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Chapter 1: The Pull

The pen clicked when I uncapped it.

A small, precise, machined sound. Rika had rebuilt the cap spring three times to get it, and every morning I pretended I did not wait for it.

I wrote the date in the journal. The line I’d been writing some version of since the day I was alone in a cinder-block building counting antibiotics.

Population: four settlements and a marches. Doors: one. Status: getting ready to go back for them.

I watched the last sentence longer than I needed to. A moment later, I capped the pen. Click. I did not smile about it. Nobody was watching, and I still did not.

Morning rounds took two hours now. They used to take twenty minutes and a walk along a fence.



The forge was already hot when I reached the workshop.

Imara stood at the fire with her sleeves pushed back and her scale-seams glowing a steady banked orange along her forearms, feeding heat into the coals by hand. No fuel. Just her. The air around her shimmered as air shimmers over a summer road, and the workshop smelled of hot metal, woodsmoke, and the dry scorched-sugar note that was hers.

Rika stood on an upturned crate beside her, because otherwise she couldn’t see into the crucible. Four foot nine of green-skinned focus, choppy dark-green hair tied back with a twist of wire, her chest wrap already smudged black. A pair of tongs in one hand. A glare in both eyes.

“You’re late,” she said without turning.

“I’m the doctor. I’m on rounds.”

“Round yourself over here and look at my coil.”

The Mark Three sat on the bench under a tarp that had been folded back in a patient’s-sheet fold. It looked, as promised, hideous: the Mark Two’s scrap-steel breadbox housing, heavier now, with the guts of a captured Enclave suppressor tower bolted into its side. And in the middle of all that ugliness, a thing that wasn’t ugly at all. A coil of fine silver-white thread, wound tight around a steel core, a gleaming spool of frost.

Kira’s silk. The listening coil.

“It hears them,” Rika said. Her ears were pitched forward, the pointed tips twitching. “The suppressor’s note. That’s the whole trick. The Mark Two needed a dragon to feel the note and point it. This one listens for itself. I wound the pickup off the dead tower’s guts. Mark Three eats their homework.”

“And it works.”

“It will work.” She tapped the core with the tongs. “It needs one weld. Right here. The core has to sit at a heat that doesn’t drift for an hour while the silk sets, or the whole winding goes brittle and I’ve wasted four of Kira’s spools.”

“And only Imara can hold a heat steady for an hour.”

“Only Imara can hold a heat steady for an hour,” Rika agreed, “and every single day something more urgent than an hour happens to Imara.”

Imara did not look up from the fire. “Yesterday it was the dairy wagon axle. The day before, a cracked pot in the Recovery House plans.” Her voice was low and smoky, the chest-rumble underneath it. “Today it will be something.”

“Today it will not be something,” Rika said. “Today I have the dragon.”

A thread of smoke curled from the corner of Imara’s mouth. Her heavy tail shifted on the floor behind her. That was either amusement or doubt, and with Imara it was usually both.

I left them to it. A good engineer and a good fire, arguing. The compound had run on worse.



The gate board had a new column on it.

Cassia stood in front of it with chalk dust up to her elbows, sleeves rolled, chestnut hair tied back in a loose knot with cream-white streaks escaping around her downy cow ears. Her tufted tail swayed behind her in the measured rhythm that meant she was doing sums and liked the answer.

The column said ARMY across the top in her careful capitals. Underneath: loads, wagons, days, mouths.

“You’re provisioning a war,” I said.

“I’m provisioning a very large dinner that walks,” she said. “It’s the same arithmetic. It just argues more.” She looked at me, warm hazel-amber eyes steady, and her ears flicked forward. “Karga’s sworn eat enough for a harvest crew. Bess sent me their numbers. I’ve already doubled the bread.”

“Tripled,” said Hana, from the clinic door, with a basket of clean bandages on her hip.

“Tripled,” Cassia agreed, and wrote it.

Hana crossed the yard to me, bare feet quiet on the packed earth, honey-gold hair loose down her back and her oversized shirt straining across her breasts as every shirt she owned strained. Her nose twitched as she came into range. Reading me. Reading whether I’d slept, whether I’d eaten, whether I was lying about either.

“You didn’t eat,” she said.

“I had coffee.”

“Coffee is a promise you make to breakfast.” She put a heel of bread in my hand. One foot thumped once against the ground, small and decisive. “Eat that before rounds or I tell Cassia.”

Cassia, without turning from the board: “I heard.”

I ate the bread.



The war room was the old reception office, and Lyra had covered one entire wall of it.

The Lattice. The fortress around it. Every corridor Imara remembered from seven months wired to its heart, every guard shift Vasquez could reconstruct from her grey-coat years, every hall the freed girls had been dragged through with sacks over their heads and still somehow counted the turns. Lyra had built it in charcoal and pinned string, a map of the worst place any of us had ever been.

She sat in front of it now with her iridescent wings folded close, moonstone eyes moving over the lines. The western moth-girl sat on the floor beside her chair, silent, wings clamped tight as Lyra’s had been once. They did not talk. They had no need to.

“Five towers,” Lyra said, without greeting me. Her voice was a dry, precise rasp. “Vasquez believes five. The garrison tripled since the orchard. The tunnel mouth is walled now. Hall-mounted nullifiers inside.” She touched a pin. “They learned. From us.”

“They learned doors can die,” I said.

“Yes.” Her antennae dipped. “So now they are building one that cannot.”

I watched the wall a while. At the chamber at the center of it, drawn as a rough circle of charcoal. The loom. The naga was in that circle. The deep ones. The girls I’d crouched in front of and apologized to, in a voice they might not have heard over the hum.

You hold on until I do.

I’d said that to a woman wired into a machine. I’d said it and I’d walked out.

Every morning since, some part of me did the arithmetic on how long a person could hold on to a sentence.



Karga came through the gate at noon, exactly three weeks to the day.

We heard her before we saw her. Nobody else on the western road had a voice with landslide force.

“MEDIC.”

The whole yard turned. Six foot four of carved ash-jade muscle came up the last rise at a walk that covered ground like weather, rust-red war-braid thick as a mooring line over one shoulder, mattock slung across her back, sleeveless work shirt already losing an argument with her arms. Two of her sworn trailed behind her with a pack mule and the long-suffering faces of people who had been told the day count out loud every morning for a week.

Karga halted at the gate. Planted her feet. Grinned, tusks catching the light.

“Three weeks,” she announced to the compound at large. “Bess counted. I counted. You owe me an hour, and I have come to collect it at gate volume so there is no confusion about the debt.”

From the roof, Suki leaned over the edge on her elbows, four russet tails fanned behind her in the noon sun. “Oh, that’s a nine. The approach was strong, the projection was magnificent, but she telegraphed the ending.”

Karga laughed. The laugh shook the gate. She put one hand on the gate latch to swing it open the rest of the way, laughter still shaking her shoulders, and the latch folded in her fist like wet cardboard.

Silence.

Karga watched her hand. Her gray-green cheeks darkened slate from the cheekbones down. Mortified.

In the workshop doorway, Rika did not look up from her tongs. She simply reached behind her, took the chalk off the nail, and made a mark on the slate hung beside the door. The slate said WARCHIEF across the top. The marks under it had been going since the orchard.

“Latch,” Rika said. “One. Plus labor.”

“I’ll pay,” Karga said.

“You’ll pay,” Rika agreed, “and I’ll enjoy it.”



The pull came at midday, three ways, all at once.

Suki first. We were eating on the porch, most of the household, the long table dragged out into the sun because the weather was good and nobody wanted to eat inside. Suki had a plate in one hand and a stolen strip of Mika’s dried venison in the other, and she was mid-cackle, dodging Mika’s swat.

Her tails moved.

All four of them. It wasn’t the lazy swish, not the fan. They swung east at once, stiff, as tall grass swings when the wind changes, and they stayed there. Pointing. Straining. Suki’s cackle cut off. She put the plate down very carefully.

“Well,” she said. “That’s rude.”

She tried to pull them back. I watched the effort in her shoulders. The tails came around a few inches and went east again, a compass needle fixed on north and would not be talked out of it. Fox-fire flickered along the white tips, uncontrolled, pale amber.

She gave up. She gathered all four tails in her arms, hugging the firewood bundle of tails to her chest, and held them there. She picked up her plate again and ate one-handed.

“Don’t,” she said to the table, before anyone could say anything. “I’m aware. It’s a look. I’m debuting it.”

Nobody laughed. That was worse than if they had.

Imara was next. She’d come out of the workshop with soot on her forearms, and she’d been lowering herself onto the end of the bench when she halted halfway. Froze. She crouched instead and put one clawed hand flat on the ground.

Her scale-seams darkened. Not banked. Dark.

“The note changed,” she said.

Mika’s ears came up and around. “Changed how?”

“Pitch. Speed.” Imara closed her molten eyes. When she spoke again her voice had gone very flat, the voice she’d had when we first found her. “They’re not recalibrating. When they recalibrate, it drops, then climbs, careful. This isn’t careful. They’re running everything they have at once.” A thread of smoke leaked out between her teeth. “That’s a burn. They’re burning the resonators. All of them. All at once.”

Nobody at the table moved.

Sylva spoke from the garden.

She stood barefoot between the beds with her toes sunk in the soil, dark-green hair heavy with half-open flowers, all-green eyes turned east. She hadn’t come to lunch. She rarely did, when the soil was saying something.

“The ground is tugging,” she said. Each word planted with care. “East. A hand tugging a rope. It pulls, and waits, and pulls again.”

“Harder than the orchard?” I asked.

“Different.” Her flowers closed a fraction. “The orchard tapped. This pulls.”

Karga was sitting at the far end of the bench with a mug of Cassia’s broth that had, miraculously, survived her. She set it down. Carefully. Both hands. Her pale steel-gray eyes went to me.

“My marches sent word before I left,” she said. The boom was gone. This was her quiet command voice, the one she used at war-tables. “The rubble over the western tear. The part we buried.” She turned the mug a quarter-turn. “Bess says it drew breath. Settles in the night. Lifts at dawn. A hand’s width. The rhythm of a sleeping animal.”

Four settlements. Three pulls. One direction.

I set my fork down.



After lunch I found Lyra and Neve at the second board.

Lyra called it the Pike board. It lived on the short wall of the war room, away from the Lattice map, as if it wasn’t allowed to touch it. The captured ledger from the junction sat open on the table underneath. Pins in empty country. Caches in places nobody fought over. Roads through land nobody wanted.

Except the pins had moved.

“Three caches drawn down since the new moon,” Lyra said. She touched them. “Courier reports from Faye and the quarry both. Fuel gone. Weapons gone. Tracks leading away.” She drew her finger along a line of string. East. “All of them east.”

Neve stood with her arms folded, wine-red hair falling over one shoulder, violet eyes half-lidded on the board. She wasn’t reading anyone. She was reading the shape, how she did with plans.

“Someone is gathering,” she said.

“For what?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” It cost her to say it. Neve hated not knowing a shape. “It’s orderly. It’s patient. It’s his.” Her slim tail curled once around her own ankle. “He’s moving the pieces toward the east at the same time the east starts screaming. I don’t believe in coincidence when it comes to that man.”

“Neither do I.”

“Then we’re agreed on something,” Neve said, “and I still can’t see what it’s for.”

I watched the pins. East. Everything was east today.



Fenna came in off the northern leg at three in the afternoon, flying wrong.

Yara spotted her before anyone else. Yara always saw them first. She came off the watchtower perch in a single tawny launch and shouted, raw and loud, the harpy scream that carried for miles: “FENNA’S HOT. CLEAR THE YARD.”

Fenna came over the north fence too low and too fast, wings beating in the short hard strokes of a flier who’d been pushing for hours. She flared at the last second and hit the yard talons-first, skidded, and went down on one wing. I heard the crack of a primary feather splitting against the packed earth.

I was running before she froze. So was Hana.

“I’m fine,” Fenna gasped, trying to sit up. Her smaller tawny wings were trembling at every joint. Her crests were flat to her skull. “I’m fine, it’s a feather, it’s nothing, I kept going, I couldn’t break off.”

“You split a primary,” I said, running my hands down the wing. Muscle tremor. Joints intact. Heart racing, but a flier’s heart races. “Did you stop at all?”

“Once. To drink.” She fumbled at the pouch strapped to her leg. Her talons were shaking too hard to work the buckle. Yara crouched beside her and did it for her, fast, and pressed the folded paper into my hand.

Kael’s straight print. No greeting.

Haven’s tear ripped wide three nights ago. It’s the width of a door now and it’s pulling. Delia held it until she fell. She’s on the floor of the tear room and she’s coming apart. Maren has capped it with crystal. Maren says she can hold days, not a week. We need the doctor. We need him now.

I read it twice.

I read the part that mattered a third time. She’s coming apart.

“How bad,” I said to Fenna. “Tell me what you saw.”

Fenna’s eyes were wet. “She’s… spread out. On the floor. Like water. She doesn’t look like her. Maren’s crystals are cracking. Kael hasn’t slept. The twins are standing guard on a hole in the wall.” She swallowed. “It’s pulling, Doc. The door. You can feel it in the yard. Like wind going the wrong way.”



The war council took eleven minutes.

The long table. Everyone who could reach it, and some who had to stand in the doorway. Vasquez in her place by the door. Briggs with his elbows on the table and his jaw set. Karga at the end, occupying two chairs’ worth of space without trying.

I did not make a speech. I laid Kael’s note on the table and said what I’d already figured out while Hana was splinting Fenna’s feather.

“The thing tearing Haven’s door is the same thing dragging Suki’s tails,” I said. “It’s the burn. Imara felt it. Sylva feels it. Karga’s rubble is breathing. They’re pulling the last knot so hard it’s yanking on every root the doors ever grew. Haven’s tear is one of those roots.”

Suki’s arms tightened around her tails. She did not argue.

“So a medical team goes north,” I said. “Now. Today. Delia’s dying on a floor and Maren’s cracking. That’s a patient and a patient’s second patient. That’s mine.”

“And the campaign?” Briggs said.

“Keeps building. Without me.” I looked down the table and found the one face I’d already decided on, and she knew it the second our eyes met, because her ears flattened. “Mika commands the army.”

The table fell quiet.

Mika’s tail lashed once, hard enough to thump the chair. “No.”

“Yes.”

“I’ve never commanded anything bigger than a perimeter.”

“You’ve commanded every perimeter we’ve ever had. The army’s a perimeter that walks.”

“I’ve never led anyone into a fight without you at my shoulder.” It came out rougher than she meant it to. Her claws were half out against the tabletop, scoring hair-thin lines in the wood. Her ears were pinned so flat they almost vanished into her hair. “Not once. Not since the clinic.”

“I know.” I did not soften it. She’d hate me for softening it. “That’s why it has to be you. You’re the only one I trust to build it. And I’m going to need it.”

She stared at me. Amber eyes, slit pupils, fierce and furious and afraid underneath. I held the look. That was all. I did not have a better argument than the truth, and she knew the truth when she heard it.

Down the table, Karga stood.

She did not boom. She turned to her two sworn in the doorway, the ones who’d walked three weeks behind her, and she spoke to them in the quiet command voice that made everyone listen harder.

“The cat speaks with my voice,” Karga said. “Tell Bess. Tell the band. Until I say otherwise, you follow her like you’d follow me.”

The two sworn straightened. “Warchief.”

Mika’s ears did the thing. Forward, back, sideways. The complicated, furious, grudging sequence that meant she’d lost an argument she had wanted, very badly, to lose.

“Fine,” she said. “Fine. But I’m not wearing a hat.”

“Nobody asked you to wear a hat,” Rika said.

“Somebody was going to.”



The teams sorted themselves as our teams always did now, by what each person was for.

North: me. Hana for triage. Suki, because she could feel the breach and patch it, and because I wasn’t leaving the most wanted woman in the wasteland anywhere I couldn’t see her. Imara, because she could read the loom’s note better than anyone alive. Neve for radar. Kira for silk. Karga for muscle. Yara for the sky and the courier line back.

Home and army: Mika in command. Rika for the Mark Three. Cassia for the larder. Sylva as the living wall. Briggs, Sera, Vasquez, Tessa, Lyra, the freed girls.

“I finish the weld without the dragon?” Rika said to the ceiling. “Fantastic. Wonderful. I’ll hold a steady heat for an hour with my breath.”

“Take the coil north,” Imara said. “Haven has a forge. Your forge. Built from your chalk.”

Rika opened her mouth. Closed it. Her ears twitched.

“…Haven’s forge has never run hot enough to matter,” she said.

“It will,” Imara said, and a thread of smoke rose from her, and it was not doubt this time.



Sylva found me at the packs.

She did not speak at first. She knelt beside my medical bag in the dusk and pressed a rooted cutting of herself into the side pocket, how she had before every march since Haven. A green sprig, dark-leafed, one small white flower, its roots packed in damp soil and wrapped in a strip of Kira’s silk.

The cutting pulsed once under my fingers. Warm. Alive. Hers.

She raised her gaze to me with those pupil-less all-green eyes. There were bark-traces on the backs of her hands tonight, thin, as there used to be in the mornings when she’d been alone too long. She hadn’t been alone.

“Something is pulling on the ground I am,” she said. “Pull back.”

That was all. She rose and went back to her garden, and wildflowers came up where her bare feet had pressed the soil.

Karga passed me on her way to the bunkhouse with an armful of blankets. She paused. Looked at the packs. Looked at me.

“The hour,” she said.

“Haven first.”

“Haven first,” she agreed. She took it well, by her standards. On her way through the door she put a hand on the back of a kitchen chair to steady herself around the corner, and the chair back came away in her fist, and she stood in the doorway holding it.

“…Chair,” Rika called from the workshop, without looking.



Mika was in the armory when I went looking for her.

It was the one room in the compound that was hers just as the roof was Suki’s and the nest was Hana’s. A converted storeroom off the clinic’s back hall. Blade rack along one wall, every edge oiled and hung in an order she’d never explained and would kill anyone for disturbing. A whetstone bench under the single lamp. It smelled of steel and oil and her.

She was sharpening my pry bar.

It wasn’t her blade. Mine. The iron bar I’d carried since the first month alone, the one that had cracked feral skulls and Jackal ribs and an Enclave door or two. She had it across her knees on the bench and she was running the whetstone down the chisel end in long, steady strokes, and she did not look up when I came in.

I watched her for a while. Charcoal-gray hair falling in her eyes. The lamplight on her olive-tan shoulders, silver claw scars catching it. Fitted tank top, no bra, as always, sweat-damp from the forge heat that had followed her in on her clothes. Cargo pants riding low on her hips. Her tail was still. Too still.

“That’s my bar,” I said.

“It’s dull.”

“It’s a pry bar. It’s supposed to be dull.”

She set the whetstone down. Stood. Came at me.

She shoved me into the blade rack hard enough to rattle every edge on it. Steel chimed along the whole wall. Her forearm was across my chest, her claws half out and pricking through my shirt, her fangs a quarter-inch from my throat. Amber eyes gone to slits.

“You come back in one piece,” she said. Low. Rough. “Or I come down there and drag you out in several.”

There it was. The old language. The one she’d spoken since the day she woke up on my exam table and tried to open my arm. She pushed because she couldn’t ask. She’d been doing it since the clinic’s first weeks, and I’d been reading it ever since, and the plea underneath it had never once been hard to hear.

I reached up and took the back of her neck.

Firm. Not rough. My fingers settled into the place where her charcoal hair gave way to the short fine fur at the base of her ears, the scruff, and I gripped.

The fight drained out of her in a single breath.

I felt it go. Her forearm slackened against my chest. Her knees dipped. Her claws slid back into her fingertips, all at once, and her ears pinned flat against her skull. She made a small furious sound in her throat that she’d deny until the sun burned out.

“Cheater,” she breathed.

“You started it.”

“I always start it.” Her eyes were going honey already. “You always cheat.”



I kept my grip on her neck.

I turned her around and put her against the rack, her hands braced on the wooden frame between the hanging blades, and I kept my grip at her nape the entire time I pushed her tank top up over her ribs. Her small firm tits came free into the lamplight, nipples already tight, the flush climbing her neck in a blotchy line she hated. I cupped one with my free hand, rolled the nipple under my thumb, and felt her whole body shudder against the rack.

The purr started immediately. Low, rough, open. She did not try to swallow it. Once, she’d have torn my throat out for hearing it. Tonight she leaned back into my chest and let it roll through both of us.

“Don’t go easy,” she said. “I’m not glass.”

“I know what you are.”

I got her cargo pants open and shoved down her hips. She kicked them off. The curve of her ass pressed back against me, tight and muscled and hot through my pants, her tail lashing hard against my thigh. I opened my own belt one-handed. My other hand never left her scruff.

I pushed into her from behind in one long stroke.

She was soaked. Hot. The tight muscled grip of her closing around my cock made my breath stop in my chest for a second. She snarled, low, a sound that was pure want, and pushed back onto me until I was buried to the root.

I fucked her against the blade rack with steel ringing on its hooks every time her hands jolted the frame. Unhurried at first. Then not. The lamp swung on its chain. Her tail wrapped my thigh and pulled.

“Harder,” she said through her teeth. “Make me remember it.”

I gave her harder. I tightened my grip on her nape and her knees went, and I held her up by the neck and the hip and drove into her until she was panting against the wood.



Then I pulled out and sat down on the whetstone bench.

She turned, dazed, cheeks flushed, eyes honey-gold and huge. “What…”

“Come here.”

I pulled her onto my lap facing me, her powerful thighs on either side of mine, and before she could decide anything about it I put my hand back in her scruff. She sank down onto my cock with a sound resembling something breaking open.

She rode me. Her rhythm. Her hips rolled hard and deep, abs flexing under the olive skin, the lean muscle of her thighs working against mine. Her small tits swayed with every drop. She braced both hands on my shoulders and took me to the base over and over, her tail lashing behind her in hard arcs.

But I held her neck the whole time.

When she went too fast, I eased my grip, and she slowed without meaning to. When she needed to go deeper, I tightened it, and the melt hit her and she dropped the last inch onto me with her eyes rolling half shut. The surrender and the control, running through one hand. She rode me and I ran her, and she knew it, and she let me.

“You’re doing it on purpose,” she gasped.

“Yes.”

“Bastard.” She ground down on me. Purring so hard I felt it in my teeth. “Don’t stop.”

I kept going.

Her flush climbed to her jaw. Her claws stayed in. Her hands left my shoulders and took my face instead, and she put her forehead to mine, and her rhythm broke into short desperate rolls.

“Ryder,” she said. Just my name. Rough.

I tightened my hand at her nape one last time.

She came apart on my lap. Her entire body clenched around my cock in hard milking pulses, her thighs locking, her head falling back, the purr going from a rumble to a full-chest vibration that rattled through my ribs. Her tail snapped around my wrist and locked there, involuntary, possessive, how it had learned to do whenever she let go.

It pulled me over with her. I held her hips down on me and spilled deep inside her, long hard pulses, and she ground down through every one of them with a low broken growl against my mouth.



We stayed on the bench a long time.

Her forehead against mine. Her breathing slowing. The purr dropping back to a low contented hum. My hand still at her neck, loose now, just resting. Her tail still wrapped twice around my wrist. Warm fur. A grip that had started before she consciously chose it.

She did something new.

She reached back without looking and took her own tail in her hand. And she unwound it from my wrist. One coil. A moment later, the other. Deliberately. Gradually. Like she was untying a knot she’d tied herself.

She let it go.

The tail dropped free and hung behind her, loose, the tip twitching. She stared at it for a second as if it belonged to somebody else.

“That’s me letting go,” she said. Her voice was steady. Her ears weren’t. “Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t.”

She pressed her forehead harder against mine. “You come back,” she said. “And you put it back.”


Chapter 2: Everything Leans East

We left at first light, and Rika ran the last forty yards to catch us.

She came through the gate at a goblin sprint, short legs pumping, bare green feet slapping the packed earth, holding something wrapped in shop-cloth overhead, a relay baton for the next runner. She skidded to a stop in front of me and shoved it into my chest hard enough to rock me back a step.

The listening coil. The steel core, the silver-white winding, unwelded.

“Somebody finish my weld,” she said.

“You said Haven’s forge has never run hot enough to matter.”

“I said a lot of things at dinner.” Her ears were pinned back, then forward, then back. She jabbed a finger at Imara. “You. Dragon. One hour. Steady. Not one degree of drift, or the silk goes brittle and I will know, and I will come north and I will be insufferable at you personally.”

Imara lowered her gaze to Rika from a foot and a half of height difference. A thread of smoke rose from her lips. “One hour.”

“Not one degree.”

“Not one degree.”

Rika glared at both of us, then at the coil, then at the road north, as if all three had insulted her. She turned and marched back to her workshop without another word. Her foot stamped once at the gate. Staccato. Angry-sounding. It wasn’t anger.

I packed the coil in beside Sylva’s cutting.

Mika stood at the gate with her arms crossed and her tail held very deliberately behind her back. Not lashing. Not reaching. Held.

She did not say goodbye. She gave the order in a sergeant’s clipped tone: “Go.” Her ears said the rest.



The route north was a road now.

That was what struck me, and it hit me harder than it should have. When we first went to Haven, it took us days of breach country, sideways trees and pulsing ground and a spider’s web the size of a city block. Every mile of it strange. Every mile of it new.

Now there were wheel ruts. Ours. Silk markers Kira had tied to anchor points on that first march, still holding, grayed with weather but still pointing us north. Fenna’s courier line had worn a path through the scrub that you could follow by eye. Cassia’s dairy wagons had packed the worst of the mud flats flat.

We’d make Haven in three days, pushed hard. The road was ours. That was the whole reason.

Yara flew high cover. A tawny speck against the pale sky, circling, calling down in the short sharp harpy barks that meant all clear. Fenna had gone ahead before dawn to tell Haven we were coming, her split primary imped and reinforced overnight.

Hana had done the imping. A falconer’s trick I’d learned from a vet tech who used to rehab hawks, back when the world had hawk rehabs. You trim the broken shaft, cut a matching splint from a stiff reed, glue it into the hollow of both ends, and bind it. The feather flies like new until it molts. Hana had done it by lamplight with her tongue caught between her teeth and her nose twitching in concentration, and when Fenna spread the wing afterward and the patched primary held, Hana’s foot had thumped three times in a row against the clinic floor.

“You didn’t even need me,” I’d told her.

“I needed you to say that,” she’d said, and blushed to her collarbones.



The breach country had changed.

We felt it by noon of the first day. Out past the familiar scrub, where the land used to warp in patches, everything had leaned.

The trees first. The wrong trees, the ones with bark like wet leather and leaves that turned to follow warmth. They were bent. Not broken. Bent. All in the same direction, trunks curved toward the east like grass in a river current. An entire grove of them, fifty yards deep, every single one leaning toward the breach glow on the horizon as if something over there was calling their names.

“That’s new,” Kira said quietly.

She walked beside me with her eight dark-chitin legs moving in their fluid, silent rhythm, her human torso carried at the height of a tall woman, silver-white hair shimmering with the silk strands woven through it. Her indigo eyes were fixed on the grove. Her legs had drawn in a few inches closer to her body. Unsettled.

“Were they like that on the Haven march?” I asked.

“No. They leaned toward light. They didn’t lean toward anything in particular.” She watched a branch creak eastward in a wind that wasn’t blowing. “That’s a load. Something is putting weight on them.”

The breach crystals were worse. They grew out of the ground in clusters along the road, fist-sized to head-sized, the amber-violet mineral that had pulsed in rhythm with Suki’s fox-fire on every march we’d ever made through breach country. Today they hummed. Out loud. A low steady tone that I felt in my back teeth before I heard it, like standing too close to a transformer.

Hana put a hand over one of her lop ears. “It’s in my skull,” she said. “Is it in everybody’s skull?”

“It’s in mine,” Neve said. She had one hand pressed to her temple. Her violet eyes had shifted a shade toward fuchsia. “And it’s in theirs.” She tilted her head at the crystals. “They don’t feel anything. But they’re being played.”

We passed a feral pack at midafternoon.

Canine-types. The four-eyed, wrong-jawed breed that used to stalk my snare lines when I was alone. Seven of them, big ones, class threes and fours, the kind that would have had Mika’s claws out and my pry bar up on any other day. They came out of a gully to the east of the road at a dead run.

We braced.

They did not even look at us.

They poured past at forty yards, heads low, joints clicking wetly out of sequence, running west as hard as their misbuilt legs would carry them. Not hunting. Not scattering. Running. One of them passed close enough that I saw its four eyes rolling white.

They were gone into the scrub, and the only sound was the crystals humming.

Karga lowered her mattock with care.

“Never seen ferals run from something they couldn’t see,” she said.

“They can see it,” Imara said. She hadn’t raised her hands to fight. She’d been watching the east throughout. “They just can’t see it with their eyes.”



Suki had the worst of it.

All morning she’d walked with her four tails gathered in her arms, hugging them to her chest. By afternoon her arms ached. I could see it in her shoulders. And the pull did not let up. Every time she loosened her grip to shift her hold, the tails swung east like weathervanes and dragged her half a step off the road.

Karga solved it as Karga solved things.

She walked up beside the fox, reached down, and fisted one huge gray-green hand in the back of Suki’s collar. Not rough. The way you’d hold a child’s hand crossing a street, if the child were a four-hundred-year-old kitsune and your hand were the size of her head.

Suki raised her gaze to the Warchief. Karga looked straight ahead.

“You’re drifting,” the orc said.

“I’m aware I’m drifting.”

“Now you’re not.”

Suki considered this. She let go of her tails, let them swing east, and leaned back into Karga’s grip as if it was a harness. Her feet stayed on the road. She walked like that for two miles, held up by the scruff of her own shirt, and she narrated the entire way.

“And here we see the rare Warchief and her companion on their romantic afternoon stroll,” she said, in her hushed nature-documentary voice. “Observe the tender grip. The Warchief shows her affection through the ancient custom of the collar. The fox, for her part, has surrendered all dignity and is being walked as the world’s smallest and most beautiful dog.”

“You said beautiful twice,” Karga said.

“It bore repeating.”

Hana laughed. So did Yara, from overhead, a raw harpy bark that echoed off the leaning trees. Kira’s mouth twitched at one corner.

Nobody was fooled. Suki’s jokes landed a half beat late, how they had since the orchard. Her fox-fire flickered along the white tips of her tails in pale, uncontrolled ripples. And every few minutes the pull spiked, and Karga’s hand tightened, and the fox’s smile froze on her face for one second before she put it back.

I walked on her other side and did not say anything.

She reached over once and took my sleeve between two fingers. Held it for a quarter mile. Let go.



On the second day we passed through Kira’s territory.

I recognized it before she did. Or maybe she recognized it first and did not say. The ground rose into a cluster of collapsed buildings, a strip of old storefronts and a parking structure and a half-fallen office block, and all of it was wrapped in silk.

When I first saw it, the silk resembled glass. A city block, frozen in ice and lit from inside. Yara had called it glass and light from the air.

It appeared different now. The silk remained there. Most of it. But gray in places, weathered, some of the finer lines broken and trailing in the wind. The structural cables continued to hold. The anchor points she’d tested and set by hand still bore their loads. It remained beautiful. It was just a beautiful thing nobody had lived in for a long time.

Kira halted at the edge of it.

We halted with her. Nobody said anything. Karga, still holding Suki’s collar, planted her feet. Neve watched Kira and then very deliberately turned aside. Hana’s nose twitched, and she stayed exactly where she was.

Kira’s legs had folded partway. It wasn’t the full surrender. Just the inward draw that meant something had moved her.

She walked forward carefully. Up to one of the old anchor lines, a heavy structural cable running from the parking structure’s third level to a steel post sunk in the ground. Where it met the post, the wrap had frayed. A few strands had parted. The rest were holding, but they were holding more than they’d been built to.

She reached up with her long precise fingers and mended it.

It took less than a minute. Fresh silk from her fingertips, fed into the frayed wrap, bonded and pulled taut and tied off in a knot so neat it was almost invisible. She tested it with one hand. It held. She stepped back.

She walked on through her old territory without looking left or right, and we followed.



We camped that night in her workshop.

It was the ground floor of the old office block, a room she’d wrapped floor to ceiling in silk when she lived here alone. Tools continued to hang on silk loops along one wall. Her improvised loom stood in the corner, the frame gone slightly out of true. A pallet of folded silk sat against the far wall where she used to sleep. Everything organized. Everything precise. Dust on all of it.

Suki set fox-fire lanterns in the corners and turned them low. The warm amber light caught the silk walls and fractured into muted color, washed-out rainbows sliding across the room whenever anyone moved. Through the eastern wall, where the silk was thinnest, the breach glow showed through in a wrong violet smear.

Hana rebuilt the pallet into a nest in about four minutes. Nobody asked her to.

I found Kira at the loom afterward, with her fingers on the frame. She wasn’t weaving. Just touching.

“I used to spin walls,” she said, without turning around. Her voice was precise. Minimal. Each word placed. “So nothing could get in. I measured the load on every one. I knew exactly how much it would hold.”

I waited.

“I came back,” she said, “and I found I’d built a door.”

She did not explain. She had no need to. Her legs folded in two inches. I put my hand flat on the chitin of the nearest one, smooth and warm and finely ridged under my palm, and I left it there until she took a long measured breath and went to help Hana with the nest.



Imara had been cooling all day.

I’d watched it happen by degrees and hadn’t been able to stop it. Since we left the compound she’d been reading the loom’s note through the ground. Hand flat on the soil at every halt. Head tilted at every bend in the road. Neve called her the listening dragon on the first day, fondly. By the second day nobody was calling her anything.

The note was the frequency of her own body. That was what she’d told me once, months ago, in the warm corner by the forge, when she was finally able to talk about the frame. They did not just take my resonance. They tuned it. They learned the shape of me and built the machine around it. I can hear my own shape in it.

Now they were burning that machine at full force. Through other girls. And she was hearing it, every hour, every mile, getting louder.

At noon her scale-seams were banked low. By afternoon they were dark. By dusk they were black. Not banked. Dead. The iridescent patches on her forearms and flanks had gone matte. The shimmer of heat that always made the air above her ripple in summer-road waves was gone. When I put my hand on her shoulder in the workshop doorway, her skin was barely warmer than mine.

That hadn’t happened since the frame.

She was sitting against the wall with her heavy tail curled tight around her own legs and her wings clamped flat against her back. Rigid. Still. Holding herself how she’d held herself on the frame, when movement drew attention and attention drew punishment.

“Imara.”

“Mm.”

“Talk to me.”

“Loud,” she said. Just that. One word. Her voice had gone thin as smoke. Her molten eyes, usually banked coals, were dull as slag.

I crouched in front of her and took her wrist and counted her pulse against my watch. Too slow for a dragon. Her breathing was shallow. Her pupils were fixed wide.

I’d seen that stare before. On a Marine after a blast, on a dog after a car, on a woman hauled out of a flooded basement. Every species does it the same way.

Neve knelt down beside me. She laid two cool fingers along Imara’s jaw, the reading gesture, and then she closed her eyes and stayed very still. When she opened them they were wet.

“She’s hearing herself scream,” Neve said quietly. “In somebody else’s voice.”



Neve looked at me across Imara’s knees.

“She can’t warm herself from the inside tonight,” she said. “Not with that in her ears. Can we do it from the outside?”

I thought about it as I would any cold patient. Hypothermia protocol. You don’t rub the limbs. You warm the core. Skin to skin, in a closed space, with blankets. The body remembers what warmth is if you remind it.

“Yes,” I said.

Neve turned back to the dragon and did what she’d done for every person she’d ever touched since she came to us starving. She asked.

“Imara.” Her voice was low and even, the controlled alto that had been talking people down for longer than there had been countries. “We want to warm you. Ryder and I. With our bodies. Is this welcome?”

A long silence. The fox-fire lanterns guttered. Outside, the crystals hummed.

“…Yes,” Imara said. Smoke-thin. One word.

“Then lie down,” I said. My exam-room voice. “Skin to skin. Now.”



We undressed her together. It took a while. Her fingers wouldn’t work the ties on Kira’s heat-silk wrap, and she let us do it for her without argument, which frightened me more than anything else that day.

Dark obsidian-brown skin in the lantern light, iridescent scales dusting her shoulders and forearms and the ridge of her spine. The broad strong shoulders. The deep chest, her firm dark-nippled breasts modest on that powerful frame. The thick heavy thighs. The big muscular ass that the whole compound had long ago quit pretending not to look at when she bent over the forge. All of it matte and still and cool.

I laid her on Hana’s nest on her side. Neve undressed without ceremony and lay down along Imara’s back.

Neve’s skin was cool. Succubus-cool, the temperature difference I’d noticed when I first took her pulse. Pale with that faint violet undertone, the statuesque hourglass pressed along the curve of Imara’s spine, full breasts flattening against the dragon’s shoulder blades, long legs tangling with those heavy thighs. Cool against cold.

I stripped and lay down in front of her. I pulled Imara against my chest and wrapped the silk blankets over all three of us.

I started.



I did not start with anything that resembled sex. I started with her seams.

The scaled patches on her body weren’t smooth plates. They were laid like roof tiles, and between them ran fine lines of darker skin, the seams, where the molten glow lived when she was well. I put my mouth to the first one on her collarbone. Warm breath. An unhurried pass of my tongue along the line.

Nothing.

I did it again, lower. The next one down, across the top of her breast. My hand on her hip, thumb stroking the rough-smooth transition where skin gave way to scale at her flank.

Behind her, Neve had her palms flat against Imara’s belly and ribs. Her eyes were closed. Her horns caught the lantern light, smooth polished obsidian. And she was pouring.

I could feel it. That was the strange part. Neve’s warmth wasn’t heat. It was the thing she did for Maren’s crystals at Haven, for Lyra after the facility, for any wounded thing she decided to hold. Emotional warmth, broadcast, pressed outward through her skin. It filled the little silk room like the smell of bread fills a kitchen. It made my own chest ache.

Under my mouth, a seam kindled.

The faintest ember. A line of dull orange, the width of a thread, across Imara’s collarbone. A moment later, gone. Then back.

“There,” Neve whispered.

I followed it. The next seam. And the next. My hands on her ribs, her breasts, her flanks. I sucked one dark nipple into my mouth and felt it tighten against my tongue and felt, at the same time, the seam beside it kindle under my breath. Dark to ember to glow. One line at a time.

Imara made a sound. Low. Rough. The first real sound all day.

Her chest-rumble.



As she came back, the heat came back with her.

It happened fast once it started. Her skin went from cool to warm to hot under my hands, and the air under the blankets changed, and I felt sweat break on my own chest where it was pressed to hers. Her seams were glowing all down her body now, orange-gold lines tracing her ribs, her hips, the ridge of her spine. Her tail uncoiled from her own legs and swept out across the nest, restless.

And the contrast flipped.

Behind her, Neve gasped. Her cool pale body was suddenly pressed against a furnace. Where their skin met, a slender thread of steam rose and hung in the lantern light. Neve did not pull away. She pressed closer. Her fingers spread across Imara’s belly, and her eyes opened, fuchsia at the edges now, and she was smiling.

“She’s hot,” Neve said, with something close to wonder. “She’s so hot.”

“She’s back,” I said.

Imara’s eyes were open now too. Molten amber, the slit pupils dilated wide. Looking at me. Looking at who was holding her.

“Soldier,” she said. Hoarse.

“Here.”

“I’m going back there.” Her hand closed on my forearm, and I felt her heat in it, scalding. “In a week. Into that room. Where they built it out of me.”

“I know.”

“Mark me first.” It came out in the low smoky register, the words she’d only ever said to me. Her seams flared brighter as she said it. “Before I go back there. So they can see I belong to somebody.”



I rolled her onto her back.

She let me. She lay in the nest with her glowing seams tracing every line of her body, her heavy thighs parting, her tail sweeping out to curl around my calf. Neve moved with us, easing down beside her so the dragon’s head rested on the succubus’s shoulder.

I pushed into Imara face to face.

Furnace heat. That was what it was always like, and I was never ready for it. The wet slick grip of her pussy was scalding, hotter than any human body could stand, a heat that sank into my cock and spread up my spine. The groan came out before I could stop it. She was tight around me, clenching, and her tail tightened on my calf and pulled me deeper.

“Look at me,” I said.

She looked. I held her eyes and fucked her with unhurried, long, deep strokes, making her watch who had her. Her breath came in rough puffs of warmth. Her seams brightened with every stroke. Steam rose off her chest where the sweat on my skin met hers.

Neve’s hands were on Imara’s breasts. Cool fingers on hot nipples. Imara arched and rumbled so deep the silk walls hummed.

“Yours,” Imara said, between strokes. “Not its. Yours.”

“Mine,” I said.

“Say it louder.”

“Mine.”

Her rumble shook dust out of the old webs overhead.



I took her harder. She wanted it and she said so, in short growled fragments, and I gave it. My hands locked on her thick hips, her heavy thighs clamped around my waist, and the nest shifted across the floor under us. Neve had her by the shoulders, holding her down against the push of my hips, cool hands on a furnace.

Her seams went from glow to blaze.

All of them, all at once. Molten orange-gold light through every crack in the dark of her, the whole body lit from inside, a banked forge thrown open. Heat rolled off her in a wave. The fox-fire lanterns in the corners flickered in the draft. Steam rose from every place our skin met.

She came with her back arched off the nest and her tail coiled tight around my leg, her pussy gripping my cock in hard scalding pulses, and the chest-rumble dropped so deep I felt it in my own bones.

I pulled out and marked her.

I came across her chest in long hot spurts. Across her breasts, her ribs, the blazing seams along her collarbone. It hissed barely where it hit the hottest lines. I kept stroking myself through it, marking her how she’d asked, and she watched me do it with her molten eyes wide and her chest heaving.

When I was done she lay there glowing, painted, steam curling off her in threads. She put two fingers into the mess on her breastbone and looked at them.

“There,” she rumbled. “Now it’s on me.”



She did not cool again.

That was the medical fact I noted, somewhere at the back of my skull where the medic never sleeps. Her seams stayed lit. Her heat stayed up. Her pulse, when I touched her throat, was strong and fast and a dragon’s.

Then Imara did something I did not expect. She turned toward Neve.

“Your turn,” she said.

Neve blinked. Her composure flickered. “I was…”

“Pouring. I felt it.” The dragon sat up, hot and alive, and pulled the succubus into her lap with her back to Imara’s chest. She wrapped her strong arms around Neve’s waist and her heavy tail around Neve’s leg. “Now you get held.”

Neve watched me across the nest. Violet eyes shading hard toward fuchsia.

I went down on her.

Imara held her from behind. A furnace at her back, powerful arms around her waist, the dragon’s chin resting on her shoulder. Neve’s long legs spread over Imara’s thick thighs, and I settled between them and put my mouth to her pussy.

She tasted of dark roses and something electric. She always had. Cool at first, then warming. I worked her as I’d learned to over every night she’d trusted me with, the medic attention she’d told me once was the opposite of being consumed. Measured flat strokes of my tongue. Her clit, circling, patient. Two fingers into her, curling up, pressing the place that made her hips jolt.

“Oh,” she said. The controlled alto. “Oh, that’s… Ryder, that’s…”

She lost the sentence.



Her composure held three minutes. I timed it by instinct, as I would contractions.

At three minutes her tail came around and wrapped my forearm, slim and dark and pointed, tight. At four, her eyes had gone fully fuchsia and her horns had glowed dimly at the tips. Her hips rolled against my mouth. Her hands had found Imara’s forearms around her waist and were gripping them.

The dragon held her steady. Rumbling. The vibration of it went through Neve’s back and into her body and I felt it against my tongue.

“Let go,” Imara said into her ear. “You told me that once. Let go.”

Neve went nonverbal.

Her entire hourglass body bowed back against Imara’s chest. A sound tore out of her, helpless and startled and raw, a sound I still hadn’t gotten used to hearing from a woman who’d been composing herself for centuries. Her thighs clamped my head. Her pussy clenched hard around my fingers.

She squirted.

It came hard, a hot rush against my mouth and chin and chest, soaking the nest, her body shuddering in the dragon’s arms. Her eyes blazed fuchsia so bright they threw color on the silk walls. Her horns glowed. She kept coming, pulse after pulse, and Imara held her through every one of them with her arms locked tight and her rumble shaking the room.



After, we lay in a pile in the wrecked nest.

Imara in the middle, blazing warm, steam still rising off her in the cold night air. Neve curled against her front with her head under the dragon’s chin, eyes closed, horns cooling back to obsidian. Me along Imara’s back, one arm over both of them. Her heat soaked through me, deep and enveloping.

Neve spoke first. Quiet. Still a little stunned.

“I’ve been refilled enough times,” she said, “that I can pour.”

Imara’s rumble answered her, low and measured, a sound resembling a banked forge settling for the night. Her tail curled over both of us.

“I’m going back into that room warm,” the dragon said.

Through the thin eastern silk, the breach glow pulsed its wrong violet. The crystals outside hummed their one long note. Imara’s seams stayed lit the full night, and neither of them cooled again.


Chapter 3: The Floor of the Tear Room

We came over the last rise at dusk on the third day, and Haven continued to stand.

That was my immediate check. Before I let myself think about the tear or the patient or anything else, I watched the walls. Chain-link and welded scrap and stacked concrete block, the patchwork Kael had built out of nothing. Kira’s old silk reinforcement still caught the last of the light at the stress points. The watchtower was manned. The gate was shut.

On the ranger station’s roof, a fist-sized sphere of gold pulsed measured and steady. Suki’s relay node, anchored in silk since the first alliance. Still burning.

Suki saw it and something in her shoulders eased. “Look at that,” she said. “It kept the lights on.”

The forge stood in the yard off to the left of the main station. Rika’s design, chalked on Haven’s workshop wall when we first came here, built by Haven’s hands over the months since. Brick firebox. Bellows. A good heavy anvil somebody had hauled in from God knew where. It was cold. No smoke from the chimney. It resembled a thing that had been built on faith and never once asked to do anything hard.

Kael was at the gate.

She’d heard Yara’s call from a mile out. She stood in the open gap with her hunting rifle slung across her back and her scarred hands empty, tall and rawboned and dark-skinned and absolutely gray with exhaustion. Her close-cropped hair had grown out a quarter inch since I’d last seen her. Her eyes had the fixed, glassy steadiness of a woman who hadn’t slept in three days and was holding herself upright by a decision.

“You came fast,” she said.

“We came as fast as the ground let us.”

She gripped my forearm. The soldier’s grip, how she’d done at every parting. Her fingers were cold.

“She’s in the back,” Kael said. “Maren’s with her. Maren’s been with her the whole time.”

“How long has Maren been holding?”

“Since the night it ripped.” Kael’s jaw worked. “I told her to stop. Twice. She told me there was nobody else.”

“There’s somebody else now,” I said. “Take me.”



I felt the tear room before I saw it.

We went through the main station, past the long table and the map wall and the kitchen where Corrine stood frozen with a ladle in her hand, past the twins standing on either side of the rear hallway with their silver-gray wolf ears flat and their single bushy tails rigid. They’d been standing guard on a hole in the wall. You could see it in how they held their weapons. Not at the door. At what was behind it.

Halfway down the hallway, the air moved wrong.

A draft. Barely there. Cool against the back of my neck. Running toward the back of the building, as air runs toward an open window in a storm. Except there was no window, and no storm, and the draft was pulling from inside.

Hana’s lop ears flattened against her head. Her nose ceased twitching entirely. Froze.

“That’s wrong,” she whispered.

“I know.”

Suki’s tails swung. Not east this time. Toward the back of the station. All four of them, straining, fox-fire guttering at the tips.

“Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh, I don’t like that at all.”



The tear room had been a storeroom once. Plain plank walls, a single high window, a concrete floor. The doorway that led to it was just a doorway. I remembered it from the first time. A slime girl sitting near it with her back to the wall and her gel pulsing, working, holding something shut.

The two-foot tear had been set into the back wall. A crack in the air, shimmering, knocking.

It wasn’t two feet anymore.

A ragged vertical slit ran from the floor almost to the ceiling, the height of a door. Its edges were torn and uneven, like cloth ripped by hand. Light bled out of it. It wasn’t the amber haze of the breach glow on the horizon. Something sicker. Pale violet shot with a green that hurt to look at directly. The draft I’d felt in the hallway was pouring into it. The dust on the floor had been scoured into long streaks leading toward it, like iron filings lined up toward a magnet.

In front of it stood Maren.

The crystal girl had both hands raised, palms out, and across the whole ragged slit she was holding a sheet of crystal. A barrier. It covered the tear edge to edge, translucent and faceted and glowing with her inner light, and it was cracking. I could see the fractures running through it, fine white lines branching and rebranching. I could hear it: a thin continuous ticking, like ice on a pond in spring.

Her arms were worse.

The crystalline formations along her forearms had fractured all the way down. Hairline cracks ran from her wrists to her elbows, clouded and dull, the internal light guttering. Her face was ashen. Her lips were blue-gray. She was standing because she had decided to keep standing, and for no other reason.

Two barriers maximum. That was my rule, the first time. I’d told her if she generated another full barrier before the fractures consolidated, she might not recover. She’d been holding one for three days straight.

“Maren,” I said. “Off the line.”

“I can’t,” she whispered. She did not look at me. She couldn’t take her eyes off the crystal. “If I let go it opens.”

“It’s not going to open. Suki. Imara.”

They were already moving. That was the thing about my people. By the time I said a name, the name was already walking.



Suki went up to the crystal and put both palms flat against it beside Maren’s hands.

Fox-fire spread from her fingers across the barrier’s surface. Gold over violet. The cracks drank it in, and I watched the white fracture lines glow amber and hold. Suki’s four tails fanned out behind her, rigid, every one of them straining toward the slit, and she dug her bare feet against the concrete floor and leaned into the pull, body pitched against an invisible gale.

Imara stood on the other side of her and did not touch the crystal at all.

She put one clawed hand flat against the plank wall beside the tear and closed her eyes. Her scale-seams kindled, orange lines along her forearms, and she hummed. Low. It wasn’t a song. The chest-rumble, shaped. I’d heard it at the orchard, when she and Suki had braided their resonances together into the detection grid that could feel an Enclave suppressor thirty miles out.

This was the same thing, turned inward. Two notes, gold and orange, laid across a wound.

The ticking in the crystal slowed.

“Kira,” I said.

She was already up the wall. Eight legs spread across the planks above the slit, gripping by chitin points, her silver-white hair falling forward. Silk poured from her fingertips. Structural thread, the cable-strong kind. She threaded it across the face of the crystal cap in a lattice, anchoring each line to the studs on either side of the slit, pulling each one taut with a flick of her wrist. A net over a shield. A cast over a fracture.

“Tensile load is uneven,” she said, calm and precise. “The pull is strongest at the bottom third. Adjusting.”

She adjusted. Three more lines at the bottom. Knotted. Taut.

“Maren,” I said again. “Now. Let go.”

The crystal girl looked at me for the first time. Her eyes were cloudy with pain.

She let go.



The barrier held.

It flexed. For one terrible second I watched it bow inward toward the slit, fox-fire straining, silk lines singing like guitar strings, Imara’s rumble climbing an octave. The draft howled past my ears. Suki’s feet slid an inch on the concrete and Karga, who had come in behind us without a word, put one enormous hand flat between the fox’s shoulder blades and held her there.

The bow eased. The crystal settled back. The ticking fell quiet.

It held. Barely.

Maren’s knees gave out. Hana caught her before she hit the floor, one arm around her waist, easing her down against the wall. The crystal girl’s arms were shaking uncontrollably.

“Four hundred years,” Suki said through her teeth, still leaning into the crystal with both palms, “and I’m a doorstop again.”

“A very powerful doorstop,” said a voice from the hallway, low and dry.

Neve. Standing in the doorway with her violet eyes on the tear. She almost smiled. She’d said the same words, in the same place, when we were here the first time.

But she wasn’t looking at Suki. She was looking at the floor.

So was I.



Delia was on the floor in the doorway where she fell.

I’d been aware of her since we came in. You don’t walk into a room with a patient in it and not know where the patient is. But the tear had to come first, because the tear was killing everyone else, and she’d been on that floor for three days already. Triage is arithmetic. I hate it. I do it anyway.

Now I knelt.

Bottom up. Medic first.

Her lower body was the worst of it. Her gel, the clear aqua mass I remembered shifting between solid and liquid below her waist, had lost all cohesion. It had spread across the concrete around her in a thin, uneven pool nearly five feet across, an abandoned spill nobody had remembered to mop. It wasn’t clear anymore. It was clouded. Milky white, the color of a cataract. Where it met the edges of the floor, it had gone stiff and crusted, dried to the skin-thin film on old glue.

Where the gel met her body, directly below her navel, her skin thinned into it with no seam. That part I remembered. What I did not remember was how gray the skin was.

Her upper body was shrunken. Cold. A faded red tank top, a lifeguard’s tank from before the breach, washed so many times it had softened pink, hung loose on a frame that had lost weight it had no need to lose. Her collarbones stood out sharp. Her lips were cracked and dry. Her long sea-glass hair, that pale aqua that always appeared wet, lay spread across the floor in dull tangled ropes.

Her face was the face I remembered. Pretty in a gentle way. Gentle features, a small nose, a rounded jaw. Kael’s medical records put her at twenty-eight. Gray now, she looked worn far past it. Her eyes were half open, huge and aquamarine behind the lashes, and seeing nothing at all.

I put two fingers against her throat.

Fast. Thready. Weak.

“She’s dehydrated,” I said.

Hana, kneeling on Delia’s other side, looked at me. At the five-foot pool of gel spread across the floor. “She’s… Ryder, she’s mostly water.”

“I know. She’s still dehydrated.” I lifted one of Delia’s hands. Cold. The skin tented when I pinched it and stayed tented. I touched the edge of the gel pool with two fingers. It was cool and slack, with none of the living spring I remembered from the one time I’d touched it in passing, helping her shift position on a hot day at Haven. It felt like jelly left out in the sun.

I understood.

I looked at the tear. At the crystal and the silk and the fox-fire holding it shut. At the long streaks in the dust leading toward it.

“She’s been pouring herself into it,” I said. “To hold it. For three nights. Every bit of her that she could spare.” I glanced back down at the thin milky pool. “There’s less of her than there should be.”

Nobody said anything.

Behind me, Karga made a sound low in her chest. It wasn’t a boom. The opposite of a boom.



I treated both problems at once: the burn patient’s tissue loss and the cholera patient’s dehydration, because she was both.

Fluid loss first. Everything else second.

“Saline,” I said. “Hana, I need a gallon of boiled water. Now. Corrine will have it.”

“On it.” She was gone at a run, bare feet slapping the hallway.

I pulled my kit open on the floor beside me. Measuring spoon. Salt tin. The big syringe, the sixty-cc veterinary one with the long cannula, the one I’d used on everything from a dehydrated calf to Neve’s starving veins. I’d made saline from boiled water and measured salt since the first month alone. Nine grams to the liter. The ratio lived in my hands.

Kael brought the water herself. Steaming. I mixed it in a clean pot and let it cool until I could hold my wrist against the side of the pot without flinching. Body warm. Close enough.

I drew the first syringe.

I paused, needle over the pool, because I had never done this.

Where do you inject a woman who is a pool of gel?

I thought about burns. About edema. About subcutaneous fluid in a dog too shocky for an IV line, how you tent the skin and let the fluid spread. The gel was her tissue. Alive, I was betting. I put the tip of the cannula into the milky mass a hand’s width from her hip, where it was thickest, and pushed the plunger a fraction at a time.

I watched the saline go in.

The gel was clouded, but not opaque. And where the saline entered, the cloud cleared. A small circle of clarity bloomed around the tip of the cannula, spreading outward through the milky mass like ink dropped in a glass of water, only backwards. White gave way to clear. Clear gave way to a thin pale aqua. The circle grew three inches, then four, before the spread ended.

“Oh,” Hana breathed from behind me. She’d come back with a bowl of something steaming.

“It’s taking it,” I said. My heart was going faster than my voice was. “It’s absorbing it. Keep the water coming.”

I injected again. Another spot. Another gradual clearing bloom. Another. I worked my way around the pool in a spiral, ten ccs at a time, waiting for each dose to spread before I gave the next. Measured. Patient. The way you’d rehydrate a colicky foal, in small careful doses, never enough to overload.



Hana knelt at Delia’s head with the bowl.

Broth. Her own herbal electrolyte recipe: salt, a little honey, crushed yarrow and plantain, strained clear. She tipped a spoonful between Delia’s cracked lips.

It ran out the corner of her mouth.

Hana held firm. She wiped it with her thumb and tipped another spoonful. Smaller. She held Delia’s jaw gently with her other hand and stroked her throat with two fingers, how you’d help a kitten swallow.

Delia swallowed.

Hana’s foot thumped once against the concrete. Just once. A moment later, she steadied it and tipped another spoon.

“Sip,” she whispered. “Just sip. I’ve got all night.”

She did have all night. So did I.



The gel wouldn’t hold its edges.

That was the next problem. Every time I cleared a section with saline, the gel there spread. Relaxing, as muscle relaxes when it stops cramping, only her muscle was liquid and it had nowhere to go but outward across the concrete. I was putting water in, and she was leaking herself sideways into the floor’s hairline cracks.

“Kira,” I said. “I need a cast.”

The arachne came down off the wall in two fluid steps and crouched beside me, all eight legs folding to bring her human torso low. She studied the pool. At the edges. Her indigo eyes narrowed, calculating.

“Mesh,” she said. “Fine. Breathable. Something that holds without binding.”

“Can you make it hold a liquid?”

“I can make it hold anything.” She turned her hands palm up, and silk spun from her fingertips. It wasn’t the heavy cable of the structural lines on the wall. Fine. Supple. The bandage thread she used, thinner than hair. She wove as the silk emerged, long fingers moving faster than I could track, a mesh taking shape in the air between her hands like frost forming on a window.

She laid it over the pool.

It settled across the gel, a sheet of spider-silk gauze, edge to edge. Kira anchored the corners to the concrete with dabs of adhesive thread and pulled it taut. Under the mesh, the gel ceased spreading. It pulled back from the crusted edges by half an inch. Held.

“There,” Kira said. “A fracture cast. It holds her shape until she can.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

Her legs drew in two inches. She said nothing else. She wove a second layer.



Neve sat down against the wall beside Delia’s head, cross-legged, her slim tail curled around her knee, and closed her eyes.

She did not touch anyone. She had no need to. I felt the warmth start to come off her as it had in Kira’s workshop two nights before. Not heat. Something underneath heat. The thing she’d learned she could give, once she’d been filled enough times to have some to spare. It filled the little storeroom like lamplight.

On the other side of the tear, Suki and Imara continued holding the cap. Suki’s lips were moving, soundless, some old melody. Imara’s rumble had settled into a low steady drone. Karga stood behind them both with one hand on each of their shoulders, the load-bearing post the room needed.

Maren was asleep against the wall with her arms splinted in Kira’s supple silk. Kael sat beside her on the floor. She hadn’t said a word in an hour. She was watching me work, and her eyes had lost the glassy fixed look, and I thought she might be letting herself be tired for the first time in three days.

I kept injecting.



By ten o’clock the pool was a third of its size and three-quarters clear.

By eleven, the crusted edges had softened back into gel, and the gel had pulled inward, and she no longer covered five feet of floor. She covered three. The milky clouding had cleared from the center outward. What was left was a pale translucent aqua, like shallow water over white sand, with a thin haze still at the edges.

Her upper body had warmed. Her pulse had slowed and steadied. Her lips had lost their gray. Hana had gotten most of a bowl of broth into her, a sip at a time, and was starting a second.

I put my hand in the gel to check it.

I’d been doing it every twenty minutes. It was the only way I had to measure what I was doing. Temperature. Cohesion. Whether it pushed back. I laid my palm flat on the gel over her hip, where her waist flared into what should have been the wide curve of a hip, and pressed.

It was the strangest tissue I have ever palpated. And I’ve palpated a harpy’s hollow ulna and a dragon’s furnace-hot flank and the chitin of a spider leg.

It was cool. Smooth. Not slimy, not sticky. It yielded under my hand with a waterbed’s deep give, and then, barely, it pushed back. Alive. There was a tremor in it, a measured internal current, a watery pulse under the surface. And wherever my palm pressed, it warmed. I could feel it happen. Cool under my skin, then cool-warm, then warm, a spreading warmth that started at my hand and moved outward through the gel.

Every twenty minutes, it warmed faster than the time before.

“She’s responding to touch,” I said, mostly to myself.

“She’s responding to you,” Neve said, without opening her eyes.

I gave no answer to that.



She woke near midnight.

I was checking her pupils with a penlight when her eyes focused on it. Just like that. One moment they were half open and seeing nothing. The next, the huge aquamarine irises tightened, the dark limbal rings sharp, and the pupils contracted against the light, and I watched her come back from wherever she’d been.

She blinked. Her lashes were pale aqua too, I noticed. Like her hair.

Her lips moved. Her voice came out hoarse, cracked, barely there, the voice of someone who had not spoken in days and had not spoken much in months.

“Is it holding?”

The door. The first thing she asked about was the door.

“It’s holding,” I said. “Suki and Imara have it. Kira netted it. Maren’s asleep.”

Her eyes drifted toward the tear. Toward the gold-and-orange glow across the crystal and the silk lines humming taut. They stayed there a long moment, and something in her face let go of something it had been holding.

Her eyes came back and found mine.

Something in the gel under my hand cleared. A shade. Just a shade. The last of the haze near my palm going glassy.

“You asked me how the door was,” she whispered. “Last time.”

I remembered. The last evening of the first alliance, walking past her where she sat near the tear with Suki’s relay node helping her. How’s the door? She’d told me it was quieter. That the fox-fire was like someone sharing the weight. That she did not think anyone could help with this.

And she’d smiled. Small and exhausted and real. The first real smile I’d seen from her.

“I remember,” I said. “You said it was quieter.”

“It was.” Her cracked lips twitched. It wasn’t a smile. The ghost of one. “It isn’t now.”

“It will be.”



My palm remained in the gel over her hip.

I hadn’t moved it. I’d been checking temperature. That was the clinical fact, and it was a true one, and I’m putting it down here because the next thing that happened wasn’t clinical at all.

Under my hand, a color bloomed.

Barely there. Rose. It started at the center of my palm, a blush of pale pink deep inside the clear aqua gel, and it spread. Gradually. Outward from my hand through the translucent mass, as warmth had spread before, except this was color. Warm rose, the color inside a shell, like dawn light through water. It reached the edge of my hand. It went past it. It spread across the curve of her hip and up toward her waist, where the gel met her skin, and I watched a thin flush climb the gray skin of her belly toward her navel.

The first color she’d had in days.

She stared at it.

So did I.

It kept going, pale as watercolor. The whole side of her gel lit pale pink from inside, as a lantern glows through paper. Hana had stopped with the spoon halfway to Delia’s lips. Kira’s fingers had fallen still on the mesh. Somewhere behind me, Suki said “oh” in a voice that had no joke in it at all.

Delia looked from the rose light in her own body to my hand, then up at my face. Her huge eyes were wide. Confused. A little frightened.

“Is that…” she whispered. “Is that supposed to happen?”

“You tell me,” I said.

She had no idea. I could see it in her face. She stared at the blush in her gel as if it belonged to somebody else, and her lips parted, and her breath caught.

Nobody had touched her like that since the change. That was the thing I understood, looking at her looking at herself. Fourteen months in a doorway. People brought her food. People sat near her. People waved. Nobody had touched her as a woman and simply stayed. Never once.

I held my hand in position.



The rose faded gradually. Not all the way. A thin warmth stayed in the gel where my palm lay, pale pink at the center, like the last coal in a banked fire.

She was quiet for a long time. Her eyes drifted shut. I thought she’d gone back under.

Her hand moved.

It rose off the floor haltingly, shaking, thin fingers barely able to lift, and closed around my wrist. There was almost no strength in it. The grip of a woman who had given everything she had to a door and had nothing left over for her own hand. But she gripped anyway, and she held on, and her eyes opened again and fixed on mine with a terrible clarity.

“It isn’t the door pulling,” Delia said. “It’s the other end.”


Chapter 4: Threads

By morning she’d moved herself into the doorway.

I’d left her on the floor of the tear room at three a.m., wrapped in two layers of Kira’s mesh, gel clear enough to see the hairline cracks in the concrete through it, sleeping. Hana had been asleep beside her with one hand resting on Delia’s shoulder. Neve had been asleep against the wall.

I came back at seven with coffee and found Delia propped upright against the door frame between the tear room and the hallway. Half in, half out. Her back against one side of the frame, her gel pooled across the threshold in a clear aqua puddle that blocked the whole opening. Kira’s mesh remained over it, stretched and shifted to follow her.

She’d dragged herself there in the night. Three feet. With arms that could barely lift a spoon.

“You moved,” I said.

She looked at the frame around her. At the gel on the threshold. Her pale cheeks went lightly pink, and a matching blush bloomed in the gel, a small rose flush near her hip.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said. Her voice remained hoarse, but stronger. “I woke up and I was here.”

“Do you always end up in doorways?”

She thought about it seriously. “Yes,” she said.

Behind me, Dax came down the hallway with an armload of firewood, saw the doorway was blocked, and halted. He watched Delia. Delia watched him. He gave the practiced sigh of a man who had done this many times, put the firewood down, and went around through the kitchen.



She talked while I checked her.

It was easier for her that way. I could see it. When I was working, taking her pulse, pressing my palm into the gel to test its temperature and spring, she could look at my hands instead of my face. A lot of my patients were like that. Mika had been like that, the first week, watching my hands on her stitches and telling me nothing and telling me everything.

Delia watched my hands and told me about the pull.

“It was never random,” she said. “People thought it was. Kael thought it was just a crack that pushed. It wasn’t a push. It was a pull, the whole time, from the other side. And it had a count.”

I paused with my fingers on her wrist. “A count.”

“Threads.” She frowned, searching for the word. “Like… tugs. Small ones. Steady. You know when you hold a kite string and you can feel the wind in it? It was like holding a lot of strings at once. Each one pulling a little. I could tell them apart. I could count them.” Her eyes drifted toward the tear. “I didn’t know what they were. I just knew how many there were, the way you know how many fingers you have.”

“How many?”

“When I first came to Haven, twenty-three.” She said it simply. “Then sometimes one would slacken for a while and come back different. New. And sometimes one would just go. I thought maybe the thing on the other side got tired.” She swallowed. “Three nights ago, they went out one at a time. Fast. One. Then another an hour later. And every time one went out, the others pulled harder. Like the rope was getting shorter and the weight was the same.”

Imara had come in behind me. I hadn’t heard her. I heard her now, because her rumble had died.

I turned. She was standing in the hallway with her tail very still and her seams darkened.

“Resonators,” the dragon said.

Delia looked at her. “What?”

“The strings. The threads.” Imara’s voice was flat, the old voice, the frame voice. “They’re wired into the loom. Girls like me. Each one a thread. When they burn one out, they unwire her and string in a new one. That’s the one that goes slack and comes back different.” She watched the tear. “And now they’re burning them all at once. That’s the ones going out. That’s the rope getting shorter.”

Delia’s gel had clouded. The whole mass clouded over in a gradual wave from the center outward. Fear. Her hand came up to her mouth.

“I was counting them,” she whispered. “For fourteen months. I was counting girls.”

Nobody said anything.

I put my hand back on her gel. Palm flat. She was shaking. The clouding did not clear, but it ceased spreading.

“You didn’t know,” I said.

“I was holding them.” Her voice cracked. “All that time. I was holding the door shut, and they were on the other side of it, and I was holding their strings.”



Neve did the count.

She knelt beside the tear, where the crystal cap and the silk lattice and the gold-orange wash of fox-fire and dragon-resonance held the slit shut, and she laid her palm on the planks beside it. She closed her eyes. Her horns caught the light. For a long time she held perfectly still.

When she opened her eyes they were fuchsia, and wet.

“Seven,” she said. “Seven still alive.”

Delia nodded once. “Seven,” she agreed. “I count seven too.”

“Twenty-three,” Suki said quietly, from where she sat against the far wall with her four tails gathered in her arms. It was her shift off the cap. Karga had taken it, standing with one huge palm flat on the crystal as if she could hold a door in the world shut by being heavier than it. “Twenty-three to seven. In three nights.”

“Not in three nights,” Imara said. “In all the months this machine has been running. Three nights is just the end of it.”

“There’s one more thing,” Delia said.

We watched her.

“One of them is different.” Her clouded gel had begun to clear by degrees, from where my palm rested. “Deeper than the others. Heavier. All the other threads hang off it. Like it’s the one the rope is tied to.” She shook her head. “I could always feel it under the others. It’s never slackened. Not once. Not in fourteen months.”

The room froze.

I knew who it was before she finished the sentence.

A naga. Coils slackened in the breach-light. Conduit at the spine, the skull, and three more points along her body. Rika’s voice, sick and low, in the dark of the Lattice chamber: She’s load-bearing. They made her load-bearing. They built the door so you can’t take its wire out without the door coming down on you.

And my own voice, crouched in front of her so she’d have a face and not just a sound over her shoulder.

You hold on until I do.

“She’s the keystone,” I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. “The naga. She’s the one they built the whole knot around.”

Imara closed her eyes.

“If they burn through her,” the dragon said, “the knot sets. And a door that’s knotted open by a structure never heals. It’s forever.”

“How long,” I said to Delia. “The rate the threads are going. How long until they reach her?”

Delia watched the tear. At her own hands. I watched her do the arithmetic as a lifeguard counts swimmers in the water, lips moving slightly.

“Nine days,” she said. “Maybe ten.”



I wrote it in the journal that morning, sitting on an upturned bucket in Haven’s kitchen with the forged pen.

Seven threads. The keystone is the naga. Nine days, maybe ten.

I watched it. I wrote the thing I did not want to write, because the journal was the one place I’d never let myself lie.

Nine days. She’s been holding on because I told her to.

The pen capped with its small machined click. It did not make me feel better. I hadn’t expected it to.



The rest of it came out at the long table.

Kael’s table. The same scarred plank surface where I’d laid out the nullifier intelligence the first time, where Hana had put wildflowers in a dented mug and Kael had looked at them for a long time. Most of Haven crowded around it now. The twins. The lynx girl with her tufted ears flat. Dax and his sister. Corrine. Maren, awake and gray and splinted, with Fenna beside her. And my people, pressed in among theirs.

Delia sat in the kitchen doorway. Of course. Karga had carried her there on a folded blanket, because Delia had asked to be where she could hear, and because Karga carried things. The gel of her lower body pooled across the threshold. Anyone who wanted to get from the kitchen to the table had to step over her. They all did it without comment. Fourteen months of practice.

“There’s one more thing,” she said again, when I asked her to tell them what she’d told me.

“The tear isn’t a separate wound.”

She put her hand flat on the floorboards beside her.

“It’s a root,” she said. “Of the thing on the other end. The loom.” She used Imara’s word carefully, as if she was trying it on. “It goes down. Under Haven. And away.” Her fingers spread on the wood, pointing. “South. Then east. I can feel it the way you feel a vein in your own wrist. It runs all the way under the wasteland, into the thing that’s been pulling on me.”

Kael’s eyes had gone very sharp.

“A route,” she said.

“A way in,” Delia said. “From underneath.”

I watched Lyra’s map in my head. The fortress Vasquez had reconstructed. Five towers. The walled tunnel mouth. The garrison tripled. Hall-mounted nullifiers inside. Every approach from above covered, because they’d learned from us that doors can die.

And under all of it, a vein nobody guarded, because nobody they knew of could walk it.

“Could you follow it?” I asked.

Delia’s gel went barely milky again. Then, deliberately, it cleared.

“I’ve been holding it back so long,” she said, “I know every inch of how it wants to go.”

The table was silent.

Across from me, Suki had released her tails. She’d let them swing east. She was staring at Delia with an expression I’d seen on her only a handful of times since I’d known her. The look of a very old fox who had just been handed a very good trick.



Delia had been a lifeguard.

That came out later, when the table had broken up into smaller knots of people arguing logistics and Hana had brought her a second bowl of broth. I sat on the floor beside the doorway, because it was the only place to sit near her, and asked her what she’d done before.

“Lakefront,” she said. “A big one. North of the city. Summers, mostly. Some winters I did pool shifts at the community center.” She almost smiled. “I sat in a tall chair and watched people swim.”

“You were a watcher by trade.”

“I was a watcher by trade.” She looked at the kitchen. At Haven living its morning around her. “Then the breach came, and I woke up like this, and three weeks later Kael found a crack in the air in the back of her ranger station. And I put my hand on it. I don’t know why. It felt like the right thing to do with it. And it stopped pushing.”

“And you never left.”

“I never left.” She said it without self-pity. Just fact. “If I took my hand off, it opened. So I didn’t take my hand off. After a while I no longer needed my hand. I could hold it with the rest of me. But I still couldn’t go more than a few feet.”

She was quiet a moment.

“So I watched,” she said. “Fourteen months. Everybody. Every meal, every fight, every argument about the water rations. Every time somebody cried in the storeroom where they thought nobody could see.” Her aquamarine eyes moved around the room, landing on people one by one. “Every romance. Every secret.”

I followed her gaze.

“Corrine’s honey,” Delia said quietly. “It’s the lynx. Every third night. She takes one spoonful and licks it off the spoon on the back step and puts the spoon back wet.”

The lynx girl, across the kitchen, went absolutely still. Her tufted ears flattened. Corrine turned around in stages with the honey jar in her hand.

“Dax is sweet on the younger twin,” Delia went on, in the same low, even voice. “He leaves the good end of the bread for her. She thinks it’s an accident.”

Dax, halfway through a mouthful of porridge, choked. The younger twin’s silver-gray ears shot straight up.

“And Kael talks to her rifle,” Delia said. “At night. When she thinks everyone’s asleep. She tells it what went wrong that day.”

At the head of the table, Kael set down her mug.

Every eye in the kitchen was on Delia.

She turned back toward them, puzzled, and then inch by inch her gel blushed. The entire mass of it, blushing rose from the center outward, bright as a sunset through glass.

“Oh,” she said. “I said that out loud.”

“You said that out loud,” I agreed.

Suki, from the far end of the table, made a sound resembling a kettle about to boil. Her four tails were shaking. She put her face in her hands and her shoulders heaved.

“People were kind,” Delia said, very quietly, just to me now. Her blush was fading. “Please understand that. They waved. They ate near me. They brought me food and sat with me when it was bad. Nobody was cruel. Not once.” She lowered her gaze to her gel pooled across the threshold. “But nobody could take me anywhere.”

She glanced back up at me, and her eyes were very clear.

“I know everyone’s life in this place,” she said. “I don’t have one.”



In the afternoon Imara lit the forge.

I went out to watch. So did half of Haven, drifting out of doorways with the careful casualness of people who wanted to see and did not want to be seen wanting.

The dragon stood in front of the cold brick firebox with her sleeves pushed up and her wings half-mantled behind her, the leathery membranes catching the afternoon light. She put her palms flat on either side of the firebox mouth. She breathed out in a measured stream.

Her seams kindled. Glowed. A moment later, burned.

The fire caught in the coals all at once. No kindling. No match. A low whump of heat and then a steady orange glow, deepening to yellow, deepening to white at the heart. The chimney coughed a single puff of old soot then drew clean. Heat rolled across the yard. The air above the forge shimmered.

Imara stepped back and looked at it with a craftsman’s head tilt, checking the joint.

“There,” she said. “Now it’s a forge.”

Kael stood at the edge of the yard with her arms folded. She’d built that forge with her own hands from Rika’s chalk drawings. She’d hauled the anvil. She’d laid the brick. She’d watched it sit cold for months, because there was never enough fuel to make it hot enough to do anything real, and there was always something more urgent.

She watched it glowing for a long time.

She kept quiet. Her jaw worked once. She turned and walked back inside.

I considered Imara. Imara considered me. A thread of smoke rose from her lips, and it curled upward in the shape of something that might have been satisfaction.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Rika’s weld.”



Hana’s heat hit her that afternoon.

I’d been expecting it. Medically. Stress triggers it. A new place triggers it. A day spent nursing a patient sip by sip, holding her head, stroking her throat, crying where nobody could see her in the corner of the tear room at four in the morning, that triggers it. And then the pull all day, the wrongness in the air, the draft running the wrong way. Her body had been braced for disaster for three days. Her body wanted to do the opposite of dying.

I knew it as I always did. Her scent changed first. The vanilla and hay and sweet milk of her went heavier. Warmer. It reached me across the kitchen and closed around my chest with five warm fingers.

Everyone else knew it.

The twins were sitting at the end of the long table, sharpening knives in unison. Both their silver-gray wolf ears came up at the exact same moment. Both their noses lifted. Both of them turned together, to look at Hana where she stood at the stove stirring the stew pot.

A moment later, both of them went scarlet from their collars to the tips of their ears and very deliberately looked at their knives.

Corrine, at the next burner, studied Hana. Her attention moved from the bright pink flush climbing Hana’s chest, throat, and cheeks to Hana’s fingers tugging at her collar, then down to the foot thumping a measured, steady rhythm against the floorboards.

“Sweetheart,” Corrine said kindly, “have you got a fever?”

Hana put the spoon down.

She turned around. Her lop ears had risen halfway, the tips trembling. Her nose was twitching so fast it blurred. Her brown eyes were huge, dark, and perfectly clear.

“I’m in heat,” she said.

She did not whisper it. She said it at kitchen volume, to the room from wall to wall. The twins. The lynx girl. Dax and his sister. Corrine with her ladle. Kael in the doorway. Delia on the threshold.

“Everybody can smell it,” Hana said. “I know everybody can smell it. I’m not hiding it anymore.”

The kitchen was completely silent.

Kael, from the doorway, dry as dust: “Noted.”

Hana nodded once, as if that settled something. Picked up the spoon. Went back to stirring the stew.

Her foot kept thumping. She did not try to make it stop.

I stood by the table and watched her, and something in my chest went tight and warm at once. I remembered a girl huddled in the back corner of a collapsed apartment, so starved and frightened she couldn’t speak, who’d gripped the back of my jacket the whole walk to the clinic and thumped her foot every few steps and been mortified by every single thump.

That girl had just told a kitchen full of strangers she was in heat and gone back to her cooking.



She came for me at the forge an hour later.

I was standing with Imara and Kael, talking through the weld for tomorrow. Heat curves. Timing. How long the silk had to set. Kael was asking good questions. Imara was answering them in short smoky sentences.

Hana walked straight across the yard to us.

She did not tug my hand. She did not hover at arm’s length how she used to. She walked up and took the front of my shirt in both fists and pulled.

“Storeroom,” she said. “Now. I’ve waited all day.”

Kael’s eyebrows went up. Imara’s rumble started, low and amused, and a curl of smoke drifted up from her nostrils.

I let Hana pull me.



The grain storeroom was off the back of the kitchen, a narrow windowless room lined with sacks of Haven’s winter barley and a stack of the spare silk bolts Kira had brought north. By the time I got the door shut behind us, Hana had already built a nest.

It took her about four minutes. I watched most of it. She hauled grain sacks off the stack and dropped them in a curved wall, three high, and yanked two bolts of Kira’s supple silk off the shelf and shook them out across the floor inside the curve and pushed and tucked and folded until the whole thing was padded, enclosed, and hers. Her hands moved with the instinctive speed of something that had been doing this since the day the breach turned her into what she was. She stood in the middle of it and pulled her shirt over her head.

She was flushed from her chest to her cheeks. Deep rose-pink blotches across the creamy skin of her collarbones and throat, a map of her heat drawn in color. Her full breasts came free heavy and swaying, pale pink nipples pulled tight and hard. Her yielding belly. Her wide hips straining the waistband of her loose pants. She shoved those down too and kicked them off, and stood naked in the lamplight with her thick thighs pressed together and her cotton-puff tail vibrating against the small of her back.

Her scent filled the little room. Vanilla and warm milk and something heavier underneath it. Something that went straight past my brain and into my blood.

My cock was hard before she touched me. She knew. Her nose was twitching so fast it was a blur.

“I know,” she said. “I can smell it. I can smell you.”

Her lop ears were already half raised.



She pulled me down into the nest and got on top of me before I had my shirt off.

This wasn’t her gentle, unhurried lane. Not tonight. The heat had her, and she’d decided to let it, and she rode me with a kind of desperate urgency I’d only seen from her a handful of times. She got my belt open with shaking fingers and pulled my cock free and sank down onto it in one long slide, and her head fell back and her mouth fell open and she made a sound as if she’d been starving for it.

She was soaked. Hot. Tight and yielding at once, gripping me the entire length.

“In me,” she gasped. “Fill me. Don’t you dare pull out.”

She rolled her hips hard. Her thick thighs clamped my sides with all the deceptive strength bunnygirls hide under the softness. Her full breasts bounced with every drop, heavy and pale in the lamplight. I got my hands on her waist and then lower, on the wide flare of her hips, and felt them rolling under my palms.

Her foot was thumping against the grain sacks. Fast. Accelerating.

“You feel so good,” she panted. “You always feel so good. I need it. I need you in me.”

“You’ve got me.”

“More.” She ground down on me. “Deeper.”

She was shaking. Her whole body trembling with it, sweat beading on the flush across her chest, her rhythm starting to fall apart as the need ran past what her legs could keep up with. I watched it happen. Her rolls turned short and frantic. Her eyes went unfocused.

I took over.

I sat up, lifted her off me, and turned her over onto her hands and knees in the nest before she could protest. She did not protest. She went down onto her elbows in Kira’s silk and pushed her ass up and back at me with a sound that was almost a sob.

That ass. Round and plush and enormous in the lamplight, pale skin flushed pink, the cotton-puff tail vibrating at the top of it. I filled both hands with her hips and pushed back into her from behind in one long stroke.

She cried out into the silk. No hand over her mouth. Nothing muffling it.

I fucked her hard. She wanted it hard and she said so, broken words into the nest, harder, please, more, fill me. Her ass bounced against my hips with every stroke, yielding and heavy, rippling. Her thick thighs shook. Her foot drummed against the grain sacks so fast it was a continuous roll.

“Don’t stop,” she begged. “Don’t slow down, don’t stop, please, in me, I want it in me.”

I kept going. I drove into her until her arms gave out and her face went down into the silk, and she came like that with her ass high and her pussy clenching around me in long hard spasms, crying my name.

It dragged me over with her. I buried myself as deep as I could get, my hands locked on her hips, and came inside her in hard pulses, filling her, holding her still on my cock while she milked me through every one.



She collapsed forward into the nest. I went down with her.

For about a minute she lay under me breathing, and her foot slowed, and I thought that was that.

Her nose twitched again.

She rolled over under me. Her eyes were dark and huge and still unfocused, her flush still bright, her thighs already parting. She reached down between us and wrapped her hand around my softening cock and squeezed, and looked up at me, hungry, unashamed, and absolutely certain.

“Again,” she said.

“Hana…”

“Again.” Her foot thumped once on the floorboards. “It’s heat. You know it’s heat. I’m not done. I don’t want to be done.”

She wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her ankles and pulled me down into her.



The second time was unhurried.

She wanted it slow now, face to face, her arms around my neck and her thighs locked around my hips. The heat had taken the edge off the urgency and left the need behind, deep and steady. I moved in her in long, easy strokes, and she moved with me, her hips rising to meet each one. My cum from the first time made her slick and hot. I could feel it every time I pushed into her.

She held my face. Her hands on my jaw. Her thumbs on my cheekbones. Looking at me.

“Fill me again,” she whispered. “I want to be so full of you I can feel it tomorrow.”

“You will.”

Her lop ears rose.

I watched it happen as I always did. The first time I’d seen it, in the old nest at the clinic, I hadn’t understood it. Those downy cream ears hanging past her jaw, fighting their own anatomy, lifting off her shoulders an inch at a time. Now I knew exactly what it meant. They rose past halfway. They trembled. They kept going.

Her foot was thumping on the floorboards. Faster. Still faster.

“Ryder,” she said. Louder. Her voice climbing. “Ryder, I’m…”

Her ears stood fully upright. Straight up. Quivering at the tips.

She came with her eyes locked on mine and her mouth open and no hand anywhere near it. Loud enough to fill the storeroom. A long rising cry that must have gone through the wall into the kitchen and out across the yard and very possibly to the watchtower. Her pussy gripped me in rolling waves. Her thighs locked so tight I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d tried.

I did not try. I came inside her again, deep, groaning her name into her throat, and she held me there through all of it with her legs and her arms and her ears standing straight up in the lamplight.



After, she wrapped around me completely.

Arms around my neck. Legs around my waist. Her face pressed into my throat with her nose working against my pulse, reading my scent, slow and contented now. Her ears eased back down against my shoulders. Her tail bobbed against my thigh. Her foot thumped once. Again, a little slower. A moment later, settled into the quiet, steady contented beat she only ever made when everything was right.

I held her. Across the yard, barely, I heard someone at the forge laugh. Imara’s rumble, probably.

“The twins heard,” Hana said, into my neck. She did not sound embarrassed. She sounded pleased.

“Half of Haven heard.”

“Good.” She kissed my throat. She was quiet for a while, breathing.

“Ryder.”

“Mm.”

“Bring her home.”

I knew who she meant. I’d watched her all day on the floor of the tear room, tipping broth one sip at a time between a stranger’s cracked lips.

“Delia,” I said.

“She watches everybody.” Hana lifted her head and looked at me. Her brown eyes were warm and completely serious. “She knows everybody’s secrets. She told us about the honey. She watched all of them live for fourteen months.” Her nose twitched. “She should get to be watched back.”


Chapter 5: The Handoff

We built the plan at Kael’s table on the morning of the fifth day, and it took two hours, and I’ve never in my life wanted a war room to be less necessary.

Kael sat at the head of the table with a mug of hot water that had once been introduced to tea leaves. Her rifle leaned against the wall behind her, how it always did. I wondered, now, whether she’d said good morning to it. I did not ask.

The table was crowded. My people and hers. Maren with her arms splinted in silk. The twins, shoulder to shoulder, their silver-gray ears swiveling in unison. Yara perched on the back of a chair with her talons wrapped around the top rail and her wings folded tight. Fenna beside her with the imped primary showing a thin seam where Hana had glued it.

Delia sat in the kitchen doorway, blocking it. Dax stepped over her on his way to get coffee without breaking stride.

Hana slid onto the bench beside me with a mug in each hand and put one in front of me without asking. She sat close. Closer than the bench required. Her plush thigh pressed against mine from hip to knee, warm through two layers of cloth, and stayed there. The flush from yesterday hadn’t entirely left her throat. Her scent retained that heavy sweetness under the vanilla, fainter now, the tail end of the heat.

She leaned in until her lips were an inch from my ear.

“I can still feel it,” she whispered. “Like I said I would.”

Then she sat back, picked up her mug, and gave the war council her full and serious attention. Her foot thumped once against the floorboards under the table. Across from us, the older twin’s ears blushed at the tips.

I laid it out.

“Two prongs,” I said. “One dawn.”

I drew it on the back of one of Kael’s supply lists with the forged pen. A circle for the fortress. A line coming at it from the west, overland. A second line coming at it from the north, underneath.

“Mika takes the army to the fortress. The front. Karga’s sworn from the quarry. Greenhollow’s volunteers. Haven’s fighters, if Kael can spare them. Rika and the Mark Three. Cassia’s larder. Yara and Fenna and Faye in the air.” I tapped the circle. “They don’t need to reach the loom. They need to hit the gate so hard the garrison comes up out of the ground to meet them. Pull them up. Pull them out. Break the upper works. Empty the facility pen, if there are girls in it waiting for frames.”

“There will be,” Imara said quietly. “There always are.”

“And the other prong.” I drew the second line. “The root. Delia walks us down the vein from here. We come up into the loom chamber from underneath, while every guard in the place is running up the stairs toward Mika.”

Kael leaned forward. “How do the two prongs talk to each other?”

“They don’t.”

Silence.

“No signal reaches that deep,” I said. “Suki’s tokens don’t work through breach-core rock at that range. Imara felt that in the Lattice run. Neve’s range won’t carry to the surface from the bottom of a vein. There’s no way to say go, and no way to say wait.” I set the pen down. “So the hour is fixed. We agree on it here, today, and neither side can move it.”

“Which hour?” Kael asked.

I’d done the math three times last night. Delia’s nine days, from the night she woke on the floor. Three days down the vein, if the vein cooperated. Two days for Yara to fly the muster. Time for the army to march.

“Dawn on the eleventh,” I said.

Nobody said anything.

“If we’re late,” I said, “they bleed for nothing. Mika throws the army at five suppressor towers and a tripled garrison to buy us a window we don’t use.” I surveyed the faces around the table. “If they’re late, we’re alone in the room with the loom and the Engineers and whatever guards didn’t go upstairs.”

“And the naga?” Neve asked quietly.

“The clock allows it. With a day to spare.” I made myself say the rest. “If nothing goes wrong.”

Every person at that table had lived long enough in this world to know what if nothing goes wrong meant.

Nobody said that either.



Yara flew the muster at noon.

It was the most important flight of her life and she knew it. I could see it in how she stood on Haven’s watchtower platform with her talons gripping the rail hard enough to score the wood, her tawny wings half-mantled, her feathered crests lifted and trembling. The breach wind pulled at her feathers. She ignored it.

She’d stripped down for distance. A scavenged halter wrapped tight across her small firm breasts, nipples peaked in the cold wind. Nothing else above the belt. Her lean, sun-kissed torso bare, every line of muscle in her abs and ribs defined from a thousand launches. The long powerful legs, human thighs flowing down into the scaled shins and the taloned feet that could lock around a pipe or a man’s waist with equal force. She crouched on the rail with her glutes tight and her thighs coiled, a body built entirely to throw itself at the sky.

I’d seen her do it a thousand times. I continued to look. I’d quit pretending I did not somewhere around the second time she dragged me up a watchtower after dark.

Two days. Three settlements. One bird.

South to the compound first: Mika and Rika, the army’s command and its jammer. West to the quarry: Bess and the sworn. On to Greenhollow: Toller’s volunteers and Faye for the air element. Back to the compound, and she’d march with the army herself.

The four-point sky circuit she and Fenna had drawn in charcoal on the compound wall at the end of the orchard campaign. A square. More corners to love. Now it wasn’t a courier route. It was a nervous system, and she was the signal going down every nerve at once.

I’d written it out for her. The plan. The hour. The rendezvous. Every piece of it in block capitals on a strip of Kira’s silk, rolled tight and sealed into the waterproof pouch on her leg. She’d read it three times and then recited it back to me without looking at it. Twice.

“Dawn on the eleventh,” she said a third time, just to herself.

“Dawn on the eleventh.”

She turned to look at me. Fierce golden-brown raptor eyes, sharp and evaluating, the look she’d given me the day she woke up on my exam table with a shattered wing and tried to take my head off with the good one.

She hit me with her wing.

The wing-bump. Hard. Her whole shoulder behind it, a solid wall of tawny feathers slamming into my arm hard enough to stagger me sideways into the rail. It was how she said everything she couldn’t say. She’d been doing it since the day she first flew again.

“You’ll be under the ground again,” she said. Loud. The raw carrying harpy voice. “Without me. Again.”

“Yes.”

Her crests flattened. Her talons flexed on the rail. I remembered her on a ridge above a tunnel mouth after the Lattice run, wings spread wide against the breach-glow sky, saying it through her teeth: Don’t go back down there without me again. I don’t care that I can’t follow. Don’t.

I was about to. And she knew it.

She stared at me for a long moment. The wind moved her feathers. Down in the yard, Fenna was watching, and Karga, and Hana with a hand pressed flat over her own chest.

Yara’s crests came back up.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll bring you an army instead.”

She launched.

She went off the platform in one explosive push of those long powerful legs, and her wings came down, and she was fifty feet up before I’d caught my balance from the bump. She banked south. She did not circle. She kept going. A tawny streak against the pale sky, getting smaller, gone.

Fenna let out a long, piercing harpy cry after her from the yard. From somewhere far to the south, thin, carried on the wind, Yara answered.



The weld took one hour and it was the longest hour of the week.

Imara stood at Haven’s forge with the listening coil clamped in Rika’s jig on the anvil. The Mark Three’s heart. A steel core wound with Kira’s silver-white silk, fine as frost, with a single seam of bare metal at the base where the pickup had to fuse to the core.

It needed a heat that did not drift. Not one degree, Rika had said. For an hour. Or the silk winding went brittle and cracked and all of Kira’s work was wasted and there was no Mark Three.

Imara put her palms on either side of the core and closed her eyes.

Her seams glowed. It wasn’t the blaze. It wasn’t the warm kindle of arousal. A steady, even, working orange: a furnace set and left to hold. The air around her shimmered. The bare seam of metal at the base of the core glowed dull red, then brighter red, then a clean cherry orange, and halted there.

And held.

The rest of us had to hold too. With Imara at the forge, there was nobody running resonance across the tear cap. Suki took the whole burden alone. She stood in the tear room with both palms flat on the crystal and all four tails fanned rigid behind her, pouring fox-fire into the fractures, and Karga stood behind her with one post-solid hand between her shoulder blades. Every few minutes the pull spiked and the fox’s feet slid on the concrete and Karga’s hand tightened.

“I’m fine,” Suki said, the second time I checked on her. Her voice was tight. Sweat ran down her temples. “I’m a doorstop. Doorstops don’t have feelings.”

“You’ve got forty minutes.”

“Tell the dragon to hurry.”

“The dragon can’t hurry. That’s the point.”

“I know that’s the point.” Her tails trembled. “I hate that it’s the point.”

Kira sat on the floor of the forge yard with her legs folded around her and spun cores. Two spares. The listening coil burned out its silk every time it fired, Rika had said, and with four shots per loading the army would need every core it could carry. Kira’s fingers moved in a blur. Silver thread came off her fingertips and wound itself around steel cores clamped in a spinning jig she’d built from a bicycle wheel. She did not speak. She did not look up. Her indigo eyes were fixed on the winding.

At fifty minutes a gust came off the wasteland and hit the forge yard broadside.

It was a normal wind. Cold, from the northeast. On a normal day it would have meant nothing. Today it hit the open side of the forge and pulled heat off the coals and the entire firebox dimmed for a second.

Imara did not move. Her eyes stayed shut. But her seams flared brighter, just along her forearms, just for a breath, and the cherry-orange at the base of the core never changed color at all.

Kael, watching from the edge of the yard, let out a breath she’d been holding.

At sixty minutes Imara opened her eyes, and let the heat drop over another ten minutes, degree by degree, how you’d walk a patient down off a drip.

The coil cooled. The seam went from orange to red to black. Kira came over on four of her legs, examined the winding with her nose an inch from it, and pressed the silk once with her fingertip.

“Sound,” she said. “Load-bearing.”

Imara let out a long breath of smoke and sat down on the anvil, which was probably not what anvils were for.

“Tell Rika,” she said, “not one degree.”



Fenna took it south the same afternoon.

The listening coil, wrapped in shop-cloth and silk and strapped tight across her back. The two spare cores in her leg pouch. A note from Imara, dictated to me, because Imara said her handwriting suggested something had been dragged across the paper while on fire. Not one degree. You’re welcome.

Three and a half hours to the compound, Fenna said. Maybe four with the load.

“Yara’s already there,” she said, flexing her wings on the watchtower platform, testing the imped primary. It held. “She’ll have told Rika. Rika will be standing on the wall waiting for me with her hands out.”

“Probably with tongs.”

“Probably with tongs,” Fenna agreed. She smiled. She’d been doing that more, since her wings came back. “The forge you built for us. Rika’s forge.” She lowered her gaze to it, still glowing in the yard. “Its first real work, and it’s the thing that opens the fortress.”

She launched south. Smaller than Yara, faster. Gone in minutes.

I stood at the watchtower rail and looked at Haven’s forge cooling below me, and thought about how many things I’d seen built on faith in this world that turned out to matter exactly when they had to.



The handoff was the hard part.

I’d known it would be since the night she woke. If Delia left the tear, it opened. Suki and Imara and Kira and Maren could patch it, but a patch is not a seal. It would take all of them, around the clock, for the entire campaign. And I needed all of them in the vein with me.

Delia was the only thing that could hold that door. And Delia was the only thing that could walk the root.

She had the answer before I asked.

“I can leave a piece of me,” she said.

We were in the tear room. Just me, her, and Hana, with Suki holding the cap across the room. Delia was propped against the doorframe with her gel pooled across the threshold, clearer every hour. The rehydration had held. Her pulse was strong. Her skin had lost its grayness and taken on a pale cool pearl color, barely blue underneath, like skin just out of lake water.

“A piece,” I said.

“I’m not like you.” She lowered her gaze to the gel of her lower body. “All of me is alive. Every part. If I left some of it in the door, I think it would stay alive. And keep holding.” She frowned. “I think.”

“You’ve never tried.”

“I’ve never needed to.” She looked at me. “I’ve never let myself want to leave.”

“How much?”

That was the medical question, and it was the only one that mattered. She was mostly gel. Her gel was her tissue. Her mass. How much of a person can a person give away and still be herself? A pint of blood is nothing. Four pints, you’re in shock. Six, you’re dead. I had no idea what the numbers were for her, and neither did she, and there was no book I could look it up in.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Then we go small.”

“If we go too small, it won’t hold.”

“If we go too big, you won’t.”

She was quiet a long time. Her gel had gone barely milky, thinking.

“A third,” she said finally.

I looked at the pool of her. At how much smaller it already was than it had been when I first saw her, sitting in this room with Suki’s relay node helping her. At the three nights she’d spent pouring herself into the tear until she collapsed.

“A third,” I agreed. “And if anything feels wrong, you stop, and we find another way.”

“There isn’t another way.”

“Then we find it anyway.”

She looked at me for a long moment. That pale rose color bloomed in her gel again, very small, just at the center.

“Okay,” she said.



We did it at dusk, because that was when the pull was weakest. Delia said it always had been. Something about the far end, she said. It rested, a little, when the light went.

Four capabilities. One door.

Kira went first. Up the wall over the slit on four legs, the other four braced against the floor, silk pouring from her fingertips. She built a lattice across the whole tear, stud to stud and floor to ceiling, not the quick net she’d thrown over the crystal cap on the first night but something woven, deliberate, dense as a basket. Structural thread, cable-strong, tied to every load-bearing point in the room. The frame for everything else.

“Ready,” she said.

Maren went second.

I’d given her permission for one barrier. One. Her crystals had rested two days and eaten everything Corrine put in front of her, and the fractures had ceased spreading, but they hadn’t healed. One barrier was inside the line. Two was not.

She stood in front of the slit with her silk splints off and her arms raised. Her crystals glowed. A sheet of faceted light formed across the tear, bright and clean, sealing flush against Kira’s lattice.

“One,” I said.

“One,” she agreed, through her teeth.

Delia.

Karga carried her. There was no other way to get her to the tear without her dragging herself across the floor, and I wasn’t letting her waste the strength. The orc knelt and slid both enormous arms under the gel of her lower body and lifted her in a bride’s carry, gel and all. Delia gasped. The gel sloshed and wobbled against Karga’s forearms and held its shape, mostly.

“You’re warm,” Delia said, startled.

“I’m always warm,” Karga said. “It’s all the muscle.”

She set Delia down in front of the tear, gently, on a folded blanket, close enough to touch the crystal.

Delia put both palms flat on the crystal cap. Her gel pooled around her on the blanket. She closed her eyes.

For a long moment nothing happened.

The gel moved.

It flowed forward from her body toward the base of the tear in a gradual clear stream, like water finding a crack. It slid under the bottom edge of Maren’s crystal. It climbed. Up between the crystal and the slit itself, filling the gap, following the ragged edges of the tear as mortar follows the edges of a brick. I watched the clear aqua gel creep up the torn air inch by inch, seeping into every jagged edge, filling the wound in the world with a living seal.

A third of her. I watched it go. The pool on the blanket shrank. Her hips thinned. Her face went tight with something that wasn’t pain, exactly. Something like effort. Like concentration so deep it hurt.

“Delia,” I said.

“I’m okay.” Her eyes stayed shut. “I’m okay. Almost.”

Her gel reached the top of the slit. Filled the last jagged edge. Sealed.

“Suki,” I said.

The fox was already on the roof. She’d gone up through the hatch ten minutes before, to the relay node, the fist-sized sphere of fox-fire Kira had anchored there on our first visit. It had been helping Delia hold this door since the first alliance. Another hand helping me hold the door shut, Delia had said.

Now Suki put both hands on it and poured.

I felt it through the ceiling. A warmth, a pressure, gold light seeping down through the planks. The node brightened until it lit the entire roof like a lantern, and the light ran down into the tear room through some channel I couldn’t see and settled into Delia’s gel in the seam. The gel glowed dimly gold from inside.

Delia took her hands off the crystal.



It held.

The seam of her gel stayed where it was. Clear aqua, barely gold, filling the torn edges of the slit. Maren’s crystal over it. Kira’s lattice over that. The relay node pulsing gold above.

The knock fell quiet.

Not gone. I could still feel it, if I stood motionless. A slight pressure against the wall, like someone leaning on the other side of a door. But muffled. Muted. The draft that had been running the wrong way down Haven’s hallways for six days stopped. The dust on the floor lay still.

Maren sat down hard on the floor with her arms shaking. I checked her crystals. No new fractures. One barrier. Inside the line.

Kira came down off the wall and folded her legs and stayed low, her indigo eyes on the seam, checking every anchor with her gaze.

On the blanket, Delia opened her eyes.

She was smaller. Visibly. A third smaller, just as we’d planned, her gel pooled closer to her body, her hips narrower, all of her lower half diminished. Her upper body looked the same, but it sat lower, closer to the floor, as though someone had taken away the stool beneath her.

She looked at the seam of herself in the wall.

“It’s holding,” she said. Wondering.

“It’s holding,” I agreed. “How do you feel?”

“Light.” She considered. “Strange. Like I left a hand somewhere and I can still feel it.” She flexed her fingers. “It’s still holding. I can feel it holding. From here.”

“Can you feel it from farther?”

“I don’t know.” She looked at the doorway. The real one. The frame between the tear room and the hallway, where she’d sat for fourteen months. “I’ve never been farther.”



Then she did it.

She put her hands flat on the concrete on either side of her body. Her gel gathered. Pulled in, as a muscle pulls in before it moves. And she pushed herself toward the doorway.

Progress came inch by inch. Her arms trembled. Her gel slid across the floor in a small clear wave, and she dragged her upper body along with it, inch by inch, how you’d drag yourself across a room after a bad fall. Nobody helped her. Nobody moved. Karga had her hands half raised, and she held them there, and she did not touch.

Delia reached the frame.

She halted there. Her gel pooled across the threshold. Right where she’d sat for fourteen months. She could stop there. Everyone in that room knew she could stop there. It would be the easiest thing in the world.

She put her hand on the other side of the frame. On the hallway floor. And she pulled.

Her gel slid across the threshold and out.

All of it. Every last clear drop of her. She dragged herself through the doorway she had never once been able to leave, out into Haven’s back hallway, one foot, two feet past it.

Her arms gave out and she collapsed onto the hallway floor.



She lay there on her face on the floorboards with her gel spread out behind her, and for a second I thought she’d hurt herself. I was already moving.

A moment later, I heard the sound she was making.

She was laughing.

And crying. Both at once. Great gasping hiccuping sobs that were laughter and grief tangled up together, her shoulders shaking, her face pressed against the dusty boards of a hallway she’d watched for fourteen months and never once touched. Her gel clouded. Then clear. Milky again. A moment later, clear and slightly rose. Every emotion she had, one after another, passing through her body in color where everyone could see.

I knelt beside her. Hana was already there on the other side, her hand on Delia’s back, her foot thumping quietly against the floor.

“I can’t,” Delia gasped. “I can’t walk. I forgot. I haven’t made legs since the tear opened. I don’t remember how.” Another sob. Another laugh. “I’m out. I’m out and I can’t walk.”

Kael came down the hallway.

She’d been at the end of it, watching from the kitchen door, with her arms folded and her face absolutely unreadable. She walked the length of the hall, and she knelt down on the floorboards beside Delia, and she put one scarred hand on Delia’s shoulder.

“You held our door fourteen months,” Kael said. Her voice was steady. It was the voice of a woman who talked to her rifle at night about what had gone wrong that day. “Every day. Nobody asked you to. Nobody could have made you. You just did it.”

Delia raised her gaze to Kael. Her face was wet.

“You don’t need anybody’s permission to walk through one,” Kael said.

Delia’s gel blushed rose from edge to edge.

Behind me, the floorboards creaked. Karga was crouching down. All six foot four of her folding to the floor, the orc’s knees cracking like rockfall, until she was down at Delia’s level. She held out both enormous gray-green hands, palms up.

“Up,” the Warchief said. “I’ve got you.”

Delia stared at her hands.

“Walking is just falling,” Karga said, “that you keep correcting.”


Chapter 6: Learning to Walk

Physical therapy for a body that holds its own bones by will turned out to be exactly like physical therapy for any other body.

Short sets. Rest. Hydration between. Don’t push past failure. Celebrate the small wins, because the small wins are the only kind there are.

I’d done it for a harpy with a shattered ulna. I’d done it for a dragon whose wings had been clamped flat for seven months. I’d done it for Mika’s ribs and my own knee and a dog named Buster, back when the world had dogs with names. The body is a stubborn animal. It forgets fast and it remembers one lesson at a time. You have to walk it back to itself one step at a time.

Delia had no bones to walk back. That was the only difference. Every step she’d ever take, she’d have to decide.



We started in Haven’s yard at eight in the morning, on the sixth day.

Hana had tied a towel around Delia’s hips. It was the best we could do on short notice. Delia had nothing to wear below the waist and never had, not in fourteen months, because below the waist there’d been nothing to cover but gel pooled in a door frame. Now she was about to stand up in a yard full of people.

“Is this necessary?” Delia asked, looking down at the towel.

“You’ll be glad of it,” Hana said, and knotted it firmly at her hip.

Karga knelt in front of her. Delia sat on the packed earth with her gel pooled around her, smaller now since the handoff, clear aqua with the morning sun going straight through it and throwing faint rippling light across the ground. Like light at the bottom of a swimming pool.

“Legs,” Karga said.

“I don’t remember how.”

“You made them before the tear opened. You’ll make them again.” The orc held out both hands. “Legs.”

Delia closed her eyes.

The gel moved. It gathered in toward her body, the pool drawing up, and then it divided. Gradually. Two columns rising out of the mass, clear and trembling, thickening at the top where they met her hips, narrowing toward the ground. Not quite legs. The idea of legs. Two rough clear shapes, a child’s clay figure before the details go in.

They wobbled. They puddled at the bottom, spreading out on the dirt.

“Again,” Karga said.

The puddles pulled back. Firmed. Two feet this time, or something close to feet, rounded and soft. The columns above them straightened.

“Now stand.”

Delia put her hands in Karga’s. The orc’s hands swallowed hers to the wrist. Karga leaned back and pulled, measured and steady, and Delia came up off the ground.

For one second she was standing.

Her knees, which she’d forgotten to make, folded in two directions at once, and the lower half of her slumped into a wobbling heap, and she sat down very hard on her own gel with a sound resembling a water balloon hitting pavement.

The yard was silent.

“Again,” Karga said.



She did it eleven times before lunch.

Karga walked her up and down Haven’s yard with a war-band recruit’s drilling cadence, one enormous gray-green hand cupped under each of Delia’s elbows, taking most of her weight. Up the yard. Turn. Down. Rest. Up again. Her voice never rose above a low steady instruction.

“Correct the fall. Again.”

“Knees. You forgot your knees.”

“Don’t look at your feet. Your feet know where they are. Look at me.”

“Correct the fall.”

Every time Delia’s legs failed, Karga caught her before she hit the ground and set her back on her feet with the sure gentleness of a mother cat moving a kitten. No impatience. No frustration. The Warchief of the western marches had taught fifteen scared refugees how to hold a shield wall, and she brought the exact same patience to teaching a slime girl how to put one foot in front of the other.

By the fourth set, the knees were there. Rough. Soft. But there.

By the sixth set, Delia had worked out ankles.

“You’re getting it,” I told her during the rest break. I had her wrist in my fingers, counting her pulse. Elevated but strong. Her gel was warmer than it had been this morning, and firmer, with a little spring in it now when I pressed. “How do you feel?”

“Tired.” She was panting. Her upper body was glossed with a subtle sheen of sweat, or something close to sweat, dewy on her pale blue-pearl skin. “It’s like doing math with my whole body. Every step I have to think about where every part of the leg is going to be.”

“That’s how it feels after a stroke. Or a long coma. It gets easier. The body learns to do the math without you.”

“Does it?”

“Every body I’ve ever worked on.”

She watched her legs. Two clear aqua columns, shaped now into something recognizably thighs and calves, softening and firming by turns as she concentrated. The morning light went through them and threw ripples on the dirt.

“I’ve never worked on a body like mine,” she said.

“Neither have I,” I said. “So we’ll both learn.”



Imara figured it out by accident.

She’d come out to watch the fourth set, standing near the forge with her arms folded and her wings half-mantled, heat shimmering off her into the cool morning air. When Delia’s legs puddled on the sixth attempt, Imara stepped closer without thinking to help Karga catch her.

The gel firmed.

I saw it happen. The legs had been slumping, losing shape, and the moment Imara came within a few feet, they tightened. Held. Delia gasped and stood straighter, all on her own, and stared down at herself.

“What was that?” she said.

Imara stepped back. The gel softened slightly.

Imara stepped forward. The gel firmed.

We all looked at the dragon.

Imara’s seams flushed dark orange along her throat. A thread of smoke slipped out between her lips, curled up past her nose, and hung over her head, guilt made visible.

“Heat,” she said. “Heat firms it.”

“Like setting wax,” Kira said from the wall, where she’d been watching with her silk-spinning jig in her lap. “Or gelatin in cold water, reversed.”

“I’m not gelatin,” Delia said.

“No,” Kira agreed. “You’re much better engineered.”

After that Imara stood close without being asked. Not touching. Just there. A warm pressure at Delia’s side as she walked, a banked furnace keeping the slime girl’s legs firm. Her tail flicked restlessly behind her, and her seams stayed a muted flustered orange for the rest of the morning.

“I’m a space heater,” she muttered to me, when Delia made it all the way up the yard and back without a single slump.

“You’re a very effective space heater.”

A second thread of smoke. “Don’t tell Suki.”

Suki, from the roof, where she’d been lying on her stomach with her chin in her hands watching the whole thing: “Too late.”



By midafternoon, Delia walked the length of Haven’s yard on her own.

No hands. No dragon. Karga walked backward in front of her with her arms held out in case, and Imara stayed a careful six feet away, and Delia put one foot in front of the other the whole way from the forge to the gate with her face locked in ferocious concentration and her tongue caught between her teeth.

And now that she was standing, I considered her properly for the first time.

I’d seen her. On a floor, spread out and gray. In a doorway, pooled. I hadn’t seen her standing up, walking toward me across a yard in the sun, and it was a different thing entirely.

Bottom up. Medic first.

Her feet were rounded and soft, clear aqua, the sunlight passing straight through them onto the dirt. Her calves were smooth and gently shaped. Her thighs were thick and soft and pressed together as she walked, wobbling just enough to catch the eye with every step, catching the light like wet glass, throwing little rippling caustics across the ground at her feet.

Her hips. Wide. Much wider than her waist. And behind them, Hana’s towel had slipped down to one side, and under it was the curve I’d been carefully not noticing all day as a medical professional. A big, round, heavy ass, shaped entirely out of clear aqua gel. It jiggled with every hesitant step she took. It had a heavy, liquid wobble. Glossy as a glass bead, catching the afternoon light and throwing it back in shades of aqua. Every uncertain footfall sent a measured ripple through it, bottom to top, and it settled, and rippled again.

My medic brain noted that her mass distribution put her center of gravity low, which would help her balance.

The rest of my brain noted other things about her mass distribution.

Just below her navel, the gel met her skin. There was no seam. Clear aqua just thinned into pale blue-pearl skin the way shallow water thins into sand at the edge of a beach. Her belly was soft. Her waist was narrow. Her faded pink lifeguard tank clung to her upper body, damp from the effort, and under it her breasts were full and plush and round, swaying slightly as she walked, her nipples showing dark through the thin old fabric.

Her hair hung down her back in long heavy waves, sea-glass aqua, looking wet in the dry sunlight, the ends thinly translucent where they turned to gel at the tips.

And her eyes. Huge. Aquamarine, rimmed in a crisp dark ring. Wide open. Fixed on the gate she was walking toward as if it was the edge of the world.

I caught myself looking. I’d been looking for a while.

I made myself look at her gait instead. Stride length. Knee flexion. Weight transfer. It helped a little.

A moment later, she reached the gate, and turned around, and saw all of us watching her from across the yard, and her entire body blushed rose. A flush that started at her core and spread outward, through her hips and her thighs, turning the gel into a lantern.

Then she sat down.

Right in the gate arch. The gel of her flowed back into its pooled shape and spread across the whole opening, wall to wall.

She hadn’t meant to. I could see it on her face. She’d reached the gate and some deep instinct had said doorway and she’d folded down into it like water finding a drain.

“Oh no,” she said.

Dax came up the road with a sack of flour on his shoulder, returning from the storage shed outside the wall. He halted at the gate. Looked at Delia. Looked at the flour. Sighed.

He climbed over her.



The rest of the afternoon was a lesson in what Delia did when she wasn’t concentrating on walking.

She sealed things.

She was sitting in the kitchen, recovering, drinking the second of Hana’s electrolyte broths. And when Corrine came in to start dinner, every single drafty window in the room had been caulked. Every crack in every frame. A thin bead of clear aqua gel filled each gap, neat as a craftsman’s work. The kitchen was noticeably warmer.

“Did you do that?” Corrine asked.

Delia looked at the windows. At her own gel. A moment later, back at the windows.

“I think so,” she said. “I didn’t notice.”

“It’s very good work.”

“Thank you?”

The gel in the window frames remained connected to her by the faintest hair-thin strands running along the wall. She gathered them back in, carefully. The drafts returned. Corrine looked genuinely disappointed.

There was the spoon.

She was stirring her broth, and she set the spoon down on the table beside her to lift the mug with both hands, and she set it down on her gel instead of the table, and the gel closed over it.

We all watched it sink.

It descended through the clear aqua of her hip, handle first, turning gently end over end, until it hung in the middle of her, suspended in amber. Fully visible. Perfectly clear. A small tin teaspoon floating inside a woman’s thigh.

Delia stared at it.

Her whole face reddened. A moment later, her gel reddened. Then the room from wall to wall could see the spoon was suspended in a translucent rose-colored body that was getting pinker by the second.

“I’ll give it back,” she said, in a very small voice.

Kael had been sitting at the end of the table with a cup of hot water, silent, gray, still exhausted from six days of holding her settlement together with her bare hands.

She laughed.

Out loud. A short, sharp, startled laugh that burst out of her with the pop of a freed cork. She put her hand over her mouth. It kept going. Her shoulders shook.

The entire kitchen fell quiet.

The twins stared at her. Corrine stared at her. Kael’s laugh was rare enough that Dax’s younger sister stared with her mouth open.

Kael took her hand away from her mouth. She looked at all of them staring. At Delia, rose-pink with a spoon floating in her thigh.

“Keep the spoon,” Kael said. Her voice wobbled. “You earned the spoon.”



The family adopted her as the family always did, each in their own register.

Hana brought her a third bowl of broth at sunset and sat down in the kitchen doorway beside her. Delia had drifted there again, of course. Now they both sat in it, the two of them together blocking the whole opening, and Hana did not move when Corrine needed to get through. She just smiled up at the older woman until Corrine sighed and went around.

“You’re blocking it too,” Delia said.

“I know.” Hana’s foot thumped once, quietly. “It’s nice. I can see the whole kitchen from here.”

Delia looked at her. Her gel went slightly rose at the core.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “You can.”

Kira came with a length of knotted silk cord and measured her. Hips, waist, the circumference of each thigh at three points, the length from navel to knee. Precise. Clinical. Kira measured as Rika measured, like the numbers were holy.

“A wrap,” Kira said. “Silk mesh. Around the hips. It will help you hold your shape when you’re tired.” She paused. Her fingers lingered on the measuring cord. “And it will be better than a towel.”

“Everything is better than the towel,” Hana said.

“The towel was your idea.”

“I know what I said.”

Neve did not come near her at all. She sat at the end of the table with her wine-red hair falling over one shoulder and her violet eyes half-lidded, and she watched Delia watch everyone.

“She watches all of us,” Neve said to me, very quietly, when I sat down beside her with my own bowl. “Every one. All the time. She reads a room better than I do, and she can’t read emotions. She reads bodies. Where people stand. Who looks at who.” Her slim tail curled around the leg of her chair. “She watches us like she’s starving.”

“She has been.”

“I know,” Neve said. “I know exactly what she’s been.”



Suki found her after dinner.

The fox did not come down to the kitchen. She came down into it. She’d been in the rafters for an hour, lying along a crossbeam over the table with all four tails hanging down on either side resembling russet bell-pulls, fox-fire flickering at the white tips. Now she dropped one tail directly in front of Delia’s face and swung it gently back and forth in a pendulum’s arc.

Delia’s eyes tracked it. Left. Right. Left.

“Little door,” Suki said from the rafters.

Delia looked up. “Me?”

“You.” The fox propped her chin on her hands and looked down. Her amber eyes glowed dimly in the lamplight. There was no grin on her face. There was something else, curious and serious. “I have a question. A real one. I’ve been wondering all day.”

“Okay.”

“When you hold a door shut,” Suki said, “does it know when you’re lying to it?”

Delia thought about it for a long time. Long enough that Hana watched her. Long enough that the table fell quiet.

“Doors don’t know anything,” she said finally. “They just push where it’s thin.”

Suki’s ears went forward. Both of them. All the way.

She said nothing else. She lay there on the crossbeam looking at Delia, her glowing eyes narrowing as old calculations raced behind the humor.

She swung down out of the rafters and landed on the table on her bare feet without disturbing a single dish, and all four of her tails swung east, hard, and she swayed.

She caught herself on my shoulder.

“Ugh,” she said lightly. “Rude.”

Her fingers dug in. They were shaking.



She was scared. I’d known it for days. In four days she’d walk into the thing that had been pulling at her tails since the orchard. The loom that wanted to wear her. It had wanted her since we first went down into the dark, and it wanted her more now than it ever had, and every mile closer made it want her louder.

She’d been performing through it all week. The jokes. The narration. The romantic stroll in Karga’s grip. Performing was how Suki survived. Four hundred years of it.

That night she decided she wanted an audience.

A real one.



She asked Delia first.

That was the part I’ll remember. She did not ambush her. She did not prank her. She came down off the roof hatch at nine o’clock, when Delia was sitting in the hallway doorway at the foot of the ladder, and she crouched down on her heels so their eyes were level.

“I’m about to go up on that roof,” Suki said, “and be very loud, and very good at something.” Her voice was gentle. The voice she used for Hana. “Would you like to watch?”

Delia’s gel clouded.

Cloudy white, from the core outward, in a gradual wave. She stared at Suki. I watched her understand exactly what was being asked, and I watched it frighten her.

The cloud cleared.

Gradually. From the center. Clear aqua pushing back the white. And at the very core of her, low in her belly, directly below where skin became gel, a pale rose bloom.

“…Can I?” she whispered.

Suki turned to look at me over her shoulder. The fox’s eyes were steady.

“Doc?”

“Yes,” I said. Then, to Delia: “One condition. You stay exactly where you’re comfortable. Anywhere. The ladder. The hatch. The hallway. You can leave any time, and nobody asks why.”

Delia nodded. Rose light pulsed at her core.

“The hatch,” she said. “I’ll sit in the hatch.”

Of course she would.



Haven’s roof was flat tar and gravel with a low parapet around the edge. Suki’s relay node sat at the center of it, a fist-sized sphere of fox-fire anchored in silk, pulsing gold. On the eastern horizon the breach glow smeared the night violet. The wind was cool.

Delia had climbed the ladder, inch by inch, with Hana behind her. She was sitting in the roof hatch now. Her upper body above the lip, her gel pooled down through the opening onto the rungs below. Her hair hung over one shoulder. Her eyes were enormous.

Suki stood in front of me beside the node and let her performance brighten by stages, a lamp wick turned higher.

She’d changed. A scrap of a top, low-cut and cropped, that barely contained the full round curves of her breasts on her tiny frame. A short skirt riding high on her wide hips. Her porcelain skin glowed dimly in the dark, luminous, the fox-fire under it rising to the surface. Russet-red hair loose and wild, catching the node’s gold light. And her four tails, russet with white tips, fanned out behind her in a great half-circle, forming a stage curtain behind her.

She glanced at the hatch. Winked.

She dropped to her knees in front of me with a grin and zero preamble.



“Observe,” Suki said, in her hushed nature-documentary voice, looking up at me with glowing amber eyes while her fingers worked my belt open, “the medic in his natural habitat. Note the stoic expression. The clinical calm.” She pulled my cock free and wrapped her small warm hand around it. “Note also that the clinical calm is a lie.”

She licked me base to tip, taking her time. That long fox tongue, longer than any human’s, wrapping around the underside of my cock as she drew it up.

My breath went out of me.

“He’s about to lose his composure,” she narrated, and then she took me into her mouth.

She was good. She was always good. Four hundred years of practice and a tongue built for it. She sucked me deep and unhurried, her glowing eyes locked on mine throughout, her cheeks hollowing, that tongue working the underside of my cock in long wet strokes that made my hand clench at my side. Her fox ears were perked straight forward. Her tails swayed behind her in a measured, showy rhythm.

She pulled off with a wet sound, just long enough to look over at the hatch.

“Are you watching, little door?”

I looked too. I couldn’t not.

Delia was watching.

Her eyes were fixed on us. Wide. Unblinking. Her lips parted. And the gel of her body, pooled in the hatch below her waist, had flushed rose from the core outward. A full-body blush visible through her, lit from inside, warm pink light glowing from the dark hatch, a live coal under glass.

“Yes,” Delia breathed.

Suki grinned. And went back down on me.



She put on a show. There’s no other word for it.

She worked me with her mouth until I had my hand in her hair. She moaned around my cock loud enough to carry, theatrical, sure, but she meant it too. The fox-fire under her skin rose, decorative gold flickering across her porcelain shoulders in pretty controlled ripples. She let her top slip down so her breasts spilled out, full and heavy on her small frame, her pink nipples hard in the cool air, and she arched so the light caught them.

I let her have it for a while. She’d earned it. I took over.

I wound my hand deeper in her hair and pulled her off my cock. Gently. Firmly. She raised her gaze to me with her mouth wet and her eyes glowing.

“Up,” I said.

She came up. I lifted her by the waist, my hands nearly spanning it, and she weighed almost nothing. I sat down on the low parapet at the roof’s edge and brought her down onto my lap, and turned her around so she faced the hatch.

So her audience could see.

She laughed, low and delighted. She reached back and guided my cock under her skirt and sank down onto it at an unhurried pace, her head falling back against my shoulder.

“Oh,” she said. Real. Then, louder, for the hatch: “Oh. Watch closely, little door.”



She rode me facing Delia.

Her small hands braced on my knees. Her wide hips rolling. Her four tails fanned out on either side of us, spread wide, a russet curtain framing her body in the node’s gold light. Her breasts bounced with every drop, and the fox-fire flickered across them. She was loud. Moaning, gasping, theatrical and gorgeous, narrating in fragments.

“He’s so deep. You see? You see how deep?”

I held her hips and fucked up into her from below, and she cried out, and it was only half performance.

In the hatch, Delia hadn’t moved. Her eyes never left us. Not for a second. Her lips were parted and her chest was heaving under the pink tank, and the rose blush in her gel had spread through her lower body and up past her navel onto her skin. One of her hands had slipped down out of sight below the lip of the hatch.

I could see where it had gone. Her gel was translucent. The rose light lit her from inside. Her fingers were between her thighs.

She saw me see. Her blush went deeper. She kept going.

I turned back toward the fox on my lap. At the curtain of her tails. At the show she’d built for a woman who had watched everything for fourteen months and had never once been shown anything on purpose.

I reached out and took one of Suki’s tails, base to tip.



The performance broke.

I stroked it with patient intent, from where it joined her body at the small of her back all the way to the downy white tip. And Suki gasped.

It wasn’t the performed gasp. The real one.

Her entire body jolted on my cock. Her back arched. Her mouth fell open. Fox-fire erupted across her skin, all at once, uncontrolled, not decorative gold ripples anymore but a blaze of amber light that lit the whole roof. It threw our shadows across the gravel. It lit the underside of the node. It lit the hatch, and Delia’s startled face, and her wide eyes going wider.

I stroked her tail again.

Suki fell quiet.

Her narration broke off mid-word. Her moans vanished. Her grin was gone. Her mouth hung open with no sound coming out of it at all, and her eyes were wide and unguarded, the rarest expression anyone ever saw on her face. She wasn’t performing. She wasn’t watching herself. She was just feeling.

All four of her tails wrapped around me at once.

My waist. My thigh. My arm. My chest. Tight. Involuntary. Desperate. The whole russet curtain collapsing inward to hold on.

And she did not hide it from the doorway.

She could have. She could have turned her face into my neck how she always did when the show cracked. She did not. She sat on my lap facing the hatch in a blaze of her own uncontrolled fox-fire and let the woman in the doorway see the real one. Wide eyes. Open mouth. Silence.

I fucked up into her through the silence. She came like that, shaking, her pussy clenching around me in hard helpless pulses, her tails crushing tight. It wasn’t a sound. The fox-fire blazed brighter and brighter across her skin until the entire roof was gold.

I came inside her, holding her hips down on me, groaning into her hair.



She stayed quiet for a long time.

Tails locked around me. Face turned toward the hatch. Breathing. The fox-fire steadily banking down across her skin from blaze to glow to a soft warm shimmer.

A moment later, she turned her head and pressed her face into my neck. Her voice, when it came back, was raw.

“That’s the trick, little door,” she said, without looking at the hatch. “The best ones end with the truth.”

In the hatch, Delia’s voice was barely audible. Her gel was blazing rose from her core to her skin. Her hand had come back up out of sight and was pressed flat against her own chest.

“Is it always like that?” she whispered. “The quiet part?”

Suki’s tails tightened around me.

“Only with him,” she said.


Chapter 7: The Root

Kira gave Delia the wrap at dawn.

She’d stayed up most of the night making it. I’d seen the lamplight under the door of the room she’d claimed, and heard the quiet steady whisper of silk off her spinnerets until past two. When she came down to the tear room in the gray morning light she carried it folded over one arm with a priest’s care for vestments.

It was mesh. Fine. White. Not quite opaque and not quite sheer, a weave so tight and even it resembled frost on a window pane. It wrapped around the hips and tied at one side, and it fell to mid-thigh, and the edges had been finished with a band of denser silk so they wouldn’t curl.

“It holds the shape,” Kira said, watching Delia turn it over in her hands. “When you’re tired, the weave carries some of the load. Like a brace. You won’t have to think about your hips so hard.”

“It’s beautiful,” Delia said.

Kira’s legs drew in two inches. She gave no answer.

Delia put it on. It took some doing. She stood, wobbling, with Hana holding her elbow, and wrapped the mesh around her hips and tied it at her left side in a neat flat knot, and let go.

It fit perfectly. Of course it did. Kira had measured with a knotted cord like the numbers were holy.

And it held. I watched the gel of her hips settle into the weave and firm. The barely visible wobble at the edges steadied. Her stance widened a fraction, more confident. The white mesh sat low on the flare of her wide hips, and through it her clear aqua gel glowed quietly in the lamplight, the curve of her big round ass visible through the weave like something seen through frosted glass. The knot at her hip sat right where gel became skin.

Better than the towel. Much better than the towel.

I noticed that, and noticed myself noticing, and went back to checking my pack.

Hana caught my eye across the room and smiled a small knowing smile, and her foot thumped once against the floorboards.



The way down was under the tear room.

Haven’s cellar was a low stone-walled space under the back of the ranger station, dug before the breach for storing potatoes and firewood. Kael had used it for her powder and her spare rifle and her winter barley. We’d found the crack yesterday, looking for it after Delia said the root ran down.

It ran straight across the cellar floor, directly under where the tear was sealed in the room above. A crack in the packed earth and old flagstones, a foot wide at its widest, running from one wall to the other. Thin light came up out of it. Pale. Violet shot with green. The same sick light that bled from the slit upstairs.

Rika had told me once, when we first came here, that she could feel arteries of dimensional energy under Haven. Pulsing lines under the stone, like veins under skin. She’d said it as casually as you’d mention the weather.

This was one of them. Made literal.

Karga had spent the night widening the crack with a pry bar and her bare hands. Now it was a hole in the cellar floor three feet wide, and below it, the light came up stronger, and the air coming out of it was warm.

Kael and Maren stood at the top of the cellar stairs. Maren’s arms remained in silk splints. Kael had her rifle across her back.

Kael gripped my forearm. The soldier’s grip. Hard.

“Bring her back,” she said. She glanced at Delia, who was sitting on the edge of the hole in the cellar floor with her new wrap tucked around her and her legs, just formed, dangling over the edge into the light. “We’d like to visit.”

“We’ll bring her back.”

“And the rest of you.” Kael did not let go of my arm. “I got used to you all showing up. I’d like to keep being used to it.”

“We’ll come back.”

She held my eyes a second longer. She let go, and stepped back, and watched us go down.



The root was not a tunnel.

I’d been in tunnels. The breach-carved ones east of the compound, six feet wide and shimmering sick green, where we’d found Rika with a wrench in each hand. The breach-core ones past the relay, with their floors that yielded like cartilage and their walls veined with bioluminescent tendrils. I’d thought those were strange.

This was stranger.

We dropped through the hole in the cellar floor one at a time, down eight feet of broken earth and stone, and landed on something that wasn’t stone at all.

It yielded. Barely. Springy underfoot, dense as rubber, soft as an animal’s paw pad. And warm. Not warm like a room. Warm like a body.

I straightened up and surveyed the room, and my stomach turned over.

The walls were ribbed.

Curved ribs of something pale and thinly translucent ran up the sides of the passage and over our heads, spaced about a foot apart, like the cartilage rings inside a windpipe. Between the ribs, the walls were smooth and glistening and thinly translucent, and through them I could see light moving. Measured pulses of pale violet, traveling down the walls in the direction of the passage, one after another, like blood moving through a vein.

The whole thing pulsed. I felt it under my boots. A measured, heavy rhythm, once every six or seven seconds. The same rhythm I’d felt in Imara’s hand on the ground back at the compound. The loom’s note, felt through the floor of its own vein.

Nothing here was carved.

In the tunnels, you could see the marks where the breach had cut rock. Here there were no marks. There was no rock. It had grown. The whole passage had grown this way, rooted through soil and veined through flesh, and we were standing inside it.

“Oh,” Hana said faintly. Her nose had ceased twitching entirely. “Oh, it’s alive.”

“It’s alive,” Delia agreed.

She’d come down last. Karga had lowered her through the hole in the cellar floor carefully, with both hands. Now she stood on the springy, glistening floor of the vein with her wrap tied at her hip and her eyes wide open.

She did not look frightened. She looked like someone who had walked into a house she’d only ever seen through the windows.



The current was worse than I’d expected.

A stream of pale breach-light ran along the floor of the vein, a hand’s depth, flowing east. Like water in a gutter. Like water running toward a drain. It wasn’t water. It did not splash and it did not wet my boots. But it moved, and it carried a wind with it, a steady warm breeze at our backs that pushed toward the east, and every few seconds the pulse came down the walls and the current surged.

And it pulled.

Not on me. Not on Hana, much. I felt it as a slight tug at my ankles, as though I stood in a sluggish river. For Hana it was a little stronger. She grabbed the ribbed wall with one hand and her lop ears flattened.

For the others it was much worse.

Suki’s tails hauled east the moment her feet touched the floor. All four of them, snapping straight out behind her like flags in a gale, dragging her backward a full step before she caught herself on the wall. Fox-fire burst across the white tips, bright, uncontrolled. She hissed through her teeth.

“Oh, that’s much worse,” she said.

Imara’s seams flared orange all down her arms and flanks. Her tail stiffened. She dug her clawed feet into the springy floor and stood motionless with her molten eyes half shut, how you stand in heavy surf.

Neve staggered. Her hand went to her temple and her eyes went fuchsia and she swayed, and I caught her elbow before she went down.

“It’s full,” she said. “The current. It’s… full of them. The threads. I can feel them in it.”

Kira’s eight legs spread wide on the springy floor, splaying out for a maximum stance, her chitin darkening at the joints.

“It drags the resonant,” Delia said, very quietly.

She was the only one of them standing easy.



Kira roped us.

She did it fast, in the dim violet light, her fingers flying. A long line of silk, the structural kind, cable-strong and dimly shining. She tied it in a loop around each of our waists in turn, leaving eight feet of slack between each person, a knot for each of us that she checked twice with her fingertips.

Delia at the front, on point. Me. A moment later, Neve. Then Hana. Suki. A moment later, Imara. Then Kira herself. Eight people on one rope.

Karga took the last loop.

She did not let Kira tie it. She took the end of the line from the arachne’s hand, wrapped it twice around her own thick waist over her belt, and tied it herself in a knot I did not recognize. Some war-band knot. Big and ugly and simple. She pulled it tight until the silk creaked.

She planted her feet on the springy floor, shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent, and put her weight down into her heels.

“Anchor,” she said.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

The orc looked at me with her pale steel-gray eyes. “I carried two girls out of the orchard pen at once, with the grey-coats still shooting. I can hold a rope.”

Nobody argued.



It got tested inside the first hour.

We’d moved maybe half a mile down the vein. Heavy going. The current tugged constantly, and the pulses came down the walls every six or seven seconds, and every pulse brought a surge that pulled harder.

A big one came.

I felt it before I saw it. A deeper throb through the floor, a heavier rhythm, and the violet light in the walls brightened in one cresting wave. The wind at our backs doubled. The stream of breach-light on the floor surged ankle-high, knee-high, a sudden flood running east.

Neve went off her feet.

It was that fast. One second she was walking beside me with her hand on the wall, the next the current had her by the resonance and she was simply gone, snatched backward and down, sliding feet-first along the yielding, glistening floor of the vein away from us, into the dark, the violet light rushing past her.

“NEVE.”

The rope went taut.

Eight feet. Sixteen. The slack between Neve and me ran out and snapped tight and yanked me sideways into the wall, and the rope kept going, pulling at Hana behind her, at Suki, the entire line of us being hauled down the vein because one woman had been caught in the current.

Twenty feet.

It stopped.

Dead. Like hitting a wall.

At the back of the line, Karga had leaned back into the rope. Both feet planted. Knees bent. Her whole body a diagonal brace against the pull, the silk line cutting into her waist, her arms wrapped around the rope in front of her. The cords stood out in her neck. Her tusks were bared. She did not make a sound. She just held, a quarter ton of trained mass set against a river, and the river stopped.

Neve lay on her back on the floor of the vein twenty feet away, the rope taut from her waist to mine, the current rushing past her and around her and failing to move her one more inch.

The surge passed. The light dimmed. The current dropped back to ankle depth.

Neve sat up.

She was covered in the pale breach-light, glowing faintly all over as if she’d been dipped in phosphorescence. Her wine-red hair was plastered across her face. One horn had a streak of violet on it.

She watched the rope around her waist. She glanced back up the line of us, at Karga still leaning into the silk at the far end, a monument to stubbornness.

Neve laughed.

It came out of her helplessly. Low and warm and a little hysterical. She put her face in her glowing hands and laughed until her shoulders shook.

I realized I hadn’t heard her laugh in days. Not since the compound. Not since the burn started and she’d begun reading the screams of the threads every time she closed her eyes.

“Thank you,” she managed, to Karga. “Warchief.”

“Walk,” Karga said. “Don’t fall down again. It’s bad for my back.”



Suki took it upon herself to keep that laugh going.

She did not say so. She just talked, walking behind Hana with her tails hauling east and Imara’s hand fisted in the back of her collar, as Karga had done on the road. And the voice she used was the museum voice.

“Welcome, everyone, to the tour,” she said. “Please keep your hands inside the rope at all times. On your left, you’ll observe the digestive tract of the apocalypse.”

Hana snorted.

“The ribbing is original. The lighting, as you can see, is exquisitely sickly. Note the ambient pulse, which our docents tell me is either a heartbeat or indigestion.” She gestured grandly at the glistening wall. “Please don’t touch the exhibits. The exhibits touch back.”

“The exhibits do touch back,” Kira observed, from behind Imara. She’d brushed the wall with one leg and flinched. “It’s warm.”

“And moving on,” Suki said, “we come to our feature attraction. A living river, flowing in only one direction, carrying away all resonant visitors to an exciting and permanent destination.” Her voice caught. Just slightly. Just for a second. “Please remain roped.”

Nobody laughed at that one.

She kept going anyway. I loved her for it.



Delia led.

That was the thing I kept coming back to, walking behind her on the rope with the current tugging my ankles and the violet light pulsing down the walls. The girl who had collapsed two feet out of her doorway yesterday. Who had sat down in the gate arch and blocked Haven’s supply line. Who had worked out knees at ten in the morning and ankles by noon.

She was fast.

On the yielding, slick floor of the vein, she did not walk. She flowed. She’d stopped bothering with legs within the first half mile. Her gel pooled beneath her and moved like water moves down a slope, smooth and continuous, carrying her upper body along above it at a steady glide. Kira’s wrap held her hips in shape and the rest of her went wherever she wanted it to go. She moved over the ribs of the floor as a wave moves over sand.

For the first time since I’d met her, she was the most capable body in the room.

And she read the vein. Not with her eyes. With her hand. Every few yards she reached out and laid her palm flat against the glistening wall, and the rose light in her gel pulsed faintly, and she listened.

“Left,” she said, at a fork. Two branches, both glowing. “It’s thin on the right. It’ll push you.”

We went left. Behind us, I heard the right-hand branch throb, and a wash of breach-light surge down it.

“Slow here,” she said, a quarter mile on. “It narrows. The current gets fast.”

It narrowed. The current got fast. We slowed.

“Don’t touch that,” she said, and pointed at a patch of wall where the ribs grew close together and the translucent skin between them was dark and knotted like scar tissue. “That’s where it healed once. It’s angry there.”

Nobody touched it.

“How do you know?” I asked her once, walking at her shoulder.

She glanced back at me. Her aquamarine eyes were bright in the violet dark. The rose at her core glowed.

“I’ve been holding it back so long,” she said, the same words she’d said at Kael’s table, “I know every inch of how it wants to go.”

Then, quieter: “It’s strange. It’s like I’ve been listening to a house through a wall for fourteen months. And now I’m inside the house.”

“Does it frighten you?”

She thought about it. “No,” she said. “I think it should. It doesn’t.” She laid her palm flat on the wall again, and a gradual warm pulse passed under it, and her gel went slightly rose. “I’ve been here the whole time. I just couldn’t come in.”



Hana tracked her hydration with a transport nurse’s strict schedule.

Every half hour, without being asked, she came up the rope to Delia’s side with a canteen of her electrolyte broth and made her drink. Delia drank. Hana checked her gel with her palm, how she’d watched me do on the tear room floor. Pressed. Waited for the spring. Nodded.

“Firm,” she reported to me the first time.

“Firm,” she reported the second time.

The third time she frowned. “Softer. At the edges.”

I checked. She was right. We’d gone into a stretch where the vein ran cold, the walls dimmer, the warmth under our feet fading. The edges of Delia’s gel had slackened and a little milky.

“Imara,” I called back.

The dragon came up the rope without a word. She walked the next mile at Delia’s other side, close enough that her heat rolled across the slime girl’s hips, her seams glowing a steady working orange. Delia’s gel firmed at once. The milk cleared.

Imara did not say anything about it. Smoke slipped between her teeth. Her tail twitched.

“Space heater,” Suki said from behind her.

“I will leave you in this vein,” Imara said.

“You won’t. You like me.”

A second thread of smoke. The dragon did not deny it.



We made camp in a pocket where the vein widened.

It was maybe twenty feet across, roughly round, a pressure bulge in a garden hose where the pressure had pushed the wall out. The current ran along one side of it and left the other side almost still. The floor was gentle and warm. The ribs arched overhead forming the vault of a strange chapel.

Kira strung a silk curtain across the pocket mouth, upstream, to break the wind. Hana built a nest along the still side out of our bedrolls and packs in about four minutes. Suki set fox-fire lanterns, and the warm gold light fought the violet and mostly won, and the pocket no longer resembled the inside of something’s arm and looked like a place people could sleep.

We ate Cassia’s hardtack and preserved cheese and dried apple. Delia ate a little and drank a lot. Imara sat against the wall with her knees up and her tail curled around her feet and let her banked-furnace heat soak into the pocket.

I sat down by my pack and felt it pulse.

Sylva’s cutting. In the side pocket, wrapped in silk with its roots in damp soil. I took it out. The single small white flower was open. The dark leaves were warm.

It pulsed again. Once. Barely there.

Miles away, under the compound’s garden, a dryad had felt us pass beneath the ground.

“She knows where we are,” Delia said. She was watching me. She was always watching. “Doesn’t she?”

“She always knows.”

“Can she feel it too? The pull?”

“She feels it,” I said. “She told me to pull back.”

Delia watched the cutting in my hand for a long time. She watched the current running along the other side of the pocket. East. Always east.

“Everyone’s pulling,” she said. “Everyone who loves you.”

I had no idea what to say to that, so I put the cutting back in my pack.



Karga stood the first watch.

She did not ask. She did not announce it. When the rest of us unrolled blankets, she simply untied the rope from her waist, walked to the silk curtain at the pocket mouth, planted her feet, and folded her arms. Facing upstream. Toward whatever might come down the vein behind us.

I watched her for a while from the nest. The fox-fire gilded her gray-green shoulders. Her rust-red braid hung down her back. Her fists were closed at her sides.

White-knuckled.

Halfway through the watch, I got up and went and stood beside her.

She glanced down at me. Her steel-gray eyes held mine.

“You’re up,” she said.

“I’m relieving you.”

For a long moment she held position. Her fists stayed closed. I watched her weigh it as she weighed everything. Load. Watch. Wall. The whole arithmetic of a woman who had stood every watch since the day she woke up huge, because who else was going to.

Her hands opened.

Gradually. Finger by finger. The white went out of her knuckles. Her palms turned loose at her sides.

“Turns,” Karga said.

She walked to the nest, lay down beside Hana on the warm floor of the vein, and was asleep in under a minute.

I stood at the curtain and watched the dark come down the vein toward us, pulsing violet, every six or seven seconds, like breath.


Chapter 8: The Vein

On the eighth day, the vein split in three.

We came around a long gradual bend in the late morning, the current tugging at our ankles and the violet light pulsing down the walls, and the passage opened into a chamber the size of Haven’s kitchen. Round. High-vaulted. The ribs of the walls ran up and met overhead like the spokes of an umbrella.

Three branches left it.

Behind us, the one we’d come down. The Haven branch. Narrow, steady, pulsing its six-second rhythm.

To the right, going east, a branch twice as wide as ours. Fat. Swollen. The light in its walls was bright and fast, the pulses coming every three or four seconds instead of six, the current running along its floor knee-deep and loud as a millrace. The wind coming out of it was hot. It smelled of hot mineral and wet copper and something I did not have a word for.

And to the left, going west, a branch that was dead.

It was the same width as ours. But the light in its walls was out. The ribs were gray, not pale. The translucent skin between them had gone cloudy and dull, like the lens of an old dog’s eye. No current ran along its floor. No wind came out of it. And the floor was covered, inches deep, in fine gray dust.

Rubble dust. Concrete and stone ground to powder.

Karga froze.

She walked to the mouth of the west branch with the rope trailing from her waist. She crouched. She put one huge gray-green palm flat on the dead floor, in the dust.

For a long moment she kept quiet.

“Mine,” she said quietly. “Sleeping.”

The buried tear. Under her marches. Under a hundred tons of engineered rubble in a dead orchard, where we’d dropped the second door into its own footprint. This was its root. We were standing where it met the others.

Behind me, Suki had halted.

Her tails had been dragging east all morning, straining toward the fat branch like dogs on a leash. Now three of them still did. But one of them, her leftmost tail, had curled around toward the west branch instead. Pointing into the dead dark.

She reached out and touched the gray wall of the west branch with two fingers.

And flinched.

“Oh,” she said. Very soft. “Oh, there you are.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“My marker.” She drew her hand back and looked at her fingertips. “At the orchard. I keyed it in fox-fire when we first found the second door, before it was even a door. So I could find it from the moon.” She swallowed. “It’s still there. At the end of this. I can feel it. A lamp left burning in a window a long way off.” Her tail stayed curled toward the dead branch. “It’s still mine.”

She stood there a moment longer, her hand hovering near the gray wall. She turned away from it, and the tail uncurled, and swung back east with the others.

Sylva had told us, at the long table, with her hands in the soil. The two doors have roots. East and west reach for each other beneath us.

I’d believed her. I hadn’t pictured this. A dead root and a living root and the one we were walking, meeting in a chamber under the wasteland like the fork of a tree.

We were walking the roots of the doors. In person.

“East,” Delia said, and laid her palm on the fat branch’s wall. She flinched too. “It’s fast. It’s very fast. Hold the rope.”



The ferals found us an hour later.

We smelled them before we saw them. A sour chemical tang in the hot wind coming up the east branch, sharp enough to make Hana sneeze. The clicking. Rhythmic. Precise. A sound like dozens of scissors opening and closing in a drawer.

I knew that sound. I’d heard it on the road to Haven the first time, in the warped country, when three shoulder-height things with mandibles came out of the scrub and tested our perimeter. Insectoids. Layered chitin reinforced with mineral. Three-pivot mandibles built for gripping. They kept five-foot spacing and took roles, even though Neve swore there was nothing in their heads to read.

“Side pocket,” Delia said. She’d stopped, palm on the wall. “Ahead. Right side. Warm. They’re nesting in the warm.”

“How many?” I asked Neve.

Neve closed her eyes. Her horns caught the violet light. “Nothing,” she said. “I can’t read them. I never can.” She opened her eyes. “But Delia can.”

“Five,” Delia said. “Maybe six. They’re… heavy. Where they sit on the floor, it’s heavy.”

The side pocket was just ahead, a bulge in the right-hand wall of the vein, ten feet deep, where the warm current eddied. The clicking was coming from inside it. As we watched, a mandible came out of the shadow of the pocket mouth. A head. A moment later, the whole creature, unfolding out of the dark on too many jointed legs, shoulder-high, chitin gleaming dull green-black in the pulsing light.

It tasted the air with its mandibles. It turned toward us.

A second one came out behind it. Then a third.

“Rope stays on,” I said. “Karga, front. Imara, left. Kira.”

“Already,” Kira said.



It was short and ugly and close.

The vein was eight feet wide. The insectoids came out of the pocket in their five-foot spacing, two abreast, the third behind them flanking along the wall, exactly how they’d done in the warped country. Roles. Scout, flanker, weak-target. The weak target, as far as they were concerned, was Hana.

Karga did not give them five feet.

She dropped the rope slack off her waist and went through the gap between the first two with a downhill landslide’s momentum. Shoulder first. A quarter ton of trained mass. The first insectoid hit the ribbed wall hard enough that its chitin cracked with a sound resembling a dropped plate. The second got its mandibles around her forearm. She did not slow down. She took the mattock off her back one-handed and brought it down on the joint where its head met its body, and the head stopped moving.

The flanker went for Hana along the left wall.

Imara was already there.

She did not breathe fire. Not in an eight-foot vein with seven people roped together. She laid her palm flat against the insectoid’s thorax and let her heat go into it. Controlled. A single sustained pulse, her seams blazing along her arm and then banking. The creature’s chitin smoked. It staggered, clicking wildly, and folded up on its own legs.

“More,” Delia called. “Three more. In the pocket.”

Kira strung the pocket.

She went up the right-hand wall on four legs, the other four spread across the floor, and silk came off her fingertips in a spray. It wasn’t the fine mesh. The adhesive kind. Trap silk. She threw it across the mouth of the side pocket in a fan, side to side and top to bottom, and it hit the glistening wall and stuck. The three still inside came at it, clicking, and hit the web, and hung there, their mandibles snapping at the strands and gumming themselves tighter every time they bit.

One came through the gap at the bottom.

It came low and fast along the floor, straight at me, mandibles open. I had the pry bar up before I’d thought about it. Two strikes. The first across the mandible joint, where the three pivots met, to jam it. The second down on the top of the head.

It stopped.

I stood over it breathing hard, the pry bar in my hands, the chitin of the thing’s head cracked under the iron. Mika had sharpened the chisel end. I’d told her pry bars were supposed to be dull. It had gone through the chitin as if it was cardboard.

I’d have to tell her.



Nobody was badly hurt.

That was the medical fact, and I checked it twice, going down the rope one by one. Hana, shaken but whole, her lop ears flat and her foot thumping double-time against the floor. Suki, untouched, who’d stayed exactly where I told her with Imara’s hand in her collar. Neve, fine. Kira, fine, already cutting her trap silk loose from the pocket mouth where the last three insectoids hung motionless.

Karga had a gash on her forearm.

The second insectoid’s mandible had caught her as she went through. Three inches long, not deep, across the thick muscle of her outer forearm below the elbow. Bleeding freely down her gray-green skin and dripping off her fingers onto the springy floor of the vein.

“It’s nothing,” Karga said.

“It’s three inches of nothing.” I reached for my kit.

Delia got there first.

She flowed up beside the orc without a word, her gel moving smooth across the floor, and before I had the kit open she’d reached out and laid her palm over the wound.

Karga stiffened.

She stared down at her own arm.

Delia had pressed a smear of her own gel over the gash. Clear aqua. Thin as a coat of varnish. It covered the wound edge to edge and a half inch past it all around, and as I watched, it settled. Firmed. Sealed.

The bleeding ceased.

Not slowed. Stopped. Cold. Like closing a valve. The blood that had been running down Karga’s arm simply ceased, and the gel over the wound sat clear and still with a thin dark line visible through it where the edges of the cut met.

“It’s cool,” Karga said, startled. “It’s… it doesn’t hurt.”

I knelt and looked at it with my face six inches from her arm. I pressed the edges of the gel with my fingertip. It had bonded to her skin all the way around. Airtight. I could see through it. I could see the wound bed, clean, the edges approximated, no air, no dirt, nothing getting in.

An occlusive dressing. The kind hospitals used to pay a fortune for. The kind I hadn’t seen since the breach.

Made out of a woman.

“Delia,” I said. My voice had gone strange. “Did you know you could do that?”

She looked at the gel on Karga’s arm. At her own hand. A moment later, at me. Her eyes were wide.

“No,” she said. “I just… it was open. I close things that are open. I didn’t think.”

She’d sealed the kitchen windows at Haven without thinking. She sealed doorways by sitting in them. She’d held a door in the world shut for fourteen months.

Of course she closed wounds.

“Breach rounds don’t clot,” I said, thinking aloud, mostly to myself. “They cauterize and they don’t clot and they bleed for hours. We’ve been fighting that since the facility.” I examined the clear gel on Karga’s arm. “This would stop one.”

“Would it?” Delia asked.

I turned back to her. I realized I was grinning, a little, in the violet dark. The medic’s grin. The one I got when a patient’s labs came back better than they had any right to.

“Do that again,” I said. “I want to watch how.”

Her whole body blushed rose from the core outward.



We made camp early that night. Nobody argued.

A pocket like the last one, rounder, warmer, off the fat east branch where the current eddied into stillness. Kira webbed it this time. Not just a curtain. Walls. She strung silk from rib to rib across the pocket mouth and down both sides, dense as weaving, until the pocket was a small round room of shimmering silk with the violet light of the vein glowing faintly through it. She built a smaller alcove off one side the same way, a silk room within the room. For the supplies, she said.

Suki set lanterns. Hana built her nest. Delia sat in the gap Kira had left in the silk at the pocket mouth, because of course there was a gap and of course she sat in it.

Kira sat down on the floor with her eight legs folded around her and laid out the surgery.



She did it as she did everything. Precisely. Methodically. Out loud.

“In two days we go up into the chamber,” she said. “There are seven girls wired into the loom.” She glanced at Neve.

“Six now,” Neve said quietly. “One went out this afternoon. When we were at the branch.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Six,” Kira said. Her voice did not change. Her legs drew in two inches. “Each one is wired at the spine and at the base of the skull. Conduit ports. The deep ones have more ports along the body. The keystone has five.” She held up her hand and silk came off her fingertips. The finest kind. Surgical. Thinner than a hair, so fine it only showed when the lantern light caught it. “I thread this into the port. Along the conduit. Into the junction where the resonance flows out of her. It expands. It chokes the flow. The thread dies. Then I withdraw it without tearing anything.”

“You did it to the nullifier,” I said.

“I did it to a machine. The nullifier did not scream.” Kira’s indigo eyes were on the silk between her fingers. “I did it once to a person. The wolf-eared girl. At the rim. I choked the conduit junction while Rika held her. It worked.” She paused. “The junction was outside her body.”

The pocket was quiet.

“These go inside,” Kira said. “Into the spine. Into the skull. On a clock. Under fire. Six times.” She raised her gaze to me. “My silk has trapped. It has bound. It has held walls and splinted bones and armored everyone I love. It has never gone this far into a living person.”

“Then we practice,” I said.



Rika had built a practice port.

I’d packed it at the compound without telling anyone. A hunk of salvaged Enclave conduit, the kind we’d cut out of the orchard’s works, with a port housing bolted to one end. Rika had wrapped it in a length of old rubber hose and packed the hose with clay and gelatin, the closest thing she could make to a spine. Inside, where the conduit ran, she’d rigged a little spring-loaded flap. If you threaded it right, the flap closed. If you threaded it wrong, the flap stayed open, and a small brass bell on the outside of the housing went ting.

She’d left a note taped to the side. For the spider. No pressure. R.

Under that, in different ink: Some pressure.

Kira watched the note for a long moment. Her legs drew in.

I sat down behind her on the floor of the pocket. I took her hands in mine. Long precise fingers, pale and barely prismatic in the lantern light, warm now, the silk still coming off them in a fine thread.

“Here,” I said.

I guided her fingertip to the port. The thread went in. I felt the angle through her hand. Five degrees too steep. The way a first-year medic comes in too steep with a needle, because they’re afraid of going too shallow.

“Down,” I said. “One degree. Less.”

She adjusted. The thread slid deeper.

“Feel the wall. You’ll feel it go smooth when you’re in the conduit and not the housing.”

Her fingers were perfectly still. Her breath was shallow. “Smooth.”

“Now ease it in. Take more time than you think.”

The thread went in. And in. The little flap inside the housing closed with a soft click.

No bell.

Kira let out a breath.

“Again,” I said. “Without me.”

I let go of her hands.

She did it again. Alone. I sat behind her and watched her fingers, and I did not touch them, and I kept quiet. The thread went in at exactly the right angle. It slid down the conduit smooth as oil. The flap clicked shut.

No bell.

She did it again. And again. Eleven times. The eleventh time, she did it with her eyes closed.

No bell.



Neve found me afterward, when Kira had fallen quiet and was sitting in the silk alcove with the practice port in her lap, turning it over and over.

“She needs to hear it from you,” Neve said. Just that. Her violet eyes on the alcove.

“Hear what?”

Neve gave me the look she gives people who already know the answer to their question.



A thread of silk touched my wrist.

I was sitting in the main pocket, going through my kit by lantern light. Counting sutures. It was the thing I did when I couldn’t sleep. The thread came drifting out of the alcove’s silk wall and settled around my wrist, loose, warm. The oldest gesture she had. The first question she’d ever asked me, in her web territory, before she had words for it.

I followed it into the alcove.

Kira was sitting in the center of the small silk room, legs folded under an upright human torso, silver-white hair falling past her shoulders. She’d taken off her silk wrap. Her upper body was bare, pale and prismatic, barely iridescent where the lantern light touched her. Her breasts were small and high and firm, the nipples dusky against her pearl skin. The practice port sat on the floor beside her.

She held a spool of silk in her hands.

She held it out to me.

“You hold it,” she said. “This time.”

I took it. The spool was warm from her hands.

Her indigo eyes stayed on mine. Her legs shifted. Her voice, when it came, was careful. Precise. Each word laid with a thread’s precision.

“My silk has held every door we’ve…” She broke off. Started again. “Every person. Every wall. I’ve always been the one who…” She broke off again. Her fingers were twisting in her lap. “I want to know what it’s like to be the one it…”

The old unfinished sentences. I hadn’t heard one from her since the orchard.

“Held,” I said.

Her legs folded two inches.

“Held,” she agreed. Barely audible.



I bound her wrists behind her back with her own silk.

I did it carefully. The way I’d have put on a splint. I knelt behind her and drew her arms back and crossed her wrists at the small of her back, directly above where her human waist flared into the dark chitin of the spider body. I unwound the spool. Supple silk. The kind she used for bandages. It was cool and smooth and strong enough to hold a load I couldn’t have lifted.

I wrapped her wrists. Once. Twice. A figure-eight. Firm. Not tight. I tucked the end and knotted it with a surgeon’s knot, the one I’d tied ten thousand times.

She tested it. Pulled against it, once. It held.

A long shuddering breath went out of her. Her shoulders dropped. Her legs, all eight of them, drew in deliberately toward her body.

“Oh,” she said.

I came around in front of her. I knelt. She was sitting in her full spider stance, her head a foot above mine, and she lowered her gaze to me with her bound wrists behind her and her small bare breasts rising and falling fast.

She lowered herself.

Deliberately. All eight legs folding, bending at every joint, bringing her body down. Down past her usual stance. Down past the height she kept for conversation. Down until her human torso was at my height. Eye to eye. Her face six inches from mine.

She’d chosen to come down to me. She always chose it. It always meant everything.



“Your hands,” I said.

She blinked.

“The steadiest hands I’ve ever put a suture next to,” I said. I held her face. Her skin was cool under my palms, and warming. “I’ve worked beside surgeons. Real ones. Before the breach. Men with thirty years in trauma bays. Not one of them had hands like yours.”

Her breath caught.

“Eleven times without a bell,” I said. “Eyes closed on the last one. You know how long it took me to get that steady with a needle?”

“…How long?”

“Four years. And a war.” I kissed her quietly. Her lips were cool and trembling. “Your hands are steady enough,” I said against her mouth, “that I’d let you thread my own spine.”

She made a sound. Small. Broken. Her legs twitched inward.

“Say more,” she whispered.

“You’ve built walls I couldn’t have designed. You wove armor for everyone you love and it stopped bullets. You held a crystal cap on a tear with a lattice you strung in four minutes, and you calculated the load while you did it.” I kissed her throat. Her collarbone. “And you’ll do this too. Six times. Perfectly. Because your hands don’t know how to do it any other way.”

Her skin had gone warm. The prismatic sheen along her collarbones and shoulders was brightening, iridescent colors sliding over pearl, violet into blue into thin gold, as raw silk shimmers when you turn it in the light. Her scent had sharpened. Clean linen and something close to fresh snow, and underneath it, stronger now, warm spun sugar.

“Ryder,” she said.

I stood up. I pulled her up with me.



She rose with me to standing height, legs unfolding, until her body was pressed against mine and her face was level with my own. Her bound wrists at the small of her back. My hands on her hips, on the place where pale skin flowed into dark chitin, the transition line smooth and warm under my palms.

I got my pants open. My cock was hard and aching. I reached between us, to the place directly above that transition line, where her human body ended and the rest of her began.

She was wet. Slick and hot and ready, her pussy yielding and swollen under my fingers, the heat of her startling against the coolness of her skin.

“Please,” she whispered.

I lifted her, a shade, barely enough, and brought her down onto my cock.

She gasped. Her head fell back. Her silver-white hair spilled down behind her. I pushed up into her inch by inch, all the way, until I was buried deep in that tight wet heat and her entire body was trembling against mine.

And then her legs closed around me.

All eight of them.

They came up and in, one pair then the next, wrapping around me as I’d seen her wrap around nothing else and no one else. Her front legs around my shoulders. Her middle legs around my waist and my back. Her rear legs around my thighs. The dark iridescent chitin warm against my skin, finely ridged, smooth and hard and alive, a living cage closing around me from every side.

I was inside her. She was around me. And her wrists were bound.

I held her by the hips and moved.



Unhurried. Deep. Standing in the middle of a silk room with a spider woman wrapped around me and her bound arms behind her back. With every stroke I pushed up into her, those eight legs tightened and pulled me closer. Every time I drew back, they eased, just a fraction, and then pulled me in again.

She couldn’t use her hands. She couldn’t spin. She couldn’t do anything but hold on with her legs and take what I gave her.

“You’re so beautiful,” I told her. “All of you.”

Her eyes had gone wide. Indigo-violet, catching the lantern light and holding it, blazing. Her prismatic sheen had spread down across her breasts and belly, shimmering. Her nipples were tight and dark.

“Your hands,” I said, moving in her. “Your weave. Your mind. You hold a hundred load paths in your head and you still count my heartbeat.”

“I do,” she gasped. “I do count it. I always count it.”

“I know you do.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

I did not. I fucked her standing, slow and relentless, her eight legs locked around me and her body clenching around my cock. I felt the tremor start in her. Low, where her human waist met the chitin. It spread up through her torso and out through every leg, a fine shiver running down eight limbs at once.

“Ryder.” Her voice was cracking. “I’m… I can’t… my hands…”

“Your hands are fine. They’re right where I put them.”

She broke.

All eight legs folded in tight around me at once. Crushing. Clinging. Her body arched back against the silk binding her wrists, and her pussy clamped around my cock in long helpless pulses, and a sound came out of her that I’d heard only once or twice in all the time I’d known her. High and thin and startled. Unguarded.

And the silk came.

Not from her fingers. From her spinnerets, at the base of her spine, directly above her bound wrists. Involuntary. Warm. It came out in a slow spiral, fine and soft and glowing faintly in the lantern light, and it wound around us. Around her waist and mine. Around her bound wrists, sealing them in. Around my back, my arms, her legs, spiraling up and up in lazy deliberate-looking turns, wrapping us together where we stood.

The cocoon. It happened every time. She’d never once been able to stop it.

I came inside her in the middle of it. Deep. Holding her hips down on me with my face in her shimmering silver hair, groaning her name, feeling her legs pull me closer through every pulse.



We stood there a long time. Wrapped in her silk. Her legs around me. Her forehead against my shoulder.

Inch by inch, her breathing evened out. The cocoon settled around us, warm and soft and humming faintly with her pulse.

“Load-bearing,” she said into my shoulder. Her voice was even. Certain. Every word finished.

I laughed under my breath into her hair.

She lifted her head and looked at me with those wide indigo eyes.

“Tell me again,” she said, “about my hands.”

I told her.


Chapter 9: The Underside

The vein ended on the ninth day, in the late afternoon, and it ended in a ceiling.

We’d felt it coming for hours. The passage had been narrowing since morning, the ribs drawing closer together overhead, the walls pressing in until Karga had to walk hunched and Kira had to fold her legs tight to fit. The warmth had grown. The floor under our boots was hot now, not warm, hot like the flank of a feverish animal. The pulses came down the walls every two seconds. Every two seconds the current surged, and every two seconds Suki’s tails hauled east and Imara’s hand tightened in her collar.

Delia halted.

She’d been flowing ahead of me on point all day, her palm brushing the wall every few yards. Now she froze, and her gel froze, and she held up one hand.

“Here,” she whispered.

The vein did not end in a wall. It ended by turning upward. The floor curved up in front of us and became a slope, and the slope became a steep ramp, and the ramp rose ten feet and then flattened out overhead into a ceiling.

A membrane.

That was the only word for it. A thin, living sheet stretched across the top of the vein like the skin of a drum. Pale. Barely ribbed. Translucent, like the walls, but thinner. Much thinner.

And light was coming through it.

It wasn’t the violet pulse of the vein walls. Something brighter. Colder. White shot through with violet and a green that hurt the eyes. It came down through the membrane in a wash that lit the whole end of the vein, and it moved. Shifted. Pulsed. Shapes crossed it. Lines. Threads.

Delia put her palm flat against the lowest part of the membrane where the ramp met it.

Her gel clouded. All of it. The clear aqua clouding white from the core outward in a gradual wave until her lower body was the color of skim milk. Her hand stayed pressed to the membrane. It was shaking.

“It’s right there,” she said. Her voice was barely audible. “It’s been right there the whole time.”



We looked up through the underside of the loom.

I’d seen it once from the rim. Standing in the shadow at the edge of the chamber with Imara beside me and Lyra waiting in a prep frame, watching the Engineers weave light. I’d thought, then, that I’d never see anything worse.

I’d been wrong. It’s worse from below.

From the rim, the lattice had been a structure. Vast and slow and humming. A machine made of light and conduit and crystallized energy, and the girls woven into it like filaments.

From below, through the membrane, it was a wound.

The lattice filled the chamber overhead, and it had changed. It was knotted tighter now. Much tighter. The great lines of breach-light that had crossed the chamber in measured, patient arcs the first time were pulled taut now, drawn in toward the center, twisted around each other in dense bright knots. And it was fast. Where the first time it had pulsed slow and exhausted, with a tired heart’s labor, now it throbbed. Two seconds. Two seconds. Two seconds. Every pulse sent a wave of white light down through the membrane and across our upturned faces.

And hanging in it, the threads.

I could see them from here. Directly above us, distorted by the membrane like shapes seen through the bottom of a glass. Girls. Wired into the lattice at the spine and the skull, suspended in the light, and from each of them a thin bright line of resonance running up and out into the knots. Burning. I could see them burning. Each thread glowed white-hot where it left the body, and the bodies themselves had gone dim and slack, and the light was being pulled out of them faster than it had any right to be.

Two of them weren’t burning.

They hung at the edge of the lattice, closest to the rim. Dark. Dull. The threads that had run from them had gone out, and the conduit continued to hang from their spines, and nobody had come to unstring them. They were just left there. Husks. Nobody had bothered.

Hana made a sound. Very small. She put both hands over her mouth.

Imara did not make any sound at all. She stood beside me with her face tilted up to the membrane and her seams blackened, and I felt the heat go out of her and her inner furnace seemed to slam shut.

“They didn’t take them down,” she said. Flat. The frame voice. “They didn’t even take them down.”

“They don’t have time,” Kira said. Very quiet. Her legs were folded so tight against her body she looked half her size. “They’re burning. When you’re burning you don’t clean up.”

The team pressed together at the bottom of the ramp. Nobody spoke for a long moment. The light pulsed down over us. Two seconds. Two seconds.

I made myself look. They deserved to be seen by something that wasn’t a machine. I’d said that the first time, in the chamber, and I’d meant it, and I meant it now.

I watched the two husks until I could see their faces through the membrane. I turned aside.



“Count them,” I said to Neve.

She was already doing it. She stood at the foot of the ramp with her palm pressed to the wall and her head tilted back and her eyes shut tight. Her horns glowed dimly. Her face was the color of ash.

“Five,” she said.

Delia nodded without opening her eyes. “Five.”

“Two since the branch,” I said.

“One at the branch,” Neve said. “One this morning. You were asleep.” She opened her eyes. They were wet and fuchsia at the edges. “I didn’t wake you. There was nothing you could do.”

I did not argue with her. She was right. It still went into me with a blade’s clean pain.

“Where’s the keystone,” I said.

Neve lifted her hand and pointed.

At the center. Directly above the heart of the lattice, where the knots were densest and the light was brightest, a shape hung suspended in the white glare. Long. Coiled. Slack. A human torso, upright, arms hanging. Below it, the coils. Heavy and many and loose in the light, falling in long loops like rope left hanging off a dock, and banded along their entire length in dark and gold.

Conduit at the spine. At the base of the skull. At three points along the coils.

The naga.



I’d been crouched in front of her in that chamber for maybe fifteen seconds, the first time. Long enough to say one thing.

They wired you in so we’d have to choose between you and the roof. I’m not making that choice tonight by leaving you for good. I’m making it by coming back with a way to take the whole thing down. You hold on until I do.

Her eyes had closed slowly. I’d never known what that meant. Peace. Surrender. Exhaustion. I’d carried not knowing out of that chamber, and up through the tunnels, and home, and through two campaigns and an orchard and a buried door, and it had not once gotten lighter.

“Is she…” I started.

“Alive.” Neve’s voice was low. “She’s alive, Ryder.”

She put her palm back against the wall and closed her eyes again, and I watched her face change. Watched it soften and break, very slightly, how it does when she reads something she wasn’t braced for.

“She’s holding on,” Neve said. “Because you told her to.” She opened her eyes and looked at me. “I can feel the shape of the promise in her. It’s the only thing in her that isn’t burning. It’s like… a knot she tied herself, in the middle of all their knots. She’s holding it.”

I tried to answer. I couldn’t.

Behind me, Karga put one enormous hand flat on my shoulder and left it there.



The Engineers were up there too.

Four of them. I saw them move across the membrane, above the lattice, shapes of grey against the white glare. Too smooth. Too still. They moved through the lattice as I’d seen them move the first time, among the knots, adjusting. But not patient now. It wasn’t the patient tending of the first time, the maintenance, the factory-floor calm that had been worse than cruelty.

They were fast. Faster than I’d ever seen them move. Hands flickering through the threads. Re-knotting. Pulling. Tightening. Every pulse of the lattice, they drew it tighter.

Their shadows fell on the membrane a half-second behind them. Sliding to catch up. Like the light had to think about where the bodies were.

“They’re not tending,” Imara said. “They’re burning. Pushing it. They don’t care about the resonators anymore. Just the knot.”

Then Karga’s hand tightened on my shoulder.

“Those two,” she said.

I looked. Two of the four were crossing the membrane directly overhead. Their grey coats moved in the white light. And along the hems of those coats, and on the shoulders, and streaked down the backs, was dust.

Fine gray dust streaked the coats, identical to the pulverized concrete and stone carpeting the dead west branch we’d passed the day before.

“Those two were on my rubble,” Karga said.

Nobody answered her.

The last time we’d seen the Engineers in the west, they’d been standing on the rubble of the second door as we withdrew. Perfectly still. Heads tilted at the same angle. Watching us go until the ridge took them out of sight.

And now they were here. At the last door. Re-knotting.

How they’d gotten here from the orchard, nobody knew. Where they’d been in between, nobody knew. I found that I did not want to know, and I found that I was ashamed of not wanting to know, and I filed it with everything else about them that I did not want to know.

Suki’s ears had flattened against her skull. Her tails had stopped straining. For the first time since the compound, all four of them hung still.

“Don’t look at them,” she said, under her breath. “Don’t look at them any longer than you have to.”

We did not.



We planned it in whispers, sitting on the hot floor at the foot of the ramp with the white light of the loom pulsing down over us.

I drew it in the dust on the floor with my finger. The membrane. The chamber above. The lattice. The rim. Five threads, four at the edges and one at the heart.

“Dawn on the eleventh,” I said. “Mika hits the gate. Every guard in the fortress goes up the stairs toward her. The skeleton guard at the rim stays. The Engineers stay. The loom stays.”

“How will we know it’s dawn?” Hana asked. “Down here?”

“We’ll know,” Neve said. “When Mika hits the gate, I’ll feel the garrison move. A whole fortress running the same direction. You can’t miss that.”

“And we’ll feel it in the rock,” Karga said. “Mika doesn’t hit things quietly.”

“Then we rise.” I tapped the membrane in the dust. “Imara.”

The dragon looked up at the living ceiling above us. Her seams had come back. A banked, controlled orange, the working heat.

“A thread,” she said. “Of fire. Along a line. Like cutting a door in canvas.” She considered the membrane. “Two minutes. Maybe three. It will smell.”

“How bad?”

“Like nothing any of you will ever describe out loud.”

“Then we come up through the hole at the rim,” I said. “The edge of the chamber. Where the outer threads are.” I tapped four points in the dust. “The outer four first. Before anything else.”

I surveyed the circle of them.

“Kira threads the ports. The spine first, then the skull. Choke the flow, withdraw clean. Like the practice port. Eleven times without a bell.”

Kira’s legs folded two inches. She nodded once.

“I’m on each girl as her thread dies. Airway. Pain. Bleeding. They’ll crash when they come off the conduit. I’ll be ready.”

“Imara cauterizes the port sites,” I went on. “Breach wounds don’t clot. We’ve known that since the facility. You sear them.”

“Two hundred degrees,” Imara said. “A thread. I’ve done it before.”

“And then Delia.”

The slime girl looked up. Her gel had cleared a little. Not all the way.

“You seal them,” I said. “Over the seared port. Like you did Karga’s arm. Airtight. Nothing gets in.”

“Yes,” she said. Her gel cleared a little more.

“Hana, you take each girl as she’s freed. Triage. Get her down through the hole and into the vein. Away from the chamber. Stable and warm.”

“Stable and warm,” Hana repeated. Her foot thumped once, firm, against the hot floor.

“Neve calls it. Every guard. Every Engineer. Anything that turns our way, you tell me before it finishes turning.”

“Before it finishes turning,” Neve agreed.

“Karga holds the rim. Anyone who comes at us.”

The orc cracked her knuckles. It sounded like a rockfall.



“And the keystone,” Kira said.

The circle fell quiet.

“She’s load-bearing,” I said. “That was true the first time, and it’s more true now. Rika read it in four seconds.” I tapped the center of the dust-drawing. “If we pull her, the knot collapses and takes the chamber with it. And everyone in it. Including her.”

“So we don’t pull her,” Suki said.

We all turned to look at her.

She was sitting cross-legged on the hot floor with her four tails curled around her, unusually still, hanging loose. She’d been quiet all afternoon. Since the membrane. Since the Engineers with the rubble on their coats.

Her amber eyes weren’t narrow and scheming how they usually were. They were calm. Very old. Very clear.

“We don’t pull her out of the loom,” Suki said. “We unmake the loom around her.”



She explained it how she explained everything that mattered. As a trick.

“It eats fox-fire,” she said. “We learned that the first time. Down in the chamber. It didn’t just block my light, the way the nullifiers do. It took it. Reached across the room and pulled at my tails and tried to drink me.” Her ears flickered. “I’ve been terrified of that ever since. That it can reach into me and take my fire and use it.”

“And now?” I asked.

“And now I’m going to let it.”

Nobody breathed.

“I’m going to walk into its reach,” Suki said. “On a rope. And let it take me. Let it drink. And what it drinks won’t be me.” Fox-fire flickered at the white tips of her tails. Controlled. Decorative. “It’ll be a lie.”

“An illusion,” Kira said carefully.

“An illusion of a charge. Not a picture. A note. A resonance. The biggest one it has ever tasted. Bigger than my four tails. Bigger than Imara, bigger than anything it’s ever wired in.” She held out one hand, palm up, and a tiny sphere of fox-fire bloomed on it. Gold. Warm. Pulsing. “I’ve been making people see things that aren’t there for four hundred years. I can make a machine taste something that isn’t there.”

“It’s starving,” Imara said. Her seams had brightened. She was leaning forward. “It’s been starving since it lost me.”

“It’s starving,” Suki agreed. “So when I offer it the biggest meal of its life, it will retune every knot it has to reach me. Every single one. It’ll bend the whole weave toward my lie.”

She closed her hand. The sphere of fox-fire went out.

“Then I take the flashlight away.”



The silence went on for a long time.

“It’ll pull the knots toward nothing,” Kira said. Her indigo eyes were fixed on the drawing in the dust. She was seeing it. The load paths. “They’ll all be tuned to a charge that isn’t there. And when the charge vanishes…”

“They slip,” Suki said.

“They all slip at once.” Kira’s legs drew in. “The whole weave loses tension. It comes apart from the knots inward.” She looked up. “The keystone’s conduit goes slack.”

“And she comes out without bringing the roof down,” I said.

“That’s the theory,” Suki said. “In practice, there’s a small problem.”

“Which is?”

“It has to believe me.” She turned to Imara. “And it knows my note. It’s been tasting my note since the first time. It’ll know the lie is too big to be real. Unless something underneath it sings true.”

Imara’s seams blazed.

“The counter-note,” the dragon said.

“The counter-note.” Suki smiled. For the first time all afternoon it was a real one. “You and me. The same thing we did at the orchard for the grid. The same thing we did holding Haven’s tear. Two resonances braided. You run your note underneath my lie, and the lie tastes real, because there’s something real in it.” She studied Imara steadily. “It knows your shape, Imara. It was built around you. It’ll trust your note.”

Imara was quiet for a long moment.

“It was built around me,” she said. “And I’m going to use that to kill it.”

Her seams went from orange to gold.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. I’ll sing.”

“And while it’s drinking me,” Suki said, “it’s going to pull. Hard. Harder than it ever has. Because it’ll think I’m the biggest charge in the world.” She turned to Karga. “That’s the rope.”

The orc looked at her. At the silk line still coiled at her feet from the day’s march.

“Braid it,” Karga said to Kira. “Triple. Tie it to my waist.”

“It could pull you in too,” I said.

“It can try,” Karga said.



“And the door,” Delia said.

Everyone turned to look at her.

She’d been silent through the whole plan. Sitting at the foot of the ramp with her palm still pressed flat to the membrane, how she’d sat for fourteen months with her palm pressed to a crack in the air. Her gel had cleared, mostly, barely milky at the edges.

“When the loom comes apart,” she said, “the breach it’s been holding open won’t just stop. It’ll snap back. Toward healing. It wants to heal.” She looked over at Imara. “You said that. Didn’t you? A breach wants to heal.”

“I said that,” Imara said quietly.

“But it’s been held open so long,” Delia said. “So hard. It won’t close gently. It’ll thrash. A wound thrashes when you pull its stitches too fast.” She pressed her palm harder against the membrane. “Someone has to hold it. While it closes. While you get her out and get clear.”

Nobody said anything.

Nobody needed to. We all knew who could do that. There was one person in the world who could hold a door in the world shut with her body. We’d walked down a vein for three days behind her.

“That’s my job,” Delia said. Simply. “That’s the only job I’ve ever had.”



The others slept, eventually.

They made camp at the foot of the ramp in the white wash of the loom’s light, because there was nowhere else to make it. Kira strung her silk curtain. Hana built her nest. Suki set lanterns, and their warm gold light fought the cold white glare from above and lost, mostly, but not all the way.

I sat at the bottom of the ramp with my back against the hot wall and looked up.

The naga hung at the center of the lattice, directly above me. I could see her clearly now that my eyes had adjusted. The long heavy coils, banded dark and gold. The human torso, upright and slack. Long hair hanging down, black, gone dull in the light. Warm brown skin. The conduit at her spine and her skull and three points along her coils, each one drawing a thread of white light up and out into the knot.

Her face was turned down. Toward the membrane. Toward me.

I had no idea if she could see me. I had no idea if she could see anything.

The medic in me did the arithmetic. It always does. It can’t help it. I’d done it in field tents with three wounded and one tourniquet, and on an exam table with a catgirl bleeding out through three gashes, and on a tunnel floor with a moth-girl prey-locked in my arms. Five threads. Two burning faster than the rest. The Engineers pushing. Five days had passed since Delia gave us nine, from the night she woke on the floor. Roughly thirty-six hours remained until dawn on the eleventh. Maybe less before the next thread went out.

Every number said we’d make it. Barely. With a day to spare. If nothing went wrong.

Something always goes wrong.

That was the arithmetic. And under it was the other thing. The thing the arithmetic can’t touch.

I made a promise to a woman hanging in a machine. I made it in fifteen seconds, crouched on a breach-carved floor, in a voice she might not have heard. I made it because the alternative was walking away without saying anything at all, and I couldn’t do that, and I did not have anything else to give her.

And she’d held on. All this time. Neve could feel the shape of it in her. A knot she’d tied herself, in the middle of all their knots.

In thirty-six hours I’d find out if I was a man who kept them.



Something cool touched my hand.

Delia had flowed up beside me in the dark. I hadn’t heard her. She never made a sound when she moved on a slick floor. She’d settled against the wall at my side, close, her upper body leaning toward mine, her gel pooled around her and touching my leg.

Her fingers had found mine on the hot floor. Cool. Slender. They slid between my fingers and stayed there.

She kept quiet. She was looking up at the naga too.

Under the white glare of the loom, her gel was clear. Almost completely clear. And at the very center of it, low in her belly, directly below where skin became gel, a pale rose light glowed. Soft. Steady. A banked coal under clear water.

She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the thing she’d held shut for fourteen months, and her fingers were laced through mine, and her gel was warm where it touched my leg.

“She’s holding on,” Delia whispered. “I can feel her too. Now that I’m this close.” Her fingers tightened. “She’s the heaviest thread. She’s always been the heaviest thread.”

“I know.”

“You’re going to keep it.”

It wasn’t a question.

I gave no answer. I raised my gaze to the naga through the membrane, at the thread of white light burning out of her spine and into the knot, and I held Delia’s hand in the dark and counted the pulses of the loom.

Two seconds. Two seconds. Two seconds.

Thirty-six hours.


Chapter 10: The Watcher

The worst part of any fight is the day before it.

I learned that in the army, long before I learned anything else worth knowing. You can train for the fight. Nobody trains you for the waiting. Every soldier I ever served with had a way of getting through the last day. Some cleaned a rifle that was already clean. Some wrote letters they never sent. Some slept twelve hours with a sun-drunk cat’s indifference. Some did not sleep at all.

The medics mostly counted things.

I counted things.

I spread a square of Kira’s silk on the hot floor of the vein and laid my kit out on it. Sutures by gauge. Kira’s silk suture on its little wooden spools, finer than anything I’d carried before the breach. Six packets of Sylva’s wound-binding moss, still barely damp and green. Two ketamine ampoules. The big syringe. Saline in a sealed canteen. Clean cloth. The penlight. Hemostats. My old trauma shears with the tape on the handles.

I counted them. I packed them. Ten minutes later I unpacked them and counted them again.

Above us, through the membrane, the loom pulsed.

Two seconds. Two seconds. Two seconds.

The white light came down over my hands every time, and every time it did, I thought about the naga hanging at the center of it with her face turned down toward me. I counted the sutures again.



Kira spun the rope.

She sat at the foot of the ramp with her eight legs folded close and worked three strands at once. One off her spinnerets. One off each hand. Structural silk, the cable-strong kind, dimly shining in the violet dark. She braided them as they emerged, long fingers moving in a tight, steady rhythm that never broke and never hurried. Over. Under. Pull.

“Triple,” Karga had said the night before.

It was triple. Every yard of it was braided so evenly it looked machined. Every yard of it, Kira stopped and tested with a sharp tug between her hands before she let it coil onto the floor.

Karga sat across from her with the finished length running across her knees. She took it as it came and fed it through her huge scarred hands inch by inch, eyes half closed, feeling for weakness. The way she’d run her thumb down a blade. The way I’d run my fingers down a limb looking for the break.

She did not find one. Not in sixty feet.

“Good rope,” she said finally.

“It’s load-bearing,” Kira said.

“Everything you make is load-bearing.”

Kira’s hands kept moving. Her legs drew in two inches. She gave no answer, and the rope kept coming, and Karga kept feeding it through her fingers as if she meant to memorize every inch of the thing that would be tied around her waist tomorrow.



Imara mapped the burn.

She stood under the membrane for most of an hour with her face tipped up and her arms folded, looking at the living ceiling as Rika looks at a wall she’s about to take down. Her scale-seams glowed a steady working orange. Warm. She’d stayed warm since Kira’s old workshop. Every hour of the root, every hour of the vein, the dragon had kept her fire lit, and every time I passed her I put a hand on her shoulder to check, and every time her skin was hot.

Finally she climbed the ramp. She held her palm six inches under the membrane without touching it. Moved it. Held it again. Moved it again. Reading heat. Reading thickness.

She traced a line in the air with one dark claw. A long curve at the edge of the chamber above, near the rim, where the outer threads hung closest.

“Here,” she said.

She came down and drew it on the floor at the foot of the ramp with soot from her own fingertips. A curved line. A door cut into tent canvas.

“The skin’s thinnest along this edge,” she said. “It’s been stretched. It wants to tear already.” She tapped a spot beside the line. “And this is where the guards stand.”

“Four at the rim,” Neve said, without opening her eyes. She was sitting against the wall with her palm flat on it, how she’d sat most of the day. “Bored. Cold. They hate it down here. They’re counting hours until their shift ends.”

“Their shift won’t end,” Karga said.

“No,” Neve agreed. “It won’t.”

Imara watched her soot line for a long moment. Her seams brightened, a shade, along her collarbones.

“I cut my way out of rock once,” she said. “In the escape. The first time. You remember?”

“I remember.”

“That was to leave.” She crouched and put one palm flat on the hot floor beside the drawing. “This is to go in.”

Smoke curled past her cheek. It did not resemble fear. It resembled a forge being checked before the work started.



Hana staged triage.

She did it under Kira’s silk curtain at the foot of the ramp, in the flat hot pocket of floor where the vein widened before it climbed. I watched her work and did not help, because she did not need me, and because watching her do it was the most steadying thing I’d seen all day.

Four pallets. Blankets folded double on each one. A canteen of her electrolyte broth wrapped in a spare shirt at the head of every pallet, where a freed girl’s hand would find it. Moss packets laid out in a row. Splints. Clean cloth cut into strips. A bowl of water. The penlight she’d borrowed off me months ago and never given back.

She moved down the row with her lop ears swaying and her nose working, adjusting everything by a quarter inch. Facing the canteen labels forward, how she faced every can label forward in the compound’s pantry. A girl who’d once hidden in a collapsed apartment with her herbs on curtain rods and her empty bottles lined up against a wall. Nobody had to teach her how to make a place ready for people who’d been hurt. She’d been doing it her whole life.

“Four pallets,” she said to me, when she caught me looking.

“And her?”

Hana’s ears dipped. She pointed.

She’d cleared the whole stretch of floor beside the ramp. Twenty feet of it. No pallet. Just the warmest part of the vein floor swept clean, three blankets laid end to end, and a folded shirt at one end for a pillow.

“She won’t fit on a pallet,” Hana said. “Karga will carry her. I measured.”

“You measured.”

“With Kira’s cord. From here.” She tilted her chin up at the membrane, at the long slack coils hanging at the center of the light. “I counted the bands on her. I think she’s twenty-two feet. Maybe more.” Her foot thumped once against the floor, soft. “She’ll be cold when she comes out. They’re always cold. So she goes on the warm part.”

I looked at the twenty feet of swept floor. At the folded shirt.

Some days I couldn’t believe the people I got to work beside.



Neve counted every two hours.

She’d close her eyes and put her palm to the wall and freeze, and the entire camp would freeze with her, and then she’d open her eyes and say a number.

“Five,” at noon.

“Five,” at two.

At four she was quiet longer than usual.

“Five,” she said. “But the second one from the rim is going faster. She’s thin.” She opened her eyes and looked straight at me. “She’ll hold till dawn. I think she’ll hold till dawn.”

“Think?”

“I’m not a medic, Ryder.” Her voice was gentle. “I’m a radio tower. I tell you what I hear.”

I nodded. I went back and counted my sutures again.



Suki did not joke for an hour.

That was how I knew how bad it was. She’d been narrating since Haven. She’d narrated the romantic stroll in Karga’s grip and the museum tour of the vein and the digestive tract of the apocalypse. She’d narrated insectoids and branch-points and the dead west root. She’d kept us laughing for three days with her tails dragging east throughout.

Now she sat on a folded blanket with her back to the wall and her four tails gathered in her arms, and she said nothing at all. She watched the membrane. Her ears were flat. Her fox-fire flickered at the white tips of her tails in weak, uneven pulses, wavering in the unseen draft.

Nobody tried to make her talk. We’d all learned that much.

Then, a little after five, she cleared her throat.

“Once,” she said, “there was a very greedy river.”

Her story voice. Old and measured, the cadence she used for the tales that mattered, different from anything else that came out of her. Heads turned. Hana lowered her hands from the fold. Kira’s hands slowed on the rope.

“It had eaten all the rain,” Suki said, “and all the snow, and every little stream that ever ran into it. And it was still hungry. And one night a fox came down to its bank, and she said, River. I have something for you. The biggest thing you’ve ever tasted.” She lifted one hand and pointed up. “And she pointed at the moon.”

She lowered her hand and pointed down at the floor.

“And then she pointed at the water. Where the moon was also. And she said: that one’s yours. Free. All you have to do is drink it.”

“What’s the catch?” Hana asked, quietly.

“The river asked the same thing,” Suki said. “What do I owe you? And the fox said, absolutely nothing at all.” She paused. “Well. A modest tip.”

Karga snorted. It echoed off the ribs of the vein with the echo of a rockfall.

“So the river drank,” Suki said. “And the moon was still there. So it drank more. And every time it swallowed, the moon slid a little further along the water, just out of reach, and the river chased it. It drank and chased and drank and chased, right out of its own banks, across the fields, into the sand. It drank itself dry chasing a reflection.”

The vein was quiet. The loom pulsed overhead.

“And the fox,” Suki said, “walked across the dry riverbed to the far side, where she’d wanted to go all along. And she didn’t even get her feet wet.”

For a moment nobody said anything.

“And the tip?” Karga asked.

Suki looked at her. Her mouth twitched.

“She never got the tip,” Suki said. “That’s the moral. Always collect up front.”

Hana laughed. Kira, a quick soft breath through her nose. A moment later, Karga, a big shaking boom that made Neve open her eyes. Even Imara let out a curl of smoke that curled into what was unmistakably laughter.

Suki grinned. It was almost her real grin.

Then she glanced back up at the membrane, and her tails tightened in her arms, and she said, much more quietly, to nobody in particular: “I used to tell that one to a potter. A long time ago. He always asked about the tip.”

She said nothing else. Nobody asked her to.



The eve rounds happened as they always did. Nobody planned them. They just started.

I’d done them before every fight since the first siege. Walking the positions. Checking each of them. Hearing whatever they needed to say the night before, because some of them could only say it then.

This was the smallest round I’d ever made. Seven people at the bottom of a vein. No Mika on the wall. No Yara on the tower. No Rika in the workshop pretending to adjust a charge.

I felt the holes where they should have been. I felt Mika’s absence most of all. Somewhere up there, a hundred feet of rock and a day’s march away, she was walking a line of fires with Karga’s sworn at her back and Rika’s jammer on a strap and nobody at her shoulder.

I hoped she was sleeping. I knew she wasn’t.



Hana was first. She found me at the ramp and pressed a sprig of dried chamomile into my breast pocket, over my heart, and buttoned the flap on it. Her ears were half raised. Her nose was working against my collar, reading me.

“For after,” she said. “There’s always an after. I’ve checked every time.”

Her foot thumped once. Firm.

Neve was next. She did not get up from the wall. She reached for my hand as I passed and held it, cool fingers, and read me as she always did.

“Five heartbeats up there,” she said. “And eight down here. And not one of the eight is afraid of the right thing.”

“What’s the right thing?”

“Dying.” Her violet eyes were warm. “Not one of you is afraid of dying tomorrow. You’re all afraid for somebody else. Every single one.” She squeezed my fingers. “You did that. You built a room full of people who are only afraid for each other.”

A thread of silk touched my wrist from behind. I turned. Kira was sitting over the finished rope with her legs folded. She kept quiet for a moment.

“Load-bearing,” she said.

That was all. It was enough.

Imara sat against the wall where she’d drawn her soot line, her tail curled around her feet, her seams glowing low and even. When I crouched in front of her she put one hand flat on my chest. Hot.

“I’m going back into that room tomorrow,” she said. “Warm.” Her molten eyes held mine. “Thank you for that.”

Karga was on watch. Of course she was. She’d taken the first shift again and I’d let her, because tomorrow she’d be holding a rope and I wanted her to have the watch she chose. She stood at the curtain facing up the vein with her arms folded.

But when I came up beside her, I found her fists open. Resting loose against her knees where she’d sat down on an upturned pack.

“I hold the rope,” she said. “You hold the gate.” She raised her gaze to me. “Turns.”

“Turns.”

Suki was last of the six. She’d gone up to the foot of the ramp, as close to the membrane as she could get without touching it, and she was standing there with her tails dragging east and her arms wrapped around herself. When I came up beside her she turned and put her forehead against my sternum. Just rested it there.

“Bank,” she said, into my shirt. “River. Shovel.” A breath. “One more time.”

“One more time.”

She stepped back. She grinned up at me. The real one, with nothing behind it.

She went and lay down in Hana’s nest and turned her face to the wall, and her tails stayed pointing east even in the dark.



Delia was sitting in the doorway.

It wasn’t a real doorway. There were no real doorways at the bottom of a vein. But Kira had strung her silk curtain across the camp with a gap in it, how she always did, a flap where people could pass in and out, and Delia had found the gap within ten minutes of it being hung and settled in it and never moved.

She’d watched all of it. The rope. The soot line. The pallets. The fox-story. Every goodbye.

I sat down beside her on the hot floor. She did not look at me right away. She was looking at the camp. At Hana curled in the nest with Suki’s tails draped over her. At Kira’s legs folded around the coil of rope. At Imara’s glow.

“You do that every time?” she asked. Her voice was low and hoarse. “Before a fight? Go to each of them?”

“Every time I can.”

“I watched you do it at Haven. Before the Collectors came, the first time. You walked the wall and paused at every person.” She tilted her head. “I watched all of it from the tear room door. I watched Kael’s face when you left her. She stood there for a long time.”

I had no idea what to say to that.

“I watch everything,” Delia said simply. “I always have.”

She was quiet for a while. The loom pulsed. Two seconds. Two seconds.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“What does it look like?” She turned her huge aquamarine eyes on me. “From the inside?”

I thought she meant the loom. I answered. I saw her face and broke off.

“Not that,” she said. Her gel had gone slightly rose at the core. “That.” A tiny tilt of her chin toward the nest. Toward all of them. “You. With them. I’ve heard it through walls. Hana’s storeroom was right through the kitchen wall at Haven. And the roof. I watched the roof.” Her blush deepened. “I’ve watched a lot of people love each other through a lot of doorways. For fourteen months. I know what it looks like from outside.”

She lowered her gaze to her own body. At the clear aqua gel pooled across the gap in the curtain.

“I don’t know what it looks like from inside,” she said.



I gave no answer right away. I’ve learned that too. When a patient tells you the true thing, you don’t rush past it.

“Delia,” I said. “Are you asking me what I think you’re asking me?”

“Yes.” Her voice barely carried. “I think so. Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Are you sure?” she asked back, very fast, as if she’d been holding the question behind her teeth. “I’m not… I don’t look like them. I’m not shaped right, most of the time. I have a spoon in me half the time.” Her gel had clouded at the edges. “Nobody has touched me. Like that. Since the change. Not once.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “I’ve been sure since the tear room floor.”

She stared at me. The cloud at the edges of her gel ceased spreading.

“Will it hurt?” she asked. “My gel? If I… if I don’t hold it right…”

“I’ll go as slow as you want,” I said. “Slower than that. And I’ll stop the instant you cloud. The instant. You won’t have to say a word.”

She watched me a long moment.

She laughed. Small. Hoarse. The first laugh I’d ever heard out of her that wasn’t tangled up with crying.

“You’d see it,” she said. “Wouldn’t you. I can’t hide anything.”

“No,” I said. “You can’t.”

“Okay,” she whispered. And her whole body blushed rose.



Kira had strung a small silk room off the side of the camp for supplies, the same way she had the night before. I moved the supply packs out into the main pocket. Nobody stirred. Karga, at the curtain, glanced over her shoulder at me once, saw Delia flowing toward the alcove behind me, and turned back to face up the vein with her arms folded and an expression of complete, deliberate blindness.

Inside, the silk walls glowed dimly. The white light of the loom came through the membrane above and filtered down through the vein and through Kira’s weave, and by the time it reached us it had softened into a pale aqua wash that made everything look as if it was underwater.

Delia stopped in the middle of the alcove.

She did not lie down. She gathered herself. I watched her do it as I’d watched her in Haven’s yard. Her gel drew in from its pool, and rose, and divided, and became legs. Knees this time, on the first try. She’d learned knees. Thick plush thighs. Wide hips. She shaped them carefully, the way you’d shape clay you’d been given only once, and she knelt down on the silk floor in front of me with her hands on her thighs.

She reached down and untied Kira’s mesh wrap from her hip and set it aside.

A moment later, she pulled her faded pink tank over her head.

She knelt there in front of me with nothing on at all, her hands back on her thighs, her eyes huge.

“Will you look at me first?” she asked. “Before anything? Will you just… look?”



I looked.

I did it as I’d been trained to look at a patient, then as I’d wanted to look at her since the day she walked the length of Haven’s yard, and I said it out loud, because she’d asked me to, and because nobody had ever told her.

“Your knees,” I said. “You made them on the first try tonight.”

A pale rose bloomed in the gel at her knees.

“Your thighs. They’re thick and soft and they press together when you’re nervous. Like now.” The rose climbed. “They catch the light like wet glass. I watched them in Haven’s yard all afternoon when I was supposed to be watching your gait.”

Her lips parted.

“Your hips,” I said. “Much wider than your waist. You carry all your weight low. It puts your center of gravity down where it’ll keep you steady.” I let my eyes move. “And your ass. It’s big and round and it wobbles every time you take a step you’re not sure about. It’s the first thing anybody sees when you walk away. It’s clear as glass and it catches the light and throws it back aqua. I’ve been trying not to look at it for four days. I’ve failed every time.”

The rose flooded through her hips from the core outward, bright as a sunrise through water.

“Oh,” she said.

“Here.” I reached out and did not touch, just pointed, at the place below her navel where her pale skin thinned into gel. “There’s no seam. You just turn into water. Like the edge of a beach. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.” Up. “Your belly’s soft. Your waist is narrow.” Up again. “Your breasts are full and soft and your nipples went tight the second you took that shirt off, because it’s cooler in here than in the vein. They’re the color of a rose that’s almost dark.”

She pressed one hand flat over her own breast. Her gel was blazing.

“Your hair always looks wet. Even when it’s dry. The ends of it are turning to gel. I don’t know if you know that.” I met her eyes last. “And your eyes. You’ve been watching everybody for fourteen months with them. They’re the biggest eyes I’ve ever seen. Nobody’s ever looked back into them long enough.”

She was shaking. Not clouded. Clear as water, and rose all the way through.

“Nobody ever said,” she whispered. “Any of that. Out loud.”

“I know. I’m saying it.”



I touched her hip.

Just that, first. My palm flat on the gel at the side of her hip, where it swelled out from her waist. I gave it all the time it needed.

Cool. Smooth. Yielding, how it had yielded on the tear room floor, yielding and deep. Alive. Then, under my hand, warming. The warmth started at my palm and moved outward, and the rose went with it, a slow spreading bloom of color through the clear gel that traveled from under my fingers across the curve of her hip and down her thigh and around toward her ass.

Her eyes were fixed on it. On her own body lighting up from the inside where I touched her.

“Is it supposed to feel like it’s everywhere?” she asked. Barely audible.

“Tell me where.”

She closed her eyes. Opened them.

“Everywhere,” she said.

I kissed her.

With care. Her lips were cool and yielding, uncertain at first, and then they found the rhythm. She made a small startled sound into my mouth. Her hand came up and found my collar and held on. Under my palm, her entire hip went hot.

When I pulled back her eyes were glazed and enormous.

“Is that what it’s like?” she whispered. “Every time? For them?”

“Watch,” I said. “And find out.”



I undressed. She watched me do it.

Of course she did. She watched every button. She watched my shirt come off, and her eyes went over my chest and my scars as mine had gone over her, slow, cataloguing. Her gaze stopped on the newer silver line down my left forearm from the Lattice run, and on the ragged patch low on my back from the second siege that Hana had stitched while Mika held me still. She watched each of them as if she was reading a map.

I opened my belt, and her eyes went down, and stayed there.

“Oh,” she said. Then, very fast: “Is that… does that… will that fit?”

“We’ll take our time.”

“I’ve seen it,” she said, barely. “From a distance. Through the roof hatch. It looked smaller from the hatch.”

A laugh got out before I could stop it. She blushed rose to her collarbones.



I laid her down on her back on the silk.

She held her shape. Her hips stayed formed. Her thighs parted for me when I knelt between them, deliberately, trembling, and I lowered my gaze to her, and to what she’d made there between her thighs.

She’d made all of it. She’d made herself a woman down there, soft swollen lips and the slick dark hollow between them, all of it shaped out of the same clear living gel as the rest of her. You could see through it. You could see the rose light moving inside her. But when I touched her there with two fingers, it did not feel like gel at all.

It was hot. Wet. Slick and yielding and swollen and alive. A pussy, warm and needy under my fingertips, and she gasped so hard her back came off the silk.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. Oh.”

I stroked her. Unhurried circles, finding her clit, a small hard nub hidden in the gel that pulsed rose every time I brushed it. She shook. Her gel rippled outward from my fingers in slow pond-rings. I slid one finger into her, and she was tight and hot and clenching, and I could see it. I could see my own finger inside her, blurred and aqua through the clear body, and I could see her gel tighten around it.

So could she.

She’d lifted her head off the silk. She was staring down between her own thighs at my hand. Her mouth was open.

“I can see,” she whispered. “I can see you in me.”

“Keep watching.”

I added a second finger. Curled them. Stroked her clit with my thumb, measured and steady, applying what I’d learned about bodies over years, reading each response as a vital sign. Her hips rolled up against my hand. Her gel was blazing now, rose from her core outward to every edge, and it was warm, almost hot, and it trembled.

“Is it supposed to… is it… Ryder, something is…”

She came.

Small, fast, startled. Her whole body clenched around my fingers and her thighs pressed together on my wrist and a wave of deeper rose pulsed outward through her gel from the center, and she made a high thin sound I did not think she knew she could make.

She held her shape. Barely. I watched her hold it, her hips quivering at the edges, softening and firming again.

“That,” she gasped, “was that it?”

“That was the start.”



I pushed into her with care.

I held her hips in both hands, cool gel warming under my palms, and I lined myself up, and I watched her face, and I pressed in an inch. She was tight. Hot. Slick and yielding and gripping at once, a heat that closed around the head of my cock with the tight grip of a warm fist. I held there. Let her feel it.

“Look,” I said. “Watch.”

She looked.

She propped herself on her elbows on the silk and stared down her own body at the place where we joined, and she could see it. Her gel was clear. My cock was inside her and she could see it, a shape inside the rose light, the head of it buried in her, the length of it waiting outside.

“Oh,” she said. Her voice cracked. “Oh, that’s… that’s me. That’s you in me.”

“Watch it go in.”

I pushed deeper, an inch at a time. She watched every inch. Her lips moved without sound. Her eyes never left it. I watched her watch it, watched the clear gel of her body part around my cock and close around it and take it, ever deeper, until I was buried to the hilt and she could see all of it inside her, a hard shape wrapped in rose light, her lower body glowing around it, lantern glass around flame.

“Is it…” she whispered. “Is it supposed to… is that all of…”

“That’s all of it.”

“It’s so deep.” Wonder. Pure wonder. “I can see how deep. I can see where it stops.”

“So can I.”



I moved in her.

Unhurried at first. Long strokes. Drawing almost out and sliding back in, and she watched every one. Her questions came faster. Shorter.

“Is it… does it feel…”

“Yes.”

“When you… oh… is that where…”

“Yes.”

“Why does it… how is it so…”

She lost the sentence. Her head fell back on the silk and her eyes rolled half shut, and I took her chin in my fingers and turned her face back down.

“Watch,” I said. “Don’t stop watching.”

She watched. Her eyes locked on the place where my cock slid in and out of her, glistening, through the clear rose-lit gel of her body. Her thighs trembled. Her hips rolled up to meet me.

“Look at you taking me,” I told her. My voice had gone low and rough. “Look what you look like. When someone finally touches you.”

She made a sound that wasn’t a word at all.



I sat back on my heels and pulled her up with me.

She came up into my lap, gel and all, astride me, her formed thighs on either side of mine, my cock still buried in her. She had to put her hands on my shoulders to keep her balance. She almost lost her shape in the move and I felt her firm it, felt her gel tighten around my cock as she concentrated, and I groaned.

“Now look down,” I said.

She looked down between us.

From here she could see it from above. Her own body, clear aqua lit rose from inside, sitting on my lap. My cock inside her, all the way in, a shape she could see through her own belly directly below where skin became gel.

“Ride,” I said. “And watch.”

She moved.

Awkward at first. She’d never done it. She rocked, and lost her rhythm, and found it, her hands braced on my shoulders and her eyes fixed down between us. She rose and fell. And she could see it. She could see me sliding out of her as she rose and sliding back into her as she sank, every inch, and her mouth fell open and stayed open.

I took her ass in both hands.

Big and round and heavy, clear gel filling my palms and spilling between my fingers, warm now, almost hot. It wobbled every time she dropped onto me. It rippled under my hands in measured, heavy waves. I squeezed and she gasped and her whole body clenched on my cock.

The rose was climbing. It had started at her core and filled her lower body and now it was rising past her navel, past where gel became skin, and I watched the flush climb onto her pale blue-pearl belly and up her ribs toward her breasts. Her breasts swayed with every drop, full and soft, her dusky nipples tight. I bent my head and took one in my mouth and she cried out.

“Is it always…” Her voice was going. “Is it always this… is it…”

“Only when it’s you.”

“Ryder. Something’s… I can’t hold… I can’t hold it…”

“Then don’t.”



She let go.

It happened all at once. Her hips, her thighs, her legs, the entire careful shape she’d built, everything she’d been holding rigid for fourteen months because letting go of her shape meant letting go of the door. It went.

Her formed legs melted.

Warm liquid gel poured out of her shape and flowed around my hips and down my thighs and across the silk floor, pooling around us, holding me, a warm living tide of her. Her thighs were gone. Her ass was gone. She was a woman from the waist up and a warm aqua pool from the waist down, and I remained inside her, and she continued clenching around my cock in long rolling spasms I could feel through every inch of her.

And she was blazing.

Her whole body. Rose from edge to edge, bright as I’d ever seen it, bright enough that the silk walls around us glowed pink. The pool of her around my hips was lit from inside with a lantern’s inner glow.

She held my shoulders with her head thrown back and her mouth open, and she came like that, with no shape at all, and at first she made no sound. Then a long, broken cry tore out of her, high and wondering, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

It pulled me with her.

I came inside her with her warm gel flowing around me, holding the back of her neck with one hand and her waist with the other, groaning into her hair. Hard. Deep. I felt every pulse of it.

And she watched it.

Through the storm of it she dragged her eyes back down, and she watched it happen through her own clear body. I watched her watch. Her eyes went wide. Her lips parted.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, I can see it. I can see it in me.”



For a long time she did not reform.

She lay against my chest, her upper body draped over me, her face in my neck. The rest of her pooled around my hips and legs and across the silk, warm and liquid and inch by inch fading from blaze to glow. I could feel her breathing. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest, fast, slowing.

I stayed still and held her. I let her be whatever shape she was.

After a while, the gel gathered. Gradually. The pool drew in from the edges. It rose. Hips formed again under my hands, soft and uncertain. Thighs. She built herself back how she’d built herself in Haven’s yard, one careful piece at a time, and when she was done she was sitting in my lap again, glowing slightly rose all the way through.

She lifted her head and looked down at herself. Through herself. At my cum, a thin pale cloud hanging suspended in the clear gel below her navel.

She stared at it for a long time.

“I watched everyone for fourteen months,” she said. Her voice was wrecked. Wondering. “I never knew what it looked like from the inside.”

“Now you do.”

She raised her gaze to me. Her aquamarine eyes were wet and wide and clear.

“Can I keep watching?”

“As long as you want.”

She laid her cheek on my chest with her eyes open, and she watched me until I slept.


Chapter 11: Dawn on the Eleventh

I woke to the rock moving.

It wasn’t a pulse. The loom’s pulse came every two seconds and I’d stopped waking for it on the second night. This was different. A long low roll that came down through the hot floor of the vein and up through my spine, slow and heavy, the distant weight of a wagon crossing a wooden bridge.

It stopped.

I lay still in the aqua dark with Delia’s cool weight against my side and counted.

Twenty seconds. Thirty.

Another roll. Longer. The silk walls of the alcove shivered. A little shower of pale grit came loose from the ribs overhead and pattered down on the silk.

Delia was awake. She’d been awake a while, I thought. Her eyes were open and fixed on the ceiling. Her gel was clear and calm.

“That’s them,” she whispered. “Isn’t it.”

I gave no answer. I was already pulling on my shirt.



Neve was at the wall with both palms flat against it.

Everyone was up. Nobody had needed waking. Hana was kneeling at her pallets with her lop ears raised and swiveling. Kira was coiling the rope. Imara stood at the foot of the ramp with her seams already glowing. Karga was tying the war-band knot around her own waist with slow deliberate hands. Suki sat against the wall with her tails in her arms and her eyes shut.

The rock rolled again. Longer this time. Deeper.

Neve’s face changed.

“There,” she said. “Gods. There they go.”

“Talk to me.”

“The garrison.” Her eyes were closed. Her horns had begun to glow at the tips. “It’s all moving. The whole fortress. Every man in it. Up. They’re running up. Stairs, halls, all of it, like water going the wrong way down a drain.” Her lips parted. “Fear. Orders. More fear. They’re all running the same direction.”

“Toward what?”

Neve opened her eyes. They were blazing fuchsia and there was something in them close to a smile.

“Mika’s at the door,” she said. “They’re all running toward her.”



I don’t know how to describe what that did to me.

It struck me square in the chest. I stood at the bottom of a breach vein a hundred feet under an enemy fortress with a medical bag over my shoulder and a loom pulsing white light down on my head, and somewhere above me, on time to the minute, the woman who’d told me she’d never commanded anything bigger than a perimeter had just hit the most fortified place in the wasteland with an army.

She’d done it on the hour. With no signal. With nobody at her shoulder.

I thought about her in the armory, unwinding her tail from my wrist one coil at a time. That’s me letting go. Don’t get used to it.

The rock rolled again. Somewhere up there, one of Rika’s charges had just gone off. I’d have bet my knee on it.

“She’s on time,” I said. My voice wasn’t entirely steady. “Imara.”

The dragon was already climbing the ramp.



She put her palm six inches under the membrane, at the curved line she’d drawn in soot the day before, and she breathed out.

Gold overtook the orange glow in every seam along her arms.

Heat came off her in a wave I felt from the bottom of the ramp. The air shimmered. And from the tip of her extended claw a line of fire came out. It wasn’t a gout. It wasn’t a burst. A thread. A single bright white-gold filament, thin as a wire and hot as a forge’s heart, reaching up from her fingertip to touch the underside of the membrane.

Where it touched, the membrane parted.

It did not burn like paper. It did not catch. It opened, as cooked skin opens under a knife, the edges curling back and blackening and sealing as they went. Imara moved her hand. Gradually. The thread followed the soot line in the air. The cut followed the thread. A long curve opening in the living ceiling, one inch at a time.

And the smell.

I’m not going to describe the smell. Imara was right. None of us ever has. It came down the ramp and filled the pocket and Hana gagged once and pressed her sleeve over her nose and kept her eyes on her pallets. Neve paled. Karga breathed through her mouth and did not blink.

White light came pouring down through the widening cut.

Two minutes. Almost three. Imara’s hand did not shake once.

The last inch parted, and the flap of blackened membrane sagged down on its uncut edge, a trapdoor, and above it was the rim of the Lattice chamber.



“Karga,” I said.

She went up first. The rope trailed from her waist to Suki’s, coiled loose. She put both hands on the edge of the cut and pulled herself up through it in one smooth heave, and I heard her boots land on stone, and I heard a man shout.

I heard him stop shouting.

“Clear,” Karga said. Low. “One. Three more.”

I went up.



The rim of the Lattice chamber was exactly as I remembered it and nothing like it.

The same ledge of dark breach-carved stone curving around the edge of a space too big to have a far wall. The same crystallized energy growing up in pillars from the floor. The same hum, felt in the teeth.

But the loom had changed.

The first time, it had been vast, slow, and patient. A web of light the size of a cathedral pulsing with the rhythm of a tired heart. Now it was knotted so tight it resembled a fist. The great lines of breach-light had been dragged in toward the center and wound around each other in dense blazing knots, and the whole thing pulsed fast and hard, two seconds, two seconds, every pulse sending a wave of white glare across the chamber that made my eyes water.

At the edges of it, closest to the rim, hung the outer threads.

Four girls. Suspended in the light ten or twelve feet above the rim floor, held up by frames of conduit and crystal that grew out of the stone like trellises. Conduit cables ran from their bodies up and out into the knot. Thin lines of white fire ran along the cables, pulled out of them, burning. Their heads hung. Their arms hung. Their hair drifted in the draft of the machine.

And beyond them, at the heart of it all, the naga.

And moving through the knots around her, the Engineers.

Four grey coats. Deep in the weave. Their hands moving through the lines of light faster than I’d ever seen hands move. Re-knotting. Pulling. Tightening. They hadn’t turned. They hadn’t looked. We were thirty yards away at the rim and they gave no sign they knew we were there at all.

Their shadows fell across the lines of light half a second behind their bodies.

I did not look at them any longer than I had to.



The guards were real.

Four men in grey. Skeleton crew. The ones who’d drawn the short straw and stayed at the rim while everyone else ran upstairs. Neve had said they were bored and cold and hated it down here. She’d been right about all three. They’d been sitting on crates near the rim stairs with a thermos.

One of them was down already. Karga had come up through the floor behind him and put him on the stone with one hand before he knew there was a floor to come up through.

The other three were on their feet. Scrambling. One of them had his breach-tech sidearm half out of its holster.

Karga went at him. The mattock stayed on her back. She did not need it. She crossed the rim in four strides and took the pistol and his wrist in one hand and turned them both, and the man went down to his knees with a sound I felt in my own joints.

The second came at me.

I’d come up through the cut with the pry bar in my hand. I don’t remember deciding to. My hands had done it for me, how they do. He swung his rifle butt at my head in a clubbing arc and I went inside it and put the chisel end of the bar into the meat of his thigh, above the knee, where it would drop him and not kill him.

It went in easier than it should have. Mika had sharpened it.

He dropped. He screamed. I put him on the stone and took the rifle away from him and kicked it over the rim into the white light, and it fell into the loom and was gone.

The third ran.

Straight for the rim stairs. Up. To tell somebody. To bring somebody back down.

He took three steps and ran directly into a wall.

It wasn’t there. It was fox-fire. A sheet of amber light across the foot of the stairs, bright as noon, and as he flinched away from it a second Suki appeared on the stairs above him with her arms folded and four tails fanned wide and said, in a voice like a disappointed schoolteacher, “No.”

He turned. Karga was there.

He sat down on the stone and put his hands on his head without being asked.

Behind him, the illusion guttered out. The real Suki remained crouched at the edge of the cut with one hand extended, and she was breathing hard.

“Small one,” she said. “I’m saving the rest.”

“Save it,” I said.



Kira came up through the cut on eight legs and went straight up the first frame.

She did not wait to be told. She’d practiced this eleven times without a bell in a silk room at the bottom of a vein, and her hands knew where they were going before her eyes did. Four legs on the conduit trellis, four braced on the rim stone, her human torso rising level with the first wired girl.

I stood under the frame with my hands up. Hana came up through the cut behind me, then Delia, flowing up the ramp and through the hole like water poured uphill, then Imara, then Neve.

“Neve,” I said. “Call it.”

“Four guards down. No movement on the stairs.” Neve had her back to the rim wall and her eyes half closed. “The Engineers haven’t turned. They’re…” She broke off. “They’re not paying attention to us. At all. They’re paying attention to the knot.”

“Keep telling me.”

“I will.”



The first girl had scales on her forearms.

Dark green, fine as a fish’s, running from her wrists to her elbows and in a thin ridge down the back of her neck. A small frill of the same scale framed her jaw. Her hair was black and matted and hung over her face. She was thin. Thinner than Neve had been when she crawled out of the wasteland starving. Her lips were cracked. She wasn’t moving.

The conduit went into her in two places I could see. A port at the base of her spine, directly above the waistband of the grey smock they’d put on her. Another at the base of her skull, under the hair. Thick cables, the width of my thumb, running up out of both ports and away into the knot. The white fire running up them.

Kira laid her fingertips against the spine port.

Silk came off them. The finest kind. So fine that I couldn’t see it at all until the white glare of the loom caught it and turned it into a single thread of light. She fed it into the port.

I watched her hands. So did Hana, beside me. So did Delia.

The thread went in. And in. Down along the conduit, into the junction where the resonance flowed out of the girl’s body. Kira’s eyes were half closed. Her lips were moving. Counting, maybe. Her fingers did not tremble.

The white fire along the spine cable flickered.

Dimmed.

Went out.

The girl jerked in the frame. Her whole body spasmed once, hard, arching against the conduit, and her mouth opened. No sound came out.

“Skull,” I said. “Now. Fast.”

Kira was already moving. Her hand slid up under the matted black hair. The thread went in. The second cable’s fire darkened.

And the girl quit breathing.



“Down,” I said. “Kira, now.”

Kira drew both conduit plugs out of the ports in one clean pull. I heard the wet click of them letting go. Silk came off her in a flurry, a sling, and she wrapped the girl’s body in it and lowered her down the frame into my arms.

She weighed nothing. Less than nothing. I’d carried supply packs that weighed more than this woman.

I put her on her back on the rim stone. Chin up. Jaw thrust, two fingers under the angle of the jaw, lifting. I put my ear to her mouth and watched her chest.

Nothing.

I breathed for her. Two breaths. Watched her chest rise. Checked her pulse at her throat. There. Thready. Fast. Her heart hadn’t stopped. Her breathing had. The body forgets. The conduit had been doing half of its work for it so long it had forgotten how.

I breathed for her again.

“Come on,” I said. “You know how. You knew how before they wired you. Come on.”

Again.

She gasped.

A great ragged rattling breath that arched her back off the stone. Another. Her eyes flew open, slitted and yellow-green, and stared up at me in total incomprehension, and she screamed.

“I’ve got you,” I said. My exam-room voice. Low, steady, the voice I’d used on every frightened animal I ever treated. “You’re out. You’re out of it. I’m a medic. I’ve got you.”

She kept screaming. That was fine. Screaming meant air.

“Imara.”

The dragon was already kneeling. She’d rolled the girl onto her side against my knee, one hand on her shoulder, and she laid one dark claw against the open port at the base of her spine. A thread of fire came out of it. It wasn’t the white-gold that had cut the membrane. Smaller. Dull orange. Two hundred degrees.

The port hissed. The girl’s scream went up an octave. The raw wound around the port blackened and sealed.

“Skull,” I said.

Imara moved her claw. Hissed. Sealed.

“Delia.”

Delia flowed in against the girl’s back.

She laid her palm over the seared spine port. Clear aqua gel spread from her hand across the burn, thin as varnish, edge to edge and a half inch past it all around. It settled. Firmed. Sealed. She moved her hand to the back of the girl’s skull, under the matted hair, and did it again.

Airtight. Cool. I could see through the gel to the seared skin underneath. Nothing getting in.

The scream had broken down into sobbing. The girl had curled on her side on the stone with her scaled forearms over her head, shaking.

Hana was there. Kneeling. Her hand on the girl’s hair. Her voice soft, softer than I’d ever heard it.

“You’re out,” Hana said. “You’re out, sweetheart. I’ve got a blanket and something warm for you to drink. You’re coming with me.”

She got the girl up. Half carried her. Walked her to the cut in the rim floor and handed her down through it to where Neve had gone to stand on the ramp below. The girl went down into the vein out of the white light, still sobbing, still breathing.

One.



The second girl went faster.

That’s the thing nobody tells you about triage. The first one teaches your hands. The second one, they already know.

She had sleek dark brown fur along her forearms and down her shins, short and fine as an otter’s, and webbing between her fingers. Kira threaded the spine port. The fire went out. The skull port. The fire went out. The girl convulsed in the frame and breathed on her own, ragged but steady, before the plugs even came out.

Kira lowered her. I caught her. Airway clear. Pulse strong. Imara seared both ports. Delia sealed them. Hana took her.

Two.

The third had small curled horns in the tight curl of a young goat’s and a thin tufted tail. She fought. She came out of the frame swinging, eyes wild, not knowing where she was, and caught me across the jaw with one fist before I got her wrists. Karga came and knelt and held her arms, and the Warchief said something low to her in the voice she used for her own sworn, and the girl quit fighting and cried.

Imara seared. Delia sealed. Hana took her.

Three.



The rim stairs creaked.

“Movement,” Neve called up through the cut. “Stairs. Two. Coming down. Fast.”

Karga was already up. She went to the foot of the stairs and planted herself there.

Two more grey coats came around the last landing. Not guards. Runners. Somebody had sent them back down to check on the rim, probably when the rim fell silent. One of them saw Karga standing in the way and skidded. The other saw the empty frames.

He raised his sidearm and fired.

Not at Karga. Past her. At the rim. At the only people in the chamber who were doing something to the loom.

At me.



I felt it before I heard it.

A line of heat across my left side, low on the ribs. Like being struck with a hot iron rod laid flat. The crack of the round a quarter second after, echoing off the chamber walls. A moment later, the pain, which came late, as it always did, and was worse than the heat.

I went down on one knee.

Karga went up the stairs. I heard the first runner hit the wall. I heard the second one go down the stairs the fast way, all of them at once. I did not see it. I had my hand pressed flat to my side, and I was looking at my palm, and my palm was red.

Breach round. Across the ribs. Not through. A laceration, maybe four inches long, maybe half an inch deep, the edges already blackened where the round had cauterized them on its way through, and bleeding anyway, bleeding through the cautery as breach wounds always do. Never clotting. We’d learned that in the facility. We’d learned it again at the orchard.

My left arm did not want to lift.

“Ryder.” Hana’s voice, from the cut. High. Scared.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not…”

“I’m fine. It’s superficial. There’s one more.”

I raised my gaze to the fourth frame.



The fourth one was the small one.

I knew her. I’d seen her the first time, in the Lattice chamber, the one I couldn’t classify. She’d been small then and she was smaller now. Barely there. Light as a bird. A fringe of something ran along her shoulders and down the backs of her arms that might have been feathers or might have been fins, translucent and colorless, too fine and too damaged to tell. Her skin was nearly transparent. You could see the blue lines of her veins through the backs of her hands.

Her thread was the faintest of the four. A thin flicker of white fire running up her cable. Almost nothing left to take.

“Kira,” I said.

Kira lowered her gaze to me from the frame. Her indigo eyes went to my hand pressed against my ribs. To the red coming through my fingers.

“Go,” I said. “I’ve got one hand. I only need one.”

She went.

The spine port. The thread went in, slower this time, gentler. Kira’s lips were moving. The fire went out. The skull port. The fire went out.

The small one did not convulse. She did not gasp. She just slackened in the frame, with the weightless surrender of a leaf leaving its branch.

Kira lowered her into my arm.

My good arm. I caught her against my chest and knelt and laid her down on the stone, one-handed, and her head lolled. I put two fingers on her throat.

Barely there, but present.

I put my ear to her mouth.

A breath. Shallow as a moth’s wing. Another.

“She’s breathing,” I said. My voice cracked on it. “She’s breathing on her own.”

Imara seared. The small one did not even flinch. Delia sealed. Hana came up through the cut and took her, lifting her against her chest in a child’s carry, and carried her down into the vein with her cheek against the small one’s hair.

Four.



Delia did not go back to the frames.

She turned around and came to me.

I remained on one knee on the rim stone with my palm pressed to my side and the blood coming through my fingers. She flowed in against my hip. She took my wrist in her cool fingers and moved my hand out of the way.

“Delia, I’m fine, it’s…”

She laid her palm over the wound.

I felt it as Karga must have felt it in the vein. Cool. Sudden. A thin smooth weight settling across the burn and past it, edge to edge, bonding to my skin all the way around. The pain did not go. But it changed. It went from hot and ragged to something cold and contained, the contained cold of a burn plunged into water.

The bleeding ceased.

Not slowed. Stopped.

I looked down. A thin clear film of aqua gel lay across my ribs, airtight, and through it I could see the blackened edges of the wound, and the wound bed, and no fresh blood at all.

Delia kept her palm there a second longer than she needed to. Two seconds. Three. Her aquamarine eyes were on mine.

“Now you don’t get to argue about it,” she said.



The loom shuddered.

I felt it before I saw it. A skip in the pulse. Two seconds, two seconds, then a hitch, a stutter, the hitch of a heart missing a beat. The white glare flickered across the chamber.

Four threads gone. Four holes in the weave.

“Ryder,” Neve called up from the cut. Her voice had changed. “The Engineers.”

I looked.

They had turned. Not toward us. They still gave no sign we existed. But all four of them had frozen within the outer weave. They’d gathered at the heart of the knot, around the long slack coils of the naga, and their hands were moving faster now. So fast I couldn’t follow them. Blurring through the lines of light. Pulling. Knotting. Pulling harder.

And the naga’s thread brightened.

It had been glowing all night. A heavy white line running up from her spine and her skull and the three ports along her coils, the brightest thread in the loom. Now it brightened. Brighter again. White-hot. Blinding. It hurt to look at.

Her coils twitched.

“They’re spending her,” Neve said. Sharp. Fast. “Ryder, they’re spending her. All at once. They know the outer threads are gone. They’re going to finish the knot on her before anything else can be taken.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know. Not hours.” Her voice broke. “Minutes.”

The day we’d had to spare. The day I’d done the arithmetic on three times at Kael’s table. It was gone. The Engineers had taken it in the time it took me to lose a pint of blood.



Then the loom noticed the biggest charge in the room.

I saw it happen. We all did.

The white light of the knot pulsed, and then one of its lines, one of the great blazing arcs that crossed the chamber, bent. Toward the rim. Toward us. It reached across forty feet of air in the shape of an opening hand, and the entire chamber tilted toward it, and every loose thing on the rim floor slid an inch.

Suki’s tails snapped toward the weave.

All four of them. Hauled straight out behind her like cloth in a gale, so hard her whole body jerked forward. Fox-fire burst out along the white tips, bright, uncontrolled, and the light of the knot reached for it. I watched the loom’s white glare touch her amber flame and drink.

It was the same pull as the first time. The thing I’d watched happen in this same chamber, with Suki clinging to a rail and screaming. The thing that had terrified her every day since.

Only it was worse now. It was hungrier. It had been starving since it lost Imara, and it had just lost four threads, and it knew exactly what it was looking at.

Her feet slid on the stone. A foot. Two feet. Karga’s rope, still loose between them, paid out.

Last time she’d grabbed the rail.

This time she did not.

She stood there with her feet sliding and her four tails hauled toward a hole in the world, and her fox-fire being drunk out of her across forty feet of white light, and she turned her head and looked at me.

Her amber eyes were calm. Very old. Very clear.

“Rope,” she said.


Chapter 12: The Lie

Kira had the rope around her before I’d finished standing up.

She came down off the fourth frame on four legs and crossed the rim in two long fluid strides and snatched up the loose coil of triple braid where it lay between Karga and the fox. She looped it twice around Suki’s waist, over her hips, under her tails, and tied it off in a knot I’d never seen her use before. Tight. Flat. Something that would bite harder the more it was pulled.

Her fingers did not shake. They hadn’t shaken once all morning.

“Load path runs through your hips,” Kira said. Fast. Precise. “Not your ribs. If it pulls, lean into the knot.”

“Understood,” Suki said. Her feet continued sliding. Her tails remained hauled out toward the weave, straining so hard I could see the muscle at the base of each one standing out under the fur.

Behind her, at the far end of the rope, Karga planted herself.

I’d seen her do it in the vein, when the current took Neve. This was different. She did not just brace. She set herself. She spread her feet wide on the rim stone, knees bent low, and dropped her whole weight down into her heels. Her back went straight. Her shoulders squared. The war-band knot at her waist creaked as she leaned into it. She wrapped the rope once around her right forearm and gripped it in both fists, and her knuckles whitened, and her face froze.

She resembled the barrier wall of her quarry. Stacked concrete. No mortar. All mass and friction.

“Ready,” Karga said.



I went to Suki.

The pull was strong enough that I felt it too, barely, at the rim. A tug at my clothes. A wrongness in the air, like standing on the edge of a high roof in a wind. My left side burned under Delia’s gel. My left arm hung. I did not care about any of it.

I put my good hand on Suki’s face.

Her skin was hot. Fox-fire was pouring off the white tips of her tails in long amber streamers, and the loom’s white light was reaching out across forty feet of air and drinking it, and she was standing in the middle of that with her feet sliding an inch at a time toward the edge of the rim. Her ears were flat. Her eyes were on mine.

One second. That was all I gave it. It was all we had.

“Bank,” I said.

“River,” she said.

She turned around and walked forward into the pull on purpose.



I’d spent months watching Suki be afraid of this.

The first time the loom reached for her, in this same chamber, she’d grabbed a steel rail with both hands and screamed while it tried to drag her into the weave. She’d come out of the dark with her fox-fire guttering and hadn’t slept on the roof for a month afterward. Every month since, she’d felt it pulling. East. Toward this room. Toward this machine that wanted to wear her.

Now she walked toward it.

Not fast. Not hurried. The way you’d walk into cold water, one step and then the next, letting it take you by inches. The rope paid out behind her through Karga’s fists. Five feet. Ten. She reached the edge of the rim where the stone dropped away into the white glare, and she halted there with her toes on the lip, and she spread her arms.

All four of her tails fanned out behind her, wide as they would go.

And she let it take her.



I felt it happen in my teeth.

The loom’s light reached into her. I saw it. The great blazing arc that had bent toward the rim came down and touched her tails, and her fox-fire went into it like water going down a drain. A river of amber light pouring out of her and up into the white. Her whole body lit gold from inside, how it did at the peak of a scene, uncontrolled, the fox-fire under her porcelain skin rising to the surface everywhere at once.

She gasped. I heard it from twenty feet away.

The light coming out of her changed.

It’s hard to describe. I’ve tried in the journal a dozen times since and never gotten it right. It remained fox-fire. Still amber. Still hers. But it no longer resembled flame. It took on the shape of sound. The air around her hummed on a single note, deep and steady and enormous, and the note had a color, and the color was her.

And it grew.

It swelled into a second body around her. A shape of light twice her size, then four times, then ten. It wasn’t a picture of anything. It wasn’t an illusion of a fox or a woman or a wall. Just size. Just weight. A charge so vast I felt it pressing on my chest from twenty feet away, how you feel thunder before you hear it.

Behind me, Neve made a sound as if she’d been hit.

“It’s not real,” she gasped. I turned. She’d come up through the cut and was standing at the rim wall with both hands pressed to her temples and her eyes blazing fuchsia. “Ryder, it’s not real. It’s the biggest thing I’ve ever felt in my life and there’s nothing inside it. It’s empty. It’s a shell. It’s…”

“It’s a lie,” I said.

“It’s a lie,” Neve said, with something close to awe.

The fox who sold a river the moon.



The loom drank it.

I watched it happen. The arc of white light that had reached for her pulled harder. Brighter. The entire chamber shifted. And then the other lines moved.

The knot at the heart of the loom was a fist. That’s what I’d thought when I came up through the cut. A fist of light, every line of the weave dragged in and wound around every other line, clenched tight around the naga at its center.

Now the fist opened.

Gradually. One line at a time. A blazing arc would come unwound from the knot and swing out across the chamber and bend toward the rim. Toward Suki. Toward the enormous humming shape of light that she was pouring out into the air. Another. A moment later, three at once. The whole weave was turning. Every knot in it loosening and retying, pulling its lines around to point at her. Iron filings swung toward a magnet.

It was starving. She’d told us so. She’d offered it the biggest meal of its life.

And it was retuning everything it had to reach her.



But it knew her note.

I saw that happen too. Halfway through the turn, the lines hesitated. The pulse of the loom stuttered. The white arc that had been drinking from her flickered, pulled back an inch, with a wary dog’s hesitation over a suspect plate.

It had been tasting her since the first time. It knew exactly how big she was. And the shape she was pouring out now was ten times that.

Suki’s feet slid. The humming shape around her wavered.

“Imara,” I said.

The dragon was already there.



She planted herself beside the rope line, three feet behind Suki, and she put one clawed hand flat on the rim stone.

Her seams went from gold to white.

I’d seen her burn before. At the orchard, slagging conduit. In the facility, the first time, cutting her own way out of the room that had held her for seven months. I’d never seen this. Every seam on her body blazed at once, white-hot, the dark obsidian of her skin between them lit so bright from underneath that she resembled a cracked shell over a furnace. Heat rolled off her. The rim stone under her hand glowed. Steam rose from her shoulders, from her hair, from the membrane of her half-spread wings.

And she rumbled.

The chest-rumble. The sound I’d felt through the floor of her warm corner a hundred nights, the sound she’d been mortified by for months. She shaped it. Pitched it. Low and steady and enormous, a note that went down under Suki’s note, the foundation beneath it.

The loom knew that note too.

It had been built around it. For seven months, Imara had been the thing it ate. Every line of it had been tuned to her shape. And now it heard her voice underneath the lie, deep and real and familiar, and the lie tasted true.

The white arc committed.

It came down onto Suki with its whole weight.



I’ve never seen anything like what happened next. I don’t expect to again.

The whole loom turned.

All of it. Every line. Every knot. The entire vast weave of breach-light that had been clenched around the naga for months swung into the radiating arms of a great starfish reaching toward one point. Every knot untying and retying itself to point at Suki. The chamber groaned. Crystal pillars along the rim cracked. The light went from white to amber-white, Suki’s color flooding into it, and the whole cathedral-sized machine hung in the air bent toward one small woman standing on the edge of a rim with her arms spread, a mechanical flower turned toward its sun.

Every single knot was tuned to her now.

To a charge that wasn’t there.

Beside her, Imara’s rumble never wavered. Her seams were white. Her whole body was shaking with the effort, and steam poured off her, and she held the note as she’d held a single steady thread of heat on a forge for an hour at Haven. Not one degree of drift.

The Engineers had stopped.

I looked. I shouldn’t have. They remained at the heart of the loom, around the naga. But their hands had frozen in the air. All four of them had turned their heads, at the same angle, at the same instant, to look along the lines of light at the rim. At Suki. Their shadows swung across the weave half a second late.

Suki took the flashlight away.



She pulled the lie out all at once.

I saw her do it. She closed her hands. The enormous humming shape of light around her collapsed inward in a single draft-blown failure. Gone. In a single heartbeat, the biggest charge in the world simply ceased to exist, and all that was left on the rim was a small russet-haired woman with four tails, spent, swaying, and every line of the loom still pointing at her.

The knots slipped.

All of them. At once. I heard it. A thousand cables seemed to snap in sequence, a rolling chain of cracks crossing the chamber from the rim toward the heart. Every knot that had been tied to reach a charge that was no longer there came loose. The lines of breach-light slackened. The entire weave lost its tension.

And it came apart.

From the knots inward. That’s what Kira had said, drawing it in the dust. The load comes off every knot at once and the weave unravels from the knots toward the center.

Lines of white fire tore loose from the weave and whipped across the chamber like snapped hawsers. One came down across the rim twenty feet from me and gouged a trench in the stone a foot deep, sizzling. Another lashed through a crystal pillar and the pillar exploded into glittering dust. The light was everywhere. Blinding. Pulsing. Coming apart.

And in the middle of it, the Engineers moved.

Faster than I’d ever seen anything move. Their hands blurred through the collapsing weave, snatching at the loose lines, knotting, pulling, trying to retie what could not be retied. Four grey coats in a storm of unraveling light, working so fast their shadows couldn’t keep up at all, the dark shapes trailing a full second behind their bodies now, sliding along the stone as if they’d lost track of where the bodies had gone.

It wasn’t working. I could see it wasn’t working. Every knot they tied slipped the moment they let go of it.



The loom’s last reflex was to yank the thing that had lied to it.

I saw the arc coming. The one that had been drinking from Suki. It did not slacken with the others. It went taut. It whipped back across the chamber toward the heart of the dying loom, and it took Suki with it.

She went off the rim.

Just like that. Her feet left the stone and she was in the air over the white glare, being hauled toward the center of the unraveling weave by a line of light wrapped around her tails, and the rope snapped taut behind her with a rifle-crack.

It hit Karga with the force of a runaway truck.

The Warchief slid. Both feet. The rim stone scraped under her boots with a scream of grit, and she slid a foot toward the edge, then another. Her back bent. Her arms locked. The rope sang between her fists and the fox, humming with the load. She held on.

“Kira!” I shouted.

Kira was already moving. Silk came off her in a spray. Not rope. Anchor lines. She threw three of them from the rope just in front of Karga’s fists to the nearest crystal pillar that remained standing, then to the rim wall, and then to a rusted steel stanchion bolted into the rim stone. Three lines. Each one snapping taut the moment it caught. Taking some of the load.

Not enough.

Karga slid another foot.

I grabbed the rope.

One hand. My good one. I wrapped it around the silk between Karga and the edge and set my boots and pulled, and my left side tore open under Delia’s gel with a pain so white I saw spots. It made no difference. I pulled.

And from the Warchief’s shoulder came a sound.

I’ll never forget it. A deep wet tearing pop, the sound of thick rope parting under water. Her right arm. The one the rope was wound around. It went wrong. I saw it happen, saw the shoulder drop and the angle of the upper arm change in a way no arm should change, and I knew exactly what it was, because I’d reduced three of them in the army.

Karga did not make a sound.

She held on.

She took the rope in her left hand. The whole load, one-handed. Her right arm hung deadweight from her shoulder, the rope still wound around the forearm, and she held a four-hundred-year-old kitsune out over a dying breach engine with one hand and her feet sliding on the stone, and she did not let go.

“SUKI,” I shouted. “BANK.”



What happened next, I only saw through the glare.

I’ve thought about it a hundred times since. I’ve never been sure.

Suki hung in the air over the white fire at the end of the rope, being pulled two directions at once. Behind her, the dying loom hauling at her tails. In front of her, the rope. Karga’s fist. Me. The bank.

She turned her head.

She glanced back along the rope, at us, and I saw her face through the light. Her eyes were wide. Her mouth was open. And she made her choice.

She yielded to the rope.

She let it take her. Let the bank take her. She relaxed into the knot at her hips, as Kira had told her, and leaned toward us, and the loom’s arc wrapped around her tails pulled at her one last time with everything it had left.

And the energy of the collapsing weave came rebounding back through the nearest resonance it could find.

Her.

For a heartbeat, behind her, the glare warped.

Amber light dragged through the white in long overlapping afterimages. Suki’s four tails fanned behind her, russet and white-tipped, while the distortion smeared their outlines into something my eyes couldn’t count.

It cleared.

I’d been staring into white fire for a full minute. My vision had become useless at the edges, crowded with spots and false shapes. I blamed the glare, filed the flicker with everything else my eyes were inventing, and did not think about it again for three days.

Beside me, Karga went motionless. Her pale steel-gray eyes stayed fixed on the fox. Wide. She did not say a word.



The arc let go.

It did not snap. It just released her, all at once, like a hand opening, and came loose from her tails, and slackened with every other line in the dying weave.

Suki fell back along the rope toward the rim.

Karga pulled. One-handed. A single long heave with everything the Warchief had in her, and the fox came flying back over the edge of the rim and hit the stone and rolled, and Karga let go of the rope and caught her against her chest with her one good arm before she came to rest.

Suki lay against the orc’s chest with her eyes shut.

Her fox-fire was out. All of it. Her skin was porcelain white with no glow under it at all. Her tails hung limp across Karga’s knees. She was breathing. Fast and shallow. She did not open her eyes.

“I’ve got her,” Karga said. Her voice was flat and strange. Her right arm hung. “I’ve got her. Go.”

I watched her shoulder. At the drop. At the angle.

“Your arm…”

“GO, medic.”

I went.



The keystone was falling.

I saw it as I turned. The naga had hung at the heart of the loom for longer than anyone should have endured, suspended in the center of the knot, held up by the conduit in her spine and her skull and three points along her coils. Now the knot had come undone. The conduit had slackened. And she was sliding.

Carefully. Down along the loosening cables, with the helpless slide of a body down rope, toward the base of the loom. Toward the great crystal dais at the center of the chamber floor where the whole weave had grown up out of the stone.

Her coils hit the dais first. Loops of indigo and dull gold spilling down onto the crystal, heavy and slack, piling onto each other. Her torso. She came down onto her own coils, and lay there, and the slack conduit continued to run from her into the collapsing weave above.

Twenty yards of open air between the rim and the dais. Breach-light whipping through it.

“Kira.”

The arachne was at my shoulder. She gave no answer. She just threw.

Silk arced out across the gap in a long shining line. It hit a crystal outcrop on the edge of the dais and stuck. She threw another beside it. Another, lower. A moment later, she ran out along them, eight legs moving in a blur, weaving as she went, and by the time she reached the dais there was a bridge behind her. Narrow. Swaying. Silk.

I crossed it.

I don’t remember crossing it. I remember my left side screaming and my left arm hanging and the white light whipping past and the silk swaying under my boots. I remember Imara behind me, her seams still blazing, the steam pouring off her. I remember Delia flowing along the silk in front of me faster than I could walk. And then I remember the crystal of the dais under my knees, and the naga’s face in front of me.



She was the same.

The same face I’d crouched in front of for fifteen seconds, in this chamber, a lifetime of months ago. Warm brown skin gone ashen. Long black hair, dull and brittle from the breach-light, matted across her cheek. High cheekbones. A strong nose. Lips cracked and colorless. Her eyes closed.

Below her waist, the coils. Deep indigo scale, banded in dull gold, heavy and cold and slack across the crystal. Twenty-two feet, Hana had guessed. More, I thought now.

Five ports. The spine. The base of the skull. Three along the coils, spaced like the joints of a finger. Thick conduit running from each one up into the dying light. The white fire along the cables had gone out. The knot that had been burning her was gone.

But the cables remained in her.

“Kira,” I said. “All five. Now.”

She was already threading the spine.

I took the naga’s head in my good hand. Cradled it. The skin was cold, colder than any living person should be. I put two fingers under her jaw and found her pulse.

Slow. Frighteningly slow. Neve’s had been the same, the day she crawled out of the wasteland. But there.

“Stay with me,” I said. “I’m here. I came back. Stay with me.”

Kira’s thread went in. The spine port. The cable went dead. She drew it. The plug came out of the naga’s back with a wet click.

“Imara.”

The dragon’s claw. The dull orange thread. The hiss. The smell.

“Delia.”

Cool gel across the seared port. Sealing.

Kira moved to the skull. The first coil port. A moment later, the second. Then the third. Each time the same. Thread. Choke. Draw. Sear. Seal. Kira’s hands never shook. Imara’s heat never drifted. Delia’s gel went on smooth and clear every time.

I held the naga’s head through all of it.



On the third coil port, she opened her eyes.

It happened while Imara was searing. The naga’s entire body jerked, a long shiver running down the length of her coils from her waist to her tail, and her eyelids flew open.

Her eyes were dark brown. Almost black. Huge in her gaunt face. They stared up at the chamber ceiling and saw nothing. They moved.

They found my face.

They halted there.

I watched her see me. Watched it happen by degrees, the dark eyes going from blank to confused to something else. Her cracked lips moved. No sound came out. They moved again.

Her hand came up off the crystal. Thin. Shaking. It found my wrist, where my good hand cradled her head, and closed around it.

She remembered.

I don’t know how I knew. I just did. The way you know a patient is going to live, sometimes, before any of the numbers say so. She looked at my face and her eyes filled with tears, and they ran down her gaunt cheeks into her matted hair, and her fingers tightened on my wrist, and she held on.

“Yeah,” I said. My voice did not work right. “It’s me. I’m here. I came back.”

Her lips moved again. Still no sound.

It made no difference. I knew what she was saying.



The last cable came out of her.

Kira drew it free and let it drop, and it fell slack across the crystal, a dead snake of conduit. Imara seared the port. Delia sealed it.

The naga was free.

Nothing held her to the loom anymore. Not one thread.

“We have to move her,” I said. “Now.”

“I’ve got her.”

Karga.

She’d come across the silk bridge behind us with Suki slung over her left shoulder in a fireman’s carry, and she’d laid the fox down on the dais at the base of the bridge, and now she was crouching beside the naga’s coils with her right arm hanging dead from her shoulder.

“You can’t lift her,” I said. “Not with that arm.”

Karga studied me. She looked over the naga’s coils. Twenty-two feet of them. More.

She slid her left arm under them. Under the thickest loop, directly below the naga’s waist. She got her shoulder under it. She planted her feet.

And she stood up.

One arm. Twenty-some feet of naga draped across her shoulder and her back and her arm, coils hanging down on both sides of her to the crystal, the naga’s head lolling against her collarbone. The Warchief stood up under all of it with the practiced leverage of lifting grain from a cart. Her face did not change. Her right arm hung. Her left arm held.

“Muscle is muscle,” Karga said.



The chamber roared.

It came from behind the dying loom. From the heart of it. From the place the entire weave had been built around and clenched around and held.

I turned.

The loom was almost gone now. Most of its lines had slackened and fallen, draped across the chamber floor like dropped nets, their white fire guttering out. And with the weave gone, I could see what it had been wrapped around.

A door.

I don’t have another word for it. A slit in the air at the center of the chamber, behind where the naga had hung. Vertical. Enormous. Three stories tall, its edges ragged and bright. Through it, something that wasn’t light and wasn’t dark, something my eyes kept sliding off.

The breach. The original breach. The wound in the world that had opened on the day everything ended. The thing the loom had been built to hold open.

And it was closing.

It had been held open so long. So hard. And now the hands that held it were gone, and it wanted to heal, and it was snapping back toward healing so fast that it thrashed as it went. The edges of the slit bucked and whipped. The whole door convulsed. The light of the chamber bucked with it. The ceiling overhead groaned, a long deep sound of rock under load, and a crack ran across it from wall to wall. Stone fell. Pillars cracked. The whole chamber shook with the violence of a dog shedding water.

Something pressed against the door from the other side.

I felt it. We all felt it. A pressure, vast and patient, slamming against the closing slit from somewhere beyond it, and the slit thrashed harder.

“It’ll bring the whole chamber down,” Kira said. Very calm. “Before we’re off the dais.”

Delia flowed past me.

I felt her go. Cool. Quick. She crossed the crystal toward the thrashing door without a sound, how she always moved on a slick floor, fast as water. Kira’s mesh wrap was tied at her hip. Her sea-glass hair streamed behind her in the wind of the door.

She did not hesitate. She kept going.

Delia stepped into it.


Chapter 13: The Door-Keeper

She kept going at the edge of it.

I’d half expected her to. To put her palms flat against the air how she’d put them against the crystal cap at Haven, and hold, and pour. That was how she’d held the little door for fourteen months. Hands first. The rest of her.

This door was three stories tall and thrashing with wounded-animal violence, and hands weren’t going to be enough.

She walked into it.

Her formed legs carried her across the last yard of crystal and up into the ragged edge of the slit, and then her legs weren’t legs anymore. She let them go. The gel of her lower body poured out of its shape and flowed up into the torn edge of the door like water climbing a wall, and spread. Up. Out. Along the bucking edges of the wound in the world, reaching for them, filling them, as her gel had filled the torn edges of Haven’s slit like mortar.

Her upper body went with it. Arms spread. Hair streaming back in the wind that poured out of the breach. She hung in the heart of the door with her gel spreading out from her waist in every direction, thinning, stretching, reaching for edges that were forty feet apart.

It shouldn’t have been possible. There wasn’t enough of her. A third of her remained in Haven’s wall.

She did it anyway.



Her gel stretched thin as glass.

I watched it happen from the dais with the naga’s head still in my lap and my hand pressed to my own side. The clear aqua of her spread out across the slit into a soap-thin film. A sheet of her, a membrane, thin enough that the light of the breach came through it. From the waist up she remained a woman, pale blue-pearl skin, sea-glass hair whipping, arms flung wide and her fingers dissolving into the sheet at the wrists. From the waist down she was the door.

And she was blazing.

Not rose. Not arousal. Something past that. Every inch of the sheet of her lit from inside with a light I’d never seen her make. Aqua and white and gold, the gold of Suki’s old relay node still somewhere in her, pulsing. The edges of the door bucked against her and she held them. Where they whipped, she stretched. Where they snapped back, she followed.

The thrashing slowed.

I felt it. We all felt it. The chamber had been shaking with the violence of a drenched dog. Now the shaking slowed. The groan in the ceiling dropped a note. A crack running across the rock overhead ceased spreading and hung there, a dark line from wall to wall, and held.

The door quit fighting.

Under her, inside her, it began simply to close.



Everyone was watching her.

That’s what I remember most. It wasn’t the light. It wasn’t the noise. I surveyed the dais, and every face was turned the same direction.

Kira stood with her eight legs splayed wide on the crystal and silk still hanging unfinished from her fingertips. Imara knelt with her seams banked low and her molten eyes wide. Karga stood with the naga’s coils draped over her one good shoulder and her face tipped up. At the far end of the silk bridge, on the rim, Neve had come up through the cut and was standing with both hands over her mouth. Behind her, Hana, her lop ears raised, her foot fallen still on the stone.

Suki had opened her eyes. She lay where Karga had set her down at the base of the bridge, her fox-fire still out, her tails limp across the crystal. She’d turned her head. She was watching too.

Fourteen months in a doorway. Every meal, every fight, every romance, every secret. Nobody had ever watched her back.

Now nobody could look anywhere else.

She held the last door in the world with her body, and every person in the room stood with their faces lifted and watched her do the only job she’d ever had.

I watched her too. I did not look away once.



Then something pressed back.

I saw it before I felt it. The sheet of her, stretched across the closing door, bowed.

Inward. Toward us. The whole membrane of her bent in the middle into a wind-filled sail, a smooth deep curve, as if something enormous on the far side had leaned against her. Her upper body jerked. Her head fell back. Her arms, spread wide, trembled.

A moment later, I felt it.

A pressure. Not on my body. On everything. On the air, on the stone, on the inside of my skull. Vast. Patient. Deep water bearing down, or the moment before thunder. It pressed against the sheet of her from the other side of the door, and against all of us through her, once. Only once.

It could have pushed through. I knew that with the same certainty that tells you the tide could take you if it wanted. There was nothing in that pressure that was straining. It wasn’t trying. It was just there, leaning against a door, huge and patient and unhurried, testing what was on this side.

Her.

Then it let go.

Just like that. The bow in the sheet of her flattened. The pressure lifted off the chamber with the sudden relief of a hand lifted from a table. It went back, wherever it was, and it did not press again.

I had no idea what it was. I still don’t. I’ve never written it down in the journal, and I’ve never talked about it with anyone but her.



The door closed.

Not fast. Not hurried. The way a wound closes when you stop holding the edges apart. The ragged slit drew in from both sides toward the middle, three stories tall, then two, then a narrowing seam of light a single story high, and Delia’s sheet of gel drew in with it, thickening again as it shrank, pulling back toward her body.

And at the instant it settled, the instant it went from fighting to healing, something passed through the chamber.

A wave.

I did not feel it. That’s what struck me about it, and the thing I’ve thought about most since. It went through the room and it went through me and I felt nothing at all. Human. Unchanged. The same as I’d been the day the world ended.

Everyone else felt it.

Suki’s tails went dead. Not limp. Dead. They’d been lying loose across the crystal and now they simply dropped, flat, like rope with nothing inside it, and her ears slackened at the same instant, sliding down the sides of her head. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened.

Imara’s seams blackened.

Not banked. Not dark. Cold. The furnace I’d put my hand on every day for a week went out, and the heat that always hung around her in a shimmer was just gone, and she stood on the dais with her skin as cool as mine and pure animal fear stamped across her face.

At the rim, Neve’s eyes flattened. The violet of them went dull as slate. Her hands flew to her temples, to her horns, and she made a sound as if someone had struck her across the skull.

Behind her, Hana’s lop ears went numb. I saw them drop, straight down against her cheeks, lifeless, and her foot, which had thumped the second the door closed, froze mid-beat. Her nose ceased twitching. She stood frozen on the rim stone with her face whitened.

Kira’s legs buckled.

All eight at once. The arachne went down onto the crystal in a sprawl, her legs folding in every direction, and the silk that had been spinning from her fingertips cut off mid-thread and hung there, cut short, drifting.

Karga staggered.

The Warchief. The woman who’d held a runaway loom one-handed. Her knees dipped under the naga’s weight, and her face slackened and gray, and her one good arm shook, and for a terrible second I thought she was going to drop the coils.

And in the heart of the closing door, Delia’s gel went the color of skin.

Clear aqua went to pale human pink. The whole sheet of her. Opaque. Solid. The color of a hand, of a cheek, of a woman’s hip. For one second she hung in the door looking like somebody had poured a human body into the shape of a slime girl.

One breath. That was all it lasted.

It snapped back.



It all came back at once.

Suki’s tails jerked and lifted and her ears came up. Imara’s seams roared back to orange and the heat came off her in a wave that knocked me back on my heels. Neve gasped and her eyes went violet. Hana’s ears swung back up and her foot thumped once, hard, with a restarted heart’s force. Kira’s legs gathered under her. Karga’s knees locked. Delia’s gel cleared.

Nobody said anything for a long moment.

The door was a seam now. A thin line of light a few feet high, getting shorter.

Karga watched the arm she was holding the naga with. She flexed her fingers. She watched me.

“That was a suppressor,” the Warchief said. Low. “From inside.”

I gave her no answer. Nobody did.

I did not have anything to say. I’d been the only one in the room it hadn’t touched, and I was the only one in the room who hadn’t felt it, and I stood on that dais with a naga’s head in my hands and understood that I had no idea what had just happened and did not want to.

I filed it. It’s what I do with things I can’t treat.



The Engineers went through.

I’d forgotten them. All of us had. They’d been at the heart of the loom, around the naga, retying knots that wouldn’t stay tied. When the weave came apart and the naga came down, they’d stopped. When the door stood up out of the wreck of the loom, they’d stood too.

Now they walked toward it.

No hurry. None at all. Four grey coats moving across the shattered crystal floor of the chamber at an even, measured pace, how you’d walk down a hallway to a room you’d been called into. They did not look at us. They did not look at the naga, or the wreck of their loom, or the dust of their pillars. They walked to the narrowing seam of light behind Delia’s body, and one by one, they stepped into it.

The first one went. Then the second.

The last two had rubble on their coats. Gray dust along the hems and the shoulders. The dust of a buried door in a dead orchard a week’s march to the west.

They went last. Side by side. Heads tilted at the same angle.

Their shadows followed them in half a second late. Two dark shapes sliding across the crystal after their bodies, stretching, catching up. They reached the seam of light a moment after the grey coats had gone, and they slid into it, and were gone.

A moment later, there were no Engineers.



The door was a line.

A thin bright seam in the air, a foot tall, then six inches, closing as a cut closes when you press the edges together. Delia’s body had drawn almost all the way back into itself. She hung in the air where the door had been, her gel pulled in close around her hips, the last thin strands of her drawn out from her body into the seam like threads of glass.

It went out.

The light at the heart of the chamber simply stopped. The seam closed, and there was nothing there. Just air. Just the far side of the chamber, dark and broken, with dust falling through it.

And Delia fell.

I was already moving. I don’t remember getting up. I remember my left side tearing and my left arm useless and Kira’s silk under my boots and then the crystal, then I was under her, and I caught her against my chest with my good arm as she came down.



She was smaller.

I knew it the second I had her. She’d been a third smaller since Haven. Now she was less than that. Her gel was pulled in tight around her hips in a small, shaking mass, a fraction of what she’d been when she walked into the door. She’d spent it. Some of her had gone into the edges of that wound in the world and held them, and when the wound closed, it had closed over what she’d given it.

Some of her wasn’t coming back.

And she was clouded. Milky white from her core to every edge. Cold. Colder than she’d been on the tear room floor. Her upper body was shaking so hard her teeth chattered, and her face, the gentle pretty face, was blurring at the edges. Softening. Losing its shape. Her nose. Her jaw. Like wax held too near a fire. She was so tired she was forgetting how to hold a face.

“Delia,” I said. “Delia. Look at me.”

Her eyes opened.

Huge. Aquamarine. The only part of her that wasn’t blurring. They found mine.

“Did it close?” she whispered.

“It closed.”

“Did I…” Her voice went thin. “Did I hold it?”

“You held it.”

Her eyes stayed on mine. Her face steadied. Just barely. Just enough.

“Kira,” I said.

The arachne was already there. Silk came off her fingers in a flood. The fine mesh. The cast. She wrapped it around Delia’s clouded shaking gel and around her hips and up across her waist, layer over layer, faster than I’d ever seen her spin, until Delia was swaddled in shining silk from the ribs down, tight as a newborn.

“It holds the shape,” Kira said. Her voice wasn’t steady. It was the first time all day it hadn’t been. “Until she can.”

“Until she can,” I agreed.

Delia’s gel steadied. Just slightly.



Rock fell.

A slab of it the size of a wagon broke off the chamber ceiling along the crack that had run from wall to wall and came down on the far side of the dais with a sound resembling the world ending. Dust rolled over us in a wave.

“We go,” I said. “Now. Everybody up.”

We ran.



The vein was dying.

Neve reached the cut first and looked down, and came back to the bridge with her face white. “It’s darkened. The whole thing. It’s cold and it’s sagging. The ribs are coming down.”

The root. Of course. The root of a door that no longer existed.

“The girls,” I said.

“Hana’s got them,” Neve said. “She went down the second the light changed.”

She had. By the time I’d crossed the silk bridge with Delia against my chest, Hana was coming up through the cut in the rim floor with the lizard-scaled girl under one arm and the small one against her chest, her lop ears flat and her foot thumping and her voice a steady continuous murmur of I’ve got both of you. Keep breathing. We’re almost out. Neve went down after her and came up with the otter-furred girl leaning on her shoulder. The goat-horned girl climbed out on her own, and turned around on the rim, and reached back down into the dark to pull the last blanket out after her.

Behind them, below, the ribs of the vein were coming down one by one with a sound resembling something enormous breathing out for the last time.

We went up the rim stairs.



I don’t remember all of it. The stairs, mostly. Grey steel stairs and grey concrete landings, lit by breach-tech lamps flickering wrong now, going on and off. Up and up.

Karga went first. The naga over her good shoulder, coils hanging down both sides of her to the stairs, her right arm dead at her side. She climbed with the ease of a woman carrying her daily load.

Kira came behind her with Delia swaddled in silk and held against her chest in her human arms, and the lizard-scaled girl riding on the broad dark chitin of her spider back, clinging to her waist.

Imara had the otter-furred girl on one hip and the goat-horned girl’s hand in hers. Hana had the small one. Neve walked beside Hana with one hand on the small one’s back, reading her, and I watched Neve’s face every time we passed a landing, and every time it said: still here.

Suki walked beside me.

She’d come to on the dais while I was catching Delia. Her fox-fire was a thin flicker at the tips of her tails, like the last embers in a cold hearth. She leaned on my good side and I put my good arm around her waist and we climbed together, her weight against me, mine against her.

“How do you feel?” I asked, halfway up.

“A battery somebody left in the rain,” she said. Her voice was paper-thin. Then, a moment later, quieter: “It drank me, Ryder. The real me. Not just the lie. Some of the real me went into it too.”

“Is it coming back?”

She lowered her gaze to her tails. At the thin gold flicker in the white tips.

“I don’t know,” she said.



We passed the cold room.

I knew it before we reached it. The corridor grew colder, the air fogging our breath as it had the first time, and the same steel door stood open, its silk-threaded lock still jammed and broken.

Imara stopped.

She stood in the corridor outside the open door with the otter-furred girl on her hip and looked in.

It remained there. The frame. The breach-tech restraint frame they’d bolted her to, seven months of her life, her wings clamped flat in its jaws and the collar on her throat and the conduit running out of her into the deep. Empty now. The clamps hanging open where Rika and Kira had cut her out of them. A dark stain on the floor under it.

“Imara,” I said. “We have to…”

“Ten seconds,” the dragon said.

She set the otter-furred girl down gently against the wall. She walked into the cold room. She stood in front of the frame.

Her seams whitened.

Fire came out of her. It wasn’t a thread. It wasn’t the cautery. It wasn’t the controlled working heat of the forge. Fire. A roar of dragon-flame from both her palms, white-gold and screaming, the fire she’d choked down for seven months on this exact spot, and it hit the frame and the frame screamed back.

Ten seconds. I counted.

The steel reddened. Orange. A moment later, white. Then it ran. It sagged and slumped and ran down onto the concrete floor in a glowing puddle, clamps and jaws and collar-mount and conduit and all, until there was nothing there but a smoking lump of slag on the floor where a dragon had been kept as a battery.

Imara stopped.

She stood there breathing hard, steam coming off her shoulders. She crouched. She reached into the edge of the cooling slag with her bare claws and pried something loose. A single bolt. The heavy steel kind that had held the frame to the floor. Blackened. Still smoking.

She tucked it into her belt.

“For the hoard,” she said.

She picked up the otter-furred girl. We kept climbing.



We met them in the upper halls.

We came up a last flight of stairs into a long grey corridor, the main hall of the facility, the one I remembered from the first descent. It was full of smoke. The breach-tech lamps were out. Somewhere nearby something was burning. The floor shook underfoot every few seconds with the settling of the chamber far below.

Neve stopped. Her head came up.

“Oh,” she said. And then, with her entire face changing: “Oh.”

Voices. Boots. A lot of boots. Coming down the far end of the corridor toward us through the smoke.

Karga set her feet with the naga on her shoulder. Imara’s seams flared. I pushed Suki behind me with my good arm and reached for the pry bar I’d dropped somewhere on the rim two hours ago and did not have.

The smoke thinned, and I saw who was at the head of them.



Mika.

Charcoal hair plastered to her forehead with sweat and grime. Tank top torn at one shoulder. A long shallow cut down her upper arm, crusted and ignored. Her blade in her right hand, bloody to the hilt. Her ears flat. Her tail lashing.

Behind her, the army. Karga’s sworn in their mismatched plate, Sabra at their head with the Mark Three slung across her back on a leather strap, its hideous scrap-steel housing scorched and smoking. Haven’s wolf-eared twins, one of them bloody. Greenhollow farmers in patched coats with hayforks and Rika’s caltrops on their belts. Grey coats among them with their hands tied, prisoners. And somewhere behind them all, barely, Rika’s voice, swearing at somebody in forge idioms.

Mika saw me.

She froze.

The whole column halted behind her. Sabra nearly walked into her back.

She stood in the smoke with her bloody blade in her hand and looked at me down twenty yards of corridor. Looked at my arm hanging. At the gel on my ribs. At Suki behind me and Delia in her silk and Karga with the naga on her shoulder and the four freed girls and all of us, alive, standing in the enemy’s hall.

Her ears came up.

And behind Mika, her tail lifted.

Gradually. I watched it happen. It rose off the floor behind her and curved forward, toward me, reaching, how it had reached for my wrist so many nights since. The way she’d unwound it, one deliberate coil at a time, in the armory the night before I left.

She could have stopped it. I saw her know she could. Her eyes flicked back at her own tail, and then at the column of her army standing behind her, fifty soldiers watching their commander.

She let it.

She let her tail reach for me in front of the whole army, and she did not pull it back, and she did not look away.

A moment later, she crossed the corridor. Fast. She did not run. Mika doesn’t run. She prowled the twenty yards in about four seconds, and she halted in front of me close enough that I could smell the blood and smoke on her, and her tail wrapped around my wrist. Twice.

She raised her gaze to me.

“You’re late,” she said.

“We were on time.”

“You were on time,” she agreed. Her voice was rough. Her eyes were honey. “I heard. We felt the chamber go from the gate.”

“You were on time too.”

“I know.” Her ears did the thing. Forward, back, sideways. “I put it back.”

“You put it back,” I said.



We brought them out.

Four freed girls from the loom. A naga on an orc’s shoulder. A slime girl in a silk cocoon. A fox too tired to glow. An army, bloodied, with a jammer on a strap and prisoners in grey.

Up through the facility’s front halls. Past Rika, who came running from a side corridor with soot on her face and her tongs still in her hand and froze when she saw Karga’s arm, then saw the naga, and then saw me, and was struck silent. Out through the shattered gate of the fortress, the wall Mika’s army had torn open at dawn, and into the gray daylight.

Behind us, the ground shook.

I turned on the slope below the fortress and glanced back. The entire facility was going down. Not exploding. Settling. Folding into itself. The walls sagged inward. The towers leaned. The steel roof over the main halls buckled in the middle and dropped, and dust rolled up over it in a great slow cloud, and the whole place sank down into the hole where the loom had been, into its own footprint, with the final heaviness of a tired man sitting down.

The dust drifted east on the wind.

Beyond it, on the horizon, the breach glow sat where it always sat. Where it had sat every day since the world ended.

Mika’s tail remained around my wrist.

I stood on the slope with my people around me and counted heads.


Chapter 14: Head Count

Mika gave me the after-action at two in the afternoon, sitting on an ammunition crate outside the triage tent, and she gave it to me how I would have given it to her.

It undid me a little. I did not let it show. I don’t think I managed that.

“Casualties first,” she said.

She had a strip of Cassia’s bread in one hand and hadn’t eaten any of it. Somebody had bandaged the cut on her upper arm. Not well. Hana’s hands hadn’t done it. One of the sworn, I thought, from the knots. Her blade lay across her knees, wiped clean. Her ears were forward and steady. Her tail was wrapped once around my ankle, where I sat on the crate beside her, and she was ignoring it with great dignity.

“Jory,” she said. “Dead. Took the fifth tower with Sabra and two of the band. Charges didn’t seat. He went up the ladder and seated them by hand.” Her jaw worked. “He waved Sabra down first.”

I closed my eyes for a second. Jory. Freed from a resonator convoy in the orchard campaign. He’d sworn himself to Karga on the quarry rim a week later and followed her everywhere since like a big quiet dog.

“The older twin,” Mika went on. “From Haven. Breach round through the thigh. Bad. Hana has her. She’s asking for you when you’ve got hands.”

“I’ve got one.”

“Then use it.” She did not look at me. “Vasquez.”

I opened my eyes.

“Gut,” Mika said. “She led the second wave through the east halls. She knew every door. She walked in front in a grey coat she’d taken off a dead man so the guards would hesitate, and they did hesitate, and then one of them didn’t.” Her tail tightened on my ankle. “She’s alive. Your slime girl sealed it. The dragon cauterized under the gel. She’s in the big tent. She keeps asking what time it is.”

“And the rest?”

“Cuts. Burns. Two broken arms among the Greenhollow crew, one of them Toller’s. Three sworn with breach grazes, all sealed. Fenna tore a primary on a dive. Faye’s fine. Yara’s fine. Rika’s fine and unbearable.” A flicker of an ear. “Me. This.” She lifted the bandaged arm an inch. “Nothing.”

“That’s four inches of nothing.”

“It’s nothing,” she said, “and I’m not letting Hana at it until everyone else is done, so don’t start.”

I did not start.



“The towers,” I said.

“The Mark Three killed three of them.” Her ears came up, a little. There was something in her voice she did not bother hiding. “From four hundred yards. Rika set it up on the relay rubble at first light, and it just listened. Didn’t need the dragon. That coil heard every note. The first tower came up and it screamed back and the tower died. Then the second. Then the third. One after the other, like snuffing candles.”

“And the fourth shot?”

“She kept it.” Mika’s mouth twitched. “I told her to kill the fourth tower. She told me to shut up and trust her, and she didn’t fire. She carried it into the halls on Sabra’s back. There was a nullifier bolted into the ceiling of the corridor to the pen. Right where the pen team had to go through. Rika heard it spin up through the wall.” She took a bite of the bread, finally. “Fourth shot. Right through the plaster. Killed it before it could close.”

“She saved the pen team.”

“She saved the pen team,” Mika agreed, “and she hasn’t quit telling everyone for six hours.”

“And the last two towers?”

“The old way.” Her claws flexed against the blade. “Rika’s charges on the fourth. The twins and the sworn and pry bars on the fifth. Jory on the fifth.” A pause. “It fell. It fell on top of the wall it was built on, and that’s the hole we came through.”



“The pen,” I said.

“Seven.” Mika’s voice flattened. “Waiting on frames. They hadn’t been wired yet. Hana thinks two of them wouldn’t have lasted another week, the way they’d been fed.” Her ears went back. “Breach-light. They’d been feeding them breach-light instead of food. To get them ready.”

I kept quiet.

“The garrison broke,” she said. “Once the upper works fell and the towers were down, they quit fighting for the building. Some of them came to us with their hands up. Most of them ran east.” She jerked her chin toward the horizon, toward the breach glow. “Into it. Toward it. I don’t know what they think is there.”

“Home,” I said.

She looked at me for the first time.

“Vasquez said that,” she said. “In the tent. ‘They’re going home.’”



“Greenhollow,” she said, before I could ask. “They came. All of them.”

“All of them?”

“Faye flew with Yara and Fenna. The air element. You should have heard her, Doc.” Something warm moved through her voice. “She screamed on every dive. The way Yara screams. Yara taught her by letter. Six grey coats dropped their rifles on the relay rubble the first time Faye came down on them, just from the noise.”

I could picture it. The deer-girl who’d waited on a sky-watch post for her taken sister, screaming out of the sun.

“Toller brought the farmers. Hayforks and Rika’s caltrops. They held the line at the relay rubble for three hours so the sworn could go forward. Nobody told them they were supposed to be scared of grey coats.” Her tail twitched. “Holt sent every wagon Greenhollow owns. Every one. The wagons are why we have a larder out here and not just an army.”

“And Briar?”

Mika reached into the pocket of her cargo pants and held out a folded scrap of paper. It had been folded very small and carried a long way.

“She’s too thin to march,” Mika said. “She sent this with her sister. For you.”

I unfolded it. Three words, in a careful hand that shook a little.

go get them

I examined it for a long time.

“We did,” I said.

“You did,” Mika said. “We held the door for you.”

She stood up. Her tail unwound from my ankle, gradually, one coil. She stopped, and wound it back.

“I’m still getting used to that,” she muttered, and went to find Hana, and let Hana at her arm after all.



The front camp sat on the slope below the fortress ruins, where Mika’s army had formed up at dawn.

Wagons in a rough circle. Tents inside it. Cassia’s larder wagons at the center, their canvas rolled back, crates of bread and cheese and dried apple and preserved meat stacked high. The triage tent was the biggest thing in the camp. Hana had claimed it the minute the fighting stopped, and it had been full ever since.

She ran it.

That sentence doesn’t surprise anyone anymore. It surprised me, once, in the second siege, when she sutured Mika’s arm with me talking her through it and her hands did not shake. It doesn’t now. I walked into that tent at three in the afternoon with my left arm strapped to my side, and Hana was standing in the middle of it with her sleeves rolled and her honey-gold hair tied back in a knot and her lop ears raised, and she was giving orders to twelve people at once.

“No. That one first. She’s bleeding into her boot, she just hasn’t noticed. Sabra, hold this. Tighter. Tighter. Good. Somebody find me more boiled water. You, sit. You’re not bleeding, you’re just sad, sit down and Cassia will bring you something.”

She saw me. Her foot thumped once.

“You’re last,” she said. “Don’t argue.”



Cassia fed them.

The seven girls from the pen lay on pallets along the back wall of the triage tent. Their condition echoed the wired girls’: too thin, gray-skinned, hollow-eyed. They’d been fed breach-light instead of food for days, weeks, and their bodies had forgotten what food was for.

Cassia went down the row of them with a pail and a cup.

She’d unbuttoned her work shirt to the waist. She wasn’t hiding the let-down. It had spotted her shirt the second she walked into the tent and saw them, dark spreading blooms across the fabric over her enormous heavy breasts, and she hadn’t crossed her arm over them, and she hadn’t excused herself. She’d just filled the cup.

Her milk. Warm. Sweet. Rich. The survival asset nobody had wanted to name out loud when she first came to us, because we were all too busy being embarrassed for her. It was the best food in the wasteland for a starved body. Fat and sugar and protein and warmth, all at once, easy on a stomach that had forgotten how to work.

She knelt by each pallet and lifted each girl’s head in her big strong hand and held the cup to her lips.

“Little sips,” she murmured. “Little sips, sweetheart. It’s warm. It’s good. There’s more.”

Her cow ears were forward and soft. Her tufted tail swayed slow behind her. And she hummed. The low tuneless lullaby hum she denied making, every single time anyone mentioned it. It filled the back of the triage tent. It did not have words. It did not need any.

One of the pen girls, a thin gray-furred thing with rabbit feet, drank half a cup and then cried. Cassia put the cup down and gathered the girl against her shoulder and held her there, humming, and let her milk soak through both of their shirts, and did not care at all.



Delia sealed wounds.

She could barely stand. She’d reformed her legs twice since we came out of the fortress, and twice they’d softened under her and she’d sat down hard in her silk. So she gave up trying to stand. She sat in the triage tent’s doorway, of course, in the gap in the canvas where the flap was tied back, swaddled in Kira’s mesh from the ribs down, and when Hana needed a seal, the wounded came to her.

The otter-furred girl’s spine port had seeped at one edge. Delia sealed it again. The lizard-scaled girl had torn a scab on the rim stairs. Delia sealed it. A sworn with a breach graze across his calf sat down in front of her, and she laid her palm on it, and the bleeding ceased.

Every time, her gel clouded a little more. Every time, she sat back afterward with her eyes closed and her breath coming short.

“That’s enough,” I told her, after the fourth.

“There’s a Greenhollow man with a cut on his head,” she said, without opening her eyes. “He’s pretending it’s fine because the others are worse. It’s not fine.”

“Delia.”

“I held a door,” she said. Gentle. Tired. Stubborn. “I can close a cut.”

She sealed the Greenhollow man’s head. She let Kira wrap her tighter and pour broth into her and put her to sleep in the doorway with her cheek against the tent pole.



I saw the older twin first.

She lay on a pallet near the tent pole with her silver-gray wolf ears flat and her thigh packed and bound, and Hana had done it right. The tourniquet had come off in time. The round had gone through the muscle and missed the big vessel by the width of a finger, and Delia had sealed both holes, and the leg below the wound was warm and pink when I pressed the skin of her foot. She’d keep it. She’d limp for a while. Her sister sat beside her holding her hand with both of hers, pretending she hadn’t been crying.

“You’ll walk,” I told her.

“I know,” she said, through her teeth. “The bunny already told me. I wanted to hear it from you.”

Then I treated Karga’s shoulder, before I let anyone treat me.

That’s a medical decision and I’ll defend it. A dislocated shoulder is a time-sensitive injury. The longer the humerus sits out of the socket, the more the muscles spasm around it, and the harder it is to get back in, and the more damage you do getting it there. She’d carried a naga up four flights of stairs with it hanging.

She sat on a crate in the corner of the triage tent. I made her lie back on it instead. She did it as a mountain lies down.

“This will hurt,” I said.

“Everything hurts. Get on with it.”

I took her wrist in my good hand. I braced my boot against the crate. There’s a way to do it one-handed, slow, with traction and patience and the patient’s own weight doing most of the work, and I did that. I pulled. Steady. She stared at the canvas ceiling. The muscles of her upper arm fought me, then tired, then gave.

The head of the humerus slid back into the socket with a deep wet clunk I felt through my own arm.

Karga swore.

I’d heard her boom. I’d heard her laugh shake a gate. I had never heard anything like this. It came out of her in a single long roar of profanity in at least three languages, one of them I think made up on the spot, and it stopped every conversation in the triage tent and several outside it. A Greenhollow farmer dropped a pail. Somewhere across the camp, a mule bolted.

She stopped.

She lay there breathing hard. She flexed her fingers. She looked at me.

“Better,” she said, at normal volume.

“Sling for two weeks. Minimum. Don’t lift anything.”

“I lift everything.”

“Not for two weeks.”

Karga measured me in silence, weighing the order. Her fists, which had been clenched white on the edges of the crate, opened.

“Two weeks,” she agreed. “Medic’s orders.”



Then Hana made me sit.

She did not ask. She came over with a bowl of hot water and a clean cloth and her kit, and put her hand flat on my chest, and pushed. I sat.

She peeled back the edge of Delia’s gel over my ribs with a care I had no idea she had in her. It came away clean, like a sheet of clear film. Underneath, the wound was angry. The cautery from the round had held at the edges but I’d torn it pulling on the rope, and it had bled under the seal, a dark trapped pool of it.

“You tore it,” Hana said.

“I was pulling a kitsune out of a breach engine.”

“I know what you were doing.” Her ears were flat. Her nose was twitching very fast. Her foot was thumping on the tent floor in a rhythm that wasn’t happy at all. “You tore it anyway.”

She cleaned it. She irrigated it. She put three of Kira’s silk sutures in the worst of it, fast and neat and small, her hands steady as they’d ever been. She went and woke Delia up in the doorway and made her seal it again.

“There,” Hana said, when it was done. She sat back on her heels. She looked at me. Her brown eyes were wet.

“You came back,” she said.

“I always come back.”

“I know.” She thumped once. “I’ve checked every time.”



The naga spoke at five.

I was checking her. She lay on the warmest part of the camp, as Hana had planned, twenty-some feet of her laid out on blankets beside the cook fire that Imara had been feeding heat into all afternoon. Her coils remained cold. Her color was terrible. Her pulse was slow and faint and there, and each check found it a little stronger.

She hadn’t opened her eyes since the dais.

Somebody was sitting beside her.

A wolf-eared girl. Not one of Haven’s twins. Smaller, with brindled gray ears and a thin face and a scar at the base of her skull that I’d sealed myself, months ago. I knew her. She’d hung beside the naga in the loom, the first time. She was the one we’d pulled off the rim. The one Kira had freed with silk in the dark while Rika held her.

She’d stayed at the compound after. She’d never gone to Haven or Greenhollow with the other freed girls. And when Yara’s muster flight came through, Mika told me, she’d walked up to the army in the yard and taken a spear off the rack and refused to be left behind.

“She said she had to come back for somebody,” Mika had said. “Wouldn’t say who.”

Now she sat beside the naga’s head with her knees pulled up to her chest and one hand resting on the naga’s dull black hair. She’d been sitting there all afternoon. She hadn’t eaten. Cassia had brought her milk and she’d drunk it without looking away from the naga’s face.

I knelt on the naga’s other side and checked her pulse again.

And the naga’s eyes opened.

Dark. Almost black. Not looking at me this time. Looking at the wolf-eared girl. Her cracked lips moved.

And this time, a sound came out.

“Ishani.”

One word. Hoarse. A voice that hadn’t been used in so long it barely worked at all.

The wolf-eared girl put both hands over her mouth.

She turned to me. Her eyes were streaming.

“That’s her name,” she said. “She told me. In the light. When we were both still in it. She said it over and over so she wouldn’t forget it.” Her voice cracked. “I’ve been holding it for her.”

I lowered my gaze to the naga. At Ishani.

Her eyes had drifted closed again. But her fingers had moved on the blanket. Found the wolf-eared girl’s hand. And held it.



I did not mean to hear what Karga said to Suki.

It was six o’clock. The light had started to go long and gold across the slope. I was walking the camp’s edge, following my usual dusk perimeter, because I can’t not, and I came around the back of the larder wagons and found them there.

Suki sat on the tailgate of a wagon with her knees drawn up and her four tails curled around her. Her fox-fire had come back some. Not all the way. A dim amber at the tips, like the last color in a sunset. She appeared small. She appeared tired down to the bone.

Karga stood in front of her with her right arm in a sling.

I paused in the shadow of the wagon. I don’t know why. I think I knew already.

“You had five,” Karga said.

It wasn’t the boom. It wasn’t even her war-table voice. It was quieter than I’d ever heard her speak outside a tent.

“For three seconds,” she said. “On the rope. When it let go of you. I saw it. Behind the other four. Amber. Burning.” She lifted her good hand and held it up, fingers spread. “Five.”

Suki stared at her.

She kept quiet. She did not make a joke. She raised her gaze to the Warchief, then down at her own tails, curled around her knees. Four of them. Russet. White-tipped. Dimly glowing.

She counted them. I watched her lips move. One. Two. Three. Four.

She glanced back up at Karga.

She did not say a word.

Karga nodded, once, like that was an answer. She put her good hand on the fox’s shoulder for a moment. She walked away around the other side of the wagon, and Suki sat alone on the tailgate looking at her tails.

I stood in the shadow and thought about the rope, and the glare, and the thing I’d thought I saw behind her and told myself was spots.

I did not go to her. Not then. She hadn’t asked for anyone.

I filed it.



Dusk came at seven.

I was at the cook fire checking Ishani again when the talk around the camp died.

It stopped all at once. Silence moved through the camp like a wave. A few voices at the east edge of the camp falling quiet. A moment later, the ones behind them. Then the fire circle. The triage tent. People putting down cups. Standing up. Turning.

Turning east.

I turned with them.

The breach glow sat on the horizon where it always sat.

It had sat there every day since the world ended. Every dawn and every dusk for over a year. Amber in the daytime, violet at night, a sick smear of wrong light on the eastern sky that I’d stared at from the clinic roof alone for six months before anyone else came. I knew its shape. I knew its color at every hour. I could have drawn it with my eyes shut.

It was dimmer.

Not by much. You wouldn’t have noticed it if you’d only seen it once. But every person on that slope had watched it every single day for a year or more, and every one of us knew. The violet was thinner. The edges were softer. The whole smear of it on the horizon had pulled in, a shade, like a bruise on the second day.

Nobody said anything.

Mika’s tail found my wrist. Hana’s hand found my good one. Across the fire, Imara stood with her seams banked low and her face turned east, very still. Neve had both hands pressed to her chest. Suki, on her tailgate, had lifted her head.

The only person who spoke was Vasquez.

They’d carried her out of the big tent on a stretcher so she could see the sunset. She lay there gray-faced with Delia’s gel across her belly and her hands folded on the blanket, and she examined the dimming glow on the horizon for a long time.

“My people are in there,” she said.

Nobody answered her.



Yara found me at nine.

I was sitting on the tongue of Cassia’s biggest larder wagon at the edge of the camp, because it was the one place I could see the whole slope and the fortress ruins and the glow all at once. My arm was strapped. My side ached under the gel. I was doing the arithmetic again. Five in the loom. Four out. One keystone out. Seven from the pen. Jory. Vasquez. The older twin. I kept coming up with the same numbers and they kept not adding up to anything I could feel yet.

Wings came down out of the dark.

She landed on the wagon’s side rail with her talons locked around it and the entire wagon rocked on its axles. She crouched there looking down at me. Her feathered crests were up. Her wings were half-mantled around her shoulders. She smelled of wind and sun-warmed stone and gunpowder.

She did not bother with a speech. She never has.

“You went down without me again,” she said.

“I did.”

“Under the ground. In the dark. Where I can’t follow.” Her talons flexed on the rail. The wood creaked. “Again.”

“I did.”

She stared at me. Fierce golden-brown raptor eyes.

“I brought you an army instead,” she said.

“You did. I heard Faye screamed on every dive.”

“I taught her that.” Something fierce and proud crossed her face. It went. “You owe me the sky tonight.”



Cassia climbed up behind her with bread.

Nobody had asked for bread. It was nine o’clock at night and the whole camp had been fed twice. But she came up over the wagon’s tailgate with a loaf under her arm and a crock tucked against her hip, because she’d seen me sitting alone on the wagon tongue and it was the only thing she knew how to do about it.

Her shirt remained unbuttoned to the waist. Still spotted. Her chestnut hair had come down out of its knot. Her cow ears were drooping with exhaustion. She’d been feeding people since two in the afternoon.

Yara watched her. She reached down off the rail with one taloned foot, hooked it around Cassia’s wrist, and pulled.

Cassia came down onto the blankets in the wagon bed with a startled sound. The bread went one way. The crock went the other.

“You held the ground,” Yara said. Blunt as a hammer. “All day. You fed an army and then you fed everybody they rescued.” She dropped off the rail into the wagon bed beside her, wings folding. “Hold me.”

Cassia stared up at her.

Her ears went forward. Her eyes went wet. And her let-down came, fresh, warm, spreading two new dark blooms across the front of her open shirt. At being asked. At being asked to hold instead of feed.

She did not cross her arm over it. She did not turn away.

“Come here,” Cassia said quietly, and opened her arms.



It was a supply wagon. Canvas rolled back. The sky wide open over it, the stars coming out, and in the east, dimmer than it had ever been, the glow. Crates stacked along the sides. Blankets piled on sacks of meal in the bed.

Yara lay back into Cassia’s arms.

I’ve never seen anything like the two of them together. The lean streamlined flyer with her tawny feathered crests and her small firm tits and her hard narrow hips and her long scaled legs, every line of her built to throw itself at the sky. And behind her, holding her, the softest body in the alliance. Cassia leaned back against the meal sacks and pulled Yara down against her, and Yara’s head settled back between those enormous soft heavy breasts as if they’d been built as a pillow for her, and Cassia’s strong arms came around her waist and locked there.

Yara’s wings spread half open across both of them. Tawny feathers over golden-brown skin.

She tipped her head back and looked up at Cassia. Upside down.

“This is nice,” the harpy said, surprised.

“I know,” Cassia said. Her tail had curled around Yara’s ankle.

Yara looked at me.

“Well?” she said. “Come on. I’ve been flying since before dawn and I’ve been on fire since noon, and I don’t want gentle, Doc. I want you in me.”



I climbed up into the wagon bed.

My side screamed about it. I told it to be quiet. Yara saw the look on my face and her crests flattened for a second.

“You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re hurt and you’re doing it anyway.” She bared her teeth at me. “Good.”

Cassia laughed, low, against Yara’s hair.

I stripped her halter off her. Her small tits were tight and her nipples peaked in the cold night air, bronze flush already climbing her throat. I got her belt open and pulled the scrap of leather off her hips. Her long legs came up around me. Scaled from the knee down, talons curling.

She was hot. She always runs hot. Hotter than anyone but Imara. My hand went between her thighs and she was wet and slick and her hips jerked up into my palm.

“Not there,” she said. Rough. Direct. The way she always asks for it. “Lower. You know where.”

I knew where.

Cassia knew too. She’d heard enough through enough walls. She reached out one arm without letting go of Yara, fished the fallen crock out of the blankets by the wagon’s side, and held it out to me.

Butter. Greenhollow butter. Sweet cream, salted.

“From the larder,” Cassia said. Her mouth twitched. “I was going to put it on the bread.”

Yara laughed so hard the wagon shook.



I took my time with her.

I always do. She always hates it. She always needs it. She lay back in Cassia’s arms while the cow-girl held her long legs spread, and I worked the butter into her with my good hand, slow, patient, one finger and then two, drawing on what I’d learned about her body the first time on a scaffold under a dusk sky. She swore at me the whole time.

“Faster. Doc. Faster. Fuck, you’re slow, you’re so fucking slow, I’ll…”

“You’ll what?”

“I’ll… oh.”

I curled my fingers. She arched. Cassia held her down against her chest with both arms and murmured something into her feathered crest, and Yara’s talons scraped the wagon boards.

“Now,” Yara said. “Right now.”

I pushed into her ass carefully.

She took me as she always did, rigid for the first inch, then deep, a long raw sound tearing out of her. Tight. Hot. So tight it pulled the breath out of my chest. I held there, buried, my good hand firm on one thigh while Cassia held the other open, and she lay on her back in the cow-girl’s arms and stared straight up past me at the open sky.

Not braced over a railing. Not bent over a scaffold. On her back. Held. Facing the stars.

“Move,” she said. “Now. Harder. Move.”

I moved.



It was hard. It was fast. She wanted it that way and said so on every stroke. Cassia held her thighs open while I drove into her ass until the wagon rocked on its axles.

Cassia anchored her from behind, shifting between Yara’s waist and powerful legs, her enormous breasts cushioning the harpy’s shoulders. But she wasn’t still. Every time I thrust, Yara drove back into Cassia, and that lean, hot body rubbed against all Cassia’s softness. Cassia’s work shirt darkened further over her breasts. Her hum rolled under Yara’s swearing, low enough that I felt it through both women.

“Harder,” Yara snarled. “Don’t you dare go easy because you’re hurt. Harder.”

I gave her harder. My side burned under Delia’s gel. Cassia’s ears pinned as Yara’s head pushed between her heavy breasts, and another warm line of milk ran from beneath the open shirt onto Yara’s bronze-flushed chest.

I reached out and found the leading edge of Yara’s right wing where it lay half open across Cassia’s lap. Thick bone at the front. Rows of tight coverts. I stroked it from base to tip, the same path my fingers had followed when all I wanted to know was whether the fracture had knit.

Yara shuddered from her crests to her talons.

Cassia shuddered with her. The wing dragged over her soaked nipple, and her low hum climbed.

“Fuck,” Yara said. “Again. Do it again.”

I did, then released her wing and used the same hand to pull Cassia’s shirt completely open.

Her abundance spilled around Yara’s shoulders. Golden-brown, heavy, wet at both dark nipples. I cupped one breast over Yara’s collarbone and drew my thumb across the swollen tip. Cassia gasped above her. Milk beaded instantly and rolled down my knuckle onto Yara’s skin.

Yara looked up at her upside down, eyes bright and feral. “You’re shaking.”

“So are you,” Cassia whispered.

“Good. Hold tighter.”

Cassia obeyed. Her strong farm arms cinched around Yara’s waist, anchoring her while I changed my angle and took her deeper. Yara’s talons scored the wagon boards. Cassia’s tail found my calf and curled there, not locking yet, but asking.

“You went down without me,” Yara gasped, staring at the open sky. Her voice cracked out of the scream into something rawer. “You went down without me and I hated it and I did it anyway. I flew the whole circuit. I flew the army. I brought you an army, you stubborn…”

“I know you did.”

I bent and took Cassia’s nipple into my mouth without slowing. Warm sweet milk flooded my tongue. Cassia arched behind Yara, the motion lifting both women into me. Her hum jumped and broke, and her hand closed in my hair.

“Don’t do it again,” Yara said.

“I will.”

“I know you will.” Her legs locked around my waist. “That’s why I brought the army. So next time I’m already there.”

Cassia’s fingers tightened at my scalp. “And I’ll feed it,” she said, voice unsteady but sure. “Whatever army she brings.”

There it was. Sky and ground. One woman carrying the fight overhead, the other carrying every person beneath it. Both of them holding me now.

I raised my head from Cassia’s breast. Milk shone on my mouth. Yara saw it and grinned through her ragged breathing.

“Again,” she ordered. I couldn’t tell which of us she meant.

I stroked her wing while Yara reached back and drew her fingers across Cassia’s nipple.

Both women broke closer.

Yara’s wings snapped open.

Twenty-four feet of tawny feathers slammed out to full span across the wagon, over crates and canvas and all three of us. They blotted out the stars. The rush of air flattened Cassia’s chestnut hair across the meal sacks. One wing swept over her breasts, soft coverts dragging across wet nipples as she held Yara through the violent spread.

Yara screamed. The raw harpy cry carried down the slope and probably woke every sworn in camp. Her ass clenched around my cock in hard rolling pulses, her whole lean body bucking in Cassia’s arms.

Cassia’s let-down answered.

Milk broke from her in warm spurts, streaking Yara’s chest and throat, running over Cassia’s own heavy curves and my hand. Her ears pinned pleasure-drunk. The hum swelled into a helpless cry under Yara’s scream, two registers crossing instead of waiting politely for each other.

I held Yara’s climax without letting Cassia drift to the edge of it. My hand worked her breast. My mouth found the other nipple. Cassia’s tail locked around my calf, and her hips rolled under Yara’s back, seeking pressure she had finally quit pretending not to need.

Yara went limp first, wings still spread, head lolling between Cassia’s breasts.

“Holy shit,” she panted. Then she caught Cassia’s wrist before the cow-girl could loosen her hold. “Don’t put me down.”

Cassia laughed, shaking. “I wasn’t going to.”

I eased out of Yara and shifted without breaking the knot of bodies. Yara stayed in Cassia’s arms, one limp wing draped over us, while I turned Cassia beneath her and stripped away the soaked shirt. I didn’t reset the scene. I followed the milk already running, the tail already around my leg, the hum already fractured by everything she’d felt while holding Yara.

Her breasts spilled free around Yara’s shoulders. Each one heavy and full, golden-brown in the starlight, big dark nipples swollen and wet. Yara rolled just enough to lie along Cassia’s side, her cheek on one breast, her hand closing around the other.

“Hold me,” Yara had said. Now she held Cassia down for me with one arm across her yielding belly.

I drank from the nipple beside Yara’s face. Cassia cried out and pushed up into my mouth, her hand cradling my head. Yara squeezed the other breast in a measured rhythm and watched milk well over her fingers.

“Look at you,” Yara murmured. “Still holding everybody. Even now.”

“I want this,” Cassia said, and the certainty in her voice mattered more than the tremor. “I want both. Let me hold her. Take care of me.”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

I sat up as Yara gathered Cassia’s heavy breasts around my cock. I covered their joined hands with my good one, helping press all that milk-slick softness tight while Cassia looked up at us with wet hazel eyes.

I fucked her tits while Yara remained tucked against her side under the spread wing. Slow at first, then harder, my cock sliding through warm milk and yielding flesh. Cassia hummed on every stroke. Yara’s thumb worked the nipple nearest her mouth, and Cassia’s ass lifted off the blankets each time the harpy pinched.

“Use them,” Cassia whispered. “Please. I held the ground. I held her. Now take care of me.”

“You’re being taken care of,” I said. “Both of you are mine.”

Her ears flattened. Her tail cinched around my calf. The let-down came harder, milk spraying across my thighs, Yara’s hand, Cassia’s own chest. Yara laughed under her breath and drew a wet line over Cassia’s nipple with her thumb.

Cassia’s hum climbed into a broken cry. Her whole abundant body stiffened under Yara’s weight, then shook. The milk pulsed harder as pleasure rolled through her. Her hands kept her breasts tight around me, but Yara’s hands were there too, sharing the hold.

I came across Cassia’s tits in long hot spurts, marking soft golden-brown skin already slick with milk. Some landed over Yara’s fingers. Neither woman pulled away. Cassia watched every pulse with her mouth open and her eyes bright, while Yara’s wing folded inward at last and covered all three of us.



After, we lay in the wagon bed in a tangle.

Cassia in the middle, humming again, low and contented. Yara on one side with her wing thrown over all three of us. Me on the other, my arm across Cassia’s yielding belly, my side aching under the gel. The stars were out. The camp was quiet below us.

In the east, the glow sat low on the horizon.

Yara watched it for a long time.

“Sky’s dimmer tonight,” she said.

Cassia’s hum went on for a moment. She tightened her arms around both of us, her strong farm arms, holding us against her.

“Then we hold what’s under it,” she said.



Neve woke me before dawn.

She was standing at the side of the wagon in the gray light with her arms folded and her face tight. Behind her, the camp was stirring. Somebody was shouting down near the relay rubble.

“There was a force,” she said, before I could ask. “Overnight. North of us. Moving in the dark.” Her violet eyes were steady. “Not Enclave. Not fleeing. Organized. Patient. It went around us wide.”

“Where?”

“The relay.” She tilted her head toward the rubble of the old Enclave staging point, where Toller’s farmers had held the line all day. “The Enclave kept a depot there. Fuel. Weapons. Spare suppressor parts. Vehicles. Toller’s people walked past it at dusk and it was full. It’s empty now. To the floor. They took everything.”

I sat up. My side told me about it.

“Somebody knew exactly which doors to open,” Neve said. Her pointed tail wound tight around her ankle. “I know that handwriting.”


Chapter 15: What We Carried

We marched home in one day, and it was the slowest day of marching I’ve ever done.

Not because of the distance. The fortress to the compound is one day on known ground. We’d built that road ourselves, months of wagon ruts and courier lines and supply runs. It was because of what we were carrying.

Eleven girls who’d been fed on breach-light. A naga who couldn’t lift her own head. Vasquez on a stretcher with a slime girl’s gel across her belly. The older twin with her thigh bound. Three sworn with sealed grazes and a Greenhollow farmer with a splinted arm. An orc with her arm in a sling who kept trying to carry things anyway.

Holt’s wagons carried most of them. Every wagon Greenhollow owned, lined out along the road in the gray morning, Cassia’s larder crates emptied and restacked with blankets. The girls from the pen rode three to a wagon, wrapped to the chin, Hana walking beside each wagon in turn with a canteen and her lop ears swiveling. Ishani rode in the biggest wagon on a bed of every spare blanket in the army, her coils laid out in long loops, the wolf-eared girl sitting beside her head the whole way with one hand on her hair.

Imara walked beside that wagon all day. Close enough that her heat rolled across the naga’s cold scales. She kept quiet about it. Nobody asked her to.

Delia rode on the tailgate of the last wagon.

Of course she did. It was the closest thing to a doorway a wagon has. She sat swaddled in Kira’s mesh with her gel pooled across the tailgate, watching the road unroll behind us. Every time the wagon hit a rut she wobbled. Every time, Kira’s hand came out and steadied her without either of them looking.

Suki walked beside me. Her fox-fire was a little stronger than it had been in the halls. A muted amber glow at the tips of all four tails. Not what it had been.

She did not talk much.



We were an hour out when the ground changed.

I felt it through my boots. The cutting in my pack pulsed. Once. Warm.

“She knows,” Neve said, beside me.

Half a mile later we came over the last rise, and the compound was there in the afternoon light. The fence. The watchtower. Kira’s silk catching the sun on the weak sections. The forge chimney. The garden. And the hedge.

Sylva’s living hedge ran along the north and east fences, thick and dark and thorned, the wall that had held the compound through three probes and a tunnel attack and every night we’d been away. And as I watched, it moved.

It parted.

A full minute before anyone at the compound could have seen us with their eyes, the hedge drew back from the gate. Branches folding aside. Thorns retracting. A green arch opening in the living wall, wide enough for wagons.

The tradition. She’d done it every time.



She reached me first.

She always does. She came through the arch in her hedge before the lead wagon had reached the gate, barefoot, flowers opening in her dark-green hair, wildflowers springing up in every footprint she left on the road. She did not run. Sylva doesn’t run. She walked toward me with the unhurried certainty of something that grows, and when she reached me she put her palm flat on my sternum.

The bio-electric current went into my chest like warm water.

She closed her all-green eyes. Reading me. The ribs. The gel. The torn stitches underneath. The weariness. All of it, through the root-bond she’d planted in me before the Haven march.

“The ground stopped pulling,” she said. “The hour you cut it. I felt it. All the way to Haven. The root slackened under us like a rope somebody let go of.”

“The loom’s gone,” I said.

“I know.” She opened her eyes. They were wet. “I felt it go.”

Then her face changed. Just slightly. Her flowers closed a fraction.

“It’s very quiet under us now,” she said.

She did not explain. I did not ask. There was an army coming through the gate behind me, and eleven wounded girls, and a naga, and I filed it.

I shouldn’t have.



Briggs met us at the gate.

He’d held the compound for eleven days with Sera and Vasquez’s empty chair and a dryad and a handful of freed girls, and he looked it. His jaw was stubbled. His knuckles were scraped. He shook my good hand with both of his, and then he peered past me at the wagons, and his face went motionless.

“How many?” he said.

“Eleven. And a naga.”

“Eleven and a naga.” He nodded gradually. His mouth almost found a grin, and he turned to Sera, who’d come up behind him with her ledger clutched to her chest. “Told you we’d need all of it.”

“You told me,” Sera said. Her copper-green coils shifted on the packed earth. “I built it anyway.”

“Built what?” I said.

Briggs jerked his chin toward the east side of the compound. Past the clinic. Past the garden.

“Come look,” he said.



It was a building.

A real one. Long and low, set along the east fence where Hana’s old overflow beds used to be, between the garden and the clinic’s back door. Walls of salvaged timber and cinder block, carefully fitted. A roof of corrugated steel, sloped for rain. Windows along the south side, small ones, deliberately small, with silk curtains over them that let the light through soft and dim.

A sign hung over the door. Painted on a plank in careful, enormous, uneven letters. Red paint.

RECOVERY HOUSE

The S at the end was backwards.

I stood in the yard with my arm in its strap and my side aching and looked at it.

“Lyra designed it,” Briggs said, beside me. “From memory. What they’d need. After.” He glanced at Lyra, who stood in the clinic doorway with her iridescent wings folded close and the western moth-girl beside her. “Dim light. Warm. Quiet. Beds low to the floor so nobody has far to fall.”

“Sylva grew the beds,” Sera said.

“Sylva grew the beds,” Briggs agreed. “Me and the freed girls put up the walls. The ram-horned girl can lift a beam by herself. Who knew. Sera laid out every inch of it in her ledger before we cut a single board. Rika’s plans for the stove, before she left. Cassia’s pantry shelves.” He paused. “And Tessa did the sign.”

“I did the sign!” Tessa shouted from the garden. She was nineteen and still sounded as though she was twelve when she was proud of something. Her catgirl ears were straight up. “I did it myself! Is it good?”

“The S is backwards,” Rika said, coming up behind me with soot on her face.

“It is NOT backwards, it’s artistic.”

“It’s backwards.”

“Rika,” I said.

She shut her mouth. She watched the sign again. Her big pointed ears twitched.

“…It’s good,” she said to Tessa, grudgingly. “It’s very good.”



I went inside.

I stood in the doorway and I couldn’t speak.

It was a ward. A real one. The first real ward the clinic had ever had. One long room, dim and warm, lit soft by the silk-filtered windows. A cast-iron stove at the far end, already burning, Rika’s design. Along both walls, low beds. Twelve of them. Not cots. Beds. Their frames were living wood, dark and smooth, grown straight up out of the packed earth floor where Sylva had pressed her palms and asked. Every bed frame had branches that curved up at the head and spread overhead in a canopy of small tender leaves, so that anyone lying in them would have green shade over their eyes. So that the light couldn’t reach them.

The light. The girls from the loom had been hanging in white light for months. Some of them for most of the time since the breach.

Somebody had thought about that. Somebody had sat down and thought about what it would be like to come out of that and lie in a bed, and had made a roof of leaves.

At the end of the row, by the stove, there was no bed. There was a long raised platform of earth and stone, warm to the touch, heated from underneath by a channel of pipe running from the stove. Twenty-some feet long. Covered in blankets.

For her.

I put my hand on the doorframe.

Briggs came and stood beside me. He did not say anything for a while. He’d been a Jackal once. He’d stood on the other side of my fence in the first siege with a shotgun and looked through a gap and seen a garden and blankets and a medical station, and lowered his weapon.

“You said bring them home,” Briggs said. “Home needed a room.”



We brought them in.

Karga carried Ishani herself, with her one good arm, over the protests of everyone including me. Laid her on the warm platform by the stove and arranged her coils along it one loop at a time with a gentleness I’d only ever seen her use on Petra’s cairn. The wolf-eared girl sat down on the end of the platform and did not move again.

Hana took the ward.

She did not ask. She walked in and looked at the twelve beds and the stove and the silk curtains, and her lop ears went up, and she pointed.

“Pen girls on the south side, where the light’s softest. The loom girls on the north. They’ve been in the light longest. They need the most shade. The small one closest to the stove. Otter girl by the water basin, her skin’s drying out. Somebody bring me more blankets. Cassia, I need you.”

She ran it. That sentence doesn’t surprise anybody anymore. It surprised me, once. It doesn’t now.



The aftercare was a thing nobody had ever done.

That’s the truth of it. People had been wired into the loom and died in it, and people had been wired into the loom and burned out of it, and a wolf-eared girl and a moth-girl and a dragon had been pulled off its edges before. But nobody had ever taken five girls out of its heart and tried to bring them back all the way.

I did not have a book. I had my hands and a journal full of monster-girl physiology and a bunnygirl who’d learned to read a patient faster than I could.

The phantom pain came first. Every one of the loom girls had it. Pain at the port sites where the conduit had been, deep and burning, long after the ports were seared and sealed. Pain along the length of the spine. Pain in the skull. Pain where there was nothing to hurt. I’d seen it in amputees in the army. The body remembering something that isn’t there anymore. We treated it with warmth and willow bark and Sylva’s pain-numbing sap, and Neve sitting at the foot of each bed in turn with her eyes closed, pouring.

The withdrawal.

They shivered. All of them. Not from cold. The ward was warm. The stove never went out. They shivered because the breach-light that had fed on them for months was gone, and their bodies had learned to need it, as a body learns to need anything that’s done to it long enough. They’d lie under their leaf canopies with their teeth chattering and their eyes rolled toward the windows, toward any light at all, reaching for it.

“It’s like watching someone come off morphine,” I told Hana, the first night.

“I know,” she said. “I’ve never watched that. But I know.”

And the wasting. They’d forgotten how to eat. Their stomachs had shrunk. Their bodies had been running on breach-light instead of food for so long that food was a foreign thing. Cassia sat with each of them. A cup of her milk. Little sips. The hum. A spoon of broth. A moment later, bread soaked in milk. Then, by the second day, bread.

Delia sealed every port site on every one of them fresh every morning. Sylva came in at noon with her hands full of green things from the garden, the wound-binding moss and the fever-sap and chamomile, and laid them at the foot of each bed without being asked.

Nobody in the compound slept more than four hours those first two days. Nobody complained.



Delia settled in the Recovery House doorway on the first afternoon.

I’d known she would. It had a door, and a threshold, and a frame, and those were the three things in the world she couldn’t walk past. She’d come in on her own formed legs, carefully, Kira’s mesh at her hip, and stood looking at the ward for a long time with her aquamarine eyes moving from bed to bed. Then she’d sat down in the doorway, and her gel had pooled across the threshold, and that was that.

She sealed wounds from there. Anyone who needed a port site resealed, or a scab covered, or a cut closed, came to the doorway. She’d lay her palm on it and it was done.

On the second afternoon, Tessa came and sat down beside her.

She had something in her fist. She held it out. A bolt. A bright steel one, newly cleaned, the threads shining.

“For the new one,” Tessa said.

Across the ward, Imara, who’d been feeding heat into the stove, stopped.

I’d heard that line before. Months ago, at the compound gate, as the army marched west to the orchard. Tessa had pressed a shiny bolt into Imara’s pack for luck, how she’d been doing since the dragon came. And then she’d pressed a second one in. For the new one, she’d said. And nobody had understood her, and Neve had smiled.

Imara turned from the stove and stared at Tessa. Her seams had darkened orange. Smoke drifted from her mouth toward the forge hood. She considered the young catgirl how you’d look at somebody who’d just told you the weather a month in advance and been right.

“How did you know?” the dragon said.

Tessa shrugged. Her ears twitched. “There’s always a new one.”

Delia took the bolt. She studied it, turning it in her fingers, her gel going slightly rose at the core. Nobody had ever given her anything for a hoard. She’d never had a hoard. She’d never had anywhere to keep one.

She set it down on her gel to hold it with both hands.

The gel closed over it.

We all watched it sink. It descended through the clear aqua of her hip, turning gently end over end, catching the dim light of the ward, until it hung suspended in the middle of her like a fly in amber. Fully visible. Shining.

Delia stared down at it. Her entire face reddened. Her gel reddened.

“I’ll give it back,” she said, very small.

“Keep it,” Tessa said. “It’s yours. That’s the whole point.”

The bolt hung in Delia’s hip all afternoon. She did not take it out. Every time someone came to the doorway to have a wound sealed, their eyes went to it, and she blushed again, and she did not take it out.



Mika’s night patrol ran through that doorway.

It always had. The Recovery House stood on the east fence, and the east fence was the first leg of the route she’d walked every night since the first siege, and the building had gone up across it while she was away. She’d been going around it for two nights. Through the clinic. Out the back. Around.

On the second night, a little after eleven, I was sitting on a bed at the end of the ward and I watched her come in the east door and stop.

Delia was asleep in the doorway on the far side. The inner door, the one that led back into the clinic hall. Pooled across the threshold. Blocking it. The bolt still hanging in her gel, glinting faintly in the stove light.

Mika stood looking at her.

Her ears were forward. Her tail remained still. She stood there for a long moment with her blade on her hip, looking down at the slime girl who’d sat in every doorway she’d found since she came out of the one at Haven.

Mika stepped over her.

Carefully. Precisely. One boot over the gel, then the other, not touching it, how you’d step over a sleeping cat. And kept walking down the hall.

She kept going. Her tail flicked once.

Progress.



The small one died that night.

I was with her. I’d been with her most of the evening. She lay in the bed closest to the stove, where Hana had put her, under a canopy of Sylva’s leaves. She was smaller than she’d been on the rim. Lighter. The fringe of whatever it was along her shoulders, feathers or fins, had grayed and flattened. Her skin was so thin you could see the stove light through her fingers.

She’d never spoken. Not on the rim. Not in the vein. Not in the wagon. Not in two days in the Recovery House. She’d opened her eyes a few times. Pale gray eyes, huge in her small face. She’d looked at the leaves over her head. Once she’d looked at me, and I’d thought she might say something, and she hadn’t.

She’d taken three sips of Cassia’s milk on the first day. Two on the second. None since noon.

I’d done everything.

I want to be clear about that, because I’ve gone back over it a hundred times, as you do with every one you lose. Warmth. Fluids. Saline into the vein in her wrist, drop by drop, a line I’d rigged from a salvaged bag and a coat hanger using the same method as my first IV in this clinic, back when it was just me. Her port sites sealed and clean. No infection. No bleeding. Her heart monitored every hour.

It wasn’t enough.

She’d been in the loom too long. She’d been burned too far. Her thread in the loom had been the thinnest of the five, and I’d known it on the rim, and I’d known it in the vein, and I’d known it in the wagon. Some part of me had been doing the arithmetic since I first saw her. The part that always does.

The ones you get. The one you don’t.

At a little past one in the morning her breathing changed. I knew the sound. Every medic knows the sound. Slower. Shallower. Longer between.

I took her hand.

It weighed nothing. It had always weighed nothing. I held it in both of mine, my good one and the one in the strap, and I held on.

She opened her eyes.

Not at me. At the leaves over her head. Dark green, soft, shading her eyes from a light that wasn’t there anymore. She looked over them for a long time. Her lips moved. No sound.

A moment later, she looked at the window.

It was night. The silk curtain was drawn back an inch. Through the gap there was nothing but dark, and one star.

Her fingers moved in mine. Just slightly.

Then she was gone.



I sat there a long time.

Hana came, eventually. She’d been asleep at the other end of the ward and something woke her. She came barefoot down the row of beds without a sound and stood beside me, and put her hand on my shoulder, and did not say anything.

I said nothing either.

There’s a thing medics tell themselves. We all do it. We have to. You tell yourself the true thing, even when it’s only half the comfort it should be, because it’s the only half you have.

She died warm. She died in a bed. She died under green leaves with a stove going and someone holding her hand. She died with her eyes on the dark and not on a white light that was eating her.

She died free.

I told myself that. I believed it.

It was half enough.



Karga built her cairn in the morning.

At the edge of the garden, where the living hedge met the east fence, in the shade of the Recovery House wall. The quarry way. Karga went out with her right arm in its sling and her left hand bare, and she knelt, and she gathered stones.

Flat ones. River-smooth ones from the rain drainage. A few chunks of broken cinder block from the leftovers of the Recovery House walls. She built it one stone at a time, one-handed, how she’d built Petra’s and Jory’s and every other cairn behind her quarry. Gradually. Carefully. Each stone set so it wouldn’t shift.

Nobody told anyone to come. Everyone came.

The harem. The garrison. Briggs and Sera and Tessa. Lyra with the western moth-girl beside her. The girls from the pen who could stand, leaning on each other in the Recovery House doorway. Delia at their feet, in the threshold. The wolf-eared girl stayed with Ishani, but the curtain at that end was open, and I saw the naga’s dark eyes watching through it.

Karga set the last stone on top. A small flat white one, smooth as an egg.

She stood.

At Petra’s cairn she’d spoken the name once, at full war-boom, so loud it echoed off the quarry walls, then never had to speak it loudly again. Loud once. A moment later, carried. That was the rite.

She opened her mouth.

She stopped.

There was no name. The small one had never spoken. Nobody had ever heard her say what she was called. Nobody in the Lattice had written it down. She’d been a thread. A number. A component. And now she was gone and there was no word to say over her.

Karga stood in front of the cairn with her mouth open and her one good fist clenched.

Then she closed her mouth.

And she kept quiet.

She stood there in silence. The whole compound stood there with her. The wind moved in Sylva’s hedge. Somewhere a bird called. Nobody spoke, for a long time. The silence where the name should have been was louder than any war-boom I’d ever heard.

It was its own rite. I understood that, standing there. You say the name once, loud, and then you carry it. And when there’s no name, you carry the silence instead.

After a long time, Karga’s fist opened.

She turned and walked back toward the Recovery House. As she passed me, she stopped and put her good hand on my shoulder, heavy as a roof beam settling.

“You held her hand,” she said. Low.

“I held her hand.”

“Then she had one.” The Warchief turned back toward the small white stone on top of the cairn. “Everybody should have one.”



Karga found me in the workshop that night.

She’d told me, at the quarry, a thing about the rites. You build the cairn. You say the name. And then that night you eat too much and drink too much and make as much noise as you possibly can, because the dead are tired of silence and would want to hear the living being alive.

I’d found Rika first. She was at her bench with the spent Mark Three in pieces in front of her, sorting burned-out silk cores into a tin. The forge was banked low behind her, just embers. Her repair tab hung on its nail by the door. WARCHIEF across the top. A column of chalk marks under it. And at the bottom, fresh, in Rika’s cramped capitals:

SLING, 1

“You’re billing her for her sling,” I said.

“I made the sling.” Rika did not look up. Her pointed ears twitched. “Out of good canvas. That’s materials and labor. It goes on the tab. Everything goes on the tab.”

“She dislocated her shoulder holding a rope with Suki on the other end of it.”

“And I’m very grateful. And it’s still going on the tab.” She held a burned core up to the lamp, squinted at it, and dropped it in the tin. “Four for four,” she said, to nobody. “Did you hear? Four shots. Four for four. Three towers and a nullifier through a plaster wall I couldn’t even see.”

“I heard. Mika told me. Several people told me.”

“Good.” Her ears went forward. “I want everybody to have told you.”



The door banged open.

Karga filled it. She had to duck. Her right arm was in the canvas sling, strapped across her heavy chest. She was wearing a sleeveless work shirt that had lost its argument with her good arm entirely, and her rust-red braid was down over one shoulder, and she was grinning. Tusks and all.

“Warchief,” Rika said, without turning around. “The sling. Canvas, two yards. Buckle. Labor. That’s…”

Karga crossed the workshop in three strides, reached down with her good hand, took Rika by the back of her shirt, and lifted her off the stool.

Rika’s sentence cut off in a squeak.

She dangled. Four foot nine of green goblin hanging from a fist in the back of her shirt, her bare feet kicking a foot off the floor, her tongs still in her hand. Karga turned around and set her down on the workbench in front of me, how you’d set a cat on a table.

“Warchief’s hour,” Karga announced. At gate volume. “I’ve been owed it since the day I walked through your gate and crushed the latch. I’m spending it on you both.”

She assessed me.

“Medic,” she said, “she talks too much.”

Rika, on the bench, her ears straight up and her amber eyes blazing: “I’m adding THAT to the tab.”



I studied the two of them.

Six foot four of carved ash-jade muscle, one arm in a sling, grinning down at a four-foot-nine goblin with her chest wrap smudged black and her fangs showing. The breach’s two castings of the same line. The large and the small. They’d fought over the repair tab since the orchard. They’d never done this.

“You’re sure?” I said to Karga.

“I built a cairn this morning.” Her grin did not change. But her eyes did. “The quarry way says tonight I make noise. And I’ve wanted to make noise with you since the latch.” She lowered her gaze to Rika. “And her.”

Rika’s ears flicked. Her green cheeks darkened at the throat.

“And her?” she said.

“And you,” Karga said. “You talk too much and you bill me for my own sling. But you pulled the guts out of a tower with rounds flying past your ear and you never once quit swearing. I like that.”

Rika stared up at her.

“…Fine,” Rika said. “FINE. But it’s going on the…”

Karga picked her up again.



She did it one-handed.

She hooked her good arm around Rika’s waist from behind and lifted her off the bench and back against her own chest, how you’d lift a child to see over a crowd. Rika’s back pressed to Karga’s front. Her short thick legs dangled. Her bare feet kicked at the orc’s shins. Karga’s forearm was locked under her breasts, and her huge hand spread across Rika’s belly, holding her there a foot and a half off the floor with no more effort than holding a cup.

“Put me DOWN, you load-bearing wall with tusks…”

“No,” said Karga.

She shrugged her good shoulder and let her work shirt fall open. Her heavy bare breasts pressed against Rika’s back. Gray-green skin against emerald. The goblin froze.

“…Oh,” Rika said, in a completely different voice.

I stepped in close.

I unwrapped her chest wrap. It came away easily. Her full D-cup tits spilled free, heavy and round on her tiny frame, swaying in the lamplight, her dark green nipples already tight. I cupped one. It overflowed my palm. She gasped and arched back against Karga’s chest, and the orc laughed, low and pleased, and the laugh shook through Rika’s entire body.

“You rust-brained…” Rika started.

I pinched her nipple.

“…stripped-bolt… oh, fuck…”



Karga held her up between us, and the scale of it hit me all at once.

A goblin barely taller than my belt hung in the arm of an orc a head taller than me, positioned at exactly the height Karga wanted her. I stripped Rika’s shorts away. Thick green thighs. Wide hips. Her pussy already slick and flushed dark, machine oil and burnt caramel sharpening the workshop air.

Karga hooked her good hand under one knee and lifted. The sling pinned her injured arm across her heavy chest, but the hand she had left was enough to hold the goblin spread.

“There,” Karga said. Her boom had warmed into laughter. “Medic. She’s yours.”

Rika’s ears cycled forward, back, forward. “I’m not anybody’s.”

I opened my belt. “You’re mine. And hers tonight. You’ll say please to both of us.”

“I will NOT say…”

I pushed into her.

Her sentence became a kettle-boil sound against Karga’s collarbone. Rika was tight enough to strip thought out of my head, a hot wet grip on a body built at quarter scale. Her thighs locked around my hips. Karga’s arm tightened under her breasts and held her while I buried myself.

“Torqued,” Rika gasped. “Wrong. The ratio is fucking…”

I moved. She lost the calculation.

Karga laughed again, and this time I watched what it did to her as well as Rika. The storm-flush had started along her gray-green throat. Her heavy breasts pressed against the goblin’s back, nipples tightening where Rika’s shoulders dragged over them with every thrust. She held Rika for me, but holding her was not passive. Every stroke rocked that tiny curved body into Karga’s chest and pulled a deeper rumble out of the Warchief.

I reached around Rika and filled one hand with Karga’s breast.

The boom cut off.

“Medic,” Karga said, lower.

“You’re part of this. Not furniture.”

Her tusked grin came back, hungry. “Good diagnosis.”

I drove into Rika and rolled Karga’s nipple under my thumb at the same time. Both women reacted. Rika snarled. Karga’s grip crushed inward by reflex, pinning the goblin more tightly between us.

“Too tight,” Rika squeaked.

Karga eased immediately. “Tell me the load.”

“The load is your whole ridiculous arm and his entire ridiculous… oh, harder.”

I spanked her.

Her ass spilled over Karga’s forearm, round and green, and the crack echoed off the workshop walls. Rika yelped and clamped around me. Karga’s storm-flush deepened.

“Again,” Rika demanded.

I gave her another. Then used the same hand to draw over Karga’s belly and between her thighs while she held the goblin up.

Karga’s stance changed. Barely. One boot sliding wider. Carved thighs tensing. Her good fist tightened around Rika’s leg, then consciously loosened before the grip could hurt.

I found Karga wet under the loosened work pants and stroked her while I fucked Rika. The Warchief’s breath shortened. Her public voice tried to stay at boom volume and dropped anyway.

“That’s cheating,” Karga murmured.

“You brought two women to my workshop. I use both hands.”

“One hand,” Rika panted. “He’s got one good… fuck, do that again.”

I did. Hard thrust into Rika. Precise stroke over Karga. The two rhythms crossing instead of waiting their turns.

Rika kept mouthing off, forge filth breaking apart link by link. Karga kept holding her, but her own body had begun to move, hips rolling into my fingers behind the goblin’s kicking feet. Her laugh faded into the low rumble I only heard when the wall came down.

“Look at her,” Karga said, though her own voice shook now. “Never been this quiet.”

“I’m NOT quiet, I’m…”

I spanked Rika a third time and curled my fingers against Karga.

Rika said, “Please.”

Karga whispered, “Again. Both.”

That was better.

Rika’s ears snapped forward and locked. No more cycling. Her amber eyes went huge and unfocused. The insults dissolved into begging as fast as they always did now, because she trusted the fall and trusted the people catching her.

“Please. Don’t stop. More. Please…”

Her foot stamped against Karga’s thigh. Staccato. Rapid. Karga’s rumble vibrated through the small body she held and into the tight grip around my cock. I felt the orc’s pleasure through the goblin between us.

But I didn’t let Rika finish alone inside a sealed little scene. I pulled out while she was on the edge.

She made an outraged sound. “You stripped-bolt bastard. Put it BACK.”

“Not yet.”

I lowered her onto the workbench, still upright, Karga standing behind her. Rika’s feet stamped against the wood. Her ears remained locked. She was shaking, green flush dark at her throat and hips, fury and need braided together.

Then I turned to Karga before either woman had reached the end.

I opened the Warchief’s work pants and shoved them down her hard thighs. Rika, half boneless and very much awake, reached up from the bench and took Karga’s face between both small hands.

“Sit,” the goblin ordered.

Karga looked delighted. “You command badly.”

“Sit or I’m charging standing fees.”

Karga sat on the edge of the bench behind Rika, filling it. Rust-red braid over one shoulder. Sling tight across her chest. Carved legs spread. The storm-flush covered her throat and upper breasts now.

I stepped between her thighs and pushed into her.

The Warchief’s low rumble rolled through the bench. Her pussy took me in a powerful, hot clench, every muscle in her built to hold a line. Rika remained between us, kneeling sideways on the wood. One green hand stayed on Karga’s cheek. The other slid between her own thighs and worked the ache I’d left there while she watched.

Karga’s good arm came around my neck and pulled me close. I moved inside her, deep and measured. Her eyes went half-lidded.

“There,” she whispered.

She took my hand from the bench and placed it on her throat.

No ceremony. A fluent shared language. My palm settled along the side of her neck, fingers over the strong column, thumb near the soft hollow at its base. Exact, even contact. Presence, not restriction. Her pulse beat strong beneath my fingertips; her breath stayed easy. She could end it with one flex and chose not to.

“Now I’m off duty,” she said.

Rika’s heel kept hammering the bench. “She gets quiet when she wants something. It’s unnatural.”

Karga turned her head enough to bare a tusk at the goblin. “You said please.”

“Slander.”

I thrust into Karga and kept my good hand steady at her throat. Beside us, Rika matched the motion between her thighs to my pace, keeping both women caught in the same rhythm.

Rika’s protest shattered. “Oh, you absolute… please. Harder.”

Karga’s rumble climbed through my palm. Her good fist had closed on the scarred bench beside her hip, white-knuckled, but the fingers were already trembling with the effort of letting go.

I looked from the tiny green woman folding over her own working hand to the immense gray-green woman softening beneath mine. Opposite castings of the same line. Both fierce. Both trusting me with the moment they ceased being so.

Rika lifted her free hand to Karga’s open jaw and turned the Warchief’s face toward her. The scale difference should have made the gesture ridiculous. It didn’t. Karga followed the touch, tusks flashing at the edge of a smile, and pressed her cheek into Rika’s grease-stained palm.

“Load-bearing relative,” Rika breathed.

“Expensive relative,” Karga whispered back. “The tab.”

“You broke half that stuff on purpose.”

“I was moved.”

“You murdered a chair.”

The exchange ended when I drove into Karga and Rika worked herself to the same deliberate beat. Their voices fractured together. Karga’s injured arm stayed protected in its sling, and Rika adjusted her position without being told so no weight touched the shoulder. Even overwhelmed, the goblin engineer did load calculations for someone she cared about. Even off duty, the Warchief trusted her to do them.

That was the intimacy beneath all the spectacle. Not the size contrast. Not the power in Karga’s body or the fury packed into Rika’s. It was two women who built and carried for everyone else making room for each other’s damage without interrupting the pleasure.

“Both of you,” I said. “Look at me.”

Rika did, eyes molten amber, ears locked forward. Karga did, pale steel gaze wet and open.

I drove deep into Karga as Rika pressed two fingers inside herself.

Rika came first by seconds, not by a scene.

Her foot stamped a frantic beat against Karga’s thigh. Her tiny body convulsed around her own hand, and the begging ran together into “please-please-PLEASE” as she folded against the Warchief’s heavy breast. Karga caught her there with the forearm of her injured side braced carefully in the sling, not lifting, just sheltering.

The sight and vibration took Karga over the last edge.

Her fist opened.

Finger by finger. Color returning to the knuckles. Palm turning up on the bench while her thighs locked around me and her pussy gripped my cock in long rolling waves. The boom collapsed fully into the private whisper.

“One fist,” she breathed. “One fist is enough to trust with.”

I held the precise pressure at her throat and came deep inside her, groaning her real name. Willa. Her pulse jumped beneath my palm. Her open hand curled once, found Rika’s smaller hand, and flattened again with the goblin’s fingers laced through it.

Rika was still shaking against Karga’s chest. Karga was still pulsing around me. Their surrender signals landed a few breaths apart and remained part of the same braided motion, no reset, no handoff, no woman left watching from the edge.



Rika was asleep in thirty seconds.

I don’t know how she does it. It’s a goblin thing, or a Rika thing. One minute she was propped on her elbow watching us with her ears locked forward and her amber eyes wide. The next she’d crawled onto Karga’s chest and curled into a small green ball on top of the orc’s heavy breasts, between the sling and her collarbone, and she was out. Snoring quietly.

Her hand was fisted in my shirt, where I leaned over them both.

Karga’s good hand had found my shirt too. Holding on. Loose.

I stayed there. Leaning on one arm on the edge of Rika’s workbench, my side aching, my other arm in its strap, two women’s hands in my shirt and one of them snoring.

“Four for four,” Rika mumbled, into Karga’s collarbone. Not awake. Not asleep. “Didn’t take it apart once.”

Karga’s chest rose and fell under her. Inch by inch. The rumble had settled to almost nothing.

She raised her gaze to me. Her eyes were yielding and heavy.

“Turns, medic,” she whispered. “Mine’s paid.”


Chapter 16: Frost

The Mark Three went up on the gate on the third day home.

Rika did it herself, standing on a crate on top of a ladder on top of Karga’s good shoulder, because the gate post was taller than the ladder and she refused to wait for Kira to build a scaffold. She bolted the hideous scrap-steel housing to the top of the east gate post with four bolts she’d forged for the job, and wired the listening coil into a weatherproof silk sleeve Kira had spun, and packed four fresh cores into the loading tray. Four shots. Four hundred yards. Pointing east.

“It listens now,” she said, climbing down Karga like a tree. “All the time. If anything with a note comes within four hundred yards of this gate, it’ll hear it before Imara does.”

“Nothing’s going to come,” Briggs said.

“Then it’ll listen to nothing,” Rika said, “and I’ll sleep better.”

Karga, ladder still balanced across her good shoulder, looked up at the ugly thing on top of the post.

“It’s hideous,” the Warchief said.

“It’s load-bearing,” Rika said, and stamped once, and went to find breakfast.



Delia and Cassia sealed the winter larder on the fourth day.

It was Cassia’s idea. She’d watched Delia caulk every drafty window in Haven’s kitchen without noticing, and she’d watched her seal wounds airtight on the slope below the fortress, and she’d done the arithmetic as Cassia does all arithmetic, standing at a gate board with chalk up to her elbows.

“Airtight,” she said to me, in the pantry, with her ears forward and her tufted tail swaying. “Do you know what airtight means for a larder? Cheese that doesn’t mold. Butter that doesn’t turn. Dried meat that doesn’t draw damp. We lose a fifth of the winter stores every year to rot, Ryder. A fifth.”

“You want Delia to seal the larder.”

“I want Delia to seal the larder,” Cassia said, “and I want to watch her do it, because I’ve never seen anything so useful in my life.”

So Delia sat in the pantry doorway, of course, and Cassia brought her the jars.

Crocks of Greenhollow butter. Wheels of hard cheese wrapped in cloth. Jars of preserved fruit, dried apple, salted meat, honey. One at a time, Cassia set each one down on the threshold in front of her. And Delia laid a finger along the seam of each lid, and ran a thin bead of clear gel around it, as a craftsman runs a bead of caulk around a window frame. Neat. Even. Airtight.

It set in seconds. Clear as glass. You could see the lid through it.

“Oh,” Cassia said, the first time, with her hands pressed together. “Oh, look at that.”

“It’s just a seal,” Delia said.

“It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen all week.”

Delia blushed.

By the fortieth jar they’d developed a rhythm. Cassia set. Delia sealed. Cassia shelved. Cassia hummed. Delia, who had spent fourteen months watching a settlement live without her, sat in a pantry doorway being useful to a woman who thought she was a miracle, and her gel stayed rose at the core all afternoon.

On the forty-first jar, she reached for the lid and the lid wasn’t there.

It was inside her. Floating in the gel of her thigh. A tin jar lid, turning gradually, catching the lamplight.

They both looked at it.

“I’ll give it back,” Delia said, very small.

Cassia laughed so hard the let-down spotted her shirt. She did not cover it.



Karga rode west to the quarry on the fifth day.

One-armed. Sling and all. She’d been restless since the cairn, pacing the fence line at night, fists clenching and unclenching, and on the fifth morning she announced at gate volume that the marches had been without their Warchief long enough and she was going home to check on them.

“Two weeks,” I said. “Sling. No lifting.”

“I’m not lifting. I’m riding.”

“You’re riding a mule that doesn’t like you with one arm.”

“The mule loves me,” Karga said, and swung up onto it one-handed, and the mule’s knees buckled, and it did not love her at all.

She rode out the west gate at nine in the morning.

She rode back in at four in the afternoon.

She dismounted in the yard in a mood like a thunderhead. She had the courier relay pouch from the western node in her good hand, the one Faye’s sky-watch post had left at the nearest relay cairn on the quarry route. She threw it on the long table in front of me without a word.

I opened it.

Inside was a single sheet of Bess’s coarse brown paper. Two words, in Bess’s heavy block capitals, so large they filled the whole page.

GO BACK

Below, smaller, in a different pencil, an afterthought:

Sling. Medic’s orders. The marches held three weeks without you. They’ll hold two more. B.

I raised my gaze to Karga.

“She had it waiting at the relay,” Karga said. Her gray-green cheeks had darkened slate. “At the first relay cairn. She knew I’d come. She knew what day.”

“She counted.”

“She always counts,” Karga said, with enormous dignity, and went to find something to not lift.



The glow was dimmer every dusk.

Every one of us watched it. We did not talk about watching it. But every evening, when the light went long and gold across the compound and the eastern sky darkened, somebody would stop what they were doing and turn east. Somebody else. A moment later, all of us.

It wasn’t fast. It wasn’t dramatic. If you’d come to the compound for the first time on the sixth day and looked east, you’d have seen a smear of violet on the horizon like any other night and never known.

We knew. We’d watched it every night for a year. The edges were softer. The violet was thinner. Each dusk it had drawn in a little further, like a bruise going from purple to green to yellow.

Like a wound closing.

I wrote it down. Every night. At the kitchen table after rounds, with the forged pen. Glow: dimmer. Estimated reduction since the loom: perhaps a fifth. Rate: steady. The way I’d chart a wound in a patient. Measuring the edges. Measuring the depth. Watching it close.

It’s what I’ve wanted all my life. For every wound I’ve ever treated. That it closes.

On the sixth night I sat at the kitchen table with the pen over the journal for a long time and did not write anything at all.

My hand was slow.

I had no idea why. That’s the truth. I sat there with the pen in my fingers and the page in front of me and the fire going in the stove, and I watched the words rate: steady, and my hand wouldn’t move to write the next line. It just stayed there. Hovering. Like it knew something the rest of me did not want to know yet.

Eventually I capped the pen. Click.

I did not enjoy it.



Mika’s claws came slow on the seventh morning.

It was the first cold morning. Real cold. Frost on the fence wire and on the water barrels and on the leaves of Sylva’s hedge, breath fogging in the air. I was at the gate at dawn, walking the perimeter as I did every dawn, and Mika came down off the watchtower ladder at the end of her night patrol and halted in front of me.

She did not say good morning. She never does.

She held out her hand.

Palm down. Fingers spread. In front of my face. She kept quiet. She just held it there. Her ears were flat. Her tail was very still.

I watched her hand.

Her claws came out.

They always come out fast. Faster than you can see. One moment fingertips, the next moment curved black claws, sharp as surgical steel, and it’s so quick you only know it happened because suddenly they’re there.

It wasn’t this time.

This time I watched them come. A half-second. Maybe less. A lag. A catch. Like a drawer that sticks for a moment in its runner before it slides open. The tips of the claws appeared at the ends of her fingers, and paused, and then slid out the rest of the way.

It wasn’t much. Half a second. Nobody but a medic or a cat would ever have noticed it.

She stared at her own hand.

I took it.

I held it in both of mine, my good hand and the one that was finally out of its strap, and I turned it over, and I pressed my thumb gently into the pad at the base of each claw, as I’d checked them during her first week on my exam table. The tendons. The sheaths. The mechanism.

Everything was there. Everything was normal. Everything was fine.

“Cold,” I said. “It’s cold this morning. Tendons stiffen in cold.”

She watched me. Her amber eyes were steady and unreadable.

“They’ve never stiffened before,” she said.

“It’s never been this cold before.”

She held my eyes for a long moment.

She took her hand back. She retracted the claws. They went in on time. Fast. Normal. She flexed her fingers. A moment later, she walked past me toward the clinic, and her tail touched my wrist on the way by, just a brush, and did not wrap.

She did not tell anyone else. Only me. And only like that, with her hand held out and not a word.

I did not tell anyone either.



Suki’s lanterns burned lower.

She’d hung fox-fire lanterns along the compound’s porch since the first month. Three of them at first, when her third tail came. Then more. By the time she had four tails, the entire porch and half the yard glowed amber every night, warm and swaying, the lanterns reacting to her moods. Brighter when she laughed. Softer when she slept.

They’d been dimmer since the loom. Everyone had noticed. Everyone had figured it was exhaustion. The loom had drunk from her. She’d said so herself, on the rim stairs: Some of the real me went into it too. Everyone figured it would come back.

It did not come back.

Every night, the lanterns burned a shade lower than the night before. Not much. You’d barely notice. But on the eighth evening I stood on the porch and looked at the row of them swaying under the overhang, and they were the color of a sunset about ten minutes after the sun’s gone down. Still warm. Still amber. Just… Less.

Suki was sitting on the porch rail beneath them with her four tails curled around her knees.

“I’m economizing,” she said, before anyone could say anything. She gestured grandly at the lanterns. “It’s a new program. Conservation. Very responsible. The fox is experimenting with frugality in her long and wasteful life.”

Hana, at the table, did not laugh.

Neve, on the steps, did not laugh.

I did not laugh.

Suki surveyed all of us. Her grin stayed on her face for a moment longer than it should have. It went away, and she raised her gaze to the lanterns over her head, and she did not laugh either.



The western moth-girl spoke on the ninth day.

She’d been at the compound since the orchard. She’d never said a word. Not to anyone. She’d followed Lyra everywhere, silent, her pale wings clamped tight, sitting at Lyra’s feet in the war room and beside her in the garden and on the floor of her room at night. Lyra had never once asked her to talk. Lyra had been silent for months herself, once, after the relay. She knew.

I was in the garden in the late morning, checking the wound-binding moss beds for Hana, when I saw them.

They were sitting beside the chamomile. The two of them. Lyra with her iridescent wings folded close, and the western moth-girl beside her with her knees drawn up. Lyra was picking the chamomile flowers, as Hana had taught her, pinching off each small white head and dropping it in a basket. The western girl watched her do it.

A moment later, the western girl reached out and picked one too.

She held it up. A single small white flower between her fingers.

She held it out to Lyra.

“Lyra,” she said.

Just that. One word. Her voice was dry and cracked and barely there, a voice that hadn’t been used in so long it had forgotten its own shape.

Lyra went motionless.

She reached out, and she did not take the flower. She put her hand over the western girl’s hand, flower and all, and covered it.

They sat there like that. Neither of them said anything else.

I went back to the moss beds and did not look at them again. It wasn’t mine to watch.



Ishani spoke to me on the tenth day.

She’d been in the Recovery House since we came home. The warm platform by the stove. Imara had gone over it three times in the first two days, feeling the stone with her palms, adjusting the channel of the stove pipe, finally carrying in two flat stones from the forge that she’d heated all afternoon and laying them under the thickest loop of the naga’s coils. The warmest corner in the building. The warmest corner in the compound. Imara had found it how she found everything warm, and made it warmer.

Ishani’s color had returned by degrees. Her scales had gone from ashen gray to a deep dark indigo again, the gold bands along them brightening from dull to a soft warm glow. Her hair remained brittle, but it had begun to shine. She’d eaten. Cassia’s milk first. A moment later, broth. Then Hana’s bread.

She hadn’t spoken since the slope. Not since her name.

I came in at noon to check her port sites. The wolf-eared girl was asleep at the end of the platform, curled up against the thickest loop of the coils, where she always slept.

I checked the spine port. Clean. The skull port. Clean. The three along her coils. Clean. Delia’s seals clear and intact over every one.

When I finished, Ishani’s eyes were open.

Dark brown, almost black. Clear now. Not hazed with breach-light. Looking at me.

I sat back on my heels and waited. I’ve learned to wait.

Her lips moved. Her voice, when it came, was a low dry rasp, careful, each word placed as if she was testing whether it would hold her weight.

“You said hold on,” Ishani said.

A breath.

“I held.”



That was all. That was all of it.

It was enough.

I stayed there on my knees beside her for a while with my hand resting on the warm stone by her coils and my eyes on the floor, because there was nothing I could say that would be anywhere near the size of what she’d just said, and I’ve never been good at pretending.

She’d heard me. In the chamber. The first time. Fifteen seconds, crouched on a breach-carved floor in front of a woman wired into a machine, in a voice I did not think could reach her over the hum. You hold on until I do.

She’d heard me. And she’d held on. Through the burn. Through the Engineers spending her all at once. Through every thread going out around her one by one. Neve had felt the shape of the promise in her like a knot she’d tied herself.

I’d found out if I was a man who kept them.

I did not feel proud. I felt something much quieter than that, and much bigger. I think it was the thing I’d been looking for all along. Since the discharge. Since the clinic. Since the day I was alone in a cinder-block building counting antibiotics for an audience of one.

Somebody I’d told to hold on had held on. And I’d come back.



Sylva fell asleep on the eleventh day.

I found her at midday, in the garden. Standing.

She was at the center of the beds, near the living-wood bench she’d grown the first week she came to us, with her bare feet sunk in the soil and her arms at her sides and her face tipped up toward the thin winter sun. Her eyes were closed. Her flowers were closed.

I thought she was listening. She did that. She’d stand in the garden for an hour at a time with her feet in the soil, listening to the roots.

I got closer and saw her legs.

Bark.

It had crept up her calves from her ankles. Dark brown-green, ridged and rough, the texture of an old tree’s trunk. Up past her ankles. Up her shins. All the way to her knees. Her skin had gone under it completely, the smooth warm brown-green of her gone rough and hard and still.

I’d seen that before. In the mornings, when she first came to us. When she’d been alone too long and the dissolution had crept up on her in the night. The green, trying to take her back.

But she hadn’t been alone. She’d been in the garden with Hana all morning. Tessa had been at the bench an hour ago.

“Sylva.”

She gave no answer.

I put my hand on her shoulder. Warm skin. I put two fingers under her jaw.

Her pulse was there. Slow. Always slow, a dryad’s pulse. But slower than I’d ever felt it. Like a river in winter.

“Sylva.”

Her eyes opened.

Deliberately. All-green, no pupil, the luminous green I knew. But dimmer. Like a lamp turned low. They moved to me, and focused, and she blinked.

“I was…” Her voice was thick and slow. “I was listening. I think.”

“You were asleep.”

She lowered her gaze to her legs. At the bark up to her knees. She stared at it for a long time.

“Oh,” she said.



She wasn’t frightened. That was the worst part. She watched the bark on her legs how you’d look at snow you hadn’t expected in the morning. Surprised. Thoughtful. Very calm.

I helped her sit on the bench. The bark cracked when she bent her knees, and flaked, and underneath it her skin remained there. Brown-green. Smooth. Cool. I brushed it off her shins with my hands while she watched.

“It’s not the green,” she said quietly. “Is it.”

“It looks like the dissolution.”

“It isn’t.” She shook her head gradually. Her closed flowers moved in her hair. “The green took me because I wanted to stop wanting things. It pulled. This doesn’t pull.” She pressed her palm flat on the bench. “This just… settles. Like a hand on my head telling me to lie down.”

I kept quiet.

“The ground is falling quiet,” she said. “Ryder. I told you when you came home. It’s very quiet under us now.”

“I remember.”

“I woke up when the breach hit my roots.” She watched me. “Centuries asleep. Dreaming of rain. And then the breach came, and there was this… energy in the soil. Everywhere. Humming. Loud. It woke me. I’ve been awake on it ever since.” She lowered her gaze to the soil between her feet. “It’s ebbing. A little every day. Since the loom. I can feel it draining out of the ground the way the tide goes out.”

She was quiet a while.

“When the ground was quiet before,” she said, “I slept for centuries.”



The first hard frost came that night.

I felt it at dusk, walking the fence line. The air had gone thin and sharp. By the time the last light left the sky, the fence wire had a coat of white on it, and my breath hung in front of my face, and the stars were the hard bright stars you only get on the coldest nights.

In the east, the glow was dimmer again.

I finished the line and came back through the garden.

She was waiting on the living-wood bench.

The fox-fire lanterns along the porch had been turned low. Suki’s doing, or just Suki. They cast a muted amber light across the garden, and in that light every bed was furred white. Frost on every leaf. Frost on every stem. Frost on the soil, the fine glittering needle-crystals that grow up out of cold dirt on the first real freeze. Her beds had gone silver.

Sylva sat in the middle of it with her bare feet on the frost and her vine-wraps drawn close around her body and her flowers closed tight in her hair.

When she saw me, she held out her hand.



I took it.

The bio-electric current barely reached my palm. Like a pulse in the cold. Like a heartbeat heard through a wall. It had been a warm flood every time she’d touched me since the day she first came out of the green zone. Tonight it was a trickle.

“Keep me awake,” she said.

I sat down beside her on the frosted bench.

“The whole night,” Sylva said. Each word placed with care. Certain. “I don’t want to spend the nights I have afraid of sleeping. I want to spend them awake. All the way awake. I want to feel everything while I still can.” She watched me with her dim green eyes. “Until the sun comes up and proves I’m still here.”

“All right.”

She shook her head. “Not all right. Ask me.”

I understood.

She’d always asked. Every time. It was her ritual, the words she’d given to Kira, the words she’d asked me on the first night in the garden with the pheromone thick in the air. She always asked because what she was could lower a person’s guard and she never wanted anyone to wonder, afterward, if the wanting had been theirs.

Tonight she wanted to be asked.

“Is this welcome?” I said.

Her eyes brightened. Just slightly.

“Is this welcome?” she asked back. “I’ll need you all night.”

“All night,” I said.



The first flower opened in her hair.

I watched it happen. A single small white bloom, directly above her left ear, unfolding its petals one by one in the frost-cold air. Inch by inch. The way flowers open in time-lapse. It was open, and pale, and dimly glowing in the lantern light.

Her current strengthened in my palm. Just a little.

She stood up from the bench and let her vine-wraps go.

They obeyed her. They always do. They’re alive. They slid down off her shoulders and away from her breasts and loosened at her hips and fell, and coiled on the frosted soil around her bare feet like sleeping snakes. And she stood there in front of me in the silver garden in nothing but her own skin.

Brown-green. Shifting in the lantern light like sunlight through leaves. Willowy. Long limbs. A narrow waist that flared out into those dramatic wide hips, the hip-sway of a tree in wind. Her breasts small and high, dark green at the nipples, tightening in the cold. Her dark-green hair hanging heavy down her back, flowers shut tight all through it except the one.

Her breath fogged in front of her.

Mine did too.

“You’re cold,” I said.

“Warm me,” she said, “gradually.”



She undressed me with her hands.

The tingle followed her fingers. Down my chest. Down my ribs, over the healing seam of the breach wound where Hana’s stitches remained in. Down my belly. The current was stronger wherever her skin met mine. A thin warm buzz, then a warmer one, spreading. By the time she’d gotten my shirt off, my breath was fogging hard and my skin had gone to gooseflesh in the cold and I did not feel the cold at all.

The pheromone gathered gradually around us.

It’s never been strong with her. It’s never been anything more than the air getting warmer, sweeter, heavier, like walking into a room full of flowers. A glass of wine. Tonight it came up out of her like mist off a pond at dawn. Rain on earth. Crushed herbs. And under it, sharp and green and alive, the scent that was only her.

I was already hard. I’d been hard since the vine-wraps fell.

She sat me back down on the bench.

A vine tendril came up out of the frosted soil. Another. They curled up the legs of the bench and around my wrists, deliberately, gently, warm in the cold air, and drew my arms down to my sides. Loose. I could have pulled free. We both knew I wouldn’t.

She knelt between my knees in the frost.

“Not yet,” Sylva said.



She brought me to the edge with her hands.

Deliberately. The way she does everything. Her long fingers around my cock, the tingle spreading from them into me until it felt like my whole body was humming, stroking me with a patience that was almost cruel. Up. Down. Up. Watching my face with her dim green eyes. Reading my pulse through the current.

When I was close, she knew. Before I did.

She halted.

Just stopped, her hand resting there, not moving, while I strained against the vines and breathed hard into the cold air. She held me there, at the brink, one second, five, twenty, until the edge receded like a wave pulling back from the sand.

A second flower opened in her hair.

Her current strengthened.

“Again,” she whispered.



It went on for hours.

I don’t know how many. The moon came up over the east fence while she was on her knees in the frost with her mouth on me, slow and wet and warm, her tongue and the tingle together, and it crossed half the sky while she rode me on the bench. She never let me finish. Every time I got close, she stopped. Held me there. Let it recede. And every time she stopped, another flower opened in her hair.

Four. Six. Ten.

Every time, the current in her skin came back stronger.

She climbed into my lap on the bench and sank onto my cock with such maddening patience I thought I’d lose my mind. Her pussy was cool at first, cool as the night, then warm, and then warmer, and then hot, like dark soil in the sun. She rode me with her hands on my shoulders and her eyes on mine. Unhurried. Mercilessly patient. The frost glittering on the leaves all around us, the lanterns swaying, the stars hard overhead.

“Not yet,” she said, when I was close.

She stopped. She sat on me, still, full, and held me there. Her pussy clenched once around my cock and held.

My breath came in clouds. The vines at my wrists were warm.

“Wait,” she said.

I waited. The edge receded.

Another flower.

Her flowers were opening all through her hair now. White and purple and pale yellow. Glowing faintly in the lantern light like small lanterns of their own. They’d opened at her collarbones too. Small blossoms growing out of her skin along the fine bones of her shoulders.

Her current, when she laid her palm on my chest, was a steady warm flood.



She laid us down in the soil after midnight.

The frosted beds. Where the root-bond is strongest. She drew the vines loose from my wrists and pulled me down with her off the bench and onto the silvered earth between the chamomile and the moss, and the frost crunched under us, needle crystals breaking. It should have been freezing. It wasn’t. Her skin was so warm now that the frost melted under her where she lay, and steam rose off her back in the lantern light.

I was over her. Inside her. Her long legs wrapped around my waist.

“Not yet,” she whispered, when I moved faster. “Not yet. Not yet.”

I slowed.

We lay there like that for a long time. Barely moving. Her dim green eyes going brighter by degrees as the hours passed. The garden around us frost-silver. Her flowers glowing.

Her control and my patience, trading back and forth across the night.

At some point she laughed. Under her breath. Up at the stars.

“I’m awake,” she said. Wondering. “Ryder. I’m so awake.”



Near dawn, I took it from her.

The sky in the east had started to go gray. The glow on the horizon, dimmer than ever, faded into it. The frost was thickest now, the coldest hour of the night. Sylva lay under me in the silver soil with her flowers blazing in her hair and her eyes bright green and the current in her skin strong, warm, and sure.

She was close. I felt it. I’d felt it in her all night, building, and she’d held it off every time, exactly as she held me off.

She was too awake to hold it off anymore.

So I held it off for her.

I did what I’d done in the garden before the orchard. The night she’d asked me to anchor her against the doors. I took her wrists in my hands and pinned them in the frost above her head, gently, and I moved in her unhurried and deep and precise, reading her pulse through the bond, and when I felt her start to go over, I stopped.

She gasped.

Her eyes flew open. Blazing green.

“Ryder…”

“Not yet,” I said.

She stared up at me.

Then she laughed. A real laugh. Sudden and bright and startled, like the first birdcall in the morning, ringing across the frozen garden. Her entire body shook with it under me.

“You stole it,” she said. “Again. You thief.”

“Wait,” I said.

“Ryder.”

“Wait.”

She waited. Laughing. Awake.

The sky went from gray to pink.



The sun came up over the east fence.

A thin line of gold, first. More. It spilled across the compound and across the fence and into the garden, and it touched the frost on the first bed, and the frost glittered like broken glass.

It touched Sylva’s face.

“Now,” I said.

She let it break.

Everything she’d held all night, all at once. Her back arched off the frosted soil. Her legs locked around me. Her pussy clenched around my cock in long deep waves, pulling at me, and I let go too, and I came inside her with the first sun on my back and her name in my mouth.

And she bloomed.

Flowers erupted across her whole body. Not in her hair. Everywhere. White and purple and yellow blossoms bursting out of her skin along her shoulders and her collarbones and down her arms and across her breasts and her belly and her hips, a cascade of petals opening in the morning light. Her all-green eyes blazed. She stiffened and went silent under me.

And the garden answered.

Every bed. Every row. Every frost-furred stem and leaf in twenty feet of us, all at once. White and purple blossoms opening through the ice crystals. Chamomile flowering in the frost. The moss beds blooming. Wildflowers pushing up out of silvered soil with rime still on their petals. The whole garden flowering at dawn in the opening week of winter, a spring nobody had planted, the frost glittering on every open bloom.

Petals fell around us like snow.



The current in her skin came back full.

I felt it under my hands. It wasn’t a trickle. A flood. Warm and strong and steady, as it had been on the first night in the garden and every day since. It poured into my palms where I held her wrists and into my chest where she was pressed against me.

Her eyes were bright green. All the way bright. Wide awake.

She lay in the frost with flowers in her hair and flowers on her skin and flowers blooming out of season all around her, and she raised her gaze to the morning sky and breathed.

“Still here,” she said.

I kept quiet. I held her. The sun came up the rest of the way.

After a long time, she turned her head and looked at me. Her voice was quiet. Steady. Each word placed like a seed.

“If I go to sleep,” Sylva said, “don’t grieve the tree.”

I held her tighter.

“Wake the woman.”


Chapter 17: The Jar

Fenna came in off the northern leg on the fourteenth day home, flying slow and careful with something held against her chest.

Yara spotted her before anyone else. Yara always does. But this time she did not scream a warning. She just stood up on the watchtower rail with her crests lifting and watched her friend come in over the north fence at an easy glide, wings wide and steady, the imped primary long since molted out and grown back true.

Fenna landed in the yard like a professional. Talons first, wings flared, a little skip, balanced. She crouched and very carefully set down what she’d been carrying.

A jar.

A big one. The kind Corrine used at Haven for pickling. Glass. Sealed at the lid with wax and wrapped in twine and padded in a nest of rags. She held it in both hands as if it was full of eggs.

“For Delia,” Fenna said, when I got there. She was breathing hard. “From Kael. I didn’t drop it once. I flew the whole leg low so I wouldn’t.”

Inside the jar, something clear and aqua caught the light.



There was a note tied to the twine. Kael’s straight print.

The tear closed three nights after you went down. Healed over like a cut. I waited ten days to be sure it stayed shut. It did. When it closed, this came off the wall. It slid down onto the floor where she used to sit and just stayed there, as if it was waiting for someone. We think it’s hers.

Maren says she can hold a barrier again without cracking. Nobody’s knocking. The twins are home, both of them walking. Dax says the lynx still steals the honey.

Come visit. Bring the slime.

K.

I read it twice. I went to the Recovery House.



Delia was in the doorway.

She’d been in that doorway, the inner one between the ward and the clinic hall, most of the fourteen days since we came home. She sealed port sites from it. She sealed cuts from it. She watched the ward from it, the rows of low beds and the stove and Ishani’s warm platform, and the girls gradually getting better, and Hana moving down the row with her lop ears swiveling.

She was smaller than she’d been. Everyone could see it. She’d lost a third of herself to Haven’s wall and more to the door in the chamber, and the gel pooled across the threshold was a smaller pool than it had been on the tear room floor. She’d formed legs every day since we came home. She could walk. But she tired fast, and when she tired her edges softened, and Kira’s mesh wrap had been tightened twice.

The bolt Tessa gave her continued to hang in the gel of her hip. She’d never taken it out. She’d decided, apparently, that it lived there now.

She saw the jar in my hands.

Her eyes went very wide.

I knelt down in front of her and set it on the floor. I handed her Kael’s note. She read it with her lips moving slightly, as she read everything. A moment later, she read it again. Then she looked at the jar.

At the clear aqua mass inside it. Quiet. Still. Catching the dim light of the ward.

“That’s me,” she said. Under her breath.

“Kael thinks so.”

She reached out and touched the glass. The gel inside the jar moved. Just slightly. Toward her hand. The way a plant turns toward a window.

“It’s me,” she whispered.



I cut the twine. She broke the wax seal herself, with her fingers shaking. She took the lid off.

She put her hand in.

I watched it happen as I’d watched the saline enter her on the tear room floor and her gel seal a wound in the vein. Her palm met the clear gel in the jar, and the gel in the jar met her palm, and for a moment they were two things touching.

They weren’t.

It flowed. Up out of the jar and into her hand and up her wrist, clear and slow, like water being poured back into the glass it came from. It slid along her forearm under the skin, which isn’t possible, and I watched it do it anyway, a thin aqua shimmer moving up her arm and down her side and into the pooled gel of her lower body. The jar emptied. The pool across the threshold grew.

She grew.

Not all the way back to what she’d been. Not quite. But visibly. Her hips widened. Her gel thickened and firmed and brightened, the thin haze that had hung at its edges for two weeks clearing, the pool of her spreading out across the threshold until it touched both sides of the frame. A third of her. Coming home.

She sat there with her hand still in the empty jar and looked down at herself.

A moment later, she cried.

In color.

Her gel blushed rose. Then gold, the thin gold of Suki’s old relay node still somewhere in that piece of her. A deep clear aqua, then rose again, every color she had passing through her body one after another where anyone could see it. Tears ran down her cheeks. She did not wipe them. She laughed through them, hoarse and wet.

“It held,” she said. “It held the whole time. Even when I wasn’t there. It held.”

“It held,” I agreed.

“And then it came home.” She raised her gaze to me. “It waited on the floor. For someone to bring it.”

Across the ward, Hana had stopped with a bowl of broth in her hands. Her foot was thumping quietly on the floor. She was crying too.



Delia read Kael’s note a third time that afternoon, sitting in the doorway with the empty jar beside her.

Come visit. Bring the slime.

She folded it very carefully. She put it in the pocket of her faded pink tank top, the one she’d been wearing when I found her on the tear room floor, washed soft now and mended by Kira at the shoulder.

She looked at me.

“I’m staying,” she said.

I sat down beside her in the doorway. It’s the only place to sit near her.

“You don’t have to decide now.”

“I decided on the rope.” Her voice was low and certain. “In the vein. When Karga stopped Neve. I looked at all of you on one line, and I thought, I want to be on the line.” She looked down the ward. “Haven’s my home. It’ll always be my home. I held their door for fourteen months. But I could only watch them there. I couldn’t…” She halted. “I want to visit Haven. I want to live here.”

“Then you live here.”

She nodded. Her gel went slightly rose.

She said the thing I could see she’d been working up to. Quietly. The way she said everything that mattered.

“Can I have a room?”



Rika built it in a morning.

She did not ask anyone. She came out of the workshop the next day at dawn with Tessa and the ram-horned girl and a cart full of salvaged timber and a mouthful of nails, and she walked straight past the long table where Cassia was serving breakfast and around the side of the Recovery House to its north wall, and measured.

“A room,” she said, when I came to look. “Off the ward. Door into the ward, so she’s near her patients. Window facing east, so she can watch the glow. Floor’s got a drain, in case she forgets to hold her shape.” She drove a stake into the ground with three hammer strokes. “Four hours.”

“Four hours?”

“Three if you stop talking to me.”

It took her three and a half. I timed it. She framed it and walled it and roofed it with corrugated steel and cut a window facing east and hung silk in it, and she set a door frame in the wall between it and the ward, a real one, square and true, and she hung a door in the frame. Plank door. Iron hinges. A latch.

She called Delia.

Delia approached on careful, formed legs, with Kira’s wrap at her hip and her restored gel steady and bright. She stood in the ward and looked at the new door in the north wall.

“This is yours,” Rika said.

Delia looked at the door. At the latch. At the hinges.

Her gel had gone faintly milky at the edges.

Rika saw it. Her big pointed ears went forward.

She grinned. Fangs and all.

She put one hand on the door and the other on her hammer, and she knocked the pins out of both hinges with two metallic taps, and she lifted the whole door off its frame. It was bigger than she was. She got it up onto her shoulder anyway, staggering under it, her short legs braced, her bare feet planted.

“No door,” Rika said. “You’ve done your time.”

And she carried it away.



Delia sat down in her own empty doorway.

Of course she did. It was the only thing she could do. Rika had built her a room and taken the door off it, and there was a frame now, square and true, with nothing in it at all, and Delia walked up to it and turned around and sat down in it with her gel pooled across the threshold.

She looked left, into her room. Four walls. A window. The drain. Hana had already been in with blankets.

She looked right, into the ward. The beds. The stove. Ishani’s coils on the warm platform. The girls under their leaf canopies.

She raised her gaze to the empty frame over her head.

And she laughed.

It came out small at first. A moment later, bigger. Then she couldn’t stop. She laughed until her shoulders shook and her gel wobbled and her formed hips lost their shape and slumped and her lower body jiggled across the threshold like a bowl of gelatin on a moving cart. She laughed until she was crying again, rose and gold, holding her stomach, wobbling in her doorway with no door.

Across the ward, Ishani watched from her platform. Her dark eyes were wide.

Then, deliberately, the corner of the naga’s mouth curved up.

It was the first time I’d ever seen her smile.



Suki told me on the roof that evening.

I’d known she would, eventually. I’d seen it building in her for two weeks. Since the rope. Since Karga told her about the fifth tail on the tailgate of a wagon. She’d been quieter every day. Her lanterns had been lower every night.

I came up the ladder at dusk and found her sitting on the edge of the roof with her feet hanging over, her four tails curled around her, facing east.

The glow was dimmer again. Smaller. Softer. A bruise going yellow.

I sat down beside her. The roof tiles were cold. Frost had come every night since the first frost, and the tiles continued to hold it in the shade.

She kept quiet for a while. So did I.

She started, and it wasn’t the story voice. It wasn’t the museum voice or the nature-documentary voice or any of the voices she’d built over four hundred years to put between herself and the thing she was saying. It was just her voice. Plain.

“I told you once about the closure,” she said. “In Japan. A long time ago.”

“Two five-tails and a seven-tail,” I said. “Two of them died.”

“Two of them died.” She nodded. “I was there. I was very young. I had two tails and more mouth than sense. I watched them do it from a hill. The three of them, standing at the edge of a wound in a valley, holding it shut with everything they had until it healed.” She was quiet a moment. “I told you that part. I told everyone that part. It’s a good story. It’s brave. The foxes who saved the valley.”

“And the part you didn’t tell?”



Her tails tightened around her.

“When that breach closed,” Suki said, “the ones it had changed did not stay changed.”

The words just sat there in the cold air between us.

“The fox-kin who’d come through it,” she said, “the ones who were from the other side, the way I’m not quite from this one. They went back through before it shut. Or they didn’t make it, and they went out. Like lamps. One after another. I watched them go dim over a season. Just… less, every day, until one morning they weren’t there.”

She was looking at her lanterns. Swaying under the porch overhang below us. Lower than they’d been last night.

“And the people it had touched,” she said. “The people in the valley. The ones the breach had changed while it was open. The woman with the heron’s neck. The boy who could hear stones. The old man with antlers.” Her voice caught, a shade. “They woke up people again. Plain. Human. The way they’d been. Some of them were glad. Most of them weren’t. I don’t know how long it took. A season. Maybe more. I was young, and I left the valley, and I didn’t want to watch.”

I kept quiet.

“I don’t know if it’s the same here,” Suki said. “Maybe it’s not. That was a small wound. This one’s the size of the world. Maybe it’ll heal wrong. Maybe it’ll heal by degrees. Maybe it won’t heal all the way.” She lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know if it’s fast or gradual. I don’t know if it’s everyone or just some of us. I don’t know anything, Doc. I just know what I saw from a hill four hundred years ago.”



She held out her hand over the edge of the roof. Palm up.

A flicker of fox-fire bloomed on it. Small. Amber. Pale. Like the last flame on a candle burned almost down.

“The tail I almost had,” she said. “On the rope. Karga saw it. I didn’t. I was too busy being a flashlight.” She closed her hand. The flame went out. “It’s going the other way now. I can feel it. Not just not coming. Going. The whole thing that feeds my tails is getting smaller every night, and the fifth one that was coming is going back where it came from, and I think the fourth one might follow it.”

She looked at me.

“I’ve been afraid of becoming too much,” she said, “since the day my third tail came. You know that. Every tail, I was more afraid. What’s a five-tail. What’s a seven. What does the breach want with a fox that big. What will I do to the people I love.” She laughed. It wasn’t a laugh. “It never once occurred to me to be afraid of becoming nothing.”



I did not have an answer.

I’ve never pretended to have one when I did not. I’m a medic. You don’t lie to a patient about a prognosis you can’t see. You don’t make promises about outcomes you can’t control. You tell them what you know and what you don’t, and then you sit with them.

So I kept quiet.

I put my hand over hers on the cold roof tile.

Just that. My palm over the back of her small hand, flat, warm, a fact beneath her fingers. The way she’d asked for on the quarry rim, the night before the orchard. If it opens and it calls, I need your hands to be a fact.

She lowered her gaze to my hand on hers.

Her four tails came around, gradually, and wrapped my arm. Not tight. Not desperate. Just there.

“Good thing I’m not alone,” she said.

She’d said it before. To me, more than once, over months. On the perimeter walk. On this roof. At Greenhollow, with two doors pulling at her from two directions. Every time it had been a statement. A fact. A comfort she was giving herself as much as me.

This time her voice went up at the end.

Just slightly. Just enough.

For the first time since I’d known her, it resembled a question.

I held her hand. We watched the glow go dimmer in the east until the stars came out over it.



At dinner, Neve asked Delia about the door.

Nobody had. Not in two weeks. We’d all been careful not to. She’d come out of that door smaller and clouded and barely able to hold a face, and she’d been getting better every day since, and nobody had wanted to take her back into it.

But Suki had come down off the roof with her eyes red and sat at the long table and said nothing all through the meal. And the full table had felt it. And when the bowls were empty, Neve set down her spoon and looked across the table at Delia in the kitchen doorway, and asked.

“When you were holding it,” Neve said. Gently. “In the chamber. At the end. Something pushed. We all felt it.” Her violet eyes were steady. “What was it like? From the inside?”

The table fell quiet.

Delia’s gel went barely milky at the edges. Cleared. She lowered her gaze to her hands. She was quiet so long I thought she wouldn’t answer.

“It was big,” she said finally. “Bigger than anything. Bigger than the loom. Bigger than the breach. It leaned on me. On the whole door, with me in it. Just once.”

Her aquamarine eyes came up. They went around the table. Suki. Imara. Karga. Me.

“It could have held on,” Delia said. “It let go.”



Nobody said anything.

Nobody said anything for a long time. The stove ticked. Somewhere outside, the wind moved Sylva’s hedge. Mika’s tail had stiffened behind her chair. Imara’s seams had banked very low. Karga’s good fist had closed on the table, white-knuckled, and stayed closed.

Nobody at that table liked that sentence.

I did not like it either. I sat there and turned it over in my head as you would an x-ray you don’t understand. It could have held on. It let go. It wasn’t a threat. It wasn’t anything. It was just a fact, from the one person in the world who’d been close enough to know.

It let go.

I had no idea why. I had no idea what it would have meant if it hadn’t. And I had no idea what it meant that it had.

I filed it. There was a lot in that file now. I was starting to worry about the file.



Delia came to me that night.

Not to my room. She had no need to. I’d gone to the Recovery House for my usual final rounds, and the ward was quiet, the stove burning low, the girls asleep under their leaf canopies. Ishani’s coils rose and fell inch by inch on the warm platform. The wolf-eared girl was curled against them, asleep.

Delia was in her own doorway. The empty frame. Her room behind her, dark except for one lamp.

Hana was with her.

They were sitting together in the empty frame, the two of them, blocking it. The way they’d sat together in Haven’s kitchen doorway. Hana with her knees drawn up and her lop ears hanging soft, Delia with her gel pooled across the threshold and around Hana’s bare feet. They’d been talking. They stopped when I came down the row.

Delia’s gel was clear.

All the way clear. Clear as water. Clear as I’d ever seen it. There wasn’t a trace of cloud or a shade of milk. The bolt in her hip hung in it like a stone at the bottom of a spring.

She raised her gaze to me.

“I asked Hana,” she said.

“Asked her what?”

“The same thing I’m going to ask you.” Her voice was low and hoarse and completely steady. “I watched everyone for fourteen months. Every romance. Every night. Through every wall and every door in Haven, and through the roof hatch, and through the gap in Kira’s curtain.” She looked at Hana. Back at me. “Nobody ever watched me back.”

One quick thump knocked through the boards beneath Hana’s heel.

“Will you watch me?” Delia said. “Both of you. I want to be looked at the way I look.”



Hana was flushed. Chest to cheeks. Her nose was twitching.

“Yes,” she said.

They both looked at me.

“Yes,” I said.



Hana built the nest.

Four minutes. I watched her do it. She went into Delia’s room and pulled every blanket off the bed and every cushion out of the corner and a bolt of Kira’s supple silk off the shelf where Kira had left it, and she laid them down across the floor in the lamplight, right up to the empty doorframe. Not in the corner. In the middle of the room, facing the frame. Where the lamp was brightest.

“So you can be seen,” Hana said, to Delia. Simply.

Delia came in on her formed legs. She stood in the middle of the nest. She untied Kira’s wrap from her hip and set it aside. She pulled the faded pink tank over her head and set that aside too, carefully, Kael’s note still folded in the pocket.

She stood there in the lamplight with nothing on.

Her restored body. Fuller than it had been in the vein, fuller than on the slope. Her gel lit clear and aqua from the lamp, throwing faint rippling light across the blankets. Her thighs, thick and soft, pressed together. Her hips wide. The big round translucent curve of her ass, wobbling slightly with her uncertain weight. The line below her navel where cool pale skin thinned into water. Her full yielding breasts, her dusky nipples tightening in the cool air. Her wet-sheened sea-glass hair falling down her back. The bolt glinting in her hip.

Hana stared at her.

“Oh,” Hana breathed. “Oh, you’re beautiful.”

A pale rose bloomed at Delia’s core.

“Say it again,” Delia whispered.

“You’re beautiful,” Hana said. Her foot thumped. “I can see all of you. I can see right through you. You’re like a window with the sun coming through it.”

The rose spread.



I laid her down on her back on the blankets.

Hana knelt at her head. She lifted Delia’s head into her lap, onto her soft thick thighs, and cradled it there. She stroked Delia’s wet sea-glass hair back from her face with both hands. Gradually. The way she’d stroked her throat on the tear room floor to help her swallow.

“I’ve got you,” Hana murmured. “I’m right here. I’m watching.”

Delia’s huge eyes turned up to Hana’s face. And stayed there.

I undressed. Delia did not watch me do it. For the first time, she did not watch. Her eyes were on Hana watching her.

That was the whole point. Right there. I understood it before I touched her.

I knelt between her thighs. She’d formed them carefully, soft and full, and they opened for me with care. I stroked her pussy with two fingers, the slick hot formed gel of it, and she gasped, and her eyes stayed locked on Hana’s face.

“She’s all pink,” Hana told her quietly, wonderingly. “Right where he’s touching you. It’s spreading. It’s going up your hips. It’s going all the way through.”

Delia shuddered.

“Tell me,” she whispered. “Tell me what it looks like.”

“It looks like the sun coming up through water,” Hana said.



I pushed into her.

With the care I had used beneath the loom. But she did not look down to watch it go in. She kept her eyes on Hana’s face, and Hana looked down Delia’s body, down past her breasts and her belly and the line where skin became gel, and watched it happen instead.

Hana’s breath caught.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, Delia. I can see him. I can see him going into you.”

Delia made a sound. It wasn’t a word.

“All the way in,” Hana said. Her voice had softened, breathless and full of wonder. “He’s all the way in. I can see where he is. Right through you. You’re all rose around him.”

I moved.

Slow deep strokes. Delia’s hips rose to meet me. Her gel warmed under my hands. And Hana narrated every one of them, quietly, into Delia’s upturned face. What she could see. Where I was. How the rose was spreading. How Delia’s thighs were trembling. How her nipples had gone tight and dark. How beautiful she was.

Delia’s eyes never left Hana’s.

Her questions, when they came, weren’t for me. They were for the woman watching her.

“Is it… do I look… what do I look like now?”

“Like you’re glowing,” Hana said.

“Now?”

“Brighter.”

“Now?”

Hana bent down and kissed her forehead.

“Like somebody’s finally looking at you,” she whispered.



I turned her over.

Gently. Hana helped. We turned Delia onto her hands and knees in the nest, facing Hana, and Hana sat back on her heels in front of her and took Delia’s face in both her hands again. Holding it. Eye to eye. A foot apart.

I knelt behind Delia and took her ass in my hands.

Big and round and heavy and clear. Warm now. Almost hot. It filled my palms and spilled between my fingers and wobbled at the slightest touch, a measured, heavy ripple from the bottom to the top. The bolt glinted in the gel of her hip, a little to one side. I squeezed and she gasped into Hana’s face.

I pushed back into her from behind.

Hana’s eyes went wide. She peered past Delia’s face and down, over her shoulder, along her back. And from there, I realized, Hana could see everything. Through the clear gel of Delia’s lower body, lit from inside with rose, Hana could see my cock sliding into her and out of her, every stroke, every inch.

“Oh my god,” Hana breathed.

I moved in Delia faster. Her ass wobbled against my hips with every thrust. Jiggled. Rippled. Heavy waves of clear rose gel moving under my hands and against my belly. Her breasts swayed beneath her. Her hands clutched the blankets.

“Is she… is he…” Delia gasped, into Hana’s face. “Can you see?”

“I can see everything,” Hana said. “Everything. You’re so beautiful. I can see him in you. I can see you taking him. I can see all of it.”

Delia’s gel was clearing.

It wasn’t the aqua clear. Something past it. The rose drained out of it from the edges inward, and what was left behind was clear as glass. Clear as air. There wasn’t a trace of color or a shade of cloud. Nothing hidden in her anywhere at all.

I’d never seen her like that. Neither had Hana.

“Delia,” Hana whispered. “You’re…”

Delia’s eyes were locked on hers. Wide. Enormous. Glassy with tears.

“Watch,” Delia said.



She let go.

Her formed hips and thighs and legs melted all at once. Warm liquid gel poured out of her shape and flowed around my hips and my thighs and across the nest, spreading out across the blankets toward Hana’s knees, clear as water, warm as a bath. She was a woman from the waist up and a pool from the waist down, and I remained inside her, and she was clenching around my cock in long gradual waves that rippled out through the entire clear pool of her.

She held Hana’s eyes throughout.

She did not make a sound. Her lips moved. The same word, over and over, without voice. Watch. Watch. Watch.

Hana watched.

I came inside her. Deep. Groaning. Holding what was left of her hips in my hands as the gel flowed warm around my wrists. I felt it go out of me and into her in hard long pulses.

And Hana saw it.

“Oh,” Hana said. “Oh, Delia. I can see it. I can see it in you.”

She could. So could I, looking down. A pale cloud hanging suspended in the clear water of her body, below where skin became gel. Drifting lazily. Glowing faintly in the lamplight.

Hana put her hand flat on Delia’s back, directly above the line.

“It’s right there,” she whispered. “Right inside you. I can see it.”

Delia’s entire body blushed rose again, from the core outward, slow and gentle and warm.



For a while she just lay there.

Pooled across the nest. Her upper body resting on Hana’s thighs, her cheek on Hana’s knee, her sea-glass hair spread across Hana’s lap. Glowing. The rose light pulsing steadily in the clear gel around my legs like a heartbeat. The bolt drifting. My cum drifting.

Hana stroked her hair.

Delia lifted her head. Her face was wet and soft and wondering.

“Now you,” she said to Hana.

Hana’s ears went up.

“I watched you,” Delia said. “Through the storeroom wall. At Haven. I heard all of it.” She looked at me, then back at Hana. “I want to watch you. Here. With the door open.”

Hana was already flushed from her chest to her cheeks. Her nose worked in rapid little pulses she made no effort to hide.

“Yes,” Hana said. Her foot thumped. “Oh, yes.”



I laid Hana back in the nest.

Delia gathered herself. Inch by inch. She drew the pool of her in, and formed hips, then gave up on legs and just pooled up against the side of the nest with her chin propped on her hands, her body glowing rose, her eyes wide open. Watching. Her own lane. Restored.

Hana pulled her shirt off over her head. Her full breasts spilled free, heavy and pale, pink nipples tight. She shoved her loose pants down and kicked them off. She lay back on the blankets in the lamplight with her honey-gold hair spread out around her head like a halo and her thick thighs falling open and her wide hips pressing up off the nest, and she reached for me.

“In me,” she said. “Please. I want her to see.”

I sank into Hana by slow degrees.

She was soaked. Hot and tight and soft all at once, as she always is, gripping me the whole length, and she took me with a long sweet sigh. Her thighs came up and locked around my waist.

“Slow,” she whispered. “Unhurried and deep. So she can see.”

I went unhurried and deep.

She held my face. She moved her hips with me. And she turned her head on the blanket and looked at Delia, pooled beside us, watching with her entire body rose.

“Do you see?” Hana asked her. Breathless. “Do you see how deep he gets?”

“I see,” Delia whispered.

“I want him to fill me,” Hana said. Louder. Her voice climbing. “I want him to fill me all the way up. I want you to see him do it.”

Her foot was thumping. On the floorboards at the edge of the nest. Steady. Faster.



Her breeding language had always been hers.

It had come out of her in whispers the first time, in the old nest at the clinic, barely audible, “fill me,” as if she was ashamed of the words. It had come out louder every season since. Spoken. Demanded. A moment later, full-voiced in a storeroom at Haven, loud enough that half a settlement heard.

Tonight it came out of her as a gift.

“Fill me,” she said, to me, and to Delia. “Breed me. Slowly. Right here. Where she can see it.” Her thick thighs clamped tighter. “Don’t pull out. Not ever. I want it all. I want to be so full of you that I can feel it all day tomorrow.”

“You will.”

Her downy lop ears lifted from the blanket, inch by trembling inch.

I watched Delia watch them. The downy cream ears that hung past Hana’s jaw, lifting off the blanket an inch at a time. Fighting their own anatomy. Past halfway. Trembling. Delia’s eyes went wider and wider. Her rose deepened.

“Her ears,” Delia breathed. “Oh. Her ears.”

Hana’s foot drummed on the floorboards. Faster. Still faster. Rolling.

“Ryder,” Hana cried. “Ryder, I’m…”

Her ears stood straight up.

She came with her eyes on Delia’s and her mouth wide open and no hand anywhere near it. A long rising cry that filled the little room and must have gone out through the empty doorframe into the ward. Her inner muscles clenched around me in deep, rhythmic pulses. Her thighs locked tight. Her foot drummed on the boards like rain on a roof.

I came inside her. Deep. Slowly. Holding still while she milked me through every pulse.

Delia watched all of it. Wide-eyed. Wondering. Her whole body blazing rose.



After, we lay in a tangle in the doorless room.

Hana in the middle. Her ears gradually drooping back down against her shoulders. Her foot thumping quietly, with care, contented. Delia pooled against her side, her cheek on Hana’s breast, her gel spread warm across both our legs. Me on the other side of Hana, one arm over both of them.

The lamp burned low. Through the empty doorframe, the ward was quiet. The stove ticked. Somewhere down the row, Ishani’s coils shifted on the warm stone.

Hana reached down past her own feet without looking and pulled a blanket up over all three of us.

She did it with the executive finality of the woman who ran every nest, every ward, and every heart in the compound, and would tell you so if you asked. She tucked it around Delia’s shoulders. She tucked it around mine.

Delia sighed. A long soft sigh. Her gel was clear and warm and slightly rose, and nothing in it was hidden.

“Now I’ve been seen,” she said.

Hana was already half asleep. Her nose twitched once against Delia’s hair.

“Whoever we add,” she murmured.


Chapter 18: The Gate

The long table was longer than it had ever been.

We’d dragged it into the common room because the frost had come again overnight and nobody wanted to eat on the porch. We’d had to add the old folding table from the waiting room to the end of it. A moment later, the plank Rika had bolted on the week she came out of the tunnels, to seat four more. Then two benches from the Recovery House. It ran now from the clinic’s front window almost to the stove, and every seat on it was full.

I stood in the kitchen doorway with my coffee and looked at it for a while before I sat down.

The harem. All of them. Hana and Mika. Suki and Neve and Yara. Rika and Kira. Sylva, awake, with flowers open in her hair. Imara at the stove end. Cassia moving up and down behind the benches with a pot, filling bowls, humming. Karga, back from the quarry at last, with her right arm still in Rika’s canvas sling and a metal cup in her left hand because the compound had given up on giving her anything else.

Briggs. Sera with her ledger beside her bowl. Tessa. Lyra and the western moth-girl side by side. Vasquez back at the table for the first time since she was wounded, on a cane, gray-faced and upright, a bowl of Cassia’s porridge in front of her that she was actually eating.

The Recovery House girls who could walk. Six of them now. The goat-horned girl. The otter-furred girl, whose fur had grown back glossy. The lizard-scaled girl with her frill up, laughing at something Tessa had said. Three from the pen, thin still, but sitting at a table and eating bread like people.

And at the far end, by the stove, where the bench met the warm bricks, Ishani.

Coiled. Twenty-some feet of deep indigo scale banded in gold, laid out along the floor beside the bench in long loose loops, soaking up the stove’s heat. Her upper body propped against the end of the bench. Her black hair, washed and brushed, beginning to shine. The wolf-eared girl sat on the bench beside her, as she did everywhere, and Ishani held a bowl in her own two hands and ate from it with a spoon.

Hana had put wildflowers in mugs at both ends of the table. Frost-spring flowers, from the one bed in Sylva’s garden that had never ceased blooming.

Delia occupied the kitchen threshold, blocking it.

I had to step over her to get to my seat.



Mika was across from me.

She’d come in off the night patrol at dawn. There was frost on the tips of her ears. She sat down with her bowl and her blade and did not say good morning, because she never does, and when she reached for the salt, her claws slid out to pick up the little tin.

On time.

Fast. The way they’d always come. So quick you only knew it happened because suddenly they were there.

She picked up the salt. Her eyes flicked to mine across the table.

She kept quiet about it.

So did I.



After breakfast I made my usual circuit of the compound, and I found each of them where they were.

Mika was on the east wall.

She’d gone up the watchtower ladder after breakfast to take another look at the road, as she always did after a night patrol, because she doesn’t trust her own eyes to have been enough. I came up the ladder behind her. The second my head cleared the platform, before I’d even gotten both hands on the rail, her tail wrapped my wrist.

Twice. Warm fur. Firm.

She did not look at me. She was looking east.

“Told you,” she said.

“You told me.”

“You came back. I put it back.” Her ears flicked. “That’s how it works.”

She stood there with her tail around my wrist and her eyes on the road, and she held on until I climbed back down.



Hana was in the Recovery House.

She was sitting on the end of Ishani’s warm platform with the naga’s head in her lap, combing out her long black hair with Kira’s silk comb. Ishani’s eyes were closed. The wolf-eared girl lay against the coils, dozing. Down the ward, the girls who’d stayed in bed were sleeping under their leaf canopies. The stove ticked. The whole building smelled of chamomile and bread and warm stone.

Hana looked up when I came in. Her lop ears rose halfway.

“It runs itself now,” she said, quietly, so as not to wake anyone. “Mostly. Cassia does the milk. Delia does the seals. Sylva does the green things at noon. I just… keep it.”

“You run it.”

“I keep it.” She looked down the row of beds. Her nose twitched. Her foot thumped once, under her breath, against the stone.

“It’s home,” she said.

She’d said that word a hundred times since the first day I found her in a collapsed apartment with her herbs on curtain rods. About the clinic. About the nest. About a camp in the wasteland and a tunnel under the Enclave and a bedroom in a dead house in the west. About me.

She’d never said it about a hospital.

It meant more than it ever had.



Suki was on the roof.

Of course she was. Four tails fanned in the thin winter sun. She sat on the edge with her feet hanging over, as she had the night she told me about the valley, and below her on the porch her lanterns swung in their places under the overhang.

Lower than they were last week. Lower than last night.

She was talking. Not to me. She hadn’t seen me come up the ladder. She was talking to the east. To the glow on the horizon, pale and small in the daylight.

“Once,” she was saying, in the old story voice, “there was a fox who buried a river. And after she buried it, she walked down the dry bed to see where it had gone. And at the end of the dry bed there was a door. And the fox sat down in front of the door and she said…”

She halted.

She sat there on the edge of the roof with her tails fanned and her mouth open, and she did not finish.

After a while she closed her mouth. She tilted her head, as if she was listening for the rest of it.

“…I don’t know yet,” she said to the east, quietly. “I’ll tell you when I know.”

I went back down the ladder without saying anything. She hadn’t asked for anyone.



Yara and Fenna were on the watchtower platform with a map spread on the boards between them, weighted at the corners with Yara’s talons.

“Haven,” Yara said, jabbing a claw at the north. “Straight line. No detour.”

“We always detoured,” Fenna said. “Around the tear. Three miles east, remember? Because the air over Haven was wrong.”

“The air over Haven isn’t wrong anymore.” Yara drew her talon straight up the map from the compound to the little circle marked HAVEN. “The tear’s healed. Straight line.”

Fenna stared at the map. At Yara.

“That’s forty minutes off the flight,” she said.

“Forty minutes.” Yara’s crests lifted. She wing-bumped Fenna hard enough to knock her against the rail. “Forty minutes more sky. For nothing. Just to have.”



Neve was on the porch steps.

She sat with her knees drawn up and her wine-red hair falling over one shoulder and her eyes half closed, her range pushed east. She’d been doing that every morning since we came home. Reaching toward the glow. Reading it, as she reads everything.

“What does it feel like?” I asked, sitting down beside her.

She did not open her eyes. Her slim tail curled around her ankle.

“Like a room,” she said, “where someone is gradually turning down the lamp.”

We sat there a while.

“There are people in the room,” Neve said. “I can feel them. At the very edge. Behind it. A lot of them.” She opened her eyes. Violet. Steady. “They know the lamp’s going down too.”



Rika was in the workshop with a sheet of paper and a stub of charcoal.

MARK FOUR, it said across the top. Under that, a drawing. It resembled the Mark Three, if the Mark Three had eaten another Mark Three.

“The loom’s gone,” I said.

“The loom’s gone,” she agreed, without looking up. Her pointed ears twitched. “And there are no more doors, and no more towers, and every suppressor the Enclave had on this side of the glow is sitting in some cache somewhere with Pike’s thumbprint on it.” She shaded something. “The Mark Three listens for a note. Suppressors have a note. What if the next thing doesn’t?”

“What next thing?”

“I don’t know.” She finally looked up. Her amber eyes glowed dimly in the dim workshop. “That’s the point. That’s why it’s a sketch. In case the next thing doesn’t have a note.” She went back to the paper. “Goblins build things. Even before we know what for.”



Kira was in the Recovery House, on the long wall opposite the beds, with her eight legs braced on the floor and the wall and the ceiling beam and her hands full of silk.

She was weaving a silk mural.

It covered half the wall already. A great web of thread in white and gold and indigo and silver, catching the light from the silk windows, shifting color as I moved. At the center of it, a knot. A great tight fist of woven light, drawn in every line of it toward the middle.

And from the knot outward, the lines coming loose.

She’d woven them slack. Every thread that ran out from the center of the knot to the edges of the wall piece hung loose and easy, draping, relaxed, the tension gone out of all of them. The knot was coming apart. You could see it coming apart. Frozen in silk at the moment the loom unmade itself.

At the very center, where the knot had been tightest, there was nothing. Just a small open space in the weave. A gap.

A doorway.

“For the girls,” Kira said, without turning around. Her fingers kept moving. “So they can see it come undone every morning. When they wake up.”

Her legs drew in two inches.

“It’s load-bearing,” I said.

She almost smiled.



Imara was in her warm corner.

She’d claimed it the first week she came to us, the corner of the workshop by the forge where the heat pooled, and her hoard had lived there ever since. The pile of hers. A tool Rika had lent her and never gotten back. A blanket. The breach crystal she’d pocketed in the facility the first time. Kira’s heat-silk wrap. Tessa’s bolts, dozens of them now, polished and arranged. A fist-sized chunk of rubble from the western door site. And on top of it all, set with great care at the very peak, a single blackened steel bolt. Still scorched. Still barely warped.

The bolt from the frame.

She was sitting with her back to the wall and her tail curled around the hoard, looking at it. Her seams glowed orange. Steady. Warm.

I sat down on the floor beside her. Her heat rolled across my shoulder as it always did.

It wasn’t quite as hot as it used to be.

I noticed it as I notice everything. The medic doesn’t turn off. A shade cooler. Not much. A degree, maybe. Two. The shimmer that always hung around her like air over a summer road was a little thinner than it had been a month ago. I’d put my hand on her shoulder a hundred times in the vein and at the camp and in the Recovery House, and I knew what her skin felt like, and it felt like that.

Just slightly less.

I watched her. She was looking at the hoard.

She’d noticed. I could see it in how still she was sitting. In the fact that her eyes never left the scorched bolt at the top of the pile.

She wasn’t saying it yet.

Neither was I.



Cassia was at the gate board with her chalk.

The dairy circuit. The column she’d started when she first came east from Greenhollow, marking which milk does and which cow rotated where on which week. COMPOUND. GREENHOLLOW. QUARRY. The circuit had been three stops since the orchard.

She was writing a fourth.

HAVEN.

“They’ve got goats,” she said, when she saw me looking. Her ears were forward. Her tufted tail swayed. “But no dairy to speak of, and Corrine’s been rationing cheese since the first winter. And now there’s a straight flight line and no tear.” She tapped the chalk against the board. “Kael says bring the slime. I say bring the cheese.”

“That’s four stops.”

“Four stops.” She considered the board with deep satisfaction. “It’s a very large dinner that walks.”



Sylva was in the garden.

Awake. Standing barefoot in the frost with her flowers open. All of them. White and purple and pale yellow through her dark-green hair, open to the thin sun.

She was standing beside the one bed that had never ceased blooming.

The frost-spring. The bed nearest the living-wood bench, where we’d lain on the first hard frost. Every other bed in the garden had gone to winter, stems bare and gray under the ice, as the world goes to sleep in the cold. But this one bed remained in flower. Chamomile and wildflowers and moss-bloom, open through the frost, rimed with ice every morning and blooming anyway.

“It won’t stop,” Sylva said. She sounded pleased. “I’ve asked it to rest. It won’t.”

“Stubborn.”

“Like its gardener.” She studied me with her bright all-green eyes. Bright. All the way bright. “I’m awake, Ryder. Every morning I check. I’m still awake.”

“Good.”

“Every morning,” she said again, quietly, and turned back to her flowers.



Karga was on the east wall.

I’d come back up the watchtower ladder at noon and found Mika still there, still looking east, still standing her watch though her patrol had ended six hours ago. Mika doesn’t know how to come down off a wall. She’s never known.

The ladder creaked below me, and the whole platform dipped, and Karga came up behind me one-handed.

She kept quiet. She walked past me to where Mika stood at the rail. She halted beside her. She faced east for a while. A moment later, she put her good hand on Mika’s shoulder.

“Mine,” the Warchief said.

Mika raised her gaze to Karga.

“You’ve been up here since midnight,” Karga said. “I’ve been up since dawn and haven’t done a thing but lift a metal cup. It’s mine.”

Mika’s ears went back. Forward. A moment later, sideways. Then she stepped away with care from the rail.

“Turns,” Mika said.

“Turns,” Karga agreed.

Mika went down the ladder. She paused at the bottom, where I was, and her tail touched my wrist on the way past. Just a brush. She went into the clinic and I heard the door of the armory close, and I knew she’d be asleep on the whetstone bench inside a minute.

Up on the platform, Karga planted her feet and folded her one good arm over her sling and faced east.

Her fist was open.



Delia was in her doorway.

The empty one. The frame with no door that Rika had built her, between her room and the ward. She sat in it with her gel pooled across the threshold, clear, bright, fuller than she’d been since Haven. The bolt Tessa had given her hung in her hip. Kael’s note was folded in the pocket of her faded pink tank.

She was watching.

She was always watching. I no longer expected otherwise. From that doorway she could see the ward, and through the ward’s east door the yard, and through the yard the gate and the watchtower and half the compound. She’d watched me come in and go out six times that morning.

I paused in front of her.

Her gel was clear. All the way clear. Clear as glass. There wasn’t a trace of cloud or a shade of milk. Just water, and light coming through it, and the bolt hanging in the middle like a stone at the bottom of a spring.

“What are you watching?” I asked.

She raised her gaze to me. Her aquamarine eyes were wide and calm. The weariness that had been in them since the day I met her was gone. Not faded. Gone.

“All of you,” Delia said. “Living.”



Yara screamed from the tower at two in the afternoon.

It wasn’t the loud one. It wasn’t the FENNA’S HOT, CLEAR THE YARD scream. A short hard harpy bark, three times, that I’d heard maybe twice since the second siege. It meant one thing.

Contact.

Everyone in the yard froze. Everyone in the yard moved at once.

I was up the watchtower ladder before I’d decided to be. Karga was already at the rail. Yara was crouched on the perch with her talons locked around it and her crests flat and her raptor eyes narrowed on the east road.

“One man,” Yara said. “On foot. East road. Carrying a stick.” She tilted her head. “White rag on the stick.”

I looked.

A figure on the road. Half a mile out. Coming toward the gate at a steady walk. Tall. Alone. A stick over one shoulder with a pale scrap of cloth hanging off the end of it. Behind him, far back, at the bend where the road came out of the scrubby woodland, a truck sat parked on the shoulder with its engine off.

“Three hundred yards back,” Yara said. “The truck. Nobody in the cab I can see. Might be somebody in the bed.”

Below us, on the gate post, the Mark Three sat silent. Its listening coil turned east in its silk sleeve, hearing nothing. No note. Whatever was in that truck, it wasn’t a suppressor running.

Mika came out of the clinic door and across the yard at a dead run. She hit the ladder and came up it in three bounds and landed on the platform beside me with her blade already out and her claws already out, fast, both of them, her ears flat to her skull.

She looked over the road.

“Who,” she said.

I gave no answer right away.

I was watching the man walk. The length of his stride. The way he held his shoulders. The way he moved, economical, unhurried, like a man walking between two points in a warehouse. I’d seen that walk through a gap in my fence at dawn, in the first siege. I’d seen it through the smoke at Haven, climbing out of a truck.

I knew the walk before I knew the face.

“Pike,” I said.



He halted at the gate.

Not at the fence line. Not at the edge of Sylva’s hedge, which had drawn up bristling along the whole east side of the compound the moment he stepped onto the approach, thorns out, leaves turned. He walked right up to the gate itself, and halted three feet from it, and planted the stick with the white rag in the dirt beside him.

I came down the ladder and walked out to meet him.

Not through the gate. To it. I stood on my side. He stood on his. Mika stood at my left shoulder with her blade and her claws and every hair on her tail standing out, and Karga stood at my right with her one good fist opening and closing. Neve came up behind me and a little to one side. Behind her, in the yard, everyone.

He looked the same. That was the first thing.

Thinner. Leaner in a hungry way, stripped down to wire and sinew. The same shaved head. The same raw-boned height, looming without trying. The same burn scar across his jaw, old and healed rough. Scavenged tactical gear, dark and functional, no display. He’d never once in all the time I’d known of him worn anything to be looked at.

And the same eyes. Flat. Calculating. Moving over me, and Mika, and Karga, and the fence, and the hedge, and the watchtower, and the Mark Three on the gate post, and the yard full of monster girls behind me. Assessing everything as supply or leverage.

He assessed me for a long moment. He nodded. Once. The way you’d nod to a man you’d done business with a long time ago.

“Doc,” Pike said.

“Pike.”



He did not come in. He did not ask to. He stood on his side of the gate and he talked, and his voice was exactly what I remembered from the first siege. Flat. Conversational. Unhurried. A man reading out a weather report.

“The Enclave on this side of the glow is finished,” he said. “You did that. The fortress, the loom, the door. They had surface men. Garrisons, depot crews, drivers. When the loom went, those men looked around and found out they didn’t have a boss anymore.” He shrugged. “They came to me. Before the dust settled. They wanted wages. I had wages.”

“The relay depot,” Neve said quietly, behind me.

Pike’s eyes went to her. He did not seem surprised. “The relay depot,” he agreed. “And the northern cache. And the two at the river. Fuel, trucks, rifles. Their suppressor stock. All of it.” He turned back toward me. “I’ve been provisioning for this since before you buried the second door. I told you once I’d see you again. I meant it in the practical sense.”

“You were skimming,” I said. “From the Enclave. All through the orchard. The ledger.”

“I was preparing,” Pike said. “I didn’t think the Enclave was going to win. I never did. I thought you were going to kill their doors. I just didn’t know how long it would take you.” A pause. “It took you less time than I planned for. I had to move fast at the end.”

Mika’s claws scraped on her blade.



“And the glow’s dimmer,” Pike said. “You’ve noticed.”

Nobody answered him.

“I’ve read their files,” he said. “The Enclave’s. The ones they kept on this side, in the depot offices, where their surface men could get at them. Most of it’s garbage. Quotas. Rotas. But some of it isn’t.” His flat eyes moved deliberately across the yard behind me. Across Suki on the roof. Across Imara in the workshop door. Across Sylva in the garden with her flowers open. “I know what a healing breach does to what it changed.”

The yard was completely silent.

“When it closes,” Pike said, “it’s a human world again.”

He let that sit.

“Fuel,” he said. “Guns. Roads. Trucks that run. Men who know how to use all of it. I stocked for it. I’ve been stocking for it a long time.” He tilted his head slightly. “You built something that works in this world, Doc. I respected it. I still do. I’m building something that works in the next one.”



“Why did they want the doors?” I asked.

I don’t know why I asked. It was the question under every question since the day Imara first told us what the loom was. Every one of us had asked it a hundred times.

Pike studied me for a long moment.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I never cared.”

He meant it. I could see he meant it. It was the thing that made him Pike. A question with no leverage in it wasn’t a question worth his time.

“Here’s what I do care about,” he said.

He looked up.

Past me. Past the fence. Up at the roof of the clinic, where Suki sat on the edge with her feet hanging over and her four tails fanned behind her, very still, watching him with her amber eyes.

“Your fox,” Pike said, “is the last thing alive that could hold a breach open.”

Suki did not move.

“The Enclave’s gone,” Pike said. “The loom’s gone. The Engineers are gone, wherever they went. Every door they built is dead. The only thing left in this whole world with enough in it to keep that wound from closing is sitting on your roof.” He brought his flat eyes back down to mine. “I don’t want it to stay open. You know that now. I want it closed.”

He said the next part in the same flat register as everything else. Like a schedule update.

“Don’t make me do arithmetic about her.”



He did not look at the doorway.

I noticed that. I noticed it as you notice the one thing missing from an x-ray. His eyes went to Suki and stayed there, and they never once went to the Recovery House, or to the open east door of the ward, or to the empty doorframe past it where a slime girl sat watching him with her gel clear as glass.

He did not know to.

I filed that too.



“He isn’t lying,” Neve said, very quietly, at my shoulder. Her violet eyes were fixed on him. “Any of it. Not one word.”

She paused.

“That’s the worst part.”



Mika wanted to kill him where he stood.

I felt it. She held position and she kept quiet, but I felt it in the air beside me, as you feel a storm front coming. Her claws were fully out. Her blade was up. Her tail had stiffened and puffed behind her. She could have been through the gate and across the three feet between us in a heartbeat, and she was waiting for me to tell her to.

Karga, on my other side, was willing too. She was no longer opening and closing her good fist. It was just closed now. White-knuckled.

I did not tell either of them anything.

He’d come on foot. Under a white flag. Three hundred yards from his truck, alone, to stand at my gate and tell me the truth.

A white flag is a white flag. I’ve never been anything but the man who treats the patient before he asks which side the patient was on. I wasn’t going to start being somebody else at my own gate.

“Go home, Pike,” I said.

He watched me a moment longer. He nodded again. That same short businessman’s nod.

He pulled the stick with the white rag out of the dirt. He put it over his shoulder. He turned and walked back down the east road toward his truck, at the same steady unhurried pace he’d come.

Ten yards out, he halted. He did not turn around.

“I’ll see you again,” Pike said.

The same words he’d said the morning after the first siege, walking away from my broken fence with half his men down and the other half running. The same flat voice. The same delivery. A schedule update.

It had meant one thing then.

It meant something else now.

He walked down the road. We watched him go. At the bend, he climbed into the cab of the truck. The engine started. The truck turned around in the road, gradually, and drove east, toward the dim glow on the horizon, and went out of sight around the scrubby woodland.

The hedge settled. Leaf by leaf. Thorns drawing in.

Mika’s claws went back into her fingertips.

On time.



I sat at the kitchen table that night after rounds.

The long table had been broken back down into its pieces. The folding table was back in the waiting room. The benches were back in the Recovery House. The stove was banked low. The house was quiet. Somewhere upstairs Suki was on the roof, and somewhere in the armory Mika was asleep on the whetstone bench, and somewhere in the Recovery House a naga was coiled on warm stone with a wolf-eared girl asleep against her.

I opened the journal. I uncapped the pen.

Click.

I sat there a while with it over the page.

We’d won. I kept coming back to that. We’d gone back for them, all of them, as Neve had said we would, as I’d sworn to a woman hanging in a machine. We’d gone back and emptied the pen and unwired the loom and taken the last door the Enclave had and unmade it. The captives were out. The naga had a name. Delia had a room with no door. There were no more doors anywhere.

We’d won the war we’d started.

And there was a wound on the horizon getting smaller every night, and every woman I loved was changed by it, and it was closing. And a man who’d stocked fuel and guns and roads for the day it closed had just stood at my gate and told me he wanted it closed. And somewhere on the other side of it, something that could have held on had let go.

I wrote.

Population: four settlements, a marches, and a hospital.

Doors: none.

Threat: a wound closing, and a man who wants it closed.

I stopped.

I looked up.

Delia was in the kitchen doorway. I hadn’t heard her come. She never makes a sound on a floor. She was sitting in the frame with her gel pooled across the threshold, the stove’s last light going through her, and she was watching me. The way she watches everything. Her eyes wide and calm.

Clear as glass.

I considered her for a long time. She glanced back.

I lowered my gaze to the page.

I’ve been a medic all my life. Every wound I’ve ever touched, I’ve wanted closed. That’s the job. That’s the only job there is. You clean it, you close it, you watch it heal, and it’s the best thing in the world when it does.

I’d never once written down that I wasn’t sure.

I wrote it.

I don’t know if I’m going to let this one heal.

I capped the pen.

It clicked.
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