative, questioning kiss of our first time, not the desperate, biological kiss of the second. This was deliberate. Deep. A woman kissing a man she’d decided was hers.

She pulled back. Looked at me. The gold flecks in her brown eyes were bright in the lamplight.

“Don’t hold back,” she said.

I gripped her hips. Pulled her against me, feeling the full, yielding softness of her body through the thin fabric. She gasped — sharp, pleased — and her arms went around my neck. The thumping started, one foot against the blankets, rapid and rhythmic.

I stripped her shirt off in a single motion. The buttons had given up their structural integrity days ago, and the fabric parted like it had been waiting for permission. Her breasts spilled free — full, round, the pale pink nipples already peaked, the creamy skin flushed rose. She didn’t cover herself. She arched into my hands when I cupped them, filling my palms with warm, heavy softness, and the sound she made was a moan that vibrated through both of us.

She reached for my shirt and pulled it over my head. Her hands went immediately to my ribs — to the bruise, still vivid but healing, the purple-green evidence of the battle. She touched it the way she touched wounded plants — carefully, with the intent to nurture rather than aggravate. Then she leaned down and pressed her lips against the bruise, and the tenderness of the gesture hit harder than the injury.

“Mine,” she whispered against the damaged skin. Borrowing Mika’s word, making it her own.

I rolled us. Laid her back in the nest she’d rebuilt, her honey-gold hair fanning across the pillows, her body spread across the blankets like a living illustration of everything warm and soft and worth defending. She looked up at me with eyes that were huge and dilated and shining, and her foot thumped in a continuous, excited rhythm against the cushions.

I took my time. Not because she needed me to be gentle — she’d asked me not to hold back — but because I wanted to know her body again, in this new context. My hands traced the familiar geography: the soft belly, the wide hips, the thick thighs that pressed together and then opened at the touch of my palms. Each curve was an answer to a question the wasteland asked every day — what’s worth surviving for? This. Her.

I kissed my way down her body. Her collarbone, where the blush started. The soft upper swell of her breast, where the skin was fever-warm and silk-smooth. The peaked nipple that drew a cry from her when my tongue circled it. The dip of her waist. The soft plane of her belly. The crease where hip met thigh, where her scent was strongest — warm vanilla and fertile sweetness, the headier note of her cycling biology broadcasting at full power.

When my mouth reached her center, she cried out and her thighs clamped around my head with a bunnygirl strength that was always surprising. The thick, soft legs held me in place, and I could feel the trembling in them — powerful muscles quaking from the inside out. She was swollen and drenched, her arousal coating the inside of her thighs, her scent at this distance an intoxicating concentration of warm vanilla and fertile sweetness that went straight past conscious thought. The thumping intensified — both feet now, hammering the blankets in a rhythm that was part arousal and part shock and entirely involuntary.

I worked her with my tongue and my fingers simultaneously, the same patient precision I brought to everything. My tongue circled the swollen bud of her clit, then pressed flat against it, then traced the slick folds beneath while two fingers curled inside her, stroking the spot that made her back arch clear off the blankets. I learned what made her breath stutter — the firm press of my tongue directly against her clit — and what made her hips lift — the curling of my fingers in a come-hither motion that pressed her from the inside while my mouth worked her from outside — and what made the thumping accelerate to a frequency that shook the nest — both simultaneously, the dual stimulation overloading a body already running at maximum sensitivity. She was vocal — gasps and cries and fragmented words that she no longer tried to muffle, the hand that used to cover her mouth now gripping the blankets instead, white-knuckled, while her hips rolled against my face with an urgency that was all instinct.

“Ryder — please — I need —”

I pulled back. Stripped the rest of my clothes and positioned myself between her thighs. She opened for me immediately, wide hips spreading, legs wrapping around my waist with that deceptive strength. Her eyes were enormous, dilated, the brown irises thin rings around dark pools. The lop ears were already twitching upward, fighting their anatomy.

I entered her in one steady stroke — the slick, tight heat of her body swallowing my cock to the root, her walls stretching around me with the wet, gripping eagerness of a body that had been primed and ready since my tongue had brought her to the edge without finishing the job. The sound she made was triumphant — a full-voiced cry that rang off the walls, unashamed, unmuffled, the breeding body getting what it had demanded. She pulled me deep with her legs and her eyes went unfocused, and for a moment, she just held me there — inside her, buried to the hilt, her inner walls fluttering around my shaft in rapid, involuntary contractions — and breathed.

“More,” she said. Not a whisper. A command.

She pushed me back. Onto my back in the nest, and she climbed on top. New territory — she’d never taken this position before. The shyness was gone, replaced by a confidence that was still soft, still Hana, but underlaid with purpose. She settled onto me with a roll of her hips that drove me deep, the new angle pushing the head of my cock against a different spot inside her. The sensation made both of us gasp — her body clenching, my hands gripping the blankets.

She rode me.

Her wide hips rolled in a rhythm that was instinctive and overwhelming — the breeding body in its element, every curve in motion. Full breasts bounced with each downstroke, the pale pink nipples flushed and peaked. The blush covered her entire body now — chest, neck, cheeks, even the lop ears had a rosy tint. She was a vision of fertility and courage, the shy bunnygirl who’d hidden in a collapsed building taking control of her own desire on top of a man she’d chosen.

She pulled my hands to her breasts. Pressed them there, arching into my grip, using my hands as leverage while she rode me with increasing urgency. The foot thumped against the blankets in the rapid rhythm that accelerated toward climax — the biological metronome counting down.

“I want this,” she said, looking down at me. Her brown eyes held mine with a directness that disarmed me. “I want you. Don’t hold back.”

“I’m not,” I managed.

“More.” She rolled her hips deeper, harder, pulling me into her with the grip of her thighs and the angle of her body. “I need — yes — like that —” The words dissolved into sounds, the breeding language taking over: “Fill me. Please. Don’t stop. I need you to fill me up—”

The words landed with a force that went beyond the body — the full weight of her transformation from trembling refugee to claiming lover behind every syllable. I gripped her hips and drove up into her, matching her rhythm, and she threw her head back with a cry that echoed off the ceiling.

Her lop ears rose. The impossible ascent, fighting gravity and anatomy, the cream-colored ears straining upward with each thrust. They trembled at half-mast, three-quarter, and then — with a final, powerful roll of her hips — shot fully upright, rigid, trembling, defying everything their structure said was possible.

She cupped my face. Made me look at her. The brown eyes were soft, unfocused, enormous, and utterly unashamed.

“This is my home,” she said.

Not the clinic. Not the garden. Not the nest.

Me.

She came with those words still hanging in the air, her body seizing around me in rhythmic waves, the thick thighs locking, the thumping reaching a crescendo that vibrated through the nest and into the floor. I followed — driven over the edge by the contractions and the words and the sight of her above me, lop ears vertical, brown eyes shining, claiming me with more certainty than any warrior’s battle cry.

She collapsed onto my chest. Warm, soft, heavy with satisfaction and the complete physical surrender of a body that had gotten exactly what it needed. Her arms wrapped around me, her legs stayed locked, her face pressed into the hollow of my throat. The cotton-puff tail bobbed in a contented rhythm against my thigh.

She wasn’t clinging. Not the desperate, fearful cling of the first time or the relieved cling of the second. She was holding on because she wanted to. Because the man beneath her was her home, and she was done pretending otherwise.

“Thank you,” she murmured. The word was the same as before, but the tone had changed — less gratitude, more acknowledgment. Thank you for being here. Thank you for building something that lasts. Thank you for being someone I can say these things to.

Her heartbeat slowed against my chest. The residual trembling in her thighs eased as the tension left her body. Her breathing slowed. The thumping gentled to a lazy, intermittent pulse — the contented twitch of a foot that had nothing to fear.

“The tomatoes are going to come in,” she said, sleepy, her words muffled against my chest.

“Yeah?”

“Two weeks. Maybe less. The south bed gets good light.”

“I look forward to them.”

“Mmm.” Her eyes closed. The lop ears settled from their impossible vertical, dropping slowly, returning to their natural droop with the gradual relaxation of a body entering sleep. “I’m going to make you pasta sauce. From scratch. With real tomatoes and the basil from the herb bed.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“It will be.” She smiled against my chest. I felt it — the curve of her lips, the warmth of the expression. “Everything is going to be perfect.”

Her breathing evened into sleep almost instantly. Wrapped around me in the home she’d declared. The wildflowers on the kitchen table would be there in the morning, and the garden would keep growing, and the fence would hold.


Chapter 16: Foxfire Stories

The evening was the first quiet one since the battle, and the quiet felt different now — earned instead of empty.

I found Suki on the roof.

She was in her usual spot, legs dangling over the edge, tails draped behind her across the shingles. The breach glow on the horizon painted the sky in shades of sick orange and fading amber, and the light caught her russet-red hair and turned it copper. The porcelain luminescence was back — not fully, not the bright glow of her best days, but a steady, warm radiance that pulsed beneath her skin like embers. She was recovering. The sensory network installation had cost her, but the fox-fire reserves were rebuilding day by day.

She wasn’t talking. No narration, no commentary, no running innuendo aimed at anyone in earshot. She was just sitting, watching the horizon with amber eyes that reflected the breach light and held something older than the apocalypse.

I climbed the access ladder and settled beside her. The shingles were still warm from the day’s sun, and the evening air carried the scent of Hana’s garden — chamomile and wild herbs and the faint, green promise of things growing.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Her voice was quiet. Not depleted-quiet like the post-battle days, not hiding-quiet like the moments when her performance crashed. This was contemplative quiet — the silence of someone thinking about something bigger than the day’s tasks.

“How’s the network?”

“Stable. Twenty-seven nodes, all responsive. I tested the northeast quadrant this afternoon — a feral crossed the line at two hundred yards and I felt it from the porch. Direction, distance, approximate mass. Works as designed.” She paused. “Which means I have nothing left to do tonight except sit up here and think about things I usually avoid thinking about.”

“Like what?”

She turned to look at me. The amber eyes were serious — not the manufactured gravity she used when delivering intelligence briefs or the performed depth she deployed for seduction. This was the real thing, the ancient mind beneath the trickster’s mask engaging with something it had been carrying for a very long time.

“Like that,” she said, and pointed at the breach glow.

I looked. The breach was a permanent feature of the eastern horizon — a shimmer, a wrongness in the sky, the place where the dimensional wall had torn open six months ago and never closed. From this distance it looked almost beautiful, the way a wildfire looks beautiful from across a valley. Dangerous. Alive.

“You told me before that it wasn’t random,” I said. “That something is keeping it open.”

“I did.” She drew her knees up and wrapped her tails around them — a contained, self-comforting posture that she rarely displayed. “I wasn’t ready to say more then. I’m not sure I’m ready now.” She took a breath. “But after the battle — after watching you plan a defense and Mika fight like she was born for it and Hana hold a triage station and me burn through my reserves to protect this compound — I think you deserve to know what we’re protecting it from.”

“I’m listening.”

She was quiet for a moment, gathering words. Then she began, and her voice shifted into something I hadn’t heard before — not the rapid-fire cadence of her usual speech, not the stripped-bare honesty of her vulnerable moments. This was a storytelling voice. Old, measured, rhythmic. The cadence of someone who’d been telling stories for longer than anyone alive and knew exactly how to shape the ones that mattered.

“Once upon a time,” she said, “there was a fox who walked between worlds.”

I almost interrupted. She held up a hand.

“Trust me. This is how it’s told.”

I let her tell it.

“The fox walked between worlds because the walls between them were thin in certain places. Not broken — thin. You could see through them if you knew how to look. The fox had walked through the thin places since before humans built their first cities. She’d seen the things on the other side — some beautiful, some terrible, most simply different. And the thin places always healed. They’d stretch, allow a passage, and then close again, like skin over a wound.”

Her eyes were on the breach glow, but her mind was somewhere else.

“Small tears happened all the time. A thin place would open, and something would slip through — a creature, a phenomenon, a whisper of energy. It would close. The world would absorb it. These events were so common that humans built their mythologies around them — every culture’s monsters and spirits and gods were just things that had fallen through the thin places and been interpreted through the available language.”

She paused. The tails tightened around her knees.

“Then, six months ago, something different happened. A thin place opened. And it didn’t close.”

“The breach.”

“The breach.” She nodded. “But it’s not just one. There are others. I’ve felt them — smaller, scattered across the world. Some are barely there, hairline fractures you’d never notice unless you knew how to feel for them. Others are growing. And they’re not random. They’re not natural erosion of the wall between dimensions.”

“Something is keeping them open.”

“Something is pushing them open. From the other side.” Her voice was steady, but her tails were rigid — the fur along the edges standing in a way that I’d learned to read as deep unease. “The ferals — the six-legged things, the breach-warped creatures you’ve been fighting — they’re debris. Wildlife falling through a broken fence. They’re not the threat. They’re symptoms. What’s on the other side of the fence, pushing it open, testing the gaps —”

“What is it?”

She looked at me. The amber eyes were old. Genuinely, profoundly old — the weight of centuries visible in the set of her jaw and the stillness of her gaze.

“I don’t know exactly. I’ve never been to the other side. I’ve only felt the pressure — the force that pushes against the thin places, that holds the breach open, that creates the resonance between the sites. It’s intelligent. Deliberate. Patient.” She paused. “The breach sites are spreading in a pattern. If you mapped them — and I have, in my head, from what I can feel — they’d form a network. Connected points.”

My mind went where it always went: medical. “Multiple small infections, communicating through the bloodstream. Isolated, they’re manageable. Connected, it’s sepsis.”

She stared at me. Then she laughed — a short, startled sound. “Sepsis. That’s actually a perfect way to think about it. Most people hear ‘dimensional breach’ and think about weapons and power. You hear it and think about infection control.” She shook her head, russet-red hair catching the breach-light. “That’s why I chose this clinic, Doc.”

I processed. The medic in me ran the analogy further: multiple infection sites, connected, spreading, maintained by an external pathogen. The treatment protocol was clear — identify the pathogen, contain the spread, close the wounds. But the scale was wrong. This wasn’t a patient on a table. This was the planet.

“Is this something we need to deal with now?” I asked.

She blinked. Then she laughed — the quiet, genuine version. “Not now. Not soon. But it’s the background, Doc. The wallpaper. Everything we’re doing — building the compound, defending against the Jackals, treating patients — it’s all happening in front of that.” She gestured at the breach glow. “And eventually, the wallpaper becomes the room.”

“I file it. It matters. But I deal with what I can control.”

“I told you on the roof why I picked this clinic,” she said softly. “That hasn’t changed. You deal with what’s in front of you. You don’t panic about the cosmic. You fix the wound, treat the infection, reinforce the fence. And when the cosmic becomes the local — when the thing behind the breach becomes our problem — you’ll deal with it the same way. Steady hands. Calm voice. One suture at a time.”

She unfolded from her contained posture, stretching her legs out over the roof’s edge, the tails relaxing behind her. The contemplative gravity eased by fractions, and in its place, pride emerged — quiet, genuine, hers. She was proud.

“Let me tell you another story,” she said. “A better one.”

“Another fox story?”

“The best kind.” The grin returned — the real one, the expression that reached her eyes and changed their quality from calculating to warm. “Once upon a time, there was a village at the edge of a dark forest. The forest was full of things that wanted to eat the villagers. The village had no warriors, no walls, no weapons. Just farmers and craftsmen and one very clever fox.”

She settled into the telling with the visible pleasure of someone who lived for narrative.

“The fox couldn’t fight the things in the forest. Too small, too few teeth, too fond of her own fur. But she could make the villagers look terrifying. She wove illusions across the village boundaries — walls that didn’t exist, soldiers that weren’t real, fires that burned without fuel. The things in the forest saw the defenses and turned away, looking for easier prey.”

Her fox-fire flickered at her fingertips, casting dancing amber light across the rooftop. She shaped the fire into tiny figures — a miniature village, complete with buildings and fields, surrounded by a wall of flickering light.

“The villagers didn’t know who was protecting them. They thought the defenses were real. They built their lives inside the fox’s illusions, growing crops and raising families and living as though the walls would hold forever. And the fox watched from the roof of the tallest building and thought: this is enough. Keeping them safe is enough.”

She paused. The fox-fire village glowed between her palms, warm and intricate.

“But one day, the things in the forest got smarter. They tested the walls. They found the illusions. They pushed through, and the villagers were defenseless.” Her voice softened. “The fox couldn’t fight. She’d never pretended she could. But she did something better. She made the villagers look like the things in the forest. She made the fields look like poisoned ground. She made the village look dead, empty, not worth the effort. And the things turned away again, not because they were afraid, but because they saw nothing worth taking.”

She closed her hands. The fox-fire village dissolved into amber sparks that drifted upward into the night air.

“The fox saved the village with nothing but light and lies,” she said. “And the villagers never knew. They just woke up the next morning and the forest was quiet and the crops were growing and the sun was shining. And the fox was still on the roof.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were bright — not with tears, though they were close, but with a fierce, ungarnished pride. Real, earned, ungarnished pride.

“I saved us with light and lies,” she said. “During the battle. The phantom army, the fox-fire mines, the abandoned illusion — none of it was real. Every defender the Jackals fought was a fabrication except Mika. Every fire on the fence was a trick. I made four people look like forty, and Pike pulled his force because the math looked wrong.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. I just —” She stopped. The grin shifted, becoming tender, vulnerable. “I wanted to say it. Out loud. That it mattered. That the light and lies mattered.”

“They mattered. Without your illusions, we’d have been overrun in the first sixty seconds.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she nodded, and the nod carried the weight of someone who’d saved countless villages and never heard anyone say it mattered.

“Thank you, Doc,” she said. Simply. Without performance.

We sat on the roof as the light faded, the breach glow intensifying as the sky darkened, and the silence between us was comfortable.

Eventually, I headed down. The ladder creaked under my weight, and the night air hit differently at ground level — cooler, carrying the sounds of the compound at rest. Hana’s gentle breathing from the nest. The generator’s steady hum. The distant howl of something feral, far enough away to be irrelevant.

Mika was waiting at the base of the ladder.

She was leaning against the clinic wall, one boot flat against the siding, her injured arm tucked against her body. The amber eyes were half-lidded in the darkness, catching the faint light from Suki’s fox-fire lantern on the porch. Her ears were forward — she’d been listening. Not to the conversation on the roof, which was too far for even catgirl ears, but to my descent. She’d positioned herself in the exact spot where the ladder met the ground, which meant she’d been standing there waiting.

Her tail swished once. Slow. Deliberate.

“Fox time’s over?” she asked. Her voice was low, casual. But her eyes said something else.

“She had things to share.”

“I’m sure.” Mika pushed off the wall. The movement was fluid, predatory, the lean muscle of her body uncoiling with a grace that turned a simple shift in posture into a statement of intent. She stepped into my space — close, closer than conversational, her body heat radiating through the night air. The charcoal-gray hair was disheveled from her evening patrol, falling across her face in choppy strands, and the tank top was damp with exertion, the fabric tight across her chest and the flat planes of her stomach.

“Mika —”

“I saw you on the roof with her.”

“I know.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“I know.”

“I’m not.” Her claws cycled once — extend, retract — and then stayed retracted. A deliberate choice. “I don’t care who you’re with or where or how often. The bunny, the fox — they’re part of this. Part of the compound. I’m not competing.”

She stepped closer. Her hand found my shirt front, gripping the fabric. Not aggressive — anchoring. Pulling me down to her eye level, her amber gaze level and burning.

“But I was first.”

She pushed me against the fence. The reinforced section — her section, the fence she’d rebuilt with deeper posts and tighter wire. My back hit the new chain-link and the wire sang with the impact, and her body pressed against mine with a heat and solidity that drove the air from my lungs.

“I was here before the rabbit found her nest,” she said, her mouth close to my ear. “Before the fox found her roof. I was bleeding on your table and fighting your sedative and deciding that you were the first person in six months who wasn’t trying to cage me.”

She bit my neck. Not hard — a marking bite, teeth against the tendon, pressure without breaking skin. The sensation shot down my spine and she felt me respond, pressing harder against her through the fabric between us.

“You’re mine, Doc.” Her voice was rough against my throat. “Before the bunny. Before the fox. Mine first.”

This Mika was different from every version I’d encountered. Not the hostile warrior of the first week. Not the reluctant, combative lover of the treatment room. Not the tender, post-battle woman who’d said my name and laid her tail deliberately. This was playful. Her eyes, when she pulled back to look at me, held heat and humor — the bright, competitive gleam of someone who trusted enough to play instead of fight.

I gripped her scruff.

The effect was instantaneous and absolute. Her body went slack against mine, the aggressive energy draining from every muscle, replaced by a pliant softness that contradicted her entire physical design. The lean warrior’s frame melted into me, her head tipping back involuntarily, exposing the long column of her throat. A purr started — deep, vibrating, strong enough that I felt it in my sternum.

“That’s not fair,” she breathed.

“You pinned me against a fence.”

“That’s — different — that’s tactical —” The words fragmented as I tightened my grip on her scruff. Her ears pinned flat, the flush climbing her neck, visible even in the darkness. Her tail wrapped around my thigh — not the involuntary coiling this time. She placed it there. Tightened it. Held on.

We stripped each other against the fence. No finesse, no careful buttons — functional removal, the urgency of bodies that knew each other’s territory and wanted it now. Her tank top came over her head, baring the lean torso, the small firm breasts, the scars and the bandage and the warrior’s physique that was sharp everywhere except where it pressed against me. My shirt followed, and her hands went to my chest with the possessive mapping of someone confirming that what was hers was still intact.

She turned in my arms. Pressed her back against my chest, her hands gripping the fence wire, the lean lines of her body displayed in the moonlight and the breach-glow — scarred shoulders, defined spine, the narrow hips and the firm, muscled ass pushed back against me in unmistakable invitation. Her ears were pinned flat. Her tail wrapped around my waist.

“Like this,” she said. Rough, commanding. This was her position, her terms, her claiming ground. Against the fence she’d built, in the night air, where anyone walking the perimeter might hear.

I gripped her hips and pushed into her from behind. The angle was different from every other time — deeper, rawer, the position opening her body in a way that let me press in to the hilt with one steady thrust. The sound she made was pure, feral satisfaction — a growl that rose from her chest and broke into a gasping purr as I buried myself deep inside her. She was hot and tight and drenched, her arousal slicking my cock on the first stroke, the evidence of her need running down the inside of her lean thighs. Her body’s response to the territorial claim she was making — the post-patrol adrenaline, the possessive hunger, the heat she’d been carrying since the rooftop — was written in every clench and pulse of her inner walls gripping me with a strength that matched the rest of her.

I set the pace. Steady, deep, each thrust driving her against the fence wire that hummed with the impact. The sound of skin meeting skin was loud in the night air — the firm slap of my hips against her tight, muscled ass, the wet friction of her body taking me again and again. She met every stroke, pressing back against me, the lean muscles of her back flexing under scarred skin, her narrow hips rolling to take me at the angle she wanted. The purring was constant, vibrating through our connected bodies, the resonance traveling down my cock and spreading through my pelvis, louder with each stroke. Her claws — retracted, trust-default — curled around the fence wire, white-knuckled, hanging on.

She was not quiet. The sounds she made carried into the night — growls and purrs and broken gasps, the vocabulary of a predator claiming territory. Not the theatrical projection of Suki’s exhibitionism — this was raw, involuntary, the sounds her body made because it was getting exactly what it had demanded. When I drove particularly deep, hitting the spot that made her back arch, the growl would break into something higher, needier — a fractured moan that she’d have denied under oath.

I reached around. One hand found the scruff of her neck, fingers closing in the grip that undid her every time. The other slid down her taut stomach and between her thighs, finding the slick, swollen nub of her clit where it pressed against the fence wire’s vibration. The dual stimulation — scruff grip draining the fight from her body, fingers circling her clit while I fucked her from behind — shattered her defenses in under a minute.

She came apart. The orgasm broke through her like something detonating — her back arching hard enough that her shoulder blades pressed against my chest, her grip on the fence bending the galvanized wire, her body clamping around my cock in crushing, rhythmic pulses that ripped my own release from somewhere primal. I drove deep and held, the orgasm tearing through me in hot surges that filled her while her body milked every pulse with those merciless contractions. The purring reached a frequency that vibrated the fence wire itself, and the sound she made was not human — something between a snarl and a keen, torn from a lifetime of predator instinct meeting complete surrender, echoing across the compound into the dark.

We stayed against the fence, breathing. Her back against my chest, my arms around her waist, the night air cooling the sweat on our skin. The purring continued, steady and warm, and her tail stayed wrapped around me with the possessive tightness of a claim staked.

She turned her head. Rested her forehead against mine. Her breathing was ragged, her eyes soft — the softened gold that was only his to see, the color of trust made visible.

“Say it,” she said.

I knew what she wanted. Had known since she’d pinned me against the fence and stated her case with the directness that was the only language she trusted.

“You were first,” I said.

She almost smiled. The expression that tried to form on her face was complex — satisfaction and tenderness and a fierce, private joy that she’d never allow anyone else to witness. The corners of her mouth twitched, the hard line of her jaw softened, and for one breath, the warrior looked like a woman who’d been told the thing she needed to hear.

Her tail tightened. She nipped my jaw — quick, light, the marking bite of a predator that had finished claiming its territory.

“Don’t forget it,” she said.

We dressed in silence. She adjusted her tank top, checked her bandage, ran her claws through her charcoal hair in a motion that was more grooming than vanity.

We walked back to the clinic together. Side by side, our footsteps falling into an unconscious rhythm. Her shoulder brushed mine. She didn’t pull away. Didn’t angle her body to create distance, didn’t quicken her pace to establish independence.

She walked beside me. Her shoulder against mine. Her tail, behind her, swishing slowly in the dark. Not lashing, not rigid, not contained. Just moving. The easy, relaxed motion of a predator who’d found her territory and decided to stay.

At the porch, she paused. Looked at me. The amber eyes held the last traces of honey warmth before the mask slid back into place — not fully, not the way it used to. The mask had permanent cracks now, and through them, the real Mika was visible to anyone who knew where to look.

“Good night,” she said.

“Good night, Mika.”

She turned to resume her patrol. Took three steps. Stopped.

“The fence held,” she said, without turning around. “The section I built. During the battle. It held.”

“It held.”

“I build things that hold,” she said. And then she was gone, dissolving into the perimeter darkness with the silent, liquid grace of a predator.


Chapter 17: Home

The first normal day in weeks started with hot water.

Suki had done something to the generator — I didn’t ask what, because the answer would have involved fox-fire and possibly illegal modifications to a combustion engine, and the less I knew about the engineering specifics, the more plausible my deniability. But when I turned the clinic’s jury-rigged shower (garden hose through the bathroom ceiling, gravity-fed from the rain collection tank) at six in the morning, the water came out warm.

Not lukewarm. Not briefly-above-freezing. Warm. The kind of warm that made your muscles unclench and your spine decompress and your brain release whatever neurochemical was responsible for the feeling that the world might not be entirely terrible.

I stood under it for four minutes. Luxury. Pre-apocalypse, four minutes of warm water was the boring part of a morning. Post-apocalypse, it was a revelation.

When I came out, Hana was making breakfast.

The smell hit first — rice, yes, always rice, but also something else. She’d found wild onions during yesterday’s foraging run and sauteed them in the remaining cooking oil, and the combination of caramelized allium and fresh herbs from the garden created an aroma that turned the clinic’s kitchen into an actual kitchen instead of a place where canned goods were heated and consumed with efficient joylessness.

She was barefoot, as always indoors. The honey-gold hair was loose around her shoulders, the lop ears swaying gently as she moved between the counter and the stove with the practiced rhythm of someone who’d made this particular space her own. The oversized shirt — a fresh one, scavenged from a supply run, already straining at the buttons across her chest — rode up when she reached for a shelf, exposing a strip of soft pale skin at her waist.

“Morning,” she said, looking over her shoulder. The blush started immediately — the warm pink spreading from her neckline upward. Her foot thumped once against the floor.

“Morning. Something smells incredible.”

The blush deepened. The thumping intensified. “It’s just rice and onions. And some herbs. The chives are coming in, so I used those. And I found some wild garlic near the south fence.”

“It smells like a restaurant.”

“It does not.” But she was smiling — the full, radiant smile that transformed her face from anxious to luminous. “Sit down. It’s almost ready.”

I sat. Mika was already at the table.

This was the evolution that nobody talked about and everyone noticed. The catgirl who’d eaten alone on the floor, then in the far corner, then at the table’s distant end, was now sitting in the chair beside mine. Not beside Hana’s, not across — beside mine. She was eating a pre-breakfast strip of rabbit jerky with the focused efficiency of a predator refueling, her amber eyes scanning the room with the habitual alertness that would never fully switch off.

But her posture was different. The coiled tension that had been her default state since the first night — the constant readiness to fight or flee, the springs-loaded quality that made her look like a weapon in humanoid form — had eased. Not gone. Just… settled. She sat in the chair like someone who lived there. Like the chair was hers. Like the table and the kitchen and the woman cooking at the stove and the medic sitting beside her were all part of a landscape she’d chosen to occupy.

Her ears tracked my arrival, angling toward me, then returned to neutral. Her tail, draped over the arm of her chair, swished once.

“Hot water,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“The fox did something to the generator.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Smart.” She took another bite of jerky. “Your ribs?”

“Healing.”

“My arm.”

“Let me check after breakfast.”

She held the arm out. I examined the bandage — clean, no bleed-through. The underlying wound was healing on monster girl schedule, which was approximately three times human rate. Two more days and the stitches could come out.

“Looks good.”

“Told you.”

“You told me you were fine when you had two torn stitches and blood running to your fingertips.”

“And I was fine. I dropped four of them that day.”

“Incapacitated. Not killed.”

“Details.” But the amber eyes held a flicker of what might have been humor. She wasn’t smiling — Mika didn’t smile — but the absence of the scowl was, in its own way, a grin.

Suki arrived by falling from the ceiling.

Not literally — she dropped from the roof access through the hallway hatch, landing on the clinic floor with the weightless, soundless grace that made physics feel optional. She was wearing what appeared to be the remnants of a silk scarf wrapped as a top, combined with the shortest possible configuration of scavenged fabric as a bottom. The outfit was maximally impractical and maximally effective — the tiny frame, every curve amplified by her scale, the porcelain skin glowing with restored luminescence. She looked like she’d been designed by an artist who’d been specifically instructed to test the structural limits of clothing.

“Good morning, my beautiful compound,” she announced, hopping onto the counter. Her preferred elevation. The tails fanned out behind her, russet-red and magnificent, brushing the cabinet doors in lazy arcs. “I smell food. I smell good food. I smell—”

She reached for Mika’s plate.

The speed of it was impressive — the small hand darting across the table, the fingers closing on a piece of jerky with the precision of a pickpocket. But Mika was faster. Her hand snapped out and caught Suki’s wrist, claws half-extending on reflex, and the two of them locked in a momentary standoff — fox grinning, cat scowling, the jerky suspended between them.

“Mine,” Mika said.

“Sharing is caring.”

“I don’t care.”

“You care about so many things now. It’s adorable.”

Mika’s ears flattened. The claws extended another fraction. Suki’s grin widened. The tension vibrated between them like a plucked string.

Then Hana laughed.

It was soft, almost a giggle, muffled behind her hand — the sound of someone watching two dangerous creatures argue over dried meat and finding it delightful instead of terrifying. Her foot thumped rapidly against the floor in the happy, involuntary rhythm that she’d stopped trying to suppress.

Mika looked at Hana. The amber eyes softened by a fraction. The claws retracted.

She let go of Suki’s wrist.

Suki took the jerky, popped it in her mouth, and chewed with exaggerated satisfaction. “Delicious. Thank you.”

“I will end you,” Mika said. But the words lacked their usual edge, filed down by repetition and something neither of them would name.

Breakfast was the best meal the clinic had produced. Hana served rice with sauteed wild onions, fresh herbs, and the last of the dried mushrooms she’d been saving. She’d made chamomile tea with honey — actual honey, from a jar she’d found in a collapsed house during a foraging run and had been rationing with the careful economy of someone who understood the value of sweetness in a world that rationed it.

We ate together. All four. The table that Hana had made into a home — cloth covering, cushions, wildflower jar — held us without ceremony. Suki stole from Mika’s plate twice more, was caught both times, and the resulting swat-dodge-cackle cycle had become so ritualized that it felt less like conflict and more like call-and-response.

Hana watched it all with her brown eyes shining, her foot thumping in a contented rhythm, the lop ears perked to their maximum half-upright position. She ate slowly, savoring, the way someone eats when the food is their own creation and the audience’s pleasure is the seasoning.

After breakfast, I did the medical rounds.

This was new — a formal assessment, scheduled and structured. Compound doctor, conducting scheduled examinations. The shift from “guy with a medic kit” to “physician with patients” had happened gradually, and the morning rounds were the moment I acknowledged it.

Hana first. Her weight had improved significantly since arrival — the malnourished, hollow-eyed girl from the collapsed apartment building was gone, replaced by someone whose body was responding to consistent nutrition and safety. The voluptuous build that her genetics intended was filling out — curves that had been attenuated by starvation were returning, and the oversized shirts that had hung loosely were now straining. Her vitals were strong, her foraging had improved her physical conditioning, and the garden work had given her a visible musculature that lived underneath the softness.

“You’re healthy,” I told her. “Healthier than you’ve been since the transformation.”

Her foot thumped. She looked at her hands, then at me, and the expression on her face was complicated — pride and gratitude and a quiet astonishment that she’d survived long enough to be called healthy.

Mika next. Her original rib wounds — the ones that had brought her to the clinic — were fully healed. Silver scars, three parallel lines across her right side, the only evidence of the night she’d dragged herself through my gate. I traced them with my thumb — clinical assessment of scar tissue quality — and her breath caught. The scars were sensitive, she said. Not painful. Just… sensitive. She looked away when I touched them, and her ears did something I’d never seen — they angled downward, then back, the movement halfway between a flinch and a lean-in.

“Scars only,” I said. “Fully healed. The arm wound is tracking well — two more days for the stitches.”

“Good.” She flexed the arm. Tested the range. Nodded. “Full patrol tonight?”

“Light patrol tonight. Full patrol tomorrow.”

The tail twitched — a short, irritated snap. She accepted it with less resistance than usual, which told me either the arm still hurt more than she’d admit or the two nights of limited duty had reminded her that rest was an option that existed.

Suki last. The fox-fire reserves were at approximately ninety percent — my estimation based on the luminescence levels, her reported energy levels, and the fact that she’d managed to modify a generator this morning without collapsing afterward. Her temperature was back to the elevated fox-fire normal, her reflexes were sharp, and her skin glowed with a steady, healthy radiance.

“Full capacity?” I asked.

“Close enough to call it. Another day and I won’t be able to tell the difference.” She was perched on the exam table, her tails draped over either side, her legs swinging. The grin was present — the real one, warm and sharp — and those bright eyes tracked my examination with an interest that went beyond medical curiosity. “You’re very thorough, Doc.”

“That’s the job.”

“Mm.” She leaned back on her hands, the posture displaying the impossible geography of her small body with calculated efficiency. “Do all your patients get this level of personal attention?”

“All three of them.”

She laughed. The bright, genuine version — the one that had started appearing more frequently since the treatment room, since the rooftop, since the walls came down and the performing Suki and the real Suki began to merge. “Lucky us.”

I walked the perimeter after the examinations.

The compound was, objectively, impressive.

The fence was solid on all sides — Mika’s rebuilt sections were visibly stronger than the originals, the wire gleaming, the posts deep and firm. The gate had a crossbar and bolt system that could withstand a battering ram. The spike traps were repositioned and camouflaged, covering the high-risk approach corridors. The fox-fire sensory network hummed silently in the soil, twenty-seven nodes monitoring a three-hundred-yard radius for any approach.

The garden was producing. Hana’s herb beds stretched along the south and east fence, the chamomile and yarrow and plantain growing in organized rows, the new vegetable beds showing the first signs of actual produce. The irrigation system — PVC pipe from the hardware run, gravity-fed from the rain collection tank — kept everything watered without daily manual intervention.

The clinic building itself was patched and reinforced. The broken west window had been boarded with better plywood, screwed rather than nailed. The treatment room was reorganized, the triage station permanent. The sleeping areas had expanded — Hana’s nest, Mika’s corner (near an exit, always), and the spot on the roof that was Suki’s by default and usage.

I stood in the center of the compound and saw it whole. Not a triage station. Not a temporary shelter. A home. Defensible, sustainable, growing. A place where four people had built something from nothing and defended it against a force that should have overwhelmed them.

The evening settled over the compound like a blanket.

All four of us ended up on the porch. Not by plan — by gravity. Hana came out first, carrying cushions from the common area and arranging them on the porch boards with the nesting instinct that transformed every surface she touched. Mika appeared on the railing, having completed her first full patrol since the battle, her silhouette sharp against the breach-glow sky. Suki hung fox-fire lanterns from the porch overhang — warm amber, steady, casting a gentle light that turned the porch into an island of warmth in the wasteland darkness.

I brought the coffee. Terrible, instant, the last of the jar from the pharmacy run. But it was hot, and I’d made four cups.

We sat. Hana on the cushions, her back against the clinic wall, bare feet tucked under her. Mika on the railing, one boot up, blade within reach, ears scanning the perimeter even as the rest of her relaxed by degrees. Suki on the porch steps, tails fanned behind her, fox-fire warming the air. Me on the old wooden chair that had been on this porch since before the breach, the coffee steaming in my hands.

The wasteland stretched beyond the fence. Dark, vast, the breach glow painting the eastern horizon with its sick amber light. Feral creatures howled in the distance — the eerie, wrong-pitched calls of six-legged things claiming territory. The sound should have been threatening. It was, technically. But on the porch, with fox-fire lanterns and cushions and the smell of Hana’s garden, it was background noise. The sound of a world that existed outside the fence, separate from the world we’d built inside it.

Suki created fox-fire shapes in the air — tiny, intricate, beautiful. A bird that flew in circles around Hana’s head and landed on her ear, making the lop ears twitch. A miniature version of the clinic, complete with a tiny Mika patrolling a tiny fence. A constellation of stars that didn’t exist, arranged in a pattern that Suki said was from a sky she’d seen in a world that no longer existed.

Hana watched with wide, shining eyes. Her foot thumped gently — the happy, contented thumping that had replaced the nervous, involuntary version. She was warm and safe and fed and surrounded by people who’d fought for her, and the simple miracle of that was written in every line of her body.

Mika watched the shapes from the railing, her amber eyes reflecting the fox-fire. She didn’t comment. But she didn’t leave. And when the miniature version of her appeared, patrolling the miniature fence, the very smallest twitch happened at the corner of her mouth.

The moment came without ceremony.

Hana set her tea cup down. She looked at the porch, the lanterns, the people. She looked at the garden through the fence — the herb beds, the irrigation, the seedlings she’d coaxed from bare soil. She looked at the clinic behind us — the patched walls, the lit windows, the treatment room where wounds were healed and trust was earned.

“I’m home,” she said.

The words fell into the evening like a stone into a still pond. Ripples spread.

Suki’s tails shifted. One of them — the left, always the more expressive — extended slowly across the cushions and settled over Hana’s shoulders. A warm, furry weight, the white tip resting against Hana’s collarbone. The gesture was gentle and unhurried, and Suki didn’t narrate it or perform it or wrap it in a joke. She just did it.

Hana leaned into the tail. Her eyes glistened.

Mika didn’t move from the railing. Didn’t leave. Didn’t speak. She sat in her guard position with her blade within reach and the perimeter in her ears and the word “home” settling into the space behind her ribs where she kept the things she’d never say out loud.

The silence held for a long time. Not empty. Complete.

Hana went inside first, taking the cushions with her in an armload that left her lop ears poking above the pile. Mika followed — not to the perimeter, but inside, to the corner she slept in, the one near the exit. She paused in the doorway and looked back at the porch, at me, at Suki. Her ears angled forward — an acknowledgment, a goodnight, a communication more eloquent than words.

Then she was gone, and the porch held two.

Suki didn’t leave.

She sat on the steps, tails curled around her knees, the fox-fire lanterns casting amber light over her porcelain skin. The glow was steady — warm, hearth-like, the intimate version of the fox-fire that she reserved for moments that mattered. Her russet-red hair caught the light and held it, and her eyes reflected the lanterns with a depth that was old and young simultaneously.

She was quiet. Not performing quiet, not contemplative quiet, not the shattering silence of the treatment room when the mask crashed. This was… peaceful. The silence of someone who was exactly where she wanted to be and had no need to fill the space with anything other than presence.

I stayed because I recognized it. Stayed because leaving would have been wrong.

“I haven’t had a porch in four hundred years,” she said.

The words were almost identical to what she’d said on the rooftop before the battle. But the tone was different. The rooftop version had been tinged with fear — the terror of caring again, the cost of attachment. This version was quieter. Settled. She’d already made the decision. The fear was still there, but it had been outweighed.

She turned her face up and looked at me. The amber eyes were open — not the calculated performance-opening, not the stripped-raw vulnerability of the treatment room. Just open. The way eyes are open when the person behind them has stopped checking what’s safe to show and started just… showing.

She kissed me.

Soft. Her small hand found the side of my face, fingers tracing my jaw, and her lips pressed against mine with a gentleness that had nothing to do with technique and everything to do with intention. The kiss was a sentence: I’m staying. The period was the way her tails wrapped around my waist before her arms did, warm fur settling against my skin with the intentional, conscious contact of someone who had decided, this time, to go first.

I kissed her back. Held her face in my hands, my scarred fingers against the cool smoothness of her porcelain skin, and took my time. No rush. The porch was ours and the night was long and the only audience was the fox-fire lanterns that swayed gently in the evening breeze.

She pulled me down.

Onto the porch cushions that Hana had left, the soft padding that turned the wooden boards into something approaching comfort. She lay back, her russet-red hair spreading across the fabric, her tails fanning out on either side, and reached for me with an expression that was entirely free of performance.

The grin was gone, the theatrical positioning abandoned, the choreographed display unnecessary. Just a small, luminous woman on a porch in the wasteland, looking up at me with eyes that said: I want this to be real. Again. Still.

The fox-fire dimmed to a warm amber glow — the lanterns responding to her mood, turning the porch into a cave of golden light. Her skin took on a honeyed quality, warmed from within, the luminescence pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

I undressed her slowly. The scarf-top unwound in my hands, revealing the full curves that her petite frame made dramatic — round breasts, heavy for her size, the nipples flushing golden-pink in that distinctly otherworldly way. The skirt-equivalent slipped down over wider-than-expected hips, past smooth porcelain thighs, and she lay naked on the porch cushions in the fox-fire glow, looking like something from a myth that had decided to become mortal for one night.

I stripped my own shirt. She watched, and the watching was different from the first time in the treatment room — no cataloguing, no tactical assessment. Just looking. Her warm gaze tracing my chest, my arms, the scars, with an expression of quiet appreciation that was more intimate than any of the theatrical heat she’d deployed before.

Her tails reached for me. Both of them, extending from where they lay, curling around my waist. She pulled me down against her, and the contact of skin — her supernatural warmth against my work-roughened body — drew a sigh from her that was entirely real.

She took my hand. Lifted it, deliberate and unhurried, and placed it on her tail. The gesture was precise — my palm against the warm fur at the base, where the russet-red was deepest and the sensitivity was greatest.

Her breath caught. The amber eyes held mine — wide, vulnerable, certain. She’d decided. This was her choosing the thing that terrified her, pulling my hand to the place she’d always guarded, offering the vulnerability instead of being ambushed by it.

“There,” she whispered. Simple. Ready.

I traced my hand down one tail, from base to tip. Slow, deliberate, the same measured touch I brought to wound assessment — but the intent was different, and she felt the difference. Her body arched, the compact curves pressing against me, and the sound she made was a gasp — real, not performed, but this time she didn’t fight it. She let the gasp exist, let it fill the porch, let me hear exactly what the touch did to her.

“Oh,” she whispered. Her eyes stayed open. “There. Yes.”

I entered her with the same unhurried deliberation, pressing into the slick, supernatural heat of her body one slow inch at a time. The fox-fire warmth inside her was extraordinary — hotter than human, hotter than Mika’s predator metabolism, a molten, silken grip that surrounded my cock in pulsing waves. She exhaled as I filled her, the breath shaking, her small body opening around me with a yielding softness that contradicted every sharp edge of her personality. Her legs wrapped around me — porcelain, glowing, stronger than they looked. Her tails tightened at my waist, the dual pressure warm and possessive, fur against bare skin, and the fox-fire on her skin pulsed with each stroke — not the uncontrolled flare of the treatment room, not the steady candle of the rooftop. Something between. A responsive, living light that mapped our rhythm on her body, brightening when I pressed deep and dimming on the slow withdrawal.

She kept her eyes open. Looking at me. Looking at us. The amber irises were soft, warm, the vertical pupils dilated in the lantern light. No mask. No grin. Nothing between her face and her feelings. Her hips moved with mine in a rolling, unhurried rhythm, each motion taking me deep, her tight walls clenching around my shaft in slow pulses that matched her breathing.

I stroked both tails simultaneously as I moved inside her — my free hand running base to tip along the nearer tail while the motion of my body pressed us together, the grind at the base of each stroke pressing against her clit. She arched into me with a sound that dissolved into something unexpected.

She laughed.

Not the bright, performative cackle. Not the quiet, surprised sound from the wasteland walk. A genuine, startled, delighted laugh — the sound of an ancient trickster discovering that pleasure could exist without performance, that intimacy could be fun without being a show, that the body she’d used as a stage for longer than civilizations lasted could simply… enjoy.

“Oh,” she said, laughing, her hands on my shoulders, her eyes bright with surprise. “Oh, that’s — I didn’t expect —” Another laugh, trailing into a moan as a deeper thrust hit the spot that made her toes curl, the sounds mixing in a way that was irresistibly genuine. The fox-fire flickered warm in response, the lanterns swaying, the porch bathed in amber. “I actually like this.”

Not the sex. The being known.

The laughter became part of the rhythm — small, breathless sounds of surprised joy that punctuated the slower, deeper sounds of pleasure. The wet, intimate sounds of my cock sliding in and out of her, the quiet impact of our hips meeting, the soft creak of the porch beneath us — all of it woven together with her laughter into something that felt less like sex and more like a conversation neither of us had known how to start. She pulled me closer, tails tightening, and her face pressed against my neck, and I could feel her smiling against my skin. Her inner walls fluttered around me — not the crushing grip of her uncontrolled moments but a lighter, warmer sensation, her body responding to the happiness as much as the stimulation.

“More,” she whispered, and the word was different from every other time she’d said it. Not demanding. Not performing. Asking. From a place that was honest and happy and terrified of both.

I gave her more. Slow, deep, the fox-fire pulse matching our rhythm, the porch cushions soft beneath us and the lanterns warm above and the night air cool against our sweat-damp skin. I shifted the angle, pressing her thigh wider with one hand, and the deeper penetration drew a sound from her that was half-gasp, half-moan — genuine, ungoverned, the sound of a body being reached in a place it had forgotten existed. She responded with her whole body — the soft weight of her against me, the wrapping tails, the warm breath, the real sounds of real pleasure from someone who was learning, moment by moment, what intimacy felt like without the costume. Her petite body rocked beneath mine, the full breasts pressed between us, her nipples flushed golden-pink and sensitive enough that each brush against my chest made her breath catch.

She came quietly. No silence — not the staggering going-quiet of the treatment room. This was just… gentle. A soft cry against my throat, her body tightening around me in warm, rolling waves, the contractions rippling along my length in slow pulses that were less an explosion and more a tide coming in. The tails squeezed hard enough to leave marks, and the fox-fire flared to a warm, steady, sunset amber that turned the porch into a painting. I followed — the gentle clenching of her body drawing my release from me in long, deep pulses that I felt all the way to my spine. She made a small, satisfied sound when she felt me come inside her, her hips pressing up to take me deeper, her tails holding me against her body as if she could make the moment last by sheer force of will.

We lay on the porch cushions. Her body curled against mine, her compact frame fitting into the curve of my arm like it had been designed for the space. Her tails wrapped around me — both, warm, deliberate. Her cheek rested on my chest, and the fox-fire lanterns continued to glow above us, steady and warm.

The jokes and the mask and the performance she’d used to bridge the gap between the moment and the fear of the moment — all of it set aside.

She hummed something. A melody, old and simple, the kind of thing that survived not because it was complex but because it was true. The notes drifted through the fox-fire glow, mixing with the distant howls of the wasteland and the closer sounds of the compound at rest.

“What song is that?” I asked.

“I don’t remember. I think I learned it in a century I’ve mostly forgotten. It might have been a lullaby.” She paused. “Or a drinking song. The two were often interchangeable.”

I held her. Her skin was warm against my arm, the residual fox-fire glow illuminating the curve of her cheek and the red-gold of her hair. Her tails stayed wrapped, her breathing slowed, and the humming faded into the steady, deep rhythm of someone approaching sleep without resistance.

“Doc?” she murmured.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t need the roof tonight.”

“Okay.”

I felt her mouth curve against my ribs — not a grin, a smile. The difference was a porch with cushions and a word she’d heard a bunnygirl say that had cracked something open in a place she thought she’d sealed shut.

Home.

She fell asleep on the porch with me. I closed my eyes, and the fox-fire lanterns burned until dawn.


Chapter 18: New Patient

Mika saw it first.

She was on the morning patrol — fully restored, arm healed to silver scar, the stitches removed the previous day. She moved through the perimeter circuit with the fluid, silent grace that had become as much a part of the compound’s rhythm as Hana’s thumping or Suki’s narration. Boots on hard ground, ears scanning, claws at rest, the predator doing what predators did — watching for things that didn’t belong.

The thing that didn’t belong was falling from the sky.

“Ryder!” Her voice carried from the east fence, sharp and urgent but controlled — the tone she used when the threat was real but not imminent. “Movement. Aerial. Coming down fast.”

I was on the porch with my coffee, doing the morning inventory that had become as habitual as breathing. The notebook was open, the pen in my hand, the list half-completed: generator fuel for eight days, antibiotics restocked from the pharmacy haul, yarrow clotting agents at full supply, suture material adequate for six procedures.

I set the notebook down and moved.

At the east fence, Mika was pointing skyward. Her amber eyes were wide, the pupils constricted against the morning sun, tracking something that was descending from the breach-haze sky with a trajectory that was wrong for a bird and wrong for debris and wrong for anything I had a category for.

It was a figure. Humanoid, or close to it — the proportions were right, the basic body shape recognizable. But the arms were wrong. They extended outward and spread into something massive, something that caught the air and the light, something that should have been providing lift but wasn’t.

Wings. Enormous feathered wings, one extended and angled for a glide, the other —

The other was shattered.

Even from three hundred yards and closing, I could see it. The left wing spread wide, feathers catching the morning light in shades of tawny brown and gold. The right wing was a ruin. The long bones — the avian equivalent of a forearm and hand, the struts that gave a wing its structure — were broken in at least two places, the feathers askew, the limb hanging at angles that made me wince from medical instinct alone. The figure was spinning, the functional wing providing partial stabilization that the broken one could not match, creating a spiral descent that was slowing the fall but not controlling it.

She was going to crash.

“Medical kit,” I said to Mika. “Now.”

Mika was gone before the second word landed. I watched the figure descend — two hundred yards, a hundred and fifty, the spiral tightening as the good wing fought a losing battle against gravity and asymmetry. She hit the scrubland beyond the fence at an angle, and the impact threw up a cloud of dust and scrub vegetation, the sound reaching me a second later — a heavy, meaty thud followed by the sharp snap of something breaking that had already been broken.

I was through the gate and running before the dust settled.

My knee protested — it always protested during sudden sprints, the old injury sending lances of hot complaint up my thigh — but I compensated automatically, favoring the leg without slowing, the pry bar in one hand and the medical kit already on my hip. Behind me, I heard Hana’s voice from the porch — “What happened? What was—” — and then Mika’s clipped response: “Incoming patient. Stay at the triage station.”

The figure lay in a shallow crater of compressed scrub, twenty yards beyond the east fence. Dust drifted in the morning air. I approached cautiously — not because I expected hostility but because you never knew what state a crash victim would be in, and monster girl physiology had taught me that trauma responses could be unpredictable.

She was a harpy.

The word was the closest approximation, though like every monster girl designation, it simplified something far more complex. She was humanoid — torso, legs, a face framed by windswept feathers instead of hair. But her arms transitioned, seamlessly, at the elbow into the wing structures. Not replacements — evolutions. The upper arms were human in proportion and musculature, and from the elbow outward, the bones lengthened and flattened and the skin gave way to feathers, creating wings with a span that must have been twelve feet when fully extended.

The left wing was stretched out behind her, tawny feathers splayed across the scrub, beautiful and functional. The right wing was a trauma case.

I knelt beside her and went to work.

Vitals first. She was unconscious — the crash impact or pre-existing trauma, or both. Pulse: rapid, thready, the racing heart of a body in shock. Breathing: shallow, fast, the pattern of someone whose respiratory system was compromised by pain. Temperature: elevated — I’d learned that monster girl baselines ran hotter than human, and the avian variant seemed even more so, the skin under my fingers almost feverish.

The right wing was the primary injury. I examined it with the care of a man who’d never treated avian bones but had treated everything else. The structure was analogous to a human arm — humerus, radius, ulna — but elongated and modified for flight. The humerus was intact, but both the radius and ulna were fractured — the radius in a clean break, the ulna in a comminuted fracture that had produced at least three fragments I could palpate through the skin and feathers. Compound fracture on the ulna, with a bone fragment threatening to breach the skin.

This was bad. In a hospital with imaging and surgical tools, it would be a complex orthopedic case. In a veterinary clinic with field supplies, it was going to be the hardest thing I’d done since the breach.

“Mika,” I said. She was there — of course she was, she’d followed me out. She stood over us, scanning the perimeter, claws half-extended, ears tracking every sound. Guardian protocol. “Help me carry her. Stabilize the right wing — support it from underneath, don’t let it shift.”

“Understood.” Her hands slid under the injured wing with surprising gentleness — the same hands that had dropped four Jackals held the broken bones with the care of someone who understood fragility from the inside.

Between us, we lifted the harpy. She was lighter than she looked — the avian modifications had apparently adjusted her skeletal structure, reducing bone density in exchange for the hollow, lightweight architecture that flight demanded. It made her easier to carry and the fractures more dangerous — hollow bones were more prone to splintering, and the fragments could do internal damage that solid bones wouldn’t.

We carried her through the gate and into the compound. Hana was at the clinic door, holding it open. Her brown eyes were huge as she took in the harpy — the wings, the feathers, the damage — but her body was in motion before her brain finished processing. She turned and moved to the treatment room, and by the time we laid the harpy on the exam table, the triage station was ready. Bandages, antiseptic, suture kits, splinting material. Everything in its place, accessible, organized.

Hana had set it up. My layout, her refinement.

“Saline solution,” I said. “And the broad-spectrum antibiotics.”

Hana moved. Quick, purposeful, the trembling in her hands a remnant rather than a limitation. She found the supplies by memory, handed them to me in the correct order, and positioned herself at the foot of the table to monitor the patient’s vitals. Her foot thumped once — soft, nervous — then stilled as she focused.

Suki appeared in the doorway. The grin was absent. Her amber eyes were fixed on the harpy, and the expression on her face was one I hadn’t seen before — recognition, concern, and a complicated emotion that lived somewhere between knowledge and grief.

“You know her,” I said. Not a question.

“No.” Suki’s voice was quiet. The performance was nowhere in evidence. “I don’t know her. But I know what did that to her. And I know why she fell.”

“Later. Right now she’s a patient.”

Suki nodded. She stepped back to the doorway but didn’t leave. Her tails were still, her ears forward, and the fox-fire luminescence under her skin flickered in a pattern I hadn’t seen before — rapid, agitated, the kitsune equivalent of a racing pulse.

She knew something. About this harpy, or about what had shattered her wing, or about the larger pattern of events that had been escalating since the breach. It was a story for another time. Right now, I had a patient.

I started the treatment.

The saline IV went into a vein in her uninjured left arm — the human portion, above the wing transition. The anatomy was challenging but the vein was accessible, and the fluid would address the shock and dehydration that the crash and the pre-existing injuries had produced. I administered the antibiotics intramuscularly — the open wound on the ulna fracture was contaminated with dirt and vegetation from the crash site, and infection was a certainty if I didn’t get ahead of it.

Then I turned to the wing.

The feathers needed to come off the injury site. I trimmed them carefully with the surgical scissors, exposing the skin underneath — pale, thin, stretched over bones that were visible in outline beneath the surface. The compound fracture site was angry — swollen, bruised, the ulna fragment pressing outward against the skin in a tent that threatened to rupture.

I cleaned the site. Flushed it with saline, debrided the visible contamination, applied antiseptic. The open wound from the comminuted fracture needed careful handling — the bone fragments were small and sharp, and any movement risked driving them into the surrounding tissue.

Splinting avian bones was new territory. But broken bones were broken bones. The principles were the same whether the patient was human, canine, feline, or avian: align the fracture, stabilize the segments, immobilize the joint. The execution differed based on anatomy, and the anatomy here was unfamiliar but logical.

I built a splint from the materials Hana had staged — PVC pipe sections from the hardware haul, cut to length, padded with gauze and bandage material. The radius fracture was a clean break that aligned readily — I set it with a controlled manipulation that would have been easier with imaging guidance but was achievable through palpation and the structural feedback of the bone itself. The ulna was harder. The fragments needed to be coaxed into approximate alignment, the compound wound site cleaned and closed, and the entire assembly immobilized in a position that would allow healing without fusion in a flight-prohibiting angle.

I worked for ninety minutes. My hands were steady — they were always steady during treatment, the one constant in a life that had been anything but. The suturing was fine work, smaller gauge than I’d used on any of the girls, the avian skin thinner and more delicate. I placed each stitch with the care of a man who understood that this wing was not just a limb — it was the patient’s primary means of survival, her method of transportation, her identity. A wing that healed wrong was a wing that never flew. And a harpy that never flew was a harpy that died, slowly, on the ground.

Hana handed me instruments as I needed them. She’d been watching my hands for weeks, learning the rhythm and the sequence, and her anticipation was accurate more often than not — the correct instrument appearing in my peripheral vision before I asked for it. Her foot thumped occasionally, the nervous rhythm of a woman who was scared of what was happening but doing her job anyway.

Mika stood at the door. Guard position, scanning the perimeter through the clinic’s windows, claws at rest but ready. She’d established the security protocol automatically — new arrival meant potential threat, and until the compound’s safety was confirmed, the enforcer was on active duty. But her ears tracked the treatment sounds, and once — when I set the ulna fracture and the harpy made an unconscious sound of pain — those ears flattened with something that looked very much like sympathy.

Suki stayed in the hallway. She’d produced a fox-fire concealment screen around the clinic — I could feel the shimmer of it through the window, the compound’s signature masked from external observation. She was working silently, conserving words, the fox-fire flickering beneath her skin with the rapid, agitated pulse that said she was thinking hard about something she hadn’t shared yet.

The radius fracture was set and stabilized, the compound wound on the ulna closed and sutured, the initial splint bracing the worst of the damage. But the full splint assembly was only half built — I still needed to secure the secondary support along the wing’s trailing edge and immobilize the joint where the avian structure met the human arm. The healing process would be long. Weeks, minimum. The comminuted fracture needed time to consolidate the fragments. The compound wound needed to close. The feathers over the injury site would grow back slowly, and the full range of motion that flight demanded might take months to recover.

She’d be here a while.

I cleaned my hands and flexed them. Scarred, calloused, the evidence of years of field work and fence repair and suturing and survival. Steady. Ready for the next stage.

Through the treatment room window, I could see the compound. The garden, green and growing under Hana’s care. The fence, solid and gleaming under Mika’s construction. The fox-fire lanterns on the porch, glowing warm amber in the morning light. The wildflower jar on the kitchen table, visible through the common area window, purple and yellow blossoms bright against the rough wood.

Mika at the door, watching the approaches. Hana beside me, handing me a towel, her brown eyes wide and awed by the procedure she’d just assisted. Suki in the hallway, maintaining the concealment screen, her amber eyes meeting mine through the doorway with an expression that promised a long conversation on the roof tonight.

Six months ago, I was alone. The clinic was a bare-bones triage station with boarded windows and a rain collection system and a medic who ate alone and spoke to nobody and wrote daily logs that nobody would ever read. The word “population” in my notebook was followed by a number that never changed: one.

Now I had a compound. A community. Three women who’d come through my door — injured, starving, scheming — and stayed because what they found here was worth staying for.

And now a fourth patient. A harpy with broken wings, unconscious on the exam table, beginning a recovery that would bind her to this compound for weeks.

The Jackals would be back. The breach was still growing. And the clinic was stronger than it had been yesterday — but a settlement in progress needed things that a lone survivor didn’t.

I dried my hands. Hung the towel on its hook. Checked the harpy’s vitals one more time — pulse steadying, breathing deepening, the shock receding under the influence of fluids and warmth and the absence of further trauma. She’d wake eventually. She’d be confused, frightened, in pain. She’d find herself in a veterinary clinic with a bandaged wing and a splint made from PVC pipe and a medic who’d never treated avian bones before but had figured it out because that’s what he did.

She’d find a compound full of people who’d been where she was. Hurt, alone, and desperate for somewhere that held.

Hana appeared at my elbow with a fresh cup of coffee. Hot — the generator modification was holding. She put it in my hands and her fingers brushed mine, warm and deliberate, the contact a conversation in a language we’d been speaking for weeks.

“She’ll be okay?” Hana asked, looking at the harpy.

“The wing will heal. Long recovery. She’ll need support.”

Hana nodded. Her brown eyes moved from the harpy to the treatment room, assessing with the instinct of a nester: where would the new resident sleep? What would she eat? How could the spaces be reorganized to accommodate someone with wings? The practical calculations were already running behind those wide, warm eyes.

Her foot thumped once. Steady, purposeful.

“I’ll make space,” she said.

From the doorway, Mika grunted. It was an eloquent grunt — the kind that communicated acceptance of the new situation, acknowledgment of the additional security protocols required, and a gruff willingness to adjust the patrol routes. She looked at the harpy on the table, at the enormous tawny wing that extended off the table’s edge, at the smaller, broken wing in its PVC splint.

“She’s going to need a bigger room,” Mika said. Her gaze tracked to mine. “And a perch. When she’s mobile.”

“We’ll build one,” I said.

Mika nodded. Her ears angled forward — the quiet acknowledgment of a predator who’d accepted a new member to the territory. She turned and headed for the perimeter, and the last thing I saw was the confident, silent stride of a guardian who had more to guard and intended to do it well.

Suki remained in the hallway. The concealment screen was stable now, the fox-fire burning at a sustainable level. She leaned against the wall, arms crossed, tails still behind her, and regarded me with those amber eyes that knew things she hadn’t shared yet.

“We need to talk,” she said. “About her. About why she fell. About what’s changing.”

“Tonight. Roof.”

“Tonight.” She paused. “It’s getting bigger, Doc. The breach. The thing behind it. Whatever brought her down — it’s part of the pattern.”

“I know.”

“And you’re going to deal with it the same way you deal with everything.”

“One patient at a time.”

She smiled. Not the grin — the real smile, the one that reached her eyes and warmed the amber to honey. “I know.”

She turned and walked toward the roof access, her bare feet silent on the floor, the tails trailing behind her. At the hatch, she paused and looked back.

“You’ve got a full house, Doc,” she said. An old knowing in her voice, a recognition of patterns she’d seen before in villages and settlements and communities that held because people chose to hold them. “Better get used to it.”

She disappeared upward. The hatch closed. The fox-fire on the porch flickered once, bright and warm.

I stood in the treatment room. Coffee in one hand. The harpy breathing steadily on the table, the IV dripping, the initial splint bracing the worst of the damage. Through the window: the garden, the fence, the wasteland. Mika’s silhouette at the perimeter. Hana already moving through the common area, rearranging furniture with the purposeful energy of a nester who’d just received a new project. Suki’s ambient glow on the roof, the fox-fire concealment screen humming in the soil.

Now I had more than I’d ever planned for.

Now I was the medic at the center of a compound that was growing, a community that was forming, a home that four people had built from the wreckage of the world and defended with everything they had. The threats were real. The breach was growing. Pike was planning. The future was uncertain in ways that made the daily concerns of fence repair and food supply seem quaint.

But the clinic was standing. The team was proven. The patients were healing. And on the exam table, a new pair of wings waited to be mended.

I turned back to the harpy. The secondary splint support still needed to be built and secured — the trailing edge of the wing unsupported, the joint between avian and human anatomy still unbraced. The work ahead was delicate, precise, another hour of steady hands and patient attention.

Hana appeared at my side. She’d been in the supply room — I heard the quiet, purposeful sounds of her moving through the inventory. She held out the next piece of PVC pipe, cut to the length I needed, padded and ready. Her brown eyes were steady. Her foot thumped once against the treatment room floor.

Population: five.

I took the splint from her hands and got to work.


Thank you for reading!
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