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Chapter 1: Seeds Planted

I woke to warmth.

Not the jungle heat that had baked me for weeks, and not the ember-glow from the coals in the fire pit. This had a heartbeat. It pressed along my right side from shoulder to thigh, heavy and soft, smelling like ceremonial oil and sex and a thread of smoke from the cooking fires.

Amara.

Her silver-streaked hair fanned across my chest, dark strands catching the thin shafts of morning light filtering through the woven walls. One of her legs was thrown over mine, her thigh thick and warm, pinning me in place. Her arm draped across my stomach, fingers loosely curled near my hip. And her breasts. Those massive breasts rested against my ribs, soft and full, spilling across my side with a warmth that radiated through my skin. Even in sleep, they shifted with her breathing, the nipple closest to me grazing my skin with each slow exhale.

I didn’t move. Couldn’t have even if I wanted to.

The claiming ceremony felt like a dream now. The drums, the torchlight, the elder witnesses lining the walls. And Amara, standing before me in nothing but firelight and eight years of desperate longing, saying the words: Give me a child.

I’d given her everything I had. Twice. She’d held me inside her afterward, rocking gently, hand pressed against her belly like she could will my seed to take root through touch alone.

Now she stirred against me. Made a soft sound in her throat, somewhere between a sigh and a moan. Her hips shifted, and her thigh slid higher across mine.

Her eyes opened. Warm brown, still heavy with sleep, focusing slowly on my face.

“You stayed.” Her voice was morning-rough, barely a whisper.

“Where would I go?”

Her smile was slow. Real. “I dreamed you’d left. That I woke up and you were gone.” She pressed closer, her breasts flattening against my chest. “But you’re still here.”

“I’m still here.”

She moved her hips again. Deliberate this time. I felt her wetness against my thigh, slick and hot. She bit her lower lip, those full dark-pink lips parting, and her hand slid from my stomach down to find me.

I was already hard.

Her fingers wrapped around my cock with the certainty of a woman who’d spent the night learning exactly how to hold me. She stroked once, slow, base to tip. I groaned.

“Stay inside me a little longer,” she murmured. “I can still feel you from last night. I’m so full of you.”

She rolled onto me without hesitation, comfortable in her body. Her thick thighs straddled my hips, her weight settling across me, and those breasts hung above my face like an offering. Heavy, swaying, nipples already hardening in the cool morning air. Every movement sent them swinging, and I reached up to cup them, filling my hands with warm, impossibly soft flesh.

She gasped at the touch. Arched into it.

Her hand guided me to her entrance. Wet, open, still slick from the night before. She sank down and the breath left both of us at once.

Tight. Even after the night we’d had, she gripped me like she was built for this. For me. Her inner walls clenched, pulling me deeper, and she settled all the way down with a shuddering exhale that made her whole body tremble.

“Yes.” The word was reverent. She began to move, slow and grinding, her hips rolling in a rhythm that dragged me along every slick, sensitive inch of her. “I can still feel your seed from last night. You filled me so full.”

I thumbed her nipples. She cried out, louder than she meant to, her head falling back. Her breasts bounced with each grinding thrust, the stiff peaks standing proud between my fingers.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “I want every drop you have left. Give me everything.”

I grabbed her hips. Pulled her down harder against me, driving up to meet her. She moaned, a sound that started in her chest and vibrated through all the skin pressed against mine.

“If your seed didn’t take last night,” she panted, “it will now.”

She sped up. Her breasts swayed wildly, pendulous and hypnotic, her dark hair whipping across her shoulders as she rode me. I sat up, mouth finding her right nipple, and she wrapped her arms around my head, crushing me into her chest. The taste of ceremonial oil and her skin, salt-sweet and warm.

“Yes, yes. Suck them. Worship them.” Her voice broke. “Nobody’s touched them in eight years and now they’re yours. All yours.”

I switched to her other breast while both hands gripped her ass, pulling her down onto me with each thrust. She was riding me hard now, grinding her clit against my pelvis, her moans coming in quick bursts that matched the rhythm of her hips.

“Fill me.” Her nails dug into my shoulders. “Put your seed deep inside me. Give me a daughter. Give me a son. Give me anything, just fill me up until it runs down my thighs.”

The tension built at the base of my spine. Her walls clenched around me, tightening with each stroke, her whole body tensing.

“I’m going to cum inside you,” I told her. “Deep.”

“Yes. Please. Now.”

I pulled her hips flush against mine and held her there, buried to the hilt, and let go. The orgasm hit like a wave, pulsing, flooding her insides with thick spurts. She screamed my name, her pussy clamping in rhythmic contractions that milked me empty, her body convulsing on top of me.

She stayed on me, panting, rocking gently through the aftershocks. Small tremors ran through her thighs. Her forehead rested against mine, eyes closed, breath mixing with mine.

Her hand drifted to her belly.

“All of you,” she whispered. “I can feel it settling inside me. Deep. Where it belongs.”

I kissed her forehead. Held her until the trembling stopped.

Eventually, the village woke up around us. Children’s voices rising like birdsong. The clatter of morning meal preparation: clay pots clinking, the scrape of stone against stone as someone ground grain. Somewhere, a jungle fowl screamed its territorial call, and another answered from across the compound.

Amara eased off me with a soft hiss, my cock sliding free of her, glistening and wet. A thin trail of cum followed the withdrawal, stretching between us before breaking, the evidence of what we’d done still leaking from her as she shifted to the edge of the platform. She pressed her thighs together, holding it in, and the gesture was so natural, so unselfconscious, that it hit me harder than any deliberate seduction could have.

She sat on the edge of the sleeping platform, naked, her body glowing in the filtered morning light. Her breasts resting heavy on the curve of her belly, the nipples still puffy and swollen from my mouth. Her skin was flushed, the warmth of sex still radiating from her. Her hair was tangled, pillow-wrecked, framing her face in dark waves.

She caught me watching. Didn’t cover up. Didn’t reach for the wrap. Just let me look, unhurried, unashamed, content in every line of her body.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m appreciating.”

“Appreciate faster. The village is waking up.”

“Let them.”

She laughed. A warm, rich sound that filled the hut. “Go,” she said, amusement warming her voice. “Go see how the village treats you today. The man who came inside their healer three times in one night.”

“Twice.”

“Three times. You were asleep for the third. I took what I needed.” The smile she gave me was pure sin dressed in maternal warmth. “I’m a healer. I know what my body requires.”

I couldn’t tell if she was joking. The thought that she might not be sent blood rushing south again.

I pulled on the salvaged cargo shorts, adjusted myself, and stepped through the woven doorway, expecting the usual mix of suspicion and careful avoidance.

I found a different world.

The first thing I noticed was the children. Three of them loitered near Amara’s hut, crouched behind a water trough, watching me with wide eyes. Not the hostile stares of weeks past, when pebbles came flying whenever the adults weren’t looking. These were curious eyes. One of them, a boy of maybe eight, stepped out from behind the trough and held up something: a smooth river stone, polished to a shine.

A gift.

I crouched down, accepted it. “Thank you.”

He grinned, all missing teeth and pride, and bolted back to his friends. They erupted in whispered chatter.

The women of the village were next. Two older women I’d seen only at a distance approached carrying a woven tray piled with fruit, dried fish, and what smelled like flatbread cooked on hot stones. They set it before me without speaking, but one touched her forehead, then her heart. A gesture of respect I’d seen between tribal members but never directed at me.

I ate. The food tasted better than anything I’d had since the crash, and I suspected it actually was better. They’d given me the good stuff.

A young hunter passed on his way to the perimeter. He stopped, clasped my forearm in the warrior’s grip: wrist to wrist, fingers locked, a brief squeeze. The greeting Vanu men shared with men they considered brothers.

First time anyone had offered it to me.

“Strong fight,” he said in Vanu. I understood the words. My vocabulary had been growing fast, and I could piece together simple sentences now. “Koru run. You, good warrior.”

“Thank you. You fought well too.”

His grin said he understood enough of my broken Vanu to be pleased. He clasped my arm again and moved on.

I walked the village, and the transformation was everywhere. Women who had crossed to the opposite side of the path when they saw me coming now nodded, some smiling openly. An old man sitting outside his hut raised a hand in greeting. A group of young women preparing the communal cooking pit glanced my way and dissolved into whispers and covered smiles that had nothing to do with suspicion and everything to do with the sounds that must have carried from Amara’s hut last night.

I was no longer the outsider. Not the sky-man, the prisoner, the curiosity. I was the man who’d fixed their water, saved their children, fought their enemies, and now shared a bed with their healer.

Good.

I found the irrigation channels I’d redesigned in my first weeks here, water running clear and strong through the improved clay lining, the carefully graded slopes carrying mineral-rich water to crop terraces that had been struggling when I arrived. Now they were green and lush, the leaves thick and glossy with the kind of health that came from consistent, properly distributed water. My work.

The defensive stakes along the southern approach were still dark with Koru blood from the raid. Dried brown in the tropical heat, crusted into the sharpened tips and the grain of the hardwood. Nobody had cleaned them. I wasn’t sure if that was practical laziness or deliberate intimidation. Either way. Also my work.

A cluster of women at the weaving station glanced up as I passed. One of them, a young mother I recognized from the feast nights, smiled openly and held up the fabric she was working on: finer weave than I’d seen before, the result of the bone needles I’d shaped for them. The improved design had changed their craft overnight. I nodded appreciation. She beamed.

Further along, two men worked on reinforcing a storage hut’s frame with an improved stone adze I’d retooled, the edge sharper and better angled than anything they’d had before. The tool bit into hardwood with clean, efficient strokes. They were faster, more precise. One of them saw me watching and raised the adze in salute.

I kept walking. Past the cooking pits where the morning meal steamed in clay pots. Past the communal water trough where women washed clothes using the improved soap Amara had taught from my suggestion about ash lye. Past the children’s play area, where a group of kids had built a miniature wall out of sticks and were acting out the raid defense, one of them waving a stick-sword and shouting what sounded suspiciously like my name.

I stopped at the edge of the training ground and scanned for the one person I hadn’t seen yet.

Kaya.

She wasn’t in the village center. Wasn’t at the council chamber, the armory, or the food stores. The morning meal was underway and the war-chief of the Vanu was absent.

Amara found me near the well, drying her hair from a quick wash, her thin wrap already straining against her chest. She noticed my searching gaze.

“She hasn’t come to the meal,” Amara said. “Not since the ceremony.”

“Where is she?”

Amara’s chin lifted toward the village perimeter. “Where she always goes when she can’t sort through what she’s feeling.”

I looked where she pointed. Past the last row of huts, past the newly reinforced palisade, a lone figure stood at the training posts. Kaya, in combat wraps, her short dark hair glistening with sweat. She drove her spear into the wooden post. Drew back. Drove it in again. The impacts rang across the compound like a slow, angry heartbeat.

She’d been at it for a while. The post was splintered, scored with dozens of fresh gouges.

I watched her for a long moment. The controlled fury in every strike. The way her scarred jaw clenched between each blow. The muscles in her back flexing beneath her dark skin, slick with perspiration in the morning heat. Her lean body coiled and released, coiled and released, a weapon practicing against something that couldn’t fight back.

She knew I was watching. I could tell from the slight adjustment in her posture, the way her shoulders squared. She didn’t turn. Didn’t acknowledge me.

But her strikes got harder.

The post cracked down the center. She stepped back, breathing heavy, spear point dripping splinters. For a moment she stood motionless, staring at the ruined wood.

Then she moved to the next post and started again.

I thought about going to her. Standing beside her the way she’d stood beside me on the wall that night. Shoulder to shoulder, close enough to feel the heat of her body.

But Amara’s hand found my arm.

“Not yet,” she said quietly. “She’s processing something she thought she’d buried a long time ago.” Her warm brown eyes met mine. “You woke something up in that ceremony, Daniel. She stood in the doorway and watched everything. She didn’t leave until it was over.”

“I know. I saw her.”

“She needs time. But not too much time.” Amara’s expression carried something perceptive, almost conspiratorial. “She’s been alone a long time. And she’d rather break than bend. You know that.”

I watched Kaya destroy the second training post, the sharp crack of her spear splitting wood like bone.

Amara squeezed my arm and left me to it.

I didn’t go to Kaya. Not yet. But I didn’t look away, either. And when the second post split and she stood there, chest heaving, dark eyes staring at the jungle beyond the palisade, I could have sworn she almost turned.

Almost.


Chapter 2: The Builder

Three weeks. That’s how long it took to stop feeling like a guest and start feeling like a man with work to do.

I threw myself into it. The kind of work that burned through daylight and left my hands raw, because hands were the only things I trusted to build what the tribe needed. And the tribe needed a lot.

The irrigation system I’d redesigned in my first weeks here was holding strong. Crop terraces that had been yellowing were now green, thick with growth. But irrigation was just water management. The Vanu were still a Stone Age people cutting wood with sharpened rocks and hunting with obsidian-tipped spears that chipped on impact. I could do better.

I’d noticed the copper deposits my second week in the valley. Green-tinged veins running through rock faces near the hot springs, exposed by centuries of thermal erosion. Malachite, mostly, with traces of chalcopyrite. Back in the Army, basic metallurgy was part of combat engineering training. You learned to identify ore, to improvise repairs in the field, to work metal when supply chains broke down. I’d never built a forge from scratch, but I understood the principles.

The volcanic vents changed everything. Natural heat sources reaching temperatures that charcoal alone couldn’t sustain. I’d measured the output at the largest vent using a trick from my survival show days: hold a stick at varying distances, time how fast it chars. The heat was intense enough to smelt copper ore.

I sketched plans in the packed earth near the hot springs. Crucible design. Bellows construction using animal hide. A stone anvil flat enough to hammer on. The tribe’s craftswomen watched me with a mixture of curiosity and skepticism that I was getting used to.

First attempt: disaster. The clay crucible cracked under thermal shock, dumping half-smelted ore into the fire pit. I burned my left hand pulling it clear. Amara tutted while she treated the blisters, her full tits swaying as she leaned over my palm, the nipples pressing against her thin wrap.

“You fight fire now?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

“I’m teaching fire to obey.”

“Fire doesn’t obey.” She wrapped my hand with practiced efficiency, her touch lingering on my wrist. “It consumes.”

Second attempt: I pre-heated the crucible gradually, letting the clay acclimate to the rising temperature. Used a double-wall design with sand insulation between layers. Fed the ore in small batches, working the hide bellows until my arms burned.

The first ingot poured like liquid sunset. Molten copper, glowing orange-red, filling the carved stone mold I’d prepared. It solidified into a rough lump the size of my fist, and when I hammered it on the stone anvil, it flattened and spread without cracking.

Workable copper.

I hammered it into a knife blade. Crude, thick, the edge uneven. But when I tested it against a piece of hardwood, it cut cleaner than any stone blade in the village. When I drew it across the edge of a bamboo shaft, the fibers parted like wet grass.

The tribe watched in complete silence.

I held up the blade so the morning sun caught it, copper gleaming warm against the green of the jungle canopy.

“This is copper,” I said in Vanu. My grammar was rough, but they understood. Three weeks of constant immersion had given me functional vocabulary. Amara still translated the complex stuff, but I could give instructions, ask questions, even make people laugh with my butchered pronunciation. “The stones near the hot water have it inside. I can make more. Spear points. Arrow points. Knife blades. Stronger than stone. Sharper than stone. They don’t break when they hit bone.”

Murmurs rippled through the gathered crowd. One of the older hunters reached for the knife. I handed it to him. He tested the edge on his thumb, eyes widening when blood welled immediately.

More murmurs. Louder.

Over the following days, I established a proper forge site near the largest volcanic vent. A stone platform for the anvil, leveled with sand and packed clay until the surface was true enough to hammer on. A clay-and-stone smelting furnace with bellows operated by two people working in shifts. A water trough for quenching, dug into the earth and lined with stone to keep the water cool. Molds carved from heat-resistant stone, each one a template for a different tool.

The site took on a life of its own. Wooden racks for cooling ingots. A stone bin for sorted ore. A covered area where the bellows operators could shade themselves between shifts, because the volcanic heat near the vent could cook a man as easily as it cooked copper. I designed the workflow the way I’d designed forward operating bases in Afghanistan: everything in its place, every tool within arm’s reach, every process streamlined to minimize wasted effort.

I worked the forge every day. Bare-chested in the blast-furnace heat, sweat running in rivers down my torso, hammering copper into shapes the Vanu had never imagined. Spearheads that held wicked edges. Arrowheads that could punch through the wooden shields the Koru carried. Knife blades, awls, chisels, needles.

My forearms ached by midday. The veins stood out like cords, flexing with each hammer stroke, the tendons in my wrists rolling with each impact. I caught more than one woman watching from a distance. Not casually. Eyes tracking the movement of muscle under skin, gazes following the sweat running down defined abs before cutting away when I looked up. I didn’t mind the audience. Let them look. Every copper tool I forged was another argument for my place in this tribe, and arguments that glinted in the sunlight were harder to dismiss than words.

Amara watched too. She was less subtle about it than the others. She’d sit on the stone platform nearby, ostensibly mending wraps or preparing medicine, but her warm brown eyes spent more time on my chest and forearms than on her work. When I caught her staring, she didn’t look away. Just smiled with those full dark lips and went back to her herbs openly, possessively, making no effort to disguise where her attention had been.

Beyond the forge, I taught smoking racks. Simple wooden frames set above slow-burning hardwood, green leaves layered on top to create dense, cool smoke. Meat hung in thin strips cured in days instead of spoiling in hours. Fruit sliced thin and dried on stone platforms in the sun lasted weeks.

Less waste. Better nutrition. Fewer hungry days in the wet season when game was scarce.

The language kept accelerating. I dreamed in Vanu now, fragments of conversation replaying while I slept. Amara still helped me with council-level discussions and nuanced cultural concepts, but for daily work, I communicated directly. The dependency was fading, replaced by something more equal. I could joke with the forge workers, thank the women who brought food, compliment the hunters on their kills.

Thinking in their rhythm. That was how Amara described it.

It was more than vocabulary. It was understanding when silence meant respect and when it meant disapproval. Reading the angle of a chin-tilt, the weight of a hand-clasp, the difference between a nod that said “I agree” and one that said “I hear you but you’re wrong.” Cultural fluency, built on top of linguistic fluency, and both of them made me more useful with every passing day.

Naia appeared at the forge on the fourth day.

I heard her before I saw her. The soft clink of copper ankle bands, the deliberate pad of bare feet on packed earth. I looked up from the anvil, hammer paused mid-stroke, and there she was.

She’d chosen her shortest wrap. The fabric barely covered her from hip to mid-thigh, the ceremonial dye a deep ochre that complemented her rich brown skin. Her elaborate braids caught the forge light, copper ornaments woven through them glinting like tiny suns. My eyes traveled the path they always traveled with Naia: up from those decorated ankles, over toned calves, pausing at thick thighs where the wrap’s hem strained, climbing the dramatic flare of her hips and cinched waist, passing the medium swell of her breasts in their strategic neckline, up to that sly smile and those calculating dark eyes.

Her ass. That was always the anchor with Naia. Even from the front, the swell of it was visible, the wrap pulled tight across hips that promised something spectacular from behind. When she moved, everything moved with her, a hypnotic rhythm she’d perfected to an art.

“Inspecting the forge,” she announced. As if the chieftain’s daughter needed a reason to go anywhere.

She circled the work area, trailing her fingers across the stone platform, leaning to examine the molds. The lean was unnecessary. The molds were at waist height. She bent anyway, and her massive round ass pressed against the thin wrap until the fabric looked ready to surrender. She held the position for three full seconds, her back arched, her braids cascading over one shoulder.

Then she straightened and turned, catching me looking.

She always caught me looking. That was the point.

“Impressive work.” She picked up a copper ingot from the cooling rack, turning it in her oiled fingers. Stepped closer. Close enough that I could smell the flower oil she used, sweet and warm, mixing with the mineral tang of hot metal. Her shoulder pressed against my bare arm. Her breast, soft and warm through the thin wrap, grazed my bicep.

“The council is discussing your second wife,” she said, her breath warm on my neck as she “examined” the ingot. “More children for the tribe. Everyone agrees it should happen soon.”

“The council will have its answer when I’m ready.”

She pressed closer. The full length of her side against mine. “I could give you strong daughters, Daniel. Daughters with the chieftain’s bloodline. That’s political power your children would inherit.” Her lips were inches from my ear. “And I would be very… attentive.”

My cock stirred despite myself. She noticed, the way she noticed everything. Her smile sharpened.

I held her gaze. “When I take a second wife, it’ll be because both of us want it. Not because it’s strategic.”

Her smile thinned for half a second. Not quite disappointment. More like recalculation.

“Don’t wait too long,” she said, setting the ingot down with deliberate care. “Others are watching.”

She swayed away, hips rolling with choreographed perfection, and glanced back over her shoulder at the edge of the forge clearing. The glance that said: I know you’re staring. Good.

I was staring. That ass was a weapon of mass distraction.

But I wasn’t ready to give Naia what she wanted. Not because I didn’t want her. Because she was offering a transaction, and I wanted something real.

I went back to hammering copper.

Days blurred into the rhythm of productive labor. The forge produced steadily: a dozen spearheads, thirty arrowheads, eight knife blades, and a set of copper chisels that made woodworking twice as fast. I lost track of time at the anvil, the days measured in cooling ingots and tested edges rather than sunrises. My hands developed new calluses on top of the old ones, the skin toughening into a leathery armor that could grip hot metal for half a second without burning.

Amara brought meals to the forge. Not because I asked, but because the healer in her noticed I’d forget to eat when the work consumed me. She’d appear with a clay bowl of stewed tubers and smoked fish, set it beside the anvil, and watch me eat with quiet satisfaction, her attention split between my appetite and the steady rhythm of the forge. Sometimes she’d stay, sitting on the stone platform, her massive breasts resting on her crossed arms, asking questions about the metallurgy. She understood more than she let on. The healer’s mind, trained to observe cause and effect, made natural connections between ore composition and metal quality that my engineering background confirmed.

Kaya’s warriors received the weapons with something approaching reverence. Stone-age fighters holding copper-age tools for the first time, testing edges, feeling the balance.

Kaya herself came for her weapons without ceremony. She picked up a spear, hefted it, threw it twenty meters into a training post. The copper head buried itself three inches deep. She retrieved it, examined the tip. No damage. Stone would have shattered on impact.

“Good.” One word. The highest praise I’d ever heard from her.

She still hadn’t spoken to me about the ceremony. About what she’d seen from the doorway. Three weeks, and the war-chief maintained a wall of professional distance that only cracked during our brief interactions over defense planning. Even then, her jaw stayed tight, her eyes stayed guarded, her proximity stayed carefully measured.

But she carried the copper spear everywhere. And she trained with it until her palms bled.

I was pulling myself from the sleeping platform before dawn one morning when I heard the sound. Retching, violent and urgent, from the direction of the healer’s hut.

Amara stumbled out the back entrance, one hand pressed over her mouth. She made it to the water trough before she doubled over and vomited, her body convulsing. The retching was brutal, her stomach emptying in harsh waves that left her gasping, sweat beading on her forehead.

I was at her side in seconds. Held her hair back, silver streaks threading through my fingers. Braced my hand against her shoulder. Her breasts heaved with each convulsion beneath her sleeping wrap, and when the worst passed, she leaned against me, trembling.

“I’m fine,” she managed.

“You’re not fine.”

“It happens.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her eyes were glassy, but something underneath the discomfort was stirring. Not alarm. Recognition.

The next morning, it happened again. Same time. Same violence. Same pattern.

Amara stood over the water trough, rinsing her mouth, one hand resting on her stomach. Not clutching in pain. Resting. Gently, almost reverently.

She looked up at me. Her dark eyes shone with a light I hadn’t seen before, older than the warmth she showed when she tended my wounds, older than the heat from our bed.

“I know this feeling,” she said quietly. “I remember it.”

Her hand pressed flat against her belly.

My chest tightened.

“Are you…?”

She didn’t answer. Just looked at me with those warm brown eyes filling with tears, and smiled.


Chapter 3: Confirmation

The elder healer’s name was Tua. She was older than Mura, older than anyone in the village, with a face like a dried riverbed and hands that moved with eighty years of knowledge. She didn’t speak much. Didn’t need to.

She pressed her gnarled fingers into Amara’s abdomen while Amara lay on the examination platform in the healer’s hut. Slow, methodical pressure, working from navel outward in concentric circles. She checked pulse points at Amara’s wrists, her neck, the hollow of her ankle. She examined Amara’s breasts with clinical detachment, noting the swelling, the darkened nipples, the new heaviness that strained her wrap.

I stood in the corner. Hands at my sides. Trying to look calm.

Tua said something to Amara in a rapid Vanu dialect I couldn’t follow. Amara went still.

“What did she say?”

Amara sat up slowly. Her hand found her belly. The tears that had been threatening all morning finally spilled, running silent and steady down her cheeks. She didn’t wipe them away.

“Life grows,” she whispered. “Your seed took root.” A sound escaped her that was half laugh, half sob. “I’m carrying your child, Daniel.”

My knees went weak. Actually weak, the kind of sudden structural failure you don’t expect from legs that have carried you through combat zones and jungle crashes. I sat down on the nearest surface, which happened to be a medicine chest, and just breathed.

A child. My child. Growing inside this woman who’d saved my life, who’d argued for me when the war-chief wanted my throat cut, who’d given herself to me in front of her entire tribe because she wanted a daughter to carry her knowledge forward.

“Say something,” Amara said, tears still falling. She was smiling. The most beautiful, terrified, radiant smile I’d ever seen.

“I’m going to be a father.”

“Yes.”

“In this valley. In this tribe.”

“Yes.”

I crossed to her. Took her face in my hands. Kissed her forehead, then her lips. She tasted like salt and happiness and morning sickness.

“Thank you,” I said. “For choosing me.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close, burying her face in my chest. Her tender breasts pressed against me, warm and full, and her body shook with quiet sobs.

“I told myself not to hope,” she said into my skin. “I’m forty-two. I thought my body was too old. Too tired. Too broken from losing my daughter.” She pulled back, looking up at me with eyes shining like wet copper. “You gave me life again, Daniel. Not just the child. Everything.”

I held her. Tua watched us from the corner with an expression that might have been approval, if her face moved enough to express anything.

Word spread faster than fire through dry brush.

By noon, the entire village knew. Women I’d never spoken to approached Amara with reverence, touching the swell for luck, pressing their foreheads to her hand. The gesture was cultural: in Vanu tradition, a pregnant woman carried the tribe’s future. Touching her belly was a prayer. A hope.

The council of elders called a feast.

I’d seen the Vanu celebrate before, in small ways. The night after I fixed the irrigation. The morning after the Koru raid was repelled. But this was different. This was joy with muscle behind it.

Drums began at sunset. Not the ominous war-drums that signaled Koru approach, but a complex, layered rhythm that made the air vibrate. Women brought out food I hadn’t seen before: smoked boar marinated in herbs and wrapped in banana leaves, roasted tubers with some kind of spiced paste, fresh fish from the lake grilled on copper skewers I’d forged myself. Fruit piled on woven platters. A fermented drink made from something I couldn’t identify but that burned pleasantly on the way down.

The village gathered around a massive bonfire. Sparks spiraled into the dark sky like orange stars returning home. Children ran between the adults’ legs, laughing, their faces painted with the ceremonial ochre that meant celebration instead of war. The young hunters beat the drums while older women sang in harmonies that resonated in my chest and vibrated through the packed earth beneath my feet.

Someone pressed a cup of the fermented drink into my hands. It smelled like overripe fruit and volcanic minerals and tasted like fire going down. But the warmth that spread through my chest afterward was pleasant, loosening the tension I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying.

A girl of maybe five, one of the children from the healer’s hut whom Amara had treated for a fever my first week, tugged at my hand. She wanted to show me something: a copper pendant her mother had made from shavings swept from the forge floor. My copper. Shaped into a small sun.

I crouched down and told her it was beautiful. She beamed, hugged my leg, and sprinted off to show her friends. Three months ago, the same girl had hidden behind her mother when I walked past.

My status shifted again. Not just the breeding partner anymore. Not even the useful outsider who could forge copper and fix water channels. I was the man who’d put a child in the tribe’s healer. The man whose seed had proven strong enough to catch in a woman the tribe had privately mourned as past her bearing years.

Husband-patriarch. That’s what the word translated to, roughly, when the eldest council member used it during the feast blessing. She said it looking at me, and the weight of two hundred pairs of eyes landing on my shoulders was almost physical.

Men clasped my arm harder now. The warrior’s grip with an extra beat of pressure. Acknowledgment that I wasn’t just welcome. I was essential.

Elder Mura found me between the drumming and the food.

She moved through the crowd with the slow authority of a woman who’d earned every one of her years. Her face was deeply lined, her hair white and thin, her body bent from decades of hard living. But her eyes were sharp as copper blades, and when she fixed them on you, you felt assessed.

“The sky-spirits move in ways I don’t understand,” she said. Her voice carried despite the drums, the formal Vanu diction lending it gravity. “I spoke against you. I believed you were a poison.” She studied my face. “Perhaps the sky-spirits sent you to us for a reason. We asked for help. The sky answered with fire.”

She placed her hand on my arm. The first time she’d voluntarily touched me. The papery skin of her fingers barely registered against my forearm, but the gesture carried the weight of a council decree.

“Build well, sky-man.” She held my gaze. “The life inside Amara is not just hers. It belongs to all of us.”

Then she was gone, melting back into the crowd the way she always did: there one moment, gone the next, decades of political instinct guiding her exit.

From Mura, that was practically an embrace.

I found a quiet moment near the lake while the drums pounded on. The water reflected the bonfire and a sky crammed with more stars than I’d seen anywhere else on Earth. No light pollution. No satellite trails. Just the raw, overwhelming weight of an uncovered universe.

I’d lost my marriage two months before the crash. Divorce finalized in a downtown San Diego courthouse while Reyes waited in the truck outside, cracking jokes about liberation. No kids. My ex-wife had wanted them; I’d kept pushing it off, always another season to film, another expedition to plan.

Now Reyes was dead in a cairn of rocks and airplane debris. My ex-wife thought I was dead too, if she thought of me at all. And I was standing beside a volcanic lake in an uncontacted valley, processing the news that I was going to be a father with a forty-two-year-old tribal healer who’d claimed me in front of her entire people.

I didn’t want to go back. The realization was quiet, but absolute. Nothing waited for me in the world I’d come from. And this valley had a woman carrying my child, a village that needed what I could build, and the raw, terrifying possibility that I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

The drums pulled me back. Amara found me, took my hand, and led me into the dancing. I was terrible at it. The Vanu style involved hip movements that seemed to violate several laws of physics, and my attempt drew laughter from every direction. But Amara pressed herself against me, her swollen belly warm against my stomach, her generous breasts soft against my chest, and showed me how to move.

Sela watched from the edge of the firelight. Sitting cross-legged on a woven mat, her petite body folded small, her dark hair curtaining her face. But through the strands, those wide eyes tracked me. Tracked Amara. Tracked the way Amara’s body moved against mine.

She bit her lip.

I noticed. She noticed me noticing. Neither of us looked away.

Naia danced in the firelight with effortless grace, her braids swinging, her massive ass rolling with each drum beat in a display that drew every male eye in the clearing. She was beautiful and she knew it, using the celebration as a stage. But when she caught me watching, her smile was different. Less calculating. Almost wistful.

Kaya wasn’t at the feast. I’d looked for her twice.

The celebration lasted until the fire burned low and the drums slowed to a heartbeat. Amara and I retreated to her hut, warm and loose from the fermented drink, bodies humming with the night’s energy.

She stripped her ceremonial wrap the moment the door-cloth fell. Stood before me in the dim glow of the coals, naked, her pregnancy body a revelation.

She was barely showing. A softening of her already-soft belly, a new ripeness to her curves that wasn’t obvious to anyone who hadn’t spent weeks memorizing every inch of her. But her breasts were unmistakable. Larger, heavier than even three weeks ago, hanging with new fullness that made them sway dramatically with each breath. The nipples had darkened further, puffier, the areolas wider. The veins beneath her skin were more visible, blue-green traceries carrying blood to the life building inside her.

Forty-two, pregnant, and the most magnetic woman I’d ever seen.

“I need you,” she said. “Now. My body has been burning since this morning.”

She pushed me onto the sleeping furs. Her hands, usually so gentle with healing, were rough. Needy. She yanked my wrap free, her eyes dropping to my cock as it sprung free. She licked her lips. Full, dark, glistening.

“You did this to me.” She straddled me, her thick thighs gripping my hips, and took my cock in her hand. Guided me to her entrance. She was soaked already, her arousal coating my tip before she even began to lower herself. “Feel how my body knows you now. It opens for you. Only you.”

She sank down. One long, devastating descent that swallowed me inch by inch. Her pussy was molten, tighter than usual, the pregnancy making everything more sensitive, more swollen, more reactive. She gasped at the bottom, eyes fluttering closed, her swollen breasts hanging above my face like a feast.

I gripped them. Both hands, barely containing them, the warm weight spilling over my palms. She cried out when my thumbs found her nipples, an almost pained sound.

“Tender. Everything is so tender now.” She pressed my hands harder against her breasts. “Your child is changing me. Don’t be gentle. Worship them.”

I sat up, mouth closing around her left nipple. The taste of her skin: salt, oil, the faintest sweetness. She gasped, her fingers threading through my hair, pulling me tighter against her chest.

“Yes. Suck them. Harder.” Her hips began to move, grinding slow and deep. “Nobody touched them before you. And now they’re growing. Swelling. All because your seed is inside me.”

I switched to her right breast, tongue circling the puffy nipple, teeth grazing just enough to make her hiss. She sped up, the grinding becoming a steady rhythm, her wetness coating my shaft in slick heat.

“Your seed took root inside me.” Her voice cracked with pleasure. “I’m carrying your child. Your blood, growing in my womb.” She grabbed my jaw, tilted my face up. Her eyes blazed down at me, dark and fierce and overflowing with something between love and primal satisfaction. “Give me more. Keep giving me more. Fill me up until it runs down my thighs.”

I grabbed her hips. Drove up into her. She threw her head back and screamed, hair cascading down her arched back. Her breasts bounced wildly with each thrust, the weight of them hypnotic, nipples glistening from my mouth.

“Yes, yes, breed me again.” She was riding hard now, slamming herself down onto me, chasing something with her whole body. “I want to feel full of you always. Every morning, every night. Your cum inside me where your child grows.”

“You’re mine, Amara.” I pulled her hips flush, holding her still while I thrust up into her. “This pussy is mine. This belly is mine. These tits are mine.”

“Yours.” She was sobbing now, the good kind of sobbing, the kind that comes from too much feeling at once. “All yours. Everything I am.”

I felt the tension coiling in my groin. Her walls were clenching, rhythmic flutters that signaled she was close.

“I’m going to cum inside you,” I said. “Deep. Where our baby is growing.”

“Do it. Fill me. Every drop, Daniel, give me every drop.”

I drove deep and held. Buried myself in the hot, clenching grip of her body, as deep as anatomy would allow. The orgasm ripped through me, my cock pulsing, flooding her with thick ropes of cum that I felt leave my body in long, heavy spurts. One. Two. Three. Each one emptying more of me into her, filling her where our child already grew, the cum pooling inside her, hot and thick.

She screamed my name and came apart above me, her whole body seizing, her pussy clamping down in waves that milked me empty with a force that left me gasping. Her breasts shook with the violence of it, the nipples glistening from my mouth, her tears streaming, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave crescent marks that would bruise by morning.

She stayed on me. Didn’t lift off. Her hips still rocking in small, grinding circles, working the last tremors from both our bodies. She clenched around my softening cock and held, the internal grip deliberate, purposeful. Keeping me inside. Keeping everything I’d given her sealed within her body.

“Every drop,” she whispered, one hand cradling her belly. “Your child and your seed, both growing inside me.” She rocked again, the motion producing a wet, intimate sound between us. “I can feel it inside me. Hot. Full.”

She pressed down, grinding her pelvis against mine, her body performing the ancient instinct of a woman ensuring that nothing was wasted. Her hand on her belly, her pussy clenching around me, her eyes closed, lips barely moving, every muscle slack with release.

She collapsed against my chest, panting. Still seated on me. Still holding me inside. The warmth between us was thick, slick, the combined evidence of our lovemaking sealed within her body.

I kissed the top of her head. Held her close. Felt the thundering of her heart against my chest gradually slow.

Then I felt the eyes.

I looked past Amara’s shoulder. The hut entrance, where the woven door-cloth hung slightly askew, letting in a stripe of moonlight.

Sela.

Not in the shadows this time. Not hidden behind a support post or crouched in the treeline. She knelt right there in the open doorway, her dark hair falling around her face, her dark eyes locked on me. Her wrap had been pushed down around her waist, baring her small breasts to the night air. Those pink nipples, vivid against her brown skin, were hard as pebbles. And her hand was between her thighs, moving in a slow, deliberate rhythm.

Our eyes met. I was still inside Amara. Sela didn’t stop. Didn’t look away.

My cock twitched inside Amara, and she felt it. She murmured, shifted against me. Glanced back over her shoulder.

She saw Sela.

A moment of silence. Sela’s hand froze. Her eyes went huge, deer-caught-in-torchlight huge, and her lips parted around a breath that wasn’t quite a gasp.

Amara smiled. Warm, understanding, maternal.

She said nothing. Turned back to me and kissed me. Slow, lingering. Her message to Sela was clear without a single word: This is mine. But I know you’re there. And it’s alright.

Sela’s hand moved again. Faster now, emboldened by the permission Amara had given without speaking. Her small breasts heaved with quickening breath, those pink nipples catching the moonlight, and her wide eyes stayed locked on mine while her fingers worked between her thighs with urgent, desperate strokes. Her lips pressed together, her back arched, and then a tremor ripped through her petite body. She bit down hard on her lower lip, the sound she was fighting to contain escaping as a thin, shaking whimper. Her thighs clamped together around her hand, her whole frame seizing, and she swayed on her knees as the orgasm rolled through her in visible waves.

When it passed, she rose on legs that barely held her. Shaking. Flushed from chest to cheeks, her soaked fingers pressed against her thigh. She slipped away into the night on unsteady feet, leaving only the faint impression of her knees in the packed earth of the doorway.

My cock stirred again. Amara felt that too. She laughed softly, her breath warm against my neck.

“The little one watches more boldly now.”

“She does.”

“Good.” Amara settled against me, her warm body comfortable and familiar. “When she’s ready, she won’t need to watch anymore.”

I didn’t ask what that meant. I wasn’t sure I was ready for the answer.

Sleep came slowly. Amara drifted off against my chest, breathing deep and even, her hand resting protectively on her belly. I listened to the night sounds of the village: insects, the distant burble of the hot springs, the occasional cry of a jungle bird. My hand covered hers on her belly.

I woke to footsteps outside the hut. Not Sela’s careful padding. These were firm, purposeful. Military footsteps.

Kaya appeared in the doorway. Morning light framed her athletic silhouette, short hair gleaming, the copper spearhead I’d forged catching the sunrise over her shoulder. She wore combat wraps, sweat already darkening the fabric from an early training session. Her jaw was set in that hard line I knew meant business.

Her eyes swept the interior. Amara sleeping, naked under a thin cover. Me sitting up, reaching for my shorts. The hut still smelled like sex and ceremonial oil.

Kaya’s jaw tightened. Her gaze cut to the sleeping furs, then snapped back to me. Not jealousy, exactly. Something more complicated. Something she immediately buried under warrior’s discipline.

“We need to talk,” she said. Her voice was iron filings. “About the Koru.”

She turned and walked away before I could answer.

Amara stirred. “Go.” Her voice was sleep-thick but certain. “She wouldn’t come to you unless it was important.”

I pulled on my shorts and followed the war-chief into the morning.


Chapter 4: War Council

Kaya didn’t take me to the council chamber. She took me to the outer wall, the reinforced section overlooking the eastern jungle where the Koru always came from. She walked fast, her stride eating ground with the economical grace of someone who spent half her life on patrol. I matched her pace, my shoulder protesting every step. The war club wound from Raku’s first raid had healed but the scar tissue was tight, pulling with each swing of my arm.

The morning air carried the mineral tang of the hot springs and the green weight of the jungle canopy, that humid press of living things that never fully lifted in the caldera. Cooking fires sent thin plumes from the village below us, and somewhere a child was laughing, the sound bouncing off the volcanic walls that ringed our hidden valley like a fortress built by geology.

She stopped at the wall’s highest point, an observation platform I’d reinforced with stone bracing two weeks ago. The view stretched east to the first ridgeline, where the jungle thickened into a dark green wave that crested and disappeared into the mountain passes. Koru territory lay beyond those passes. I’d never seen it. I knew it only through Kaya’s descriptions: harsher land, thinner soil, fewer hot springs. A valley that produced warriors instead of farmers because the land wasn’t gentle enough for anything else.

Her copper spear rested across her shoulders, her scarred arms draped over the shaft. The posture made her look like a living crucifix. Her short dark hair was still damp from an early training session, and sweat glistened on the back of her neck, tracing the line of muscle from her skull to her shoulder blades.

“I’ve been scouting,” she said without preamble. “Every three nights for the past two weeks. While the village slept and you were…” She paused. Reset. “While the village slept.”

“You went alone?”

“I’m the war-chief. I scout alone.”

“That’s stupid.”

Her head snapped toward me. The look she gave could have stripped bark from a tree. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Going out alone when Raku put a bounty on my head and would love nothing more than to grab you. That’s reckless.”

“I am the most capable warrior in this valley.”

“And if you die out there, who leads the defense?” I held her glare. She needed to hear this, and nobody else would say it. The warriors worshipped her. The elders deferred to her on military matters. Nobody pushed back on the war-chief. “You don’t have a second-in-command trained well enough to hold this village. If Raku catches you in the dark, alone, three ridges from help, the tribe loses its best fighter and its defensive brain in the same night.”

Her jaw worked. The scar on it caught the light, the raised tissue flexing with the muscle beneath. She knew I was right. Hated it. Hated that the man she’d dragged into the village as a prisoner was now saying things that the woman who’d held this tribe together since Tano’s death couldn’t argue with.

“Next time, I go with you,” I said. “Or you take two scouts. Non-negotiable.”

“You don’t give me orders.”

“I’m not giving orders. I’m telling you that losing you would be worse than losing the battle, and I’d prefer to lose neither.”

Her expression loosened for a fraction of a second, the challenge draining from her posture. Not the counterattack I expected. She filed the exchange away, the way she filed everything, and moved on.

“What did you find?” I asked.

She laid it out with the precision of a military briefing. The kind of precision I recognized from intelligence debriefs in Afghanistan, where the quality of the data could mean the difference between a successful patrol and a body bag. She’d tracked Koru movement patterns for two weeks: direction of travel, time of activity, camp locations identified by cooking-fire residue and latrine sites. She’d estimated force strength from the number and size of fires, the depth of latrine pits, the wear on jungle trails.

The woman was a natural intelligence operative. No formal training, no satellite imagery, no signals intelligence. Just eyes, patience, and a mind that processed information with lethal clarity.

The picture was bad.

“Sixty warriors. Possibly seventy.” She drew in the dirt with the butt of her spear, the copper tip scoring clean lines in the packed earth. A rough map: the caldera, the eastern passes, the ridgelines, the river crossings. “Raku hasn’t just rallied his own men. He’s brought in the Taku.” She marked their position with an X. “What’s left of them. River tribe from the eastern valley. Their village was destroyed by flooding two seasons ago. Desperate men with no home, no food, and nothing to lose.”

I studied the map. “Alliance of necessity. Raku promises them land and women, they provide warm bodies for his assault.”

“Exactly. The Taku fighters aren’t as skilled as Koru warriors, but they don’t need to be. Raku will use them as the first wave: expendable, designed to absorb our defenses while his best fighters find the gaps.”

“What’s he offering them?”

“Our land. Our food. Our women.” Her voice was flat, clinical. A war-chief discussing enemy operations, not a woman describing the potential enslavement of her people. “The same thing he always takes, but now he has enough force to actually hold it. Before, he raided and retreated. This time, he comes to stay.”

“Timeline?”

“Before the next moon. Maybe sooner. He needs to move before the wet season makes the eastern passes impassable.” She drew the pass routes, narrow lines between mountain peaks. “Once the rains come, those routes flood. He’d lose warriors just trying to cross. His window is closing.”

I stared at the tree line. The peaceful green canopy hiding a gathering storm. Somewhere out there, Raku was planning, the man with filed teeth and a necklace of finger bones, the man who’d killed Amara’s husband and Kaya’s husband and who knew how many others. The man whose war club had shattered into my shoulder in the first raid while his filed-teeth smile promised worse.

He’d lost badly in that assault. Twenty or more of his warriors dead on my stakes and in my kill zones, nearly half his force, destroyed by defenses he hadn’t expected.

Now he was coming back with more than double the numbers and the fury of a man with a personal vendetta.

“Council,” I said. “Now.”

The council chamber was the largest structure in the village. Open-sided, thatched roof, ringed with the carved wooden seats reserved for the eight elder women who governed the Vanu. Torches burned at each pillar despite the morning sun, tradition overriding practicality. The smoke rose through gaps in the thatch and joined the perpetual haze that drifted above the compound.

The full council assembled within the hour. Eight elders, including Mura, whose ancient eyes tracked me with something that wasn’t quite suspicion anymore. Kaya stood to my left in full combat posture, copper spear planted, her presence a silent endorsement. Amara arrived last, carrying herbal tea for the elders in a steaming clay pot, the growing swell visible when she turned sideways in the right light.

She set the tea down, distributed cups with the practiced efficiency of a woman who’d served this council for decades, then took her seat. Her eyes found mine across the chamber and held. Steady. Trusting.

I presented the expanded defense plan.

My Vanu was good enough now for the basics. I could give instructions, argue positions, even crack jokes that landed about half the time. For the complex technical details, I drew. Scratched diagrams into the dirt floor with a copper chisel while Amara translated my engineering terminology into words the elders could grasp. She was good at it: she understood enough of my thinking to anticipate what I meant before I finished saying it, converting military concepts into agricultural metaphors the council could process.

“The first wall held,” I began, pointing to my dirt sketch of the outer perimeter. “But Raku adapted. He flanked through the hot springs.” I drew the attack vectors from the last battle, the arrows of assault, the breach point. “He won’t make the same mistake again. He’ll probe every approach, test every wall, find whatever’s weakest. So we make nothing weak.”

The plan unfolded on the chamber floor:

A second palisade ring around the village core. Thicker posts, stone foundation, the same razor-stake ditches as the first wall but deeper and wider. If the outer wall fell, the inner wall would hold the village center: the food stores, the healing hut, the children’s quarters, everything worth dying for.

Elevated archer platforms at the major choke points. I drew them as raised squares at the convergence of defensive lines. The Vanu had good archers, twelve bowwomen who could put an arrow through a coconut at forty paces, but they’d been fighting at ground level, where they were vulnerable to a rushing charge. Put them above the fight, on platforms eight feet high, and copper-tipped arrows became devastating. The elevated angle punched through the top edges of shields. The height made them nearly impossible to reach without ladders.

Fire traps using volatile gases from the volcanic vents. This was the piece that made the elders lean forward. I drew the bamboo pipe system: tubes running from specific vents where gas seeped from the earth, channeled underground to brush-filled pits positioned along the approach corridors. One torch thrown in, and you had an inferno. Controlled, directional, terrifying. I’d been testing small-scale versions for a week, refining the gas collection, the pipe diameters, the ignition mechanisms.

And the copper weapons. Every warrior in the tribe carrying tools that could pierce the wooden shields the Koru relied on. I held up a copper arrowhead, passed it around. The elders examined it, tested the edge, weighed it in their hands. The difference from stone was visible: sharper, lighter, stronger. No more bouncing off hardwood. From now on, every hit counted.

Kaya added her piece. Offensive operations: small ambush teams of three to four warriors striking Koru scouts and supply lines, disrupting their ability to gather intelligence on our defenses, keeping Raku off-balance and uncertain. “We don’t just wait for them to come to us,” she said. “We make the jungle dangerous. Let him guess at what he’s walking into.”

I liked that. It married defensive engineering with offensive harassment, the kind of combined-arms approach that won wars in places the Vanu had never heard of.

The elders deliberated. I watched their faces as they murmured among themselves. Some uncertain. Some calculating. Some looking at the dirt map with the expression of women who’d never seen a plan this detailed applied to their village’s defense.

Mura spoke first, and the chamber went still.

“The sky-man’s walls saved us before.” Her voice was formal, carrying the full weight of tradition and authority. “The Koru broke against what he built. Three of our warriors died in that battle.” She paused, letting the number settle. “Without his defenses, the number would have been thirty. Or all of us.”

She looked directly at me. Her ancient eyes, bright and unflinching, held mine without blinking.

“Let him build again.”

First time she’d endorsed me publicly. No qualifications, no hedging, no “but watch him closely” or “under careful supervision.” Just: let him build.

The council approved. Unanimously. Eight hands raised, including Mura’s, which shook slightly with age but didn’t waver.

Two of the younger elders clasped my arm as the meeting broke up. The warrior’s grip, held a beat longer than courtesy required. The kind that said: we’re trusting you with our lives.

The chamber emptied in waves. People filing out to begin preparations. Kaya was giving orders before she cleared the doorway, her voice carrying across the compound as she organized patrol schedules, work crews, and scout rotations. She became a different person in command mode: louder, faster, her vocabulary pure military shorthand that the warriors responded to like trained soldiers.

Then it was just us. Standing at the dirt map, the chisel marks still fresh.

Kaya stared at the defense layout with the focus she brought to everything tactical. Her arms were crossed, pulling the fabric of her combat wrap tight across her small, firm breasts. Sweat from the morning’s early training left a sheen on her dark skin that caught the torchlight, glistening on her collarbones, the lean muscle of her upper arms.

I knelt to redraw a defensive line I wasn’t satisfied with. The copper chisel bit into the dirt floor, and I carved terrain features with the same precision I’d used building bridges in Afghanistan. Slope angles calculated from memory. Elevation marks estimated from my walks along the perimeter. Distance calculations based on pacing counts I’d been running every patrol shift.

My hands worked the dirt automatically. Forearm veins standing out as I gripped the chisel and carved, the muscles in my arms flexing with each stroke. I could feel her eyes on me.

Not on the map. On my hands.

I stood. We were close. The chamber had felt large with the full council; now, empty, it felt small. Our arms brushed. Neither of us moved to create space.

“You’re not what I expected when they dragged you in,” she said.

Her voice had changed. The iron was still there, the foundation that never left, but underneath it, something warmer. Reluctant. Almost embarrassed. Like she was admitting a weakness she hadn’t known she had.

“I thought you were another soft outsider. Another mouth to feed while we fought to survive.”

“I thought you were going to kill me.”

“I was.” There it was. A hint of a smile, barely a curve of the jaw that scar bisected, gone almost before it arrived. “The men here try to match me. They compete. Every hunter, every warrior. They think strength means beating me at my own game. Being faster. Being stronger. Proving they’re better than the war-chief.” She shook her head. “You don’t compete with me. You…”

She searched for the word. Her dark eyes dropped to my hands again, dirt-stained and scarred, the hands she’d watched forge copper weapons and build defensive walls. The eyes climbed back to my face. Slow. Through my forearms, my shoulders, my jaw. Her gaze was physical, a thing with mass and heat.

“Complement you,” I offered.

“Yes.” The word came out lower than she intended. She heard it. Her shoulders squared, the softness gone as fast as it had appeared.

Neither of us moved. My pulse hammered, her breathing shallow and quick.

I didn’t break it. She had to be the one. Whatever was building between us, it had to come from her side first or it would feel like something done to the war-chief rather than something she chose.

“Train me,” I said.

She blinked. “What?”

“I know tactics. I know engineering. But I fight like a soldier with a machete, not like a Vanu warrior.” I met her eyes. Held them. “If Raku comes, I need to fight alongside your people, not in front of them. I need to move the way they move, strike the way they strike. And you’re the best fighter in this valley.”

The request hit her differently than I expected. Her posture loosened by a fraction, not softening, exactly, more like recalibration. I was asking to learn from her. Not to lead her, not to outperform her, not to prove I was stronger or better. Asking to be taught by the war-chief, acknowledging her superiority in the one arena she owned completely.

She studied me for a long moment. The torchlight danced across her face, the tight muscles of her neck, the hard set of her mouth that wasn’t quite as hard as it had been minutes ago.

“Dawn,” she said. “Don’t be late.”

She turned and walked out. Straight-backed, controlled. A warrior who had a war to prepare for and a tribe that needed her to be the blade.

But at the doorway, she paused. Didn’t turn. Just stopped, one hand on the door frame, her silhouette framed by the morning light outside.

“You do,” she said over her shoulder. “Complement me.”

Then she was gone.

I stood in the empty council chamber, surrounded by my own maps drawn in the dirt, listening to the drum of my own pulse. The scent of torch smoke and the mineral earth and a lingering note of Kaya’s sweat, clean and sharp, lingering in the still air.

Amara appeared in the entrance. She’d been waiting. Patient, perceptive, reading the situation from a distance the way she read a patient’s symptoms: observing before diagnosing.

“She came to you,” Amara said simply.

“For intelligence. On the Koru.”

“Is that all?”

I looked at her. She stood in the morning light with one hand on her pregnant belly, the silver in her dark hair catching the light, her breasts straining against the wrap she’d worn to council. She smiled. That quiet, knowing smile that said she understood the currents in this tribe better than anyone alive.

“Go build your walls, Daniel.” She touched her belly as she passed me, her shoulder brushing mine. “I’ll hold down the rest.”

I grabbed my chisel and headed for the perimeter. There was work to do. A second wall to design. Fire traps to build. An army to prepare for.

The afternoon burned away in labor. I paced the perimeter with measuring cord and stakes, marking the line of the second palisade. Every twenty steps, I drove a copper stake into the earth and tied cord between them, the line following the natural contours of the terrain: higher ground where possible, choke points at the gaps, clear sight lines from the archer positions to the kill zones.

Amara found me at sunset, covered in dirt and sweat, my shoulder scar aching from the exertion. She’d brought food: roasted tubers and a strip of smoked boar, wrapped in a broad leaf with a sprig of something fragrant tucked inside. The smell hit me before she reached the wall, and my stomach growled.

“You skip meals when you work,” she said, settling onto the wall beside me, the curve beneath her wrap resting on her thighs. “The baby and I require better.”

I ate. The food was better than it had any right to be. The fermented drink she’d brought along with it burned pleasantly and loosened the tension in my shoulders.

We sat on the half-built wall, watching the sun drop behind the western caldera rim, the sky turning from gold to copper to deep violet. The village below us was alive with evening sounds: children being called inside, cooking fires flaring, the low murmur of women sharing the day’s news over meal preparation.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. Meaning all of it. The valley, the village, the woman beside me.

She rested her head on my shoulder. Her dark hair, threaded with silver, smelled like cooking smoke and the herbal soap she made. Her breasts pressed against my arm, warm and full, and her hand found my thigh.

“Build well,” she said quietly. “Come home to us every night.”

“Every night.”

She squeezed my thigh and stood, one hand on her belly, the other brushing dust from her wrap. She walked back toward the village with the careful, hip-swaying gait of early pregnancy, and I let my eyes follow her until she disappeared between the huts.

Somewhere out there in the eastern jungle, Raku was gathering seventy warriors with nothing to lose and everything to gain. He’d come with more force, more strategy, and a personal vendetta that had my face scratched onto a flat stone with an X carved through it.

Let him come.


Chapter 5: Forged in Fire

The forge became the heart of the village.

I ran it every day from dawn to midday, stripped to the waist, sweat carving channels through the soot on my chest. The volcanic vents threw waves of heat that made the air shimmer and turned the clearing around the forge into a permanent sauna. The copper ore melted in the improved crucibles I’d built: double-walled, sand-insulated, capable of holding temperature through a full production run without cracking.

The morning routine settled into a rhythm that my body learned before my mind caught up. Wake beside Amara, her warm body pressed against mine, her breasts heavy on my arm. Eat whatever she’d prepared: flatbread, dried fruit, sometimes leftover smoked meat from the previous night. Walk to the forge while the village still slept, the cool pre-dawn air a brief respite before the volcanic heat made the clearing feel like the inside of an oven.

Light the charcoal. Check the bellows. Sort the ore by color and quality, the green malachite separated from the darker chalcopyrite. Begin.

Spearheads first. Flat, leaf-shaped, the edges honed on a wet stone until they could part a hair. I punched holes near the base for binding to wooden shafts, and showed Kaya’s best warriors how to affix them with sinew and resin. A copper spear was lighter than stone, held its edge longer, and punched through a Koru wooden shield like the shield wasn’t there.

The moment I demonstrated the shield penetration for Kaya’s warriors, something changed in how they looked at me. Not the cautious respect of a man who’d fixed their water or survived a raid. Awe. The same expression I’d seen on a young private’s face in Afghanistan when I’d shown him that a correctly placed shaped charge could cut through a steel I-beam. The realization that knowledge, applied correctly, was the most dangerous weapon in any arsenal.

Arrowheads next. Small, triangular, wicked. I cast thirty in a single morning, the molds I’d carved producing consistent results. The village’s best bowwoman, Lira, tested one on a target wrapped in Koru-style shield wood. The copper head buried itself to the shaft. She looked at me like I’d handed her lightning.

Knife blades, chisels, awls, needles. Each one a small revolution. The chisels made woodworking twice as fast; the new palisade sections went up in days instead of weeks. The needles changed how the weavers worked, producing tighter, stronger fabric in less time. A set of copper fish hooks brought in catches from the lake that had the village eating fish three times a week instead of once.

Every piece of copper that left the forge was proof. Not of magic or prophecy, but of what knowledge could build when you applied it to the right problem. I wasn’t gifted this. I’d earned it through years of military engineering, survival training, and the kind of hands-on problem-solving that came from building bridges under fire in countries the Vanu would never know existed.

The tribe watched me work. Not with the wary curiosity of the early weeks, but with open fascination. Older women brought food and water to the forge unprompted. Young hunters lingered, asking questions about the process. Children crept close enough to feel the heat, daring each other to touch the cooling molds.

Tira was the one I caught most often. She’d pause at the bellows and watch my hands on the hammer, her jaw set with that intense focus she brought to the metal. But her eyes weren’t tracking technique. They were tracking the way my forearms corded with each stroke, the sweat running between my shoulder blades. She’d catch herself and go back to work, cheeks darker than the forge heat justified.

Three young villagers asked to learn the trade. I started them on bellows duty, graduated them to ore sorting, and by the end of the first week, two of them could produce crude ingots with minimal supervision.

The third was Tira, a young woman barely older than Sela, with arms already strong from years of grinding grain and the quiet determination of someone who’d been told she couldn’t do something and intended to prove otherwise. She burned herself on the first day, a blistering strip across her palm from grabbing a crucible with inadequate protection. I showed her how to wrap the handling cloth correctly. She didn’t burn herself again.

By the third day, she was reading the copper’s color temperature better than either of the other apprentices. “It speaks,” she told me, staring at the glowing ore with the same intense focus I’d seen in Kaya during combat. “The color tells you what it wants.”

She was right. The copper did speak, if you knew how to listen.

The training sessions with Kaya started the morning after the council meeting and they didn’t stop.

Dawn. Every day. No exceptions.

She was already warmed up when I arrived at the training ground, her fighter’s build loose and ready. Combat wraps, chest binding, copper blade on her hip. The scar along her jaw caught the early light.

“You’re late.”

“The sun isn’t even fully up.”

“The sun is up. You’re late.”

She came at me without further warning. A sweep at my legs, a feint to my ribs, and then a grappling maneuver that put me on my back in the dirt before I finished processing the first move.

“Again,” she said.

We trained. Hand-to-hand combat every morning, weapon drills every evening. She taught me Vanu fighting style: low center of gravity, circular movement, using your opponent’s momentum against them. I taught her angles and leverage from Army combatives, techniques designed for soldiers fighting in body armor that translated surprisingly well to bare-skin grappling.

We learned from each other. And the learning required touch.

She corrected my grip on the copper practice spear by placing her hands over mine. Her fingers, calloused and strong, wrapping around my knuckles. Adjusting pressure. Rotating my wrist.

“Here,” she said. “You’re holding it like a tool. It’s an extension of your arm.”

“That’s what I said.”

“You said it. You didn’t feel it.” She squeezed my hand, and the difference was subtle but real. The spear settled into a balance point I hadn’t found before.

She adjusted my stance by standing behind me. Her lean body pressed against my back, her hips guiding mine into position. One hand on my hip, the other on my shoulder. Her breath warm on the back of my neck, steady and controlled.

“Wider,” she said. “Drop your weight.”

I dropped. Her hip bone pressed into the small of my back. Her small breasts grazed my shoulder blades through the thin chest binding.

The physical contact was more than instruction required. We both knew it. Neither acknowledged it.

Each sparring session, the holds lasted longer. When I pinned her, I stayed. My weight on her, her wrists under my hands, our faces inches apart and both of us breathing hard. She’d test the pin, her hard body writhing under mine, her narrow hips bucking against my weight, and I’d feel her thighs wrap around my waist in a submission attempt that put her directly against my hardness.

Impossible to hide. She was pressed right against it, separated by nothing but thin fabric.

The first time it happened, she went rigid. Eyes wide, lungs locked.

The second time, she didn’t comment.

The third time, her hips ground against me. Just once. A small, deliberate movement that she immediately pretended hadn’t happened.

I held her eyes. She held mine. The air between us could have started a fire without the forge.

“Again,” she said.

On the fifth day, we trained until exhaustion. True exhaustion: muscles shaking, lungs burning, skin slick. We’d grappled for what felt like hours, a combination of Vanu circular fighting and Western combatives that left us both covered in dust and sweat.

We collapsed on the training ground within arm’s reach of each other, both gasping, staring at the canopy.

“You’re improving,” she managed between breaths.

“That’s almost a compliment.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

I turned my head to look at her. She was on her back, chest heaving, dark skin glistening with perspiration. Her combat wraps were twisted, her chest binding loosened from the exertion.

The binding hung loose across her chest. The left side had unwound completely, the end trailing in the dirt, exposing her left breast to the morning air. Small, firm, sitting high on her muscular chest, the dark nipple drawn tight from exertion and the cooling breeze. The muscle beneath showed the definition of a body built for fighting: pectoral striations visible under the smooth skin, the breast itself barely more than a handful but perfectly shaped, pert and proud on a warrior’s frame.

She caught me looking.

I expected her to cover up. Grab the binding. Roll away. Say something cutting.

She didn’t.

She held my gaze. The scarred jaw set. Those dark eyes, usually sharp enough to cut, held something different in the morning light. Not softness. Kaya didn’t do soft. But the guarded look had dropped, and what replaced it was raw, unprotected, daring me to act.

“See something you want, sky-man?”

My mouth was dry. “You know I do.”

“Then earn it.” Her voice dropped. Lower than command. Lower than challenge. Almost invitation, dressed up in a challenge. “But not here. Not yet.”

She reached out. Her calloused fingers found the crash scar on my forearm, the one Amara had stitched my first week in the valley. She traced the raised tissue with her thumb, slow and deliberate, the way she’d study the grain of a new spear shaft. Learning it by touch.

I held still. Let her explore. The war-chief of the Vanu, who hadn’t initiated a gentle touch with anyone since Tano, was running her fingers over my skin like she was remembering what tenderness felt like.

Her hand trembled. She noticed. Pulled it back. Sat up and re-fastened her binding with sharp, efficient movements.

“Dawn. Same time.”

She stood and walked toward the village. She didn’t cover her breasts until she’d already turned away from me, and her hands were shaking when she did it.

That evening, I headed to the hot springs. The forge had left me coated in soot and sweat, and the training on top of that had me crusted in a second layer of grime. The bathing pool was calling.

Steam rose from the mineral-rich water, curling through the flowering bushes that screened the pool from the main village path. The same pool where I’d watched all four women bathe weeks ago, hidden in the foliage like a teenager with a crush. The memory still sent blood south.

Sela was already there.

She stood waist-deep in the pool, her slim body half-visible through the steam. Water beaded on her brown skin, running in rivulets down her narrow shoulders. Her dark hair was wet, clinging to her back in a heavy curtain. Through the steam, I could see the upper swell of her small breasts just above the water line, and when she shifted, those pink nipples broke the surface. Vivid. Impossible to miss against her complexion.

She heard me approach. Her head turned, dark eyes finding me through the mist. In earlier weeks, she would have vanished beneath the surface, arms crossed over her chest, gone before I could register the shape of her.

She stayed.

“The water is good tonight,” she said. Her voice carried the remnants of shyness, but underneath it, something steadier. Bolder.

I stripped my cargo shorts and waded in. The heat hit my aching muscles like a benediction, volcanic minerals stinging the scrapes from training and soothing the deeper aches. I settled onto a submerged ledge, the water up to my chest.

Sela didn’t retreat to the far side of the pool. She stayed where she was, maybe eight feet away. Close enough for conversation. Close enough for the steam to thin between us and reveal the outline of her body: slim waist, small hips, that flat stomach.

She reached for her wrap on the rocks beside the pool. Knocked it into the water. “Accidentally.”

The wet fabric sank. She bent to retrieve it, rising out of the water to her navel. Her small breasts caught the dying light, those vivid nipples hard from the temperature contrast, beaded with water droplets that clung and glistened. She took her time fishing the wrap from the pool, her body on full display. When she straightened, she didn’t rush to cover herself.

“I’m not as shy as you think,” she said. Her chin lifted. Those wide Bambi eyes held something that wasn’t innocence anymore. Or rather, innocence with something burning behind it. “I’m just… waiting.”

“For what?”

“For you to tell me what you want from me.”

My cock stirred in the warm water. The steam, her body, those eyes watching me the way she always watched: hungry. Intent. Like she was memorizing every detail for later.

Her hand drifted underwater. Toward me. Not quite reaching.

Naia’s voice echoed from the path. “Sela? Is that you in the springs?”

Sela’s hand retreated. She wrapped herself in the soaked cloth, a gesture that covered nothing and delayed Naia’s approach by the few seconds it took to look presentable.

I leaned back against the pool’s edge. Casual. Nothing happening here.

Naia appeared through the bushes, already stripped to a thin bathing cloth that clung to every curve. Her braids were pinned up, and without them framing her face, she looked younger. More exposed.

Her eyes swept the pool. Daniel. Sela. Both in the water. Steam between them.

“Am I interrupting?” Her voice carried exactly the amount of innocence she intended, which was none.

“No,” Sela said quickly.

“Not at all,” I added.

Naia’s smile said she believed neither of us. She slid into the pool with practiced grace, her massive ass breaking the water’s surface for a lingering moment before she settled. Deliberately positioning herself where I couldn’t help seeing her body through the clear mineral water: those thick thighs, that dramatic hip flare.

Sela retreated, wrapping herself more tightly. The moment was over.

But she caught my eye as she left. A look that said: Next time, don’t let us be interrupted.

She crossed the pool’s edge and climbed the bank. Slim, wet, her soaked wrap clinging to her small body, those distinctive nipples visible through the fabric. She didn’t look back. Didn’t need to.

The message was received.

That night, we tested the fire traps.

I’d spent three days building the system. Bamboo pipes running from the most volatile volcanic vents to brush-filled pits positioned along the eastern approach. The gas was heavier than air, pooling in the pits, mixing with the dried brush and dead leaves.

One torch. That was all it took.

The pit erupted. A wall of flame thirty feet across and fifteen feet high, the heat hitting us from a hundred yards away. The jungle canopy above the trap scorched instantly, leaves curling and blackening. The fire roared for ten seconds, then died as the pooled gas burned off. Left behind: a smoking crater surrounded by charred earth.

Terrifying. Effective. And positioned exactly where Koru raiders would funnel through the gaps between the palisade sections.

From the new outer wall, I watched the aftermath. The smoke drifted east on the night breeze, carrying the message into the jungle.

Screaming erupted from the tree line. Not words. Terror. Koru scouts had been watching from the edge of our perimeter, and the fire trap demonstration had sent them scrambling back through the undergrowth in blind panic.

Kaya appeared beside me on the wall. She watched the distant movement of fleeing scouts with professional satisfaction.

“That was just the welcome mat,” I said.

She looked at me. The corner of her scarred mouth twitched. Almost a smile.

“Build more,” she said. “Build them everywhere.”

I intended to.


Chapter 6: The Healer’s Touch

Amara waited until I’d finished the morning’s forge work before she pulled me aside.

She stood outside the healer’s hut, one hand resting on her belly, the other pressing a woven cloth against her forehead. The morning sickness had eased from violent to persistent: she no longer vomited, but the nausea lingered through most mornings, turning her face gray until midday. By afternoon, she told me, the sickness faded and something else replaced it. Something she hadn’t named yet but that showed in the way her eyes followed me across the compound, dark and hungry, tracking the way my forearms flexed when I worked the forge.

“We need to talk,” she said. “About custom.”

I wiped soot from my hands onto my shorts. Forge residue clung to my bare chest, mixing with sweat and the mineral tang of copper dust. I’d been hammering since dawn: a set of surgical tools for Amara, fine copper blades shaped to her specifications. Delicate work that required steady hands and absolute focus. “What custom?”

“Come inside.”

The healer’s hut was warm, smelling of dried herbs and the mineral salts Amara used for poultices. Bundles of dried plants hung from the ceiling rafters, creating a canopy of medicine that rustled in the faint draft from the door. Morning light filtered through the woven walls in golden stripes, catching dust motes and the wisps of smoke from a low fire in the central pit. Clay jars lined the back wall, each one labeled with symbols I was slowly learning to read: wound paste, fever tea, sleep herbs, pain bark.

She poured me water from a clay jug, then sat across from me on a low stool, her knees together, her posture carrying the careful seriousness she used when speaking as healer rather than lover. Her breasts rested on her crossed arms, the nipples visible through the thin morning wrap, the pregnancy swelling them beyond what the fabric could contain. They’d grown again in just the past few days, noticeably fuller, and my eyes found them before I could redirect them.

She noticed. She always noticed.

“When a woman carries a child among the Vanu,” she began, “the father must nourish her. Not just with food and protection. With himself.” She held my gaze. “His seed is believed to strengthen the growing child. The more the father gives, the stronger the baby.”

“You’re saying the tribe expects me to keep sleeping with you. During pregnancy.”

“The tribe requires it.” A smile played at her lips. “And I require it.”

“How often?”

“The custom says whenever the mother desires.” Her composure cracked. The healer’s mask dissolved into something raw, hungry, almost pained. “Daniel, my body craves you. More than before. Everything is heightened. My skin is sensitive, my breasts ache, my…” She swallowed. “The pregnancy has made everything more. I wake up wet. I dream about you inside me. The need is constant.”

She set down the water cup. Her hands trembled.

“I’m not asking because of custom. I’m asking because if you don’t touch me soon, I’ll lose my mind.”

I didn’t make her wait.

The midday light fell through the walls in warm golden bands, striping her body as I stripped the wrap away. She stood before me in the healer’s hut, naked, her body a revelation of change.

Her breasts had grown again. Not subtly. They’d grown beyond what weeks ago had seemed like their limit, swollen with pregnancy’s hormonal surge, the nipples swollen and wide, pointing slightly downward from the increased weight. The veins beneath her brown skin were more visible, blue-green traceries mapping the blood flow to the life building inside her. When she breathed, they rose and fell with an almost hypnotic rhythm.

Her belly had the barest swell now. Noticeable to me because I’d memorized her body before the pregnancy. The soft curve below her navel had ripened into something unmistakable if you knew where to look. Her hips seemed wider, her waist fuller, her entire frame taking on a lushness that went beyond her already generous curves.

My eyes traveled the path they always traveled with her. Up from bare feet planted on the packed earth, over thick calves, past wide maternal hips that swayed when she shifted weight, noting the soft belly curve, then lingering. The breasts. God, those breasts. Full enough to sway when she breathed, the darkened nipples begging to be touched, the whole glorious weight of them settling against her ribcage like some primal declaration of fertility.

Her eyes found mine, soft and steady. Silver-streaked hair framing her face, falling past her shoulders.

“Look at what you’ve done to me,” she said. Not complaint. Pride. “Every part of me is changing for your child.”

I went to my knees.

She froze. “Daniel…”

“Quiet.”

I started at her feet. Kissed the arch, the delicate bone of her ankle. Her skin was warm, the scent of the herbal soap she used rising from the heat of her body. I worked my mouth up her inner calf, feeling the thick muscle beneath the soft skin, the places where her legs carried the weight of a woman who spent her days on her feet, healing, walking, tending. My lips found the tender skin behind her knee, and she shivered. Both hands found my hair and held on.

I kissed higher. The inside of her thigh, where the skin grew softer and warmer with each inch. She was trembling, not from cold. Small, involuntary tremors that ran through her legs and into the hands gripping my hair. Her breathing changed. Quickened. I could see her chest heaving above me, those full breasts rising and falling with each rapid breath.

“Yes. Please. I need your mouth.”

I breathed against her. Felt the heat radiating from her center before I touched her, a furnace warmth that spoke of weeks of building need. She was already dripping, the slick evidence of her arousal glistening on her inner thighs, a trail of wetness that caught the light filtering through the woven walls. The scent of her hit me: richer, muskier than before the pregnancy. Not the clean, sharp arousal I’d grown familiar with. Something deeper, fuller, the smell of a woman whose body was operating on overdrive, every system running hot, every hormone cranked to maximum.

I pressed my mouth against her. Not on her clit, not yet. Against the soft flesh of her outer lips, a kiss as deliberate and unhurried as the ones I’d placed on her thighs. She made a strangled sound and her hips jerked forward.

“Please.”

My tongue found her slit. One slow stroke, bottom to top, parting the slick folds, tasting her arousal on my tongue. The flavor of a pregnant woman in the grip of hormonal overdrive, musky and sweet and absolutely intoxicating. She made a sound that started in her belly and climbed her throat, a raw moan that echoed off the hut walls and vibrated through the bundles of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling.

“Oh, yes. Right there. Right there.”

I parted her with my tongue. Explored her with the patience of a man who had nowhere else to be. Her outer lips were swollen, engorged from hormones, flushed dark with blood. Her clit was a hard nub that protruded from its hood, and when I circled it, her whole body jerked like she’d been struck.

I gripped her hips and held her steady. My mouth worked her with slow, deliberate attention: long strokes of my tongue from her entrance to her clit, circling the swollen bud before returning, building a rhythm that matched her quickening breath. She fought to stay standing. Her thighs trembled against my ears. Her weight shifted forward, her hips pressing harder against my face, seeking more pressure, more friction.

“Don’t stop. Please, Daniel, don’t stop. I’ve been aching for this all day. All week. Since the last time you touched me I haven’t been able to think about anything else.”

Her knees buckled. I caught her, my hands gripping her wide hips, holding her upright while my mouth never left her. She was gasping, both hands fisting my hair, her hips rocking against my face in a rhythm she couldn’t control. The wet sounds of my tongue on her pussy filled the healer’s hut, obscene and beautiful.

I slid two fingers inside her. She clenched around them instantly, her walls gripping with the reflexive urgency of a woman who’d been empty and aching for too long. She was tight, the pregnancy making everything more engorged, more sensitive, the ridged walls of her pussy gripping and releasing my fingers in urgent pulses. I curled them against the front wall, that rough patch of tissue that made her inner muscles flutter, and sucked her clit at the same time.

She screamed.

Her orgasm hit like a breaking wave. Not a slow build, not a gradual cresting. An explosion. Her thighs clamped around my head with a force that blocked out all sound except her screaming. Her fingers yanked my hair hard enough to sting. Her whole body convulsed, her breasts swinging wildly, her stomach muscles clenching. She came on my mouth, her pussy flooding my chin with slick heat that ran down my neck and dripped onto my chest. The taste of her orgasm was different from her regular arousal: thicker, sweeter, and I swallowed it while she shook.

I held her through it. Didn’t stop. Didn’t pull back. Let her ride it out against my face, my tongue still working her clit with gentle, persistent pressure while the aftershocks rolled through her. She twitched and moaned with each pass of my tongue, oversensitive, her hands pushing my head away and then pulling it back. She couldn’t decide if it was too much or not enough. I kept going until her legs stopped shaking and her grip on my hair loosened from desperate to tender.

She was panting when I stood. Eyes glazed. Color high on her cheeks, flushed across her chest, spreading to the tops of her flushed breasts.

I turned her around.

She braced against the medicine table without hesitation, her arms spread, the full weight of her breasts hanging free, swaying with each heaving breath. Her back arched, presenting herself. Her wide hips canted back, her slick pussy open and ready.

One hand on her hip. The other found a pendulous breast, cupping the warm fullness. She moaned at the touch alone, the sensitivity electric.

I entered her from behind. One slow, deep stroke. Sinking into tight, wet heat that gripped me from every angle, her pussy still fluttering from her orgasm, the walls still rippling and clenching.

“All of it,” she gasped. “Give me all of you.”

I gave her everything. Pushed until my hips met the soft curve of her ass, feeling her stretch and yield around me, the heat and wetness overwhelming. She moaned, a long, low sound that vibrated through the medicine table and into the floor.

I pulled back. Nearly all the way out, until just the head remained inside her, feeling the cool air of the hut on the wet length of my shaft. Then I pushed back in. Slow. Deep. Letting her feel every ridge, every vein, every inch of the penetration.

“Yes.” She gripped the table’s edge. “Just like that.”

I set a deep rhythm. Long strokes, pulling nearly out before pushing back in, the wet sound of our connection filling the hut. The pace was deliberate, controlled, each thrust a complete withdrawal and a complete return. She pushed back to meet me on every stroke, her wide hips working with practiced instinct, her body knowing exactly what it wanted.

Her breasts swayed beneath her with each thrust, the weight of them pendulous, the puffy tips grazing the table surface. The sight of them, her heavy tits swaying with the rhythm of my cock inside her, was enough to make me grip her hips harder.

My hand reached beneath her. Found one hanging breast and cupped its weight, the warm flesh overflowing my palm. She moaned at the contact. I found the nipple, puffy and taut, and rolled it between my fingers.

She shrieked at the sensitivity. The sound was almost pained, but she pushed back against me harder, demanding more. “Don’t stop. They’re so sensitive now. Everything is sensitive.”

“They’re so full already. So ripe.” Her voice broke with pleasure as she looked over her shoulder at me, her face flushed, sweat sheening on her dark skin, her dark hair clinging to her neck and cheeks in damp tendrils. “Feel them. Feel how much they’ve grown. All for you. For your child.”

I squeezed. Kneaded. Bounced the gorgeous weight in my palm while I fucked her, the dual stimulation making her walls flutter and grip. My other hand held her hip, pulling her back onto me with each thrust, the slap of skin on skin growing louder as the pace increased.

“Soon they’ll make milk for your child,” she panted. “Swollen with it. Dripping. So full they ache.” She pushed back harder, grinding against me, taking me deeper. “Leaking through my wraps. Soaking through to my skin.”

My cock throbbed inside her. I felt it pulse, and she felt it too. Her pussy clenched in response.

“Will you drink from me then, Daniel?” Her eyes held mine over her shoulder, dark and molten, her dark hair clinging to her flushed skin. “Will you put your mouth on me and drink while you’re inside me? Will you taste what my body makes for your child while your cock fills me?”

“Yes.” The word came out rough, raw, pulled from my throat by the image she was painting and the sensation of her pussy gripping me.

“Promise me.” Her voice cracked with pleasure. “Promise me you’ll take everything my body makes for you. The milk. The warmth. The children. Everything.”

“I promise. Everything. All of it.”

I sped up. Drove deeper. The rhythm shifted from deliberate to urgent, the wet sounds of our connection becoming a rapid, continuous slap that filled the hut. She braced against the table, her arms flexing, taking the impact. Her breasts bounced wildly beneath her, the tender nipples swinging through the air with each thrust.

She came again. I felt it before I heard it: her pussy clamping down in a rhythmic vise-grip that milked along my entire length, a contraction so strong it nearly pushed me out. She cried out, arms giving way, her chest pressing onto the medicine table, her breasts spreading across the wooden surface like warm dough, the tender tips flattened against the grain.

I held her hips and kept driving, chasing my own release through the contractions of hers. The sensation of her climaxing pussy around my cock, that rhythmic clenching and releasing, was too much to resist.

“Fill me. Now.” She reached back, grabbed my wrist, pressed my hand flat against her pregnant belly. “Put your seed where our baby grows. Nourish your child.”

I drove deep. Held. My balls pressed against her, my cock buried completely inside her clenching heat. The orgasm ripped through me from the base of my spine outward, thick pulses flooding her insides, each spurt accompanied by a groan I couldn’t contain. I felt the cum fill her, felt the warmth of it spreading between us, felt her walls milking me through it with clenching, insistent waves that dragged every drop from me. Six, seven, eight pulses, until I was empty and trembling and still held deep inside her by the grip of her body.

I stayed inside her. Both of us bent over the medicine table, panting, my chest against her sweat-slick back. One hand still cupped her breast, the other resting on her belly.

She turned in my arms. Her face was wet with tears she hadn’t bothered to wipe. Happy tears, the kind that come from feeling too much at once.

“Your son or daughter is growing right here.” She placed my hand flat against the swell of her belly. “Being nourished by what you give me.” She smiled. “My breasts were already the largest in the village. Imagine what they’ll look like when the milk comes.”

I looked at her breasts. Magnificent. Already impossibly full. Already big enough to sway with her breathing.

My cock twitched inside her. She felt it. Her smile deepened.

“Patience,” she laughed, pushing me gently away. “The real milk comes later. But my body is preparing.” She gathered her wrap, pulling it around her still-flushed body, the fabric immediately straining across her chest. “I have patients. The village doesn’t stop for my pleasure.”

“Or mine?”

“Your pleasure is tribal custom. Be grateful.”

She kissed me, deep and lingering, tasting herself on my lips. Then she smoothed her hair, adjusted her wrap, and walked out of the healer’s hut like she hadn’t just screamed my name loud enough for the neighbors to hear.

I pulled my shorts on and leaned against the medicine table, catching my breath. My legs weren’t entirely solid.

Custom. Right.

The screams came ten minutes later.

Not pleasure. Not the good kind. Fear screams, sharp and jagged, coming from the eastern perimeter. The kind of sound that erases everything except the need to move.

I grabbed my machete and ran. The shoulder wound from the first raid protested the sudden acceleration, but adrenaline was a better painkiller than anything in Amara’s medicine stores. I cleared the compound in seconds, vaulting the garden wall and sprinting past the cooking pits toward the main gate.

By the time I reached the outer wall, a cluster of warriors had gathered near the gate. Kaya was already there, her copper spear in hand, her wiry body coiled for violence. She’d been drilling warriors on the training ground when the alarm sounded, and she’d arrived before me despite being further away. The woman moved like a jungle cat when the threat instinct fired.

But the threat wasn’t at the wall. Nobody was attacking.

It was what the scouts had brought back.

Two of Kaya’s patrol had been walking the eastern approach, checking the fire trap lines for gas accumulation levels. Standard maintenance, the kind of boring, essential work that kept the defenses functional. They’d found a Koru scouting party: three dead, two fled. The fire traps had done their work, igniting when the scouts stumbled too close to a gas-heavy pit. Charred bodies in the kill zone, the stench of burned flesh heavy in the humid air, the third Koru warrior dead from a copper arrow that one of our scouts had put through his throat as he tried to crawl away.

But the scouts had found something else.

A flat stone, the size of a dinner plate. On it, scratched with a sharp implement, a crude drawing of a face. My face. The proportions were wrong, the features exaggerated, but the intent was clear: someone had studied me long enough to capture the shape of my jaw, the set of my brow.

Through the face, a deep X had been carved. And tied to the stone with braided sinew: a single finger bone.

Raku’s signature.

The message needed no translation. Daniel Voss’s head had a price on it.

Kaya examined the stone without expression. She ran her thumb across the carved X, feeling the depth. “Fresh. Within the last day.”

“He sent scouts to deliver it.”

“He sent scouts to die. The message was the point. He wants you afraid.”

“Am I supposed to be?”

Her eyes met mine. Something fierce burned in them. Not concern. Not even protectiveness. Something more primal.

“You should be careful,” she said. “I didn’t train you so Raku could claim the kill.”

She handed the stone back to the scouts and turned to adjust the patrol schedule. All business. All war-chief.

But she stood closer to me than necessary while she gave the orders. And her hand brushed mine before she walked away.

The bounty stone sat on the council chamber table for the rest of the day. Every elder who passed examined it. Every warrior who saw it tightened their grip on their weapon.

Raku was coming. And this time, he wanted me specifically.

I went back to the forge and hammered copper until the sun went down.


Chapter 7: Night Patrol

The day before the night patrol almost made me forget the valley was a fortress under siege.

Morning light warmed the compound. Amara tended patients in the healer’s hut, her pregnant belly visible beneath her wrap, Sela grinding herbs beside her with steady hands. Two women from the farming crew brought a basket of fresh-picked fruit to the healing station, and Amara distributed pieces to the children waiting for treatment, her silver-streaked hair falling forward as she knelt to press a slice of mango into a small boy’s hand.

I watched from the forge, hammering a set of copper farming tools, and caught myself smiling. The pregnant healer feeding children while her apprentice mixed medicines. The sounds of the village alive around me: laughter, conversation, the distant ring of my other apprentices working the second furnace. Pigs snuffling in the pen near the food stores. A group of women weaving new wall panels, singing a work song that had a rhythm perfectly synchronized to their movements.

This was what we were fighting for. Not the walls or the weapons or the territory. This.

Kaya put me on the night watch rotation that afternoon.

“You wanted to fight like Vanu,” she said when I protested the schedule. “Vanu warriors don’t sleep through their shifts.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to fight like an insomniac.”

“Dawn training. Evening drills. Night patrol. You volunteered for all of it.” Her mouth twitched in something that might have been amusement if she ever let herself be amused. “Besides, I’m on the wall tonight too. If the Koru come in darkness, I want you where I can see you.”

I didn’t argue. Something in her voice said the assignment wasn’t purely tactical. The way she hadn’t quite met my eyes when she said it. The way she’d specified her own shift alongside mine.

Kaya wanted company on the wall. She’d die before admitting it.

The night shift started at moonrise. I climbed the outer wall at the eastern overlook, where the new construction was highest and the view stretched to the jungle ridgeline. The village settled behind me in a pool of cooking-fire glow, the sounds of evening meals and children’s laughter drifting up like warm air. Ahead, the jungle transformed.

By day, the caldera’s jungle was a green cathedral: soaring canopy, filtered light, the constant chatter of birds and insects. By night, it became something older. Darker. The chattering insects of day were replaced by a deeper, slower symphony. Frogs calling from the lake shallows. Night birds with cries that sounded like questions nobody wanted answered. Things moving through the canopy with soft, deliberate purpose, branches creaking under weight you couldn’t see.

The air cooled enough to raise goosebumps on bare skin but kept the humidity that made every breath feel wet. Steam from the hot springs curled through the darkness in ghostly ribbons, lit from below by the volcanic glow of the vents.

Kaya appeared on the wall beside me without sound. One moment I was alone; the next, she was there, copper spear in hand, her dark skin nearly invisible against the night sky. She moved like something the jungle had produced rather than something that walked through it.

“You’re getting better at the climbing,” she said.

“I’ve had practice.”

“You still make too much noise.”

“I outweigh most of your warriors by forty pounds.”

“Excuses.” But there was no bite in it. She settled into patrol position beside me, her shoulder eight inches from mine, and stared east.

We walked the outer wall together. The new construction was solid under our feet: thick posts sunk four feet into the earth, sharpened at the top, cross-braced with bamboo and lashed with vine so tight it would take an axe to separate. I’d designed it to withstand a coordinated push from thirty men. Maybe more, if the Koru didn’t bring fire.

The fire trap activation points were marked with small copper tags that caught the moonlight, visible to defenders but invisible from outside. I pointed them out as we passed. Kaya already knew their positions. She’d memorized the defensive layout the day after the council meeting, the same way she memorized everything tactical: completely, instantly, permanently.

The jungle stretched east like a dark ocean with no shore. Somewhere in that darkness, Raku planned his war. I could almost feel him out there: the malevolent intelligence, the patient hatred, the filed teeth smiling at a plan we couldn’t see.

We walked in silence for the first hour. Not awkward, not tense. Full. We’d fought together, trained together, bled near each other. Words weren’t necessary to justify being in the same space. Our footsteps fell into sync, the way our sparring had, the way our defense planning had. Two people who’d been functioning as halves of the same mind for weeks now.

Our shoulders nearly touched as we patrolled. Her body radiated heat in the cool night, and I was acutely aware of every almost-contact. The brush of her arm against mine when the wall narrowed near the western tower. The warmth of her hip when we paused at the same overlook to scan the tree line. The way her bare feet moved next to mine on the packed-earth walkway, close enough that I felt the displaced air of each step.

Kaya spoke first.

“Tano was funny.”

The name hung in the night air. Her dead husband. The man Raku had killed eight years ago while she watched, powerless, screaming.

“That’s what nobody remembers about him,” she continued. Her voice was different. Stripped of command authority, stripped of the clipped precision she used for intelligence reports and combat orders. This voice was rougher. More fragile. Like something kept in a box that hadn’t been opened in years, the hinges rusted. “They remember the warrior. The hunter. The man who could track a wild pig for three days without losing the trail. Who killed a Koru raider in single combat when he was sixteen.”

She paused. Stared at the jungle.

“But I remember that he made me laugh. Every single day. Even when things were terrible. Even when the plague was killing our people and we’d carry out another body every morning, he’d find something. Some small, stupid thing that made the day bearable.”

I didn’t speak. This was the most she’d ever given me about her past, and I wasn’t going to interrupt it with questions or comfort. She needed to give this, not have it taken.

“He had this way of imitating the elders.” The ghost of a smile crossed her face, visible in the moonlight as a softening of hard lines. “He’d walk around the hut with his back hunched, waving his finger, saying ‘In my day, we fought the Koru uphill in the rain, barefoot, with our spears on fire, and we were grateful for it.’ The exact voice. The exact posture. Mura would have killed him if she’d heard.”

She almost laughed. Almost. The sound got halfway out before she caught it and pulled it back in.

“I’d laugh until my stomach hurt. Until I couldn’t breathe. He could always do that to me. Nobody else. Just Tano.”

Silence. The jungle breathed around us. A night bird called from the canopy, three descending notes that faded into the dark.

“You had a son,” I said. Carefully. Gently.

Her step faltered. Just barely. A hitch in the rhythm, a hitch so small only someone who’d been walking in sync with her for an hour would notice.

“Kito.” She said the name like a prayer. “He was four when the sickness took him. Tano was already dead by then. Six months dead. I was war-chief by then, because there was nobody else. Twenty-three years old, with no husband, no son, and a tribe that needed me to be something harder than a woman.”

“Jesus.”

“I don’t know that word.” She resumed walking. Her pace unchanged. Her face locked in the warrior’s neutrality she wore like armor. But her voice had a crack running through it, a hairline fracture that widened with each word. “Kito had Tano’s laugh. The same way of finding something funny in everything. He was pointing at a bird the morning the fever came. Laughing at it. Some bright, noisy thing in the canopy. And then the laughing turned to coughing, and the coughing turned to fever. By nightfall…”

She stopped. Not walking. Not speaking. Just standing on the wall, staring into the dark jungle that had taken everything from her. Her hands hung at her sides. Her spear rested in the crook of her arm, forgotten.

“You’ve lost more than I realized,” I said.

“I don’t talk about it.” Her voice hardened. Her face locking shut. “War-chiefs can’t afford grief. My people need me to be the blade. The moment I’m not the blade, someone dies because I was too busy feeling things to see the attack coming.”

“You’re not just a blade, Kaya.”

“Yes I am.” She said it like a confession. Like an indictment she’d handed down on herself years ago and never appealed. “That’s all I have left. Tano is dead. Kito is dead. I have the spear and the wall and the tribe. If I let anything else in, I lose the only thing keeping them alive.”

I understood her then. Not just the warrior. The whole woman. The one who’d buried her husband and then her child six months later and decided the only way to survive was to become something sharper than grief. The blade. Sleeping alone, standing on walls in the dark, turning loss into the rage that kept her tribe alive.

No wonder she shattered training posts at dawn.

“When I watched you claim Amara,” she said. Her voice dropped. Not the commander’s volume. Not even conversational. A whisper carried by the night air, as if she were afraid the jungle would hear. “I stood in the doorway. I couldn’t leave.”

“I know. I saw you.”

“Did you see what it did to me?”

The moonlight caught the wetness in her eyes. The war-chief of the Vanu, standing on the wall she’d defended for a decade, tears tracking silent and silver down her scarred cheeks.

“Yes,” I said.

“I haven’t wanted a man since Tano.” She turned to face me. That fierce jaw. The dark eyes that were always so sharp, so guarded, now wide open, unguarded, stripped of everything she’d used to keep people out. “I thought that part of me died with him. I thought I’d killed it. On purpose, because wanting makes you vulnerable, and vulnerable gets people killed.”

She stepped closer. The moonlight turned her dark skin silver, caught the sheen of perspiration on her collarbones, the hard line of muscle in her bare shoulders. Her small breasts rose and fell with quickening breath beneath the combat wrap.

“It didn’t die,” she said. “You woke it up.”

The distance between us collapsed to inches. Her breath warm against my lips, coming fast. I could see the pulse hammering in her throat, the rapid flutter of a heartbeat that had forgotten how to be afraid and was remembering all at once.

Every muscle in me screamed to close the gap. Every nerve, every instinct, every part of the body that had spent weeks training beside this woman, pressed against this woman, feeling this woman’s taut body grinding against mine in sparring holds that lasted longer than either of us would admit.

She pulled back.

Not in retreat. In deliberation. The same controlled precision she brought to combat, applied to the most important decision she’d made since the day she watched Tano die. This was Kaya choosing her terms. Choosing her battlefield.

“Not here.” Her voice trembled. “Not a stolen moment in the dark.” She swallowed hard, her jaw working. “When I give myself to you, it will be because I chose it. In the light. With the tribe as witness. Not because my body betrayed me on a dark wall.”

I held still. Let her set the boundaries. Respected the woman who needed to control at least this one thing about how she fell.

But she didn’t step away. Her body pressed forward, closing the gap she’d just created. Her hip settled against my hardness, and she inhaled sharply through her teeth. A sharp, controlled intake of air that said she felt exactly what she was pressing against, and the feeling sent electricity through every nerve she’d spent years trying to deaden.

She didn’t move. Just stood there. Feeling me. The evidence of what she did to me, thick and straining against the thin fabric of my shorts, pressing against her narrow hip.

Her hips shifted. A small motion. Deliberate. Pressing harder against me. Not grinding, not provocative. Testing. Feeling. Confirming that the thing she wanted was real and solid and waiting for her.

“But I want you to know.” She took my hand. Pressed it flat against her chest, over her heart.

It was hammering. Fast, wild, a drumbeat that made the war drums sound slow. The heartbeat of a woman at war with herself, the kind of war where both sides want to lose.

Through the thin combat wrap, I felt the rise and fall of her breathing. The firm muscle beneath her skin. And her small breast, pressing against the heel of my palm, the nipple a hard point even through the binding cloth. She didn’t pull my hand away. Didn’t adjust the position.

“I feel this,” she whispered. “Every time I look at you. Every time you pin me in training and I feel you hard against me. Every time I watch your hands shape metal and think about what those hands could do to me.”

My fingers spread against her chest. She shivered. Not from cold.

“Kaya.”

“Don’t.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t say my name like that unless you mean it.”

“I mean it.”

Her hand covered mine. Held it against her heart for three more thundering beats. Then she pulled it away, stepped back, and resumed patrol.

All business. Back straight. Jaw set. War-chief.

I needed a minute. Maybe five. The blood was redistributing from strategic reserves to tactical positions, and neither process was happening quickly.

Later on the shift, when the moon had crossed to the western quarter and the jungle’s noise had settled into its deepest rhythms, I showed her the fire trap mechanism. I’d built a small-scale model: a bamboo pipe section, a clay reservoir, a miniature brush pit. I demonstrated the principle using a candle and a bladder of compressed air, the tiny flame licking to life and extinguishing as I controlled the gas flow.

She watched with the focus she brought to studying enemy tactics. Genuine admiration she’d stopped trying to hide.

“You think differently from anyone I’ve known,” she said. “The men here, the elders, even the best hunters. They solve problems by working harder. Throwing more bodies at the wall. You solve them by…” She searched for the word. “Thinking around the corner.”

“Engineering. It’s just applied thinking.”

“It’s more than that.” Her eyes met mine in the moonlight. “You see things that aren’t there yet. And then you make them real. The forge. The walls. The fire traps. None of them existed before you imagined them.”

I could have kissed her then. She would have let me.

I didn’t. Because she’d asked for daylight and ceremony and choice. And I was going to give her that, even if my cock was going to file a formal complaint about the timeline.

We finished the patrol in comfortable silence. Dawn broke over the eastern ridge, painting the jungle canopy in layers of gold and green. The air warmed. Birds woke. The village stirred behind us.

Then three signal fires bloomed on the ridge line, one after another. Not the scattered flickers of small scout camps. Deliberate. Organized. Spaced at even intervals along the ridge, each one a controlled burn that sent a column of smoke rising straight into the windless morning air.

A declaration. A message.

“They’re massing,” Kaya said. All traces of the vulnerable woman from the past hours evaporated in an instant, burned away by the same instinct that had kept her alive through a decade of warfare. In her place stood the war-chief: eyes calculating, body coiled, mind already three moves ahead. “Those fires are for our benefit. Raku wants us to see.”

A second set of fires appeared on the northeastern slope.

Then a third, further south.

Three ridgelines. Three signals. The Koru weren’t hiding anymore.

“He’s showing us his numbers,” I said. “Surrounding us on three sides. Classic intimidation pattern.”

“Making us feel small.” Kaya’s grip tightened on her copper spear until the tendons in her forearm stood out like cables. “Making us afraid.”

“Are you afraid?”

She turned to me. The dawn light caught the hard set of her mouth, the wet tracks on her cheeks that had dried sometime in the last hour without either of us noticing. The woman who’d pressed my hand to her pounding heart stood there in the same body as the warrior who’d killed more Koru than anyone alive.

“I’m afraid of losing people I care about,” she said. “Again.”

She didn’t specify who she meant. She didn’t need to.

We climbed down from the wall and went to wake the council.


Chapter 8: Before the Storm

The council convened within the hour. Torches lit despite the morning sun, tradition holding even in urgency. The elders filed in with the weighted steps of women who’d seen too many wars and buried too many warriors.

Kaya delivered the intelligence report first. She stood at the chamber’s center with the stillness of a predator giving testimony, her copper spear planted beside her, the blade catching orange light from the torches. Signal fires confirmed on three ridgelines. Scout estimates putting Koru strength at sixty to seventy warriors, including Taku allies from the destroyed eastern river village. Movement patterns suggesting a coordinated assault within days, not weeks.

She laid out the evidence in the same clipped, precise language she used for everything tactical. Cooking fire counts from forward observation. Latrine site positions indicating camp sizes. Trail wear suggesting heavy foot traffic on the eastern approach. Fresh-cut wood at staging areas for shield construction.

The council absorbed this in grim silence. Even Mura, who normally had an opinion about everything, held her tongue. War was coming, and the elders knew it.

Then the conversation pivoted.

“The matter of Daniel’s second wife,” the eldest council member said.

I blinked. We’d just finished a threat briefing on seventy hostile warriors massing for war, and they wanted to discuss my love life.

Amara, sitting at the healer’s seat, caught my expression. Her lips twitched with suppressed amusement. She rested one hand on her pregnant belly and the other on the arm of her chair, the picture of maternal calm while my pulse spiked for entirely non-tactical reasons.

The eldest continued. “If Daniel falls in battle without having fathered more children, the tribe’s investment in him is lost. One child in one womb is not enough. The council recommends he take a second wife before the Koru attack.”

“With respect,” I started, “the battle preparations should be our…”

“This IS a battle preparation.” Mura’s voice cut through mine. She leaned forward in her carved seat, ancient eyes sharp. “You are the only man who has proven capable of producing children with our strongest women. If a Koru spear finds your heart tomorrow, everything you’ve built dies with you. Your copper skills. Your defensive knowledge. Your seed.” She let that word hang. “The tribe cannot afford to lose all of it at once. Spreading the risk is wisdom, not romance.”

The rest of me felt like a prized stallion at auction.

Multiple women volunteered.

Two younger women I recognized from the forge crews stepped forward through an elder who spoke for them. The first was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark eyes and the callused hands of someone who’d spent weeks at the bellows. She’d been one of my best apprentices. The elder cited her lineage: daughter of a respected hunter, sister to a warrior who’d died defending the southern wall. Strong genetics, proven family loyalty.

The second was quieter, with gentle features and the careful posture of a weaver. Her elder emphasized her fertility: she’d borne a daughter two years ago by one of the tribal men, and the child was healthy and thriving. Proven ability to carry a pregnancy. Practical.

Both women were attractive. Both met my eyes with a mixture of hope and determination that made me uncomfortable. Not because I didn’t find them appealing, but because the clinical nature of the selection process felt like it belonged in a veterinary manual, not a council chamber.

Then Naia stood.

She’d dressed for the occasion. Not casually dressed for the occasion. Strategically deployed for maximum impact, the way a general deploys forces before a battle. Her ceremonial wrap was fitted with surgical precision, the ochre-dyed fabric emphasizing her cinched waist and the dramatic flare of her hips. Copper ornaments caught the torchlight in her elaborate braids, each one placed to draw the eye through her hair, across her bare shoulders, down to the strategic neckline that displayed her medium breasts with tasteful aggression.

She moved to the center of the chamber with the poise of someone who’d been preparing this speech for weeks. Probably because she had.

“My father leads this tribe,” she began. “His bloodline is the strongest in the valley. For six generations, the chieftain’s blood has guided the Vanu through plague, drought, and war.” She paused, letting the lineage settle over the chamber like a mantle. “A child from Daniel and me would carry the authority of both the sky-man’s knowledge and the chieftain’s lineage. No other match offers the tribe this advantage.”

She spoke in measured, political Vanu, every word chosen for maximum impact. This wasn’t seduction. This was diplomacy. She’d shifted her entire approach, and I had to admit: the political argument was airtight.

“Furthermore,” she continued, “I am young enough to bear many children. Strong enough to raise them in a time of war. And positioned to ensure that Daniel’s innovations become permanent tribal law, not the projects of a single outsider.” She met my eyes. “I offer stability. Legacy. The future.”

It was a good pitch. Clean, logical, powerful. She’d positioned the argument as strategy rather than desire, making the case from the tribe’s perspective rather than her own.

I noticed what she didn’t do. No deliberate bending. No calculated ass-display. No pressing herself against me or whispering in my ear. The wrap was short, yes, and her body was on show, her massive round ass visible even from the front as the fabric pulled tight, but the seduction was verbal, intellectual. She was playing a different game today.

The council murmured. The political logic was sound. Several elders nodded. Even Mura looked thoughtful rather than dismissive.

Kaya said nothing.

I noticed her absence from the candidate pool before the eldest formally confirmed it. War-chiefs served the tribe as defenders, not as breeding stock. The tradition was clear and centuries old: a war-chief’s duty was the spear, not the bed. The council would never propose her, and her pride would never let her be proposed alongside others like a commodity on display.

She stood at the side of the chamber, arms crossed over her small breasts, jaw set in concrete, watching the proceedings with eyes that gave away nothing. Her body was motionless. A statue carved from discipline and pride.

But I’d trained with her every morning for weeks. I knew her tells now. The tiny muscle at the corner of her jaw that flexed when she was angry. The way her weight shifted to her back foot when she was preparing to strike or retreat. The way her fingers tightened on her own bicep, the nails pressing hard enough to leave crescents.

All three tells were firing.

The debate continued. I listened. I didn’t commit.

“The council expects an answer within three days,” the eldest said as the meeting dissolved. “Before the Koru come.”

Three days. Nothing like a deadline sharpened by imminent warfare to focus the romantic decision-making process.

The chamber emptied in stages. Elders consulting with each other in low voices. The two younger candidates leaving with their sponsors, glancing back at me. Kaya giving terse orders to her warriors before they dispersed to patrol stations.

I helped Amara to her feet. The morning nausea had returned, and she leaned against me for a moment, one hand on her belly, the weight of the pregnancy and the baby making her slower to rise than she liked.

“Are you alright?”

“Morning sickness doesn’t respect council schedules.” She squeezed my arm. “I need to lie down. Go think.”

“Any advice?”

She looked at me with those dark, perceptive eyes, her dark hair loose around her face, and smiled. That warm, conspiratorial smile she saved for moments when she understood something I hadn’t figured out yet. “You already know, Daniel. You’ve known since the wall.” She kissed my cheek. “Stop overthinking it.”

She left, one hand on her belly, the other trailing along the wall for balance. Her breasts strained against the morning wrap with each careful step, and even in discomfort, even nauseated and exhausted, she moved with a grace that made me want to follow her back to the hut and put my mouth on every inch of her.

The elders filed out. Naia paused at the exit to give me a measured look over her shoulder, a look that carried none of her usual seductive calculation. Just patience. Then she was gone, her hips swaying with their natural rhythm, that spectacular ass shifting beneath the ochre wrap.

I stood alone in the empty chamber, staring at the dirt maps still scratched into the floor from yesterday’s defense planning. Kaya’s spear marks where she’d traced Koru positions. My chisel lines where I’d drawn the new wall.

Our marks in the same dirt. Overlapping. Complementary.

Footsteps behind me. Not the careful pad of Naia’s decorated feet or the soft tread of Amara’s healing sandals. These were hard. Purpose-driven. Warrior’s boots on packed earth.

I knew whose footsteps those were.

Kaya.

She stopped three paces away. Too close for casual, too far for intimate. The space between us hummed with something that had been building since the wrestling match, since the bathing pool, since the night on the wall when she’d pressed my hand to her pounding heart.

“The council doesn’t get to decide who you take.” Her voice was tight, controlled, every word bitten off cleanly. The war-chief’s voice, but cracking at the edges. “You decide. And I decide whether to offer.”

“Are you offering?”

“I’m considering.” She turned away. Turned back. The motion was jerky, unlike her usual fluid control. She was fighting herself, and losing. “But if I do, I won’t be like Amara. I don’t melt. I don’t beg. I don’t cry in your arms.”

“You don’t have to be like Amara.”

“Good. Because I can’t be.” Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “She’s soft where I’m hard. She’s warm where I’m cold. She gave you tears and tenderness and her whole heart the first night. I can’t do that. I don’t know how anymore.”

“I don’t want another Amara.” My voice dropped. The words came out weighted, certain, carved from the same conviction that had guided my hands at the forge and on the wall. “I want you.”

The words hit her like a fist to the sternum. Her composure cracked. The concrete in her jaw softened. Her eyes widened, then narrowed, then went bright in a way that had nothing to do with anger and everything to do with years of isolation collapsing under two sentences she hadn’t been prepared to hear.

She crossed the distance between us in two strides. Grabbed my face with both hands. Calloused fingers on my jaw, her grip fierce enough to leave marks, her fierce eyes burning into mine from inches away.

She kissed me.

Not gentle. Not tentative. Not a question. Kaya kissed the way she fought: all aggression, no surrender, total commitment.

Her mouth crashed into mine. Teeth caught my lower lip, biting hard enough to sting, hard enough to draw a bead of blood that she licked away. Her tongue demanded entry, sliding against mine with the same relentless intensity she brought to combat. She pulled my head down to meet her, fingers twisted in my short hair, her body slamming against mine chest-to-chest.

I felt her small firm breasts press against me through the binding, the hard nubs of her nipples like brands through the thin fabric. Felt the hard muscle of her stomach against mine. Felt her narrow hips grind forward, pressing against my cock, which had gone from zero to fully hard in the space of a heartbeat.

She felt it too. The hardness pressing against her hip through the thin layers between us. Her eyes flew wide against mine, surprise flashing through the ferocity, and she groaned into my mouth. A sound I’d never heard from her. Not a war cry, not a command, not the clipped bark she used to direct warriors. Raw, human, desperate need.

The kiss lasted an eternity and not long enough. She poured years of loneliness and control into it, her mouth fierce and hungry, her tongue tangling with mine, her body pressing closer with each second. I tasted sweat and blood and something metallic that might have been the copper knife she kept between her teeth when she climbed the wall. I tasted need that had been building since the wrestling match when she’d felt me hard against her and ground her hips into mine before shoving me away.

I gripped her waist. Pulled her tighter. Her hips bucked against me, a reflexive motion she couldn’t stop, her narrow, muscular body writhing against the evidence of what she did to me.

Then she shoved me.

Hard. Both hands flat on my chest, the full force of a warrior behind the push. I stumbled back two steps, nearly catching my heel on the edge of the dirt map.

She stood there, three paces away, chest heaving. Lips swollen from the kiss, pink-tinged where she’d bitten me and tasted blood. Eyes blazing with a fire that could have forged copper. Her binding had shifted during the kiss, one edge loosened by our bodies crushing together, and her left breast was partially exposed: the dark nipple just visible at the cloth’s edge, hard and straining.

She didn’t fix it. Didn’t cover herself. Just stood there, vibrating with the force of what she’d done.

“That was a taste.” Her voice shook with something she was barely containing. “You earn the rest.”

She turned. Walked toward the exit with the deliberate stride of a woman forcing herself to leave. Paused at the threshold.

“And Daniel?”

I was still recovering. The taste of her on my lips. The phantom pressure of her body against mine. The blood on my lower lip from her teeth.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t take Naia.” A beat. Something raw flickered across her face for one vulnerable, human second. “I’m not asking as the war-chief. I’m asking as a woman.”

She left. The door-cloth swayed behind her, and then she was gone.

I stood alone in the council chamber, blood roaring in my ears, my cock straining against my shorts, the taste of Kaya’s fierce, desperate kiss still burning on my mouth. The blood on my lip. The sting where her teeth had caught me. The echo of her groan, raw and hungry, vibrating in my chest.

Three days. The council wanted an answer in three days.

I already had one.

A shadow moved at the chamber’s far entrance. The dim corner where the woven walls overlapped, creating a gap barely wide enough for a slim body. I wouldn’t have noticed if my senses hadn’t been cranked to maximum by the kiss, every nerve ending firing, every shadow registering as potential.

Naia.

She stepped into the torchlight. Her expression held none of the usual calculating amusement. The mask was off, or at least loosened. Her eyes were narrowed, her full glossy lips set in a line that wasn’t a smile, wasn’t a frown. Just assessment. The chieftain’s daughter processing data that didn’t fit her models.

She’d seen the kiss. All of it.

“The war-chief plays a longer game than I credited,” she said quietly. No anger in her voice. Something closer to professional admiration.

“Naia, I…”

“Don’t.” She raised a hand. The copper bracelets on her wrist clinked softly. “I’m not wounded. I’m impressed.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “She went directly to you instead of through the council. Bypassed every political convention I’ve spent years mastering. I’ve been outmaneuvered by raw honesty, and I’m not even angry about it.”

She studied me for a long moment. Reading me the way she read everyone: for value, for angles, for opportunity. But this time, I saw something new in the calculation. Not revision of strategy. Something I couldn’t name. Something new.

“I’ll wait,” she said. “Not graciously. Not patiently. But I’ll wait.” She turned to leave, her braids swinging, the copper ornaments catching the last of the torchlight. “When you’re ready for someone who fights with her mind instead of her fists, you know where to find me.”

She walked away. Hips swaying, but less than usual. Not a performance. Just a woman who’d taken a hit and was recalculating her approach on the move. At the exit, she glanced back. Not the signature over-the-shoulder look designed to make me stare at her ass. Something simpler. A human checking to see if she’d been heard.

I nodded. She held my gaze for a heartbeat, then slipped through the doorway and was gone.

I barely had time to process any of it before the scout appeared in the entrance.

Young. Breathless. Face ashen. Hands shaking from the run, sweat pouring down his bare chest, his eyes carrying the wide, fixed stare of someone who’d seen something that terrified him.

“He’s coming.” The words tumbled out between gasps, barely formed. “Full force. Seventy warriors. They’ve painted for war.”


Chapter 9: The Battle of the Second Wall

We had hours. Not days.

Kaya’s scouts reported the Koru force moving fast through the eastern jungle, abandoning stealth in favor of speed. Seventy warriors painted in red and black, carrying war clubs, stone axes, and the wooden shields that had been the backbone of Koru assault tactics for generations. They moved in three columns through the mountain passes, converging on the caldera from the east and southeast.

This time would be different. This time, those shields wouldn’t save them.

I spent the remaining daylight distributing copper weapons. Spearheads went to Kaya’s fifteen best warriors: the true fighters, the ones who’d trained since childhood, who moved with the predator economy of women and men who killed to survive. The copper edges gleamed in the fading sunlight, bright against the dark wood of the shafts. Each one represented hours at the forge, my hands shaping raw ore into something that could puncture wood and bone with equal ease.

Arrowheads went to the bowwomen, twelve of them, the best ranged fighters in the tribe. Each copper point could punch through a Koru wooden shield at fifty paces, a capability that stone had never provided. The lead bowwoman, a quiet veteran named Lira, tested one on a practice target wrapped in shield wood. The arrow punched through the front, through the padding behind, and buried itself in the training post. She looked at me with something close to reverence.

Knife blades to the support line. Women and older men who would defend the inner perimeter if the outer walls fell. Stone wasn’t good enough for a last stand. Copper was the difference between cutting flesh and bouncing off bone.

I checked the fire trap lines one final time, walking each installation with a torch in one hand and a mental checklist in the other. Seven trap points covering the eastern and southern approaches. Bamboo pipes running underground from volcanic vents to brush-filled pits positioned at the mouths of the approach corridors. Each pit held a pool of heavy, flammable gas that settled beneath a layer of dry brush and dead leaves. One torch thrown in, and the gas ignited first, turning the brush into an instant inferno. The burn time was fifteen to twenty seconds, depending on how much gas had accumulated.

I’d trained four volunteers on the ignition procedure. Simple, repeatable, idiot-proof. Wait for the signal. Count to ten, letting the gas pool to maximum. Throw the torch from behind cover. Stay behind cover. The emphasis on that last part had come from a test run that singed my eyebrows and taught me the difference between theoretical blast radius and actual blast radius.

The second palisade ring stood solid around the village core. I walked it end to end, checking every post, every brace, every razor-stake in the ditches below. Thick posts sunk four feet into the earth, the bases packed with stone rubble for stability. Cross-bracing at three heights, lashed with wet vine that had dried tight as iron bands. The razor-stakes in the approach ditches were sharpened copper this time, not wood. A man who fell into that ditch wouldn’t climb out.

If the outer wall fell, we’d fall back here. The healing hut, the food stores, the children’s quarters were all inside the inner ring. Everything worth defending. Everything worth dying for.

Amara organized her healing station with the calm efficiency that had made her the tribe’s most trusted voice on matters of life and death. She’d claimed the largest inner hut, positioned it as a field hospital. Bandages cut and stacked in order of size. Bone-setting splints laid out on a clean mat. Water boiling in three separate clay pots for wound cleaning. Copper surgical tools I’d forged to her specifications: thin blades for debriding, curved needles for stitching, probes for finding arrowheads lodged in muscle.

She’d laid a hand on her belly before starting work. A brief, protective gesture. Then she’d looked at me across the compound with eyes that said: come back to us. And got on with it.

Sela worked beside her. Steady. Competent. Her small hands moving with practiced efficiency, sorting medicine supplies, preparing poultice ingredients, organizing the surgical tools by the order they’d be needed. The girl who’d barely been able to tend my thigh wound without blushing was gone. In her place was a healer’s apprentice who understood that people would die tonight and her job was to make sure fewer died than the enemy intended.

Naia coordinated the civilian defense. She’d shed the political veneer entirely, the calculating chieftain’s daughter replaced by a crisis manager who moved through the village with the authority of someone used to being obeyed. Food and water cached at the inner wall stations for fighters. Evacuation routes marked for children and elders, leading to the stone shelter near the lake. Supply runners assigned, their routes rehearsed. She organized it with the same intelligence she applied to political maneuvering, and the results were impressive. Every non-combatant knew where to go and what to carry.

Kaya drilled her warriors one final time. They formed up on the training ground in full combat gear, copper weapons catching the late-afternoon sun. She walked their line, checking grips, adjusting stances, making eye contact with each fighter. Her voice was steady, commanding, carrying across the compound with the authority of a woman who’d led these people through every battle since Tano fell.

She caught my eye across the training ground. Held it. Nodded once.

Ready.

I nodded back. My copper spear felt solid in my hand. The machete on my hip, the one I’d carried since the crash, was freshly sharpened.

The sun sank behind the western caldera wall. Shadow swallowed the valley. Cooking fires were extinguished. Torches doused except at the defensive positions, where they’d serve as signal beacons and ignition sources. The village went dark.

The jungle closed around us like a fist. Night sounds swelled to fill the silence: frogs, night birds, the constant whir of insects, and underneath it all, the heavy, waiting silence of things that didn’t make noise until they attacked.

I stood on the outer wall at the eastern overlook, machete on my hip, copper spear in hand. Kaya was thirty yards south, commanding the main gate defense with four of her best warriors. We’d positioned the bulk of our forces at the eastern and southern choke points, with a mobile reserve of eight fighters at the inner wall.

The waiting was the worst part. It always was. In Afghanistan, I’d spent hours on forward observation posts in the Hindu Kush, watching empty valleys that might explode at any second. Watching nothing happen while your body buzzed with adrenaline and your mind played out every possible scenario, most of them ending with an explosion.

The same tension filled my chest now. The coiled, electric awareness of violence pending. My heart rate was elevated but controlled. Breathing steady. Hands dry. The military training was old, but it lived in the body the way all trained responses do: muscle memory that doesn’t forget, even when you spend four seasons filming survival television instead of building bridges under fire.

The first scream came from the south.

Koru war cries split the night. Dozens of voices, raw and savage, accompanied by the rhythmic pounding of war clubs on wooden shields. A percussion of terror designed to paralyze. I’d heard similar tactics in Iraq: the insurgent yell, the hammering of rifle butts on walls, the deliberate creation of fear through sound before a single shot was fired.

It worked on instinct. The lizard brain, the part that predates language and reason, heard that sound and said: run.

I didn’t run. The defenders on the wall gripped their weapons tighter but held position.

The first wave hit the fire traps.

The southern approach erupted. A curtain of flame thirty feet across leapt from the brush pits, the volcanic gas igniting with a roar that shook the air and turned the night into noon. The lead Koru warriors ran straight into it. They’d been screaming before. Now the screaming changed. War cries became agony. Men on fire, stumbling, crashing into the warriors behind them, spreading panic and flame into their own ranks.

The stench hit us on the wall: burning flesh, the acrid chemical bite of volcanic gas, the greasy smoke of human bodies on fire. I’d smelled it before, in a different desert, in a different life. It never got easier.

The trap burned for fifteen seconds. When it died, the southern approach was a smoking charnel house. Bodies and writhing wounded, some still crawling, some motionless. The second rank of Koru warriors had staggered back, trampling their own in blind panic, the formation shattered before it reached our wall.

“Archers!” Kaya’s voice cut through the noise like a blade. The bowwomen on the southern platform let fly. Twelve arrows in the first volley, copper tips glinting in the residual fire-glow. They punched into the disoriented survivors. Not bouncing off shields. Not glancing off the hardwood panels that had protected Koru raiders for generations. Punching through them. Through the wooden boards and into the men crouching behind.

The Koru’s southern assault collapsed in under a minute. Planned destruction: fire traps to break the charge, copper arrows to kill the survivors, the choke point funneling them into a kill zone where numbers meant nothing.

But Raku was smart. He’d learned from the first raid. He’d studied my defenses.

The western approach hit next. A second force, larger, driving straight for the outer palisade at its weakest section. They carried makeshift ladders: bamboo poles lashed together with vine, long enough to bridge the razor-stake ditch and reach the wall top. Thirty warriors in a wedge formation, shields up, moving fast.

They hit the choke points and the elevated archer platforms. Copper arrows rained down from the raised positions, punching through shields at steep angles the Koru hadn’t trained for. The choke points, narrow gaps in the outer wall designed to force attackers into single file, turned the wedge formation into a line. In a line, thirty men became thirty individual targets.

Seven went down to arrows. Five to the razor stakes in the ditch, screaming as copper points pierced their legs and torsos. Three reached the wall. One died on a copper spear thrust through a gap in the palisade, the blade finding his throat. Two made it over the top.

I killed the first. He came over the wall screaming, war club raised high, his face painted in red and black stripes that made him look like a demon in the torchlight. I sidestepped the swing, the club whiffing past my jaw close enough that I felt the displaced air. My machete took his neck from the side. Not clean. A hack that went through muscle and into the vertebrae, and he dropped.

Blood sprayed across my face and chest. Warm. The copper taste of it on my lips.

The second came at me low, a stone knife aimed at my gut. I caught his wrist with my free hand, twisted the way the combatives instructors had drilled into me at Fort Leonard Wood, and felt the joint separate with a wet pop. He screamed. My machete took his throat.

Two down. My hands were steady. The combat engineer’s training, the survival shows that had thrown me into dangerous situations for four seasons, the weeks of sparring with Kaya. You don’t think in a fight. Your body does the math faster than your mind can audit it, and you trust the training or you die.

The western assault stalled. Broke. Warriors falling back from the kill zones, leaving dead behind. The elevated archers picked off the stragglers.

Then the flanking force emerged from the hot springs.

Raku.

He’d found the one approach I hadn’t fully fortified. The hot springs path: a route through the mineral pools that I’d assumed was impassable because the water ranged from painfully hot to literally boiling. The largest pools registered temperatures that would cook an egg in minutes, scalding water fed by volcanic vents that turned the mineral channels into natural cauldrons. No sane person would force warriors through it.

Raku wasn’t sane. He was obsessed.

I heard them before I saw them. Not war cries. Screaming. The raw, involuntary screaming of men in agony, a sound that bypassed every higher function and hit the brain stem directly. It came from the hot springs path, from the mineral pools that steamed and bubbled in the darkness.

Raku had driven his warriors straight through.

The first men came stumbling out of the steam, and the sight of them almost broke my concentration. Legs burned raw from mid-thigh down, skin blistering and peeling in long strips that hung from their calves like wet parchment. One warrior crawled on his hands and knees, his feet a ruin of cooked tissue, leaving bloody prints on the stone. Another staggered three steps and collapsed, screaming, clawing at his own shins where the flesh had separated from the muscle beneath.

Behind them, more. Raku had whipped them through. Threatened them. Killed the ones who tried to turn back. I could hear it happening in the steam: a gurgling scream that cut short, the splash of a body hitting boiling water, Raku’s voice barking orders in the Koru tongue. The men who couldn’t make it through the deepest pools were left behind, cooking alive, their screams dissolving into wet, bubbling silence while their comrades stumbled past.

But enough made it through. Twenty warriors, maybe twenty-five, pouring into the village center from a direction our main defenses didn’t cover. The ones in front were wrecked, scalded, barely able to stand. But the ones behind had moved faster, cleared the worst pools at a sprint, and emerged with burns but with their fighting capacity intact. And they were furious, pain-mad, driven beyond fear by a leader who valued their lives less than his obsession.

“Inner wall!” I screamed. “Fall back to the inner wall!”

The call carried across the compound. Warriors at the outer positions heard it and responded, pulling back in the fighting retreat we’d drilled. The inner perimeter held: the second palisade I’d designed for exactly this scenario, the one I’d built because I knew that no defense plan survives first contact without a fallback position. The razor-stake ditches caught the first runners, copper points shredding legs and feet that were already burned and blistered. A scalded warrior pitched forward into the ditch and impaled himself through the chest, his scream joining the chorus.

The reserve force from the inner wall met the flanking attack head-on. Eight fighters with copper weapons and the desperate fury of people defending their families. A farmer named Dala, one of the women who’d brought me food at the forge every morning, drove a copper spear through a Koru warrior twice her size. She was screaming her dead brother’s name. The warrior fell on her and she shoved him off, pulled the spear free, and braced for the next one.

But the Koru were inside the outer ring now, and the fighting turned close and ugly. No more choke points. No more controlled kill zones. Just bodies crashing together in the smoke-filled darkness, copper and stone and bare hands.

I killed a third Koru warrior at the door of a storage hut. He was young, barely older than Sela, with fresh war paint and eyes that held more terror than aggression. His wooden shield splintered under my machete. He looked surprised.

I didn’t have time for guilt. A fourth warrior came at me from behind the hut. Bigger. Heavier. His war club connected with my left shoulder, and the impact sent lightning down my arm. I drove the machete into his gut before he could swing again, felt the blade catch on something hard, pulled it free and moved.

Kaya materialized beside me. We fought together for the first time as true partners, back to back, then side by side, then covering each other’s flanks as Koru warriors pressed in from two directions. She was faster than anything I’d seen: her copper spear a blur of directed violence, her footwork precise, every strike aimed at joints and arteries and the gaps between shield and body.

I read angles. She exploited them. I shouted “Left!” and she pivoted, putting her spear through a warrior’s thigh. She shouted “Duck!” and I dropped as a war club whistled over my head, then rose into a machete stroke that opened the attacker’s chest.

We fit. My tactical awareness and her lethal skill. My engineering mind finding the patterns in the chaos, creating openings. Her warrior’s body filling those openings with death.

Then Raku found us.

He came through the smoke and firelight like a nightmare given flesh. Massive. His ritual scars covered every visible inch of his dark body, dozens of them, each one representing a kill. Filed teeth bared in a predator’s grin, white in his blood-splashed face. The finger-bone necklace rattled against his broad chest as he moved. His war club, a two-foot length of ironwood with a copper-studded head he’d taken from a previous raid, was stained dark with Vanu blood.

He was wounded already. An arrow jutted from his upper arm, and blood ran from a slash across his ribs. He didn’t seem to notice.

His eyes found Kaya.

“Finally.” His voice was a growl, barely human. “I killed your husband. I watched the life leave his eyes while you screamed.” He raised his war club. “Now I’ll kill your new man and drag you home.”

“Try.” Kaya leveled her copper spear. Her jaw was set like stone. Her dark eyes burned with every loss she’d ever suffered at his hands.

They clashed. Brutal. Personal. Eight years of history compressed into a fight that was as much about grief and revenge as it was about survival.

Kaya struck first. A low thrust aimed at his gut, her copper spear tip gleaming in the firelight. Raku deflected it with a contemptuous swipe of his war club, the ironwood slamming the copper point aside with a crack that jarred her arms. She recovered instantly, circled left, stabbed for his knee. He shifted his weight, let the blade slide past, and countered with an overhead swing that would have caved in her skull if it had connected.

She ducked under the arc. Came up inside his reach. Her copper blade opened a gash across his forearm that sprayed dark blood across both of them. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t even look at the wound. Just grinned, his predator’s mouth splitting wide in his blood-splashed face, and swung again.

They traded blows. Kaya was faster, her footwork precise, her economy of movement the product of a decade of daily combat. She scored cuts on his arms, his ribs, the backs of his hands. But Raku absorbed the damage like a boulder absorbing rain. He was patient. He let her cut him and waited for the opening he knew would come.

It came when Kaya overextended on a thrust. A fraction of an inch too far, her weight shifted forward for half a second too long. Raku caught the spear shaft in one massive hand, wrenched it sideways with a twist that nearly dislocated her shoulder, and his other hand closed around her throat.

He lifted her off her feet.

Kaya’s legs kicked. Her hands clawed at his forearm, fingernails tearing skin, but the grip was iron. His three-fingered hand, the one with the bone rings on every remaining finger, clamped down on her windpipe with the practiced pressure of a man who’d choked the life from many people and knew exactly how long it took.

Her face contorted. The veins in her neck bulged. Her eyes, those dark eyes that had stared down war parties and enemy raiders without blinking, went wide with an animal terror I’d never seen in them before. Her feet dangled six inches off the ground, her body thrashing, the air squeezed from her lungs.

“Just like Tano,” Raku hissed through filed teeth, his face inches from hers. Salivating. Savoring. “I held him just like this. Watched his eyes go glassy. Felt his pulse slow under my fingers.” He squeezed tighter. Kaya’s mouth opened in a silent scream, no air left to give it sound. “Watching you die is almost as good as…”

I hit him from the side.

Full tackle. Everything I had. Two hundred pounds of momentum slamming into his ribcage from a dead sprint, my shoulder driving into the arrow wound in his arm. The impact tore his grip from Kaya’s throat. She dropped, hitting the ground hard, gasping, choking, scrambling on hands and knees for her fallen spear. Ragged, whistling breaths dragged through a bruised windpipe. Alive.

Raku stumbled sideways but didn’t go down. He recovered faster than any man his size should have been able to, his balance adjusting mid-stagger, his body rotating to face the new threat. His stone knife, the short obsidian blade he carried as a sidearm, was already in his hand. He lashed out in a tight horizontal arc.

The blade caught me across the ribs.

White-hot pain. A line of fire from my fifth rib to my hip, the sharp obsidian parting skin and muscle in a single clean slice. Blood sheeted down my left side, hot and immediate, soaking into my waistband, running down my thigh. I felt the scrape of stone against bone and knew the cut was deep.

I drove a kick into his wounded thigh, the same leg Kaya had speared in the first raid. The old wound was still healing. My heel connected with the scar tissue, and something gave way beneath the impact. Raku roared, a sound more animal than human, and his knee buckled.

I raised my machete for the kill. The moment hung: firelight, blood, the big man half-kneeling, his sharpened teeth bared in a snarl that was half pain and half defiance.

He caught my wrist. His remaining fingers, bone rings grinding into my skin, closed with crushing force and twisted until the tendons screamed. The machete trembled in my grip but didn’t fall. His face was inches from mine. That sharpened grin, eyes black with murder, the stench of blood and sweat and the boiled-flesh smell of men who’d charged through scalding water clinging to his skin.

“I’ll carve your face off and wear it,” he snarled. Spittle hit my cheek. “And then I’ll take your women. All of them. The healer, the shy one, the fat-assed chieftain’s brat. And your war-chief.” His grip tightened, and the bones in my wrist ground together. “I’ll breed them on your corpse.”

A cold clarity dropped over my mind like a visor slamming shut. This man did not get to finish that sentence.

I headbutted him. My forehead slammed into the bridge of his nose with a crack that sent blood spraying from both of us. His grip loosened for one second, and I tore my wrist free and drove the machete pommel into his wounded arm.

A copper arrow appeared in his shoulder. Then another in his ribs. The bowwomen on the inner wall, finally with clear lines of sight now that the close-quarters melee had separated into individual fights. Lira on the platform, her face set with cold focus, sending arrows with the methodical precision of a woman who’d been waiting for this shot. A third arrow grazed his face, opening a cut from cheekbone to ear that sent blood spraying in a red curtain.

Raku staggered. Released me. Looked at the arrows in his body with something between disbelief and fury.

He didn’t fall.

But his force was dying around him. The southern assault was destroyed. The western assault broken and routed. His flanking gambit through the hot springs had breached the outer ring but couldn’t crack the inner wall. Koru bodies littered the compound. Thirty-plus dead, maybe more. The Taku allies, the desperate river-tribe men he’d recruited with promises of land and women, had routed entirely, fleeing into the jungle the moment the fire traps ignited.

Raku made the calculation. The same cold mathematics that made him a leader and not just a brute. He couldn’t hold the village center. He couldn’t break the inner wall. Every minute he stayed, he lost more men.

“Fall back!” he screamed. “To me! Fall back!”

The surviving Koru broke off. Dragging their wounded when they could, abandoning them when they couldn’t. They poured back through the gaps in the outer wall, disappearing into the darkness of the jungle.

Raku was the last one out. He stood at the jungle’s edge, silhouetted against the fires still burning in the southern kill zone. Three arrows protruding from his body. Blood sheeting down his face from the gash across his cheek.

He looked directly at me across the compound.

“The traders come from the north,” he called. His voice carried through the smoke, clear and strong despite the arrows and the blood, the voice of a man who’d survived worse and would survive this. “They’ve seen your valley from the mountains. How long before the sky-people follow?”

The words hit harder than his knife had.

The jungle swallowed him.

Kaya leaned on her spear beside me, one hand pressed against the bruises blooming on her throat where Raku’s fingers had been. She was breathing hard, her warrior’s body trembling from combat adrenaline and the near-death experience.

Amara ran from the healing station.

I saw her emerge from the inner wall gate, her silver-streaked hair streaming behind her, her pregnant belly visible beneath the wrap she’d hiked up to free her legs for running. She sprinted through the compound with the reckless determination of a woman who’d decided that the wounded mattered more than caution, more than the pregnancy, more than the arrows that might still fly from dying Koru in the shadows.

A wounded warrior lay crumpled near the eastern storage hut, a young woman from the reserve force with a war club wound across her back that had left her unable to stand. Amara reached her, dropped to her knees, and hooked her arms under the woman’s shoulders. She was forty-two years old, pregnant, and carrying a warrior who outweighed her by twenty pounds, and she dragged her across fifteen feet of blood-slick ground to the shelter of the inner wall.

Two other women saw what the healer was doing and followed. They pulled another wounded fighter from the open, then a third. Amara directed them with sharp, clear commands between trips, pointing to the injured, calling out priorities: this one first, she’s losing blood; that one can wait, the wound is shallow. The field hospital she’d set up was already receiving the first casualties, Sela working inside with steady hands and focused eyes, applying poultices and stitching cuts while Amara ran the triage from the killing ground.

A Koru warrior, one of the scalded flankers, stumbled past the inner wall with a copper spear lodged in his side. He saw Amara. She saw him. For one frozen moment, the pregnant healer and the dying raider looked at each other across six feet of blood-soaked earth.

He raised his stone knife. She grabbed a discarded copper blade from the ground, held it between them, her eyes blazing with a ferocity that had nothing to do with combat training and everything to do with the life growing inside her.

He collapsed before he took a step. Blood loss. The spear had done its work.

Amara dropped the blade, went back to her wounded, and kept working.

“We won,” Kaya said.

“For now.”

Her jaw tightened. She looked east, where the jungle had swallowed Raku and his promise of a bigger threat.

“Then we’ll win again.”

She pushed off her spear and went to organize the wounded. I went to help Amara.


Chapter 10: Wounds and Words

The sunrise revealed what the darkness had hidden.

I walked the compound in the gray pre-dawn, counting costs. A section of the eastern palisade was burned where a Koru torch had landed. Three huts had lost their roofing, bamboo frames exposed to the sky like broken ribs. Blood stained the packed earth in patches that the morning light turned rust-brown.

Three Vanu warriors dead. I knew two of their names. The third was a young man from the farming crew, someone I’d seen at the forge, who’d picked up a spear because there wasn’t anyone else to hold the eastern flank.

More than a dozen wounded. Some would recover. Two might not.

But the Koru losses dwarfed ours. We’d counted thirty-four dead inside the perimeter, with more scattered in the fire trap zones and the hot springs approach. Conservative estimate: Raku had lost half his combined force. The Taku allies had evaporated entirely, the remnants of an already-broken tribe scattering into the jungle like smoke.

My defenses had worked. The fire traps, the choke points, the copper weapons, the second palisade. Every innovation I’d built from scratch in a volcanic valley ten thousand miles from anything I’d known before.

It didn’t feel like victory. Victory doesn’t smell like burned flesh and blood.

I made it back to the healer’s hut before my legs gave out. The knife wound across my ribs had bled steadily through the night, the makeshift bandage I’d wrapped during the fighting soaked dark. The cut was deep enough that I could feel the scrape of bone when I breathed wrong.

Amara met me at the entrance. Her face went white when she saw the blood.

“Sit down.” Her voice was the healer’s command, the one that brooked no argument. She guided me onto the treatment platform, stripped the bandage away, and hissed at what she saw.

“It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“Quiet. I’m the healer.” Her hands moved with swift efficiency, cleaning the wound with boiled water. Tears ran down her cheeks, silent, ignored. She didn’t stop working.

“You could have died,” she said. Her voice cracked. “Our child would have grown up without a father. Like mine did.”

“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t know that.” She threaded a bone needle with sinew, her hands steady despite the tears. “Men say that. Tano said that. And then Raku crushed his skull.”

She began stitching. The needle bit into raw flesh, a bright, clean pain that cut through the fog of exhaustion. I held still. Watched her work. The way her brow furrowed, the way her dark hair fell forward, the way her breasts pressed warm against my arm as she leaned close.

Even now, even covered in my blood with tears on her face, she was beautiful.

Sela appeared at the hut entrance. She carried a tray of clean bandages and wound paste, the herbal mixture Amara used for deep cuts. Her eyes took in the scene: Daniel bleeding, Amara stitching, the gravity of it all.

She didn’t tremble.

She set the tray down, pulled a stool beside the treatment platform, and began cleaning the secondary cuts on my arms and chest. Her hands moved with focused skill. Not the shaking, uncertain touch of the girl who’d tended my thigh wound months ago. These hands knew what they were doing.

Her fingers lingered on the muscles of my chest, tracing around a scrape near my collarbone. The touch was precise but appreciative, as if she were learning the geography of my body through the pretext of medicine.

“He’s built like the ridge stones,” Sela murmured. More to herself than to Amara. But she caught herself, color rising in her cheeks.

Amara glanced up from the stitching. Noticed Sela’s lingering hands. Said nothing. Smiled faintly. Went back to work.

Sela and I locked eyes for a moment. She held the look long enough that I felt it in my chest, then dipped her head and went back to her work.

The stitching took an hour. Forty sutures along a wound that ran from my fifth rib to my hip. Amara bandaged it with clean cloth and a poultice that burned and then numbed. She sat back, wiped the sweat from her forehead, and pressed her hand against her pregnant belly.

“Rest,” she ordered. “You’re no good to anyone if the wound reopens.”

“I need to check the walls.”

“The walls can wait until evening. You cannot.” She placed her hand on my chest, over my heart. “Rest.”

I rested.

The council gathered that evening.

I limped to the chamber, freshly bandaged, moving carefully. The wound pulled with every step. Amara had given me a tea that dulled the worst of the pain, and Kaya had offered something more practical: a leather strap to bite on during the walk. I’d declined, mostly because I wasn’t going to let the tribe see their newest council candidate chewing leather on the way to a meeting.

Wait. Council candidate?

Mura was waiting at the entrance.

She moved through the assembled elders with the slow gravity that was her trademark. In her hands, she carried something I hadn’t seen before: a circlet. Thin copper, hammered flat and polished, bent into a ring sized for a man’s head. The metal gleamed in the torchlight, warm and new.

I’d forged the copper. Someone had shaped it into this. Without my knowledge.

The chamber fell silent.

“Daniel Voss.” Mura’s voice carried the formal weight of ceremony. “Sky-man. Builder. Fighter.” She listed each title with deliberate weight, as if stacking stones on a scale. “You bleed for us. You build for us. You give life to us.”

She stepped forward. Reached up, because even standing straight I was nearly a foot taller. Placed the copper circlet on my head.

“From this day, you sit with the council. Your voice carries the weight of the Vanu.”

The chamber erupted. Not with cheering; the Vanu were quieter than that. But with the rhythmic foot-stamping that was their equivalent. A deep, resonant pulse that vibrated through the floor and into my bones.

I looked at the faces around me. Mura, who’d wanted me dead. The elders who’d debated whether to let me live. Warriors who’d mistrusted me, women who’d avoided me, children who’d thrown stones.

Now I wore their copper on my head and sat among their leaders.

I thought of Torres, dead in the cockpit with a branch through his chest. Kellerman, crushed under twisted metal. Reyes, holding my hand while he whispered about his daughter Maya.

They’d died bringing me here.

The copper circlet sat warm against my forehead.

“Thank you,” I said. The Vanu words came easily now. “I will build well. I will fight well. I will not waste what you’ve given me.”

Mura’s ancient eyes held mine for a moment. Something like satisfaction crossed her weathered face.

“See that you don’t,” she said. And sat down.

That night, Amara came to my hut.

I’d been moved to the expanded shelter that the village craftsmen had been building for weeks: a gesture of respect that now felt like home. Larger sleeping area. Separate storage section. A cooking space with a stone-lined fire pit. Big enough for a growing family.

Amara slipped through the door-cloth with the ease of a woman who owned the space. She set a clay pot of herbal tea on the cooking stone and settled onto the sleeping platform beside me.

“How bad is the pain?”

“Manageable.”

“Liar.” She pulled the blanket down, examining the bandage. Satisfied that the wound was clean, she smoothed the cover back. Her hand stayed on my chest.

“I almost lost you today,” she said quietly.

“You didn’t.”

“I know.” She shifted closer. Her body aligned with mine, warm and soft, the curve of her pregnancy pressing gently against my hip. “But I need to feel you alive. I need to feel you inside me.”

“Amara, the wound…”

“I’ll be careful.” She rolled onto her side, her back to me, and guided my arm over her body. Reached behind her, found me, stroked until I hardened in her hand. “Like this. You don’t have to move. Let me.”

She pulled my cock against her, positioning me at her entrance. She was already wet. Not the building wetness of foreplay. The soaked, ready heat of a woman who’d been aroused since the moment she walked in, whose body had been responding to the simple fact that I was alive and here and hers.

The slick heat of her coated my tip before she even pressed back. She took me inside slowly, an inch at a time, her body opening around me with careful deliberation. Each inch drew a soft sound from her: not a moan, something deeper, a hum of relief that vibrated through her ribcage and into mine.

I hissed at the sensation. Not pain; the wound stayed quiet in this position, the spooning angle putting no pressure on my injured side. Just the overwhelming relief of being inside her warmth, alive, connected. Her pussy gripped me with familiar heat, the walls plush and sensitive from the pregnancy hormones, tighter than I remembered.

“There.” She sighed, settling her hips flush against mine. My cock buried deep, surrounded by soft, wet heat that pulsed with her heartbeat. “Don’t move. Just be inside me.”

I held still. Felt her breathing slow. Felt her body relax around me in increments, accepting my presence the way you accept a warm fire on a cold night: with gratitude so deep it doesn’t need words.

Then she began to rock. Small movements. Her hips rolling in a slow, grinding circle that slid me through her without any impact to my injured side. Forward and back. A quarter inch. A half inch. The friction was unbearable in its gentleness, a slow burn that spread from where we were joined through my entire body.

My hand found her breast. Even through the sleeping wrap, the weight was staggering. I cupped it, and the warm fullness filled my palm and overflowed, the tender flesh settling into my grip with the gravity of a body changing for the life inside it. She moaned softly at the contact, a sound of pure relief.

“They ache constantly now.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Heavy. Full. Getting bigger every day.” She pressed my hand harder against her breast, and I felt the nipple stiffen under my palm, a hard point that throbbed against my fingers through the thin fabric. “Tender. So tender. When I walk, they hurt. When I lie down, they hurt. You’re the only thing that makes them stop hurting.”

I tugged the wrap down, freeing the breast into my hand. The skin was hot, the veins visible beneath the dark surface, the nipple puffy and darkened to near-black. I squeezed gently. She hissed. I rolled the tender nipple between my thumb and forefinger, and she shuddered, her pussy clenching around me in a reflexive grip that sent sparks up my spine.

“Yes.” Barely audible. “Just like that. Don’t stop touching them.”

My other hand slid over her belly. The curve was more pronounced now than even a week ago, a visible swell beneath the thin fabric. I cradled it while she rocked against me, one hand on her breast, one hand on the growing life she carried. Feeling the warmth of her skin, the taut promise of what was building beneath my palm.

She rocked harder. The slow grinding became a deliberate rhythm, her hips pulling forward and pressing back, taking me deeper with each pass. The wet sound of our connection was quiet, intimate, nothing like the loud slapping of the celebration sex or the urgent moans in the healer’s hut. This was the sound of two bodies that knew each other, fitting together without haste.

Two people who’d nearly lost each other, pressed together along every inch of their bodies, breathing the same air, sharing the same pulse. My chest against her back. My arm around her changing body. My cock inside her, moving with a rhythm that matched our breathing, our heartbeats, the slow pulse of the life we’d made together.

“I was so afraid,” she whispered. “When I saw the blood on your side. When they carried you in.” Her hips didn’t stop moving. “I kept thinking: I can’t lose another one. I can’t bury another man I love.”

I kissed the back of her neck. The warm skin beneath her hair. The place that smelled like smoke and herbs and Amara.

“I’m here.”

“I know.” She reached back, gripped my hip, held me deep inside her. “I need to feel you. All of you. All night.”

She came quietly. Not the screaming, back-arching orgasm of our other encounters. A long, rolling wave that started deep in her belly and spread outward in slow, shuddering ripples. Her pussy gripped me in rhythmic contractions, gentle and insistent, milking me with a tenderness that matched the pace of our lovemaking. Her whole body tightened and released, tightened and released. She pressed back against me, her hand covering mine on her belly, lacing our fingers together over the swell of our child. Tears soaked the sleeping furs. Not from sadness. From the overwhelming reality of this: carrying my child, nearly losing me, having me still here, still inside her, still alive.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered.

I didn’t stop. Kept the slow rhythm, my hand on her breast, my lips against the back of her neck, breathing her in. Smoke and herbs and woman and the faint new sweetness that the pregnancy had added to her scent. The scent of the healer who’d saved my life and was now carrying my child and had run through a battlefield to save others while his blood was still wet on the ground.

I brushed my thumb across her nipple again, and she whimpered. Pressed her breast harder into my hand. “Squeeze,” she said. “They need pressure. The ache…”

I squeezed. Not gently. Firm, the way she was asking for, kneading the yielding flesh, feeling the taut tissue yield under my fingers. She gasped, her back arching, her pussy fluttering around me.

“When the milk comes,” she breathed, “you’ll feel them change. They’ll get even heavier. Even fuller.” Her hips sped up. Small, insistent rocking. “You’ll wake up and they’ll be leaking on your chest. Hot and wet. And I’ll need you to relieve them.”

“I will.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

The orgasm built slowly. A deep, gathering pressure that had nothing to do with urgency and everything to do with connection. It climbed through my lower body in warm, liquid waves, building at the base of my spine, spreading through my thighs, my stomach, everywhere her body touched mine. When it broke, I pulled her tight against me, burying myself as deep as her body would allow, and came in long, shuddering pulses that flooded her insides with warmth. She felt every spurt, and each one drew a soft gasp from her, her walls milking me, clenching in rhythmic waves that answered mine. Her second climax hit on the heels of the first, gentler, a ripple through her whole body that made her tremble in my arms.

We lay tangled. My chest against her back. My hand on her pregnant belly. My cock still inside her, softening but unwilling to leave.

“You’re mine,” she whispered. Her fingers laced through mine over the swell of our child. “But I know I have to share you.”

I kissed the silver streak behind her ear. “Sharing doesn’t mean less.”

“I know.” She was quiet for a moment. “She needs you too.”

“Who?”

Amara turned in my arms. Carefully, minding my wound. Her dark eyes found mine in the low light of the coals.

“The war-chief came to me today,” she said. “While you were resting. She asked how a woman… prepares. For a claiming.”

My skin prickled. The whole hut felt different.

“She’d never ask me for anything under normal circumstances,” Amara continued. “Pride like a mountain. But she sat in this hut and asked me, woman to woman, how to give herself to a man for the first time in eight years.”

I stared at her. “What did you tell her?”

Amara’s hand found my face. Cupped my jaw. “I told her everything.”

She kissed me. Slow, warm, without urgency.

“Go to her, Daniel. When she’s ready. She’s earned it.” A pause. “And so have you.”


Chapter 11: The Offering

She came in the morning.

The village had settled into the post-battle rhythm of recovery. Women repaired damaged roofing with fresh-cut bamboo, their hands quick and practiced, the work songs they sang carrying across the compound in harmonies that made even the repair of destruction feel like something alive and growing. Children hauled debris from the burned eastern palisade, making a game of it, competing to carry the biggest piece. The three warriors we’d lost were buried on the hillside overlooking the lake, their graves marked with copper spear points driven into the earth. I’d forged those markers myself, staying at the anvil until midnight, because the dead deserved metal, not stone.

Amara was already at work in the healer’s hut, her pregnant belly visible through the open doorway as she changed bandages on the wounded. Sela worked beside her, hands steady, face composed. From across the compound, I could see the young apprentice’s transformation written in her posture: the girl who’d trembled touching my thigh now performed wound debridement with the calm efficiency of a trained surgeon.

I sat on the rebuilt porch of my expanded hut, sharpening a copper knife blade on a wet stone, when the footsteps registered. Not the pad of bare feet on packed earth that most of the village produced. These were deliberate. Measured. The footsteps of someone who’d rehearsed the approach, who’d walked this path in her mind a hundred times before committing to it with her body.

I looked up and nearly dropped the blade.

Kaya stood ten paces away, and she wasn’t wearing combat gear.

The ceremonial wrap was clean. Not the sweat-stained, dust-caked wraps she wore for training and patrol, the wraps that smelled like exertion and copper and the jungle she patrolled every night. This was freshly woven, dyed with red ochre the color of sunset, fitted to her athletic frame with a care I’d never seen her apply to clothing. It showed her body in a different light: the lean muscle of her shoulders, the flat defined stomach, the narrow hips, the long scarred legs that had carried her through nearly a decade of war and solitude.

Her short hair was freshly oiled, gleaming in the morning sun like dark copper. Someone had worked on it. Not her. Kaya didn’t fuss with appearance. This was someone else’s hands, careful and deliberate, smoothing and shaping until the warrior who normally looked ready for battle looked ready for something else entirely.

She hadn’t tried to soften any of it. The scars, the cropped hair, the warrior’s posture. She was presenting herself, not disguising herself.

The war-chief had been to the healer’s mirror. She’d made an effort. And the effort was breaking my heart in the best way.

She crossed the remaining distance with the same controlled stride she used for everything, but underneath the control, I could see the tension. Her hands opened and closed at her sides, fingers flexing the way they did before she picked up a weapon. A visible pulse hammered in her throat. And her eyes, those dark eyes that never showed weakness, that had stared down war-chiefs and raiders and every man who’d ever tried to match her, kept almost breaking.

She stopped in front of me. I set the knife down. The wet stone hissed softly as the last moisture evaporated.

“I spoke to the council this morning,” she said. No greeting. “I’m withdrawing from the candidate debate.”

My heart dropped. My stomach dropped with it. This was it. After weeks of circling, of charged moments on training grounds and patrol walls, of her mouth on mine and her body against mine and the taste of blood where her teeth had caught my lip. She’d decided. She’d retreated to safe ground, chosen duty over desire, built the wall higher than ever.

“I understand,” I started.

“No, you don’t.” She lifted her chin. That hard jaw, set like she was about to charge a position. “I’m withdrawing from the debate because I’m going directly to you.”

The words landed like a copper hammer on an anvil.

“I don’t need the council’s permission to choose my mate.” Her voice rang with the authority of a woman who’d commanded warriors since before I’d crashed into her world, since before Raku killed her husband, since she was twenty-three years old and the only person left who could pick up the spear and say follow me and mean it. “I’m war-chief. I choose my own.”

The heart that had dropped a moment ago kicked against my ribs like it was trying to break free.

“Are you sure?”

The question was automatic. Soldier’s reflex: confirm the order before you move.

“I’ve been sure since you pinned me in the wrestling ring and I felt you hard against me.” The words came fast, rushing, a dam cracking under years of pressure. “I’ve been sure since the night on the wall when I put your hand on my heart. Since you took a knife meant for my throat and bled for me on the ground in front of Raku. Since you stood between him and everyone I’m responsible for, bleeding and half-dead and still fighting.”

Her voice cracked. Her voice splintered.

“I’ve been fighting this because I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

She met my eyes. Hers were wet. Not spilling yet. But the surface tension was failing.

“Because the last time I loved a man, I watched Raku crush his skull while I screamed.” Her voice was raw. Not the war-chief’s voice. Kaya’s voice. The woman underneath the blade, underneath eight years of becoming something harder than grief. “I held Tano’s body and swore I would never feel that again. Never let someone in deep enough that losing them could break me.”

She swallowed. The muscles in her throat worked.

“And then you showed up, you stupid, stubborn sky-man, and you made me feel safe, and I’m terrified because safe is just another way of saying I have something left to lose.”

The silence between us filled with the morning sounds of the village. Birds calling in the canopy. A child laughing near the cooking pit. The distant ring of my apprentices working the forge. All of it backdrop to this woman standing before me with every wall down, wearing a ceremonial wrap instead of combat gear, telling me she was afraid.

I stood. Set the whetstone aside. Stepped close enough to see the rapid flutter in the hollow of her throat, the fine sheen of sweat on her upper lip, the way her body trembled, a whole-body vibration so subtle you’d miss it unless you’d spent weeks pressed against her in sparring holds.

“I’m not going to die.”

“You almost did three days ago.” Her voice caught, breaking over the words. “I watched Raku’s knife open your side. I saw the blood hit the dirt. And I thought: not again. Not again. Not the one who made me feel safe.”

“And I’m still here.” I took her face in my hands. Calloused fingers on her scarred jaw. Her skin was warm, smooth except for the raised line of the scar, and when I touched it, she didn’t flinch. Not this time. “I’ll always come back to you.”

The armor shattered.

Not dramatically. Kaya didn’t crumble. Didn’t collapse. Didn’t make a scene. She sagged forward, forehead against my chest, and breathed. Just breathed. Long, shuddering breaths that pushed against my shirt in warm waves. Her hands found my sides, gripping the fabric like an anchor in a storm she’d been weathering alone since the day they lowered Tano into the ground.

I held her. Let her lean. Let her feel the weight of surrender without it feeling like defeat. My arms around her narrow shoulders, my chin resting on her oiled hair. She smelled like the scented oil Amara used for ceremonies, mixed with something sharp and clean that was purely Kaya: the mineral tang of copper and the green bite of the jungle she lived in.

Her breathing steadied. She didn’t pull away. Just stood there, forehead against my sternum, listening to my heartbeat the way she’d done on the wall, the way she’d do a hundred more times if I had anything to say about it.

“The claiming ceremony is tonight,” she said into my chest. Her voice was muffled, quiet. “I told the elders this morning. Before the council meeting. Before I came to you.” A pause. “I told them it wasn’t a request.”

“Tonight?”

“I’ve waited long enough.” She pulled back. Looked up at me. Her eyes were open in a way I’d never seen: no walls, no rank, no war-chief’s stoicism. Just Kaya. The woman Tano had married. The mother who’d buried a child. The warrior who’d kept fighting when fighting was the only thing between her and the void.

“I need you to understand something.” She struggled with the words, fighting to articulate something she barely understood about herself. “I’m not Amara. I don’t need tenderness. I don’t need you to ask me if I’m okay, or hold me gently, or whisper sweet things while you make love to me like I’m something fragile.”

She swallowed hard.

“I need you to be stronger than me. I need to lose.” The words came out like they cost her something. Physical effort, dragged from a place she’d sealed shut. “I’ve been in control since Tano died. Eight years of never letting anyone overpower me. Never yielding. Never feeling safe enough to stop being the war-chief for one single moment.” Her fierce gaze burned into mine. “I need you to take that away from me. Even if I fight it. Especially if I fight it.”

I ran my thumb along her jaw, tracing the raised line she carried like a badge. She didn’t flinch. Her eyes fluttered closed for a second, the intimacy of the gesture hitting her harder than any blow.

“I’ll take everything you give me,” I said. “And I’ll give everything back.”

Her gaze dropped to my mouth, then lower. Her gaze turned molten, filled with something hot, something hungry, something that had been building since the wrestling match and was now too strong to contain.

“Tonight,” she said.

She stepped back. Straightened the ceremonial wrap. The war-chief reassembled herself piece by piece, discipline settling back into her posture like habit. But the eyes stayed open. That was the difference. The door she’d opened wasn’t closing again.

She turned to leave.

Movement at the hut entrance caught my attention.

Sela stood in the doorway.

She wore a simple wrap, her dark hair falling loose around her shoulders, her dark gaze taking in the scene. Kaya standing in a ceremonial wrap. Daniel standing close, his hands still warm from her jaw. The charged aftermath of a conversation that had changed everything.

But Sela’s expression was different from anything I’d seen from her. The trembling was gone. The nervous lip-bite, the deer-ready-to-bolt posture, the constant seeking of shadows and doorways. Gone. In their place was something settled. Decided.

She’d been watching. Of course she had. Sela was always watching.

She didn’t speak immediately. Instead, she stepped inside and sat on the bench near the door, hands folded in her lap, her dark hair falling forward to curtain her face the way it always did when she was gathering courage.

“Amara told me something last night,” she said. “About the night you saved me from the Koru. She said you didn’t think. You just ran. Straight at a man twice your size, because he had me.”

“That’s what happened.”

“Nobody’s ever done that for me.” She looked up. No hiding behind the hair this time. “I was the youngest. The quietest. The one people forgot was in the room. Nobody ran toward danger for me. Nobody even noticed when I was scared.” A pause. “You noticed. Before anyone else. Before I even knew you saw me.”

“I see you, Sela.”

The words landed somewhere deep. Her composure flickered, not breaking but bending, the way green wood bends in a fire instead of snapping. She pressed her lips together. Nodded once.

Then the settled, decided look returned. Stronger than before.

“I’m preparing you again,” she said to me. Her voice didn’t waver. Not a tremor, not a stammer. “And this time, I won’t hold back.”

Kaya looked at Sela. Something passed between the two women: the warrior who was about to surrender and the watcher who’d been waiting in the shadows. An understanding that didn’t require words. They were different women heading toward the same man from different directions, and they both knew it.

“Good,” Kaya said to Sela. Then, over her shoulder to me: “I want you ready.”

She walked away. Strong stride, straight back, oiled hair catching the sun. The ceremonial wrap swayed against her muscular thighs. She didn’t look back. Didn’t need to. Everything that needed to be said had been said.

Sela watched her go. Then her eyes turned to me, and behind the resolve, I saw the same hunger I’d seen at the bathing pool, at the doorway during Amara’s claiming, at every stolen glance across every room. The hunger she’d been feeding with her hand between her thighs, watching from the margins, waiting for permission to step inside.

“Tonight,” she said. Not a question. “The drums start at sundown.”

“You don’t have to prepare me, Sela. The elders usually assign…”

“I know I don’t have to.” She stepped into the hut. The morning sunlight caught her slim body through the thin wrap, silhouetting the narrow curve of her waist, the gentle swell of her small breasts, the hard points of her pink nipples visible through the translucent fabric like watermarks. “I want to.”

She held my gaze without looking away. Without biting her lip. Without flinching or blushing or retreating. Those watching eyes, the ones that had spent weeks peeking from behind doorways and hair curtains, now looked at me with the steady certainty of a woman who’d decided to stop watching and start acting.

“I’ll be back before sunset,” she said. “Don’t bathe. I’ll do that too.”

She touched my arm. A brief contact, her small fingers pressing against my bicep with a firmness that said the trembling girl was gone for good. Through the thin fabric of her wrap, her nipples were visibly hard, her breath slightly quickened. Not from nerves. From anticipation.

Then she slipped out. Quiet as always. But certain now. I watched her cross the compound toward the healer’s hut where Amara was still tending the wounded. Her slim figure moved through the morning light with a new kind of grace, her dark hair swinging at her back, her bare feet sure on the ground. Halfway across, she paused. Looked back. Not over her shoulder with Naia’s calculated performance. Just a direct, honest look that said: tonight changes everything.

Then she disappeared into the healer’s hut, and the morning continued around me. Forge smoke rising. Warriors drilling. Children laughing. The village alive and rebuilding, unaware that the quiet girl who ground their medicine had just declared a small, private revolution.

I went to the forge. I needed to do something with my hands, and hammering copper was the best therapy I’d found for the impossible tension of waiting for something you wanted so badly your chest hurt.

The hammer fell in steady rhythm, each impact sending sparks into the afternoon air. Spearheads. Arrowheads. Tools for the village that was starting to feel like a home. My apprentices worked the bellows, stoking the volcanic heat, and the copper sang under my hammer in the way it always did: patient, malleable, willing to become whatever I shaped it into.

Kiru, the eight-year-old who’d adopted me as a personal hero, crept up to the forge perimeter and watched with his usual reverent focus. His sister sat beside him, braiding grass stems into shapes that might have been animals. Six months ago they’d thrown stones. Now they brought me water and asked when they could learn to use the hammer.

“Not until you’re bigger,” I told him for the fifth time.

“I’m big,” he said indignantly.

“You’re eight.”

“I’m nearly nine.”

Tira, working the second furnace, caught my eye and grinned. She’d been eight once too, she said with her expression. And she’d turned out alright.

Amara passed through the forge clearing on her way back from the lake, where she’d been collecting mineral salts for her wound treatments. Her belly led the way now, the curve visible from a distance, and she walked with the careful, hip-rolling gait of a woman adjusting to a shifting center of gravity. She paused to watch me work, one hand resting on the swell, her breasts full and straining the wrap above it. The golden afternoon light caught the silver streaks in her hair.

She didn’t say anything. Just watched. The same quiet, appreciative gaze she’d been giving me since the first day I fixed the irrigation. But warmer now. Possessive. The gaze of a woman who’d chosen well and knew it.

I winked at her. She shook her head, smiled, and continued to the healer’s hut.

Six hours. Maybe seven.

The longest wait of my life.


Chapter 12: The Preparation

Kaya insisted on preparing alone.

She’d commandeered the small hut beside the claiming chamber and locked the woven door-panel from inside. Warrior’s pride. She didn’t need attendants fussing over her, didn’t need other women’s hands oiling her body and arranging flowers in her hair like she was some blushing bride. She’d faced down war parties single-handed. She’d killed men who outweighed her by a hundred pounds. She could handle some ceremonial oil and a length of thin fabric.

The door opened twenty minutes later for Amara.

I know this because Amara told me afterward, reconstructing the scene with the quiet satisfaction of a woman who’d accomplished something important. She had a gift for storytelling when she wanted, her healer’s eye for detail painting pictures that put me inside a room I’d never entered.

Amara had approached the preparation hut carrying a clay pot of scented oil, the good oil that smelled like tropical flowers and something mineral from the hot springs. In her other hand: a bundle of ceremony blossoms, small white flowers that grew in clusters near the thermal vents, their petals thick and waxy, their fragrance sweet enough to carry on still air.

Traditionally, the flowers were woven into a bride’s hair. Kaya’s hair was too short for weaving, cropped close to her skull for combat, but Amara had thought of that. She’d brought a single blossom to tuck behind her ear. The same gesture she’d seen in older claiming ceremonies, adapted for a war-chief who’d never expected to participate in one.

“Let me help,” Amara said from the doorway.

“I don’t need help.” Kaya’s voice from inside was tight. The same tone she used when a warrior questioned an order.

“I know.” Amara stepped inside anyway, the way only a woman with thirty years of healer’s authority could walk uninvited into a warrior’s space. “I was afraid too. The night before my claiming, I almost told the council I’d changed my mind.”

Kaya stiffened. She stood in the center of the small hut, stripped to her combat binding and loincloth, her scarred, lean body tense in the low light. Oil was streaked unevenly across her shoulders where she’d attempted to apply it herself, the kind of patchy coverage that said she’d been fighting the jar as much as using it.

“I’m not afraid,” Kaya said.

“You’re terrified. So was I.” Amara set the oil down on the preparation bench. “That’s what makes it real.”

Silence. Two women who’d both lost husbands to the same monster, both spent years alone in beds that felt too large, now sharing the same man through tribal custom and genuine choice.

Kaya’s hands stilled in her lap. The muscles in her neck flexed. For a long moment, she looked like she might order Amara out.

“Sit,” Amara said. “Please.”

Kaya sat.

Amara’s hands began at Kaya’s shoulders. The healer’s touch: firm, knowing, thirty years of muscle memory reading the body’s language through her fingertips. She worked the oil into scarred, knotted muscle, finding the tension points where Kaya held her grief like clenched fists. The trapezius bunched rock-hard from years of carrying spears and responsibility. The deltoids rigid from constant combat readiness. The forearms corded with scars and sinew.

“He has gentle hands,” Amara said conversationally, working down Kaya’s arms. “Stronger than they look. Calloused from the forge but careful. He knows how to touch without hurting.”

Kaya said nothing. But she didn’t tense further.

Their bodies couldn’t have been more different. Where Amara was soft, Kaya was hard. Where Amara’s breasts were massive, impossibly heavy, swaying with each movement as she worked, Kaya’s were small and firm, sitting high on a muscular chest, barely filling the binding cloth. Where Amara’s hips flared wide and maternal, built for childbearing, Kaya’s were narrow, athletic, built for speed and violence. Where Amara’s belly curved soft with pregnancy, Kaya’s was flat and ridged, visible abs carved by a decade of combat conditioning.

Amara traced each difference as she oiled Kaya’s body, her hands gentle on the lean muscle, careful around the scars. She worked the oil down Kaya’s flanks, across her ribcage, down her flat stomach.

“He loves my softness,” Amara said, her hands on Kaya’s tight abdominal muscles. “The way my body gives when he presses into it. The weight of my breasts in his hands.” She paused. “He’ll love your strength. The way nothing gives. The way everything about you is earned.”

Kaya’s eyes closed under the touch. A visible surrender, small but significant. Since Tano’s death, no one had tended her. No one had rubbed oil into her tired muscles after a day of training or patrol. No one had touched her with gentleness, without combat or medicine as the excuse.

“He’ll want to feel your scars,” Amara continued, oiling Kaya’s thighs. The healer’s hands worked the knotted quadriceps, powerful muscle that could run for hours or crush a man’s ribcage. “He traces mine at night. Follows them with his fingers. Asks about each one.”

“I don’t want him to ask about my scars.”

“You might be surprised.” Amara’s voice was warm. Certain. “When someone traces your scars with wonder instead of pity, it changes what they mean.”

Silence again. Kaya’s breathing had slowed. Her shoulders had dropped from their permanent position near her ears. The tension she carried was releasing in increments.

“Is it worth it?” Kaya whispered. “Letting him in? After losing someone?”

Amara’s hands stilled on Kaya’s hips. She looked at the war-chief with eyes that held the full weight of her own loss, her own years of empty nights, her own moment of standing in the claiming hut with her wrap falling away and her heart in her throat, hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake.

“It’s worth everything,” Amara said.

She finished the oiling in silence. Tucked the white blossom behind Kaya’s left ear, adjusting it so the petals sat against her dark, oiled hair. Stepped back to examine her work.

Kaya stood in the center of the hut, transformed. Not into someone different. Into herself, unarmored. The oil made her dark skin glow in the lamplight, highlighting the definition of her muscles, the topography of her scars, the lean architecture of a body built for a purpose she was temporarily setting aside. The ceremonial wrap Amara helped her into was thin as breath, clinging to her athletic frame, translucent enough that her small firm breasts were visible through the fabric, dark nipples pressing against the gauze-thin weave.

“You’re beautiful,” Amara said simply. “He won’t be able to breathe when he sees you.”

Kaya looked down at herself. The oiled skin. The flowers. The ceremonial wrap that showed everything she usually kept hidden behind binding cloth and combat posture.

“I feel ridiculous,” she said.

“You feel vulnerable. It’s not the same thing.”

A pause. Then Kaya looked at Amara with an expression that held more gratitude than the war-chief had probably shown anyone since she’d taken up the spear.

“Thank you, Amara.”

“You would have done the same for me. Eventually.”

The ghost of a smile. “Maybe.”

Amara left Kaya alone in the preparation hut and came to tell me the war-chief was ready.

But first: my preparation.

Sela arrived at my hut as the sun touched the western ridge, painting the caldera walls in shades of amber and gold. She carried the oil pot and a bundle of clean ceremonial cloth, the same supplies she’d brought for my first claiming. But everything else about her was different.

Her hair was freshly washed, hanging loose to her mid-back in a silky curtain that shone in the golden light. Her simple wrap was thinner than usual, nearly translucent, the kind of fabric that existed to provide the illusion of coverage while actually providing none. In the slanting afternoon light, her slim body was silhouetted through it: the narrow curve of her waist, the gentle swell of her small breasts, the hard pink points of her nipples pressing against the gossamer-thin weave.

She closed the door-panel behind her. The bamboo lattice clicked softly into place.

“Take your wrap off,” she said.

No stammer. No blush. No downcast eyes or bitten lip. She held the oil pot at her hip, steady as a blade, her chin lifted, and the transformation wasn’t announced. It was simply there: weeks of watching from doorways and shadows had burned the hesitation out of her and left something sure in its place.

I untied my wrap and let it fall. She stood three feet away, close enough that I could smell the flower-soap she’d washed with, and let her eyes travel over my body with open, deliberate appreciation.

The fresh scar across my ribs, pink and healing, where Raku’s knife had tried to end me. The older scars on my forearms from the crash. The muscle beneath, leaner than when I’d arrived but harder, forged by weeks of metalwork and combat training and the relentless physical demands of keeping a stone-age tribe alive. The trail of dark hair below my navel. The flat plane of my stomach, cut with lines that the forge work and jungle diet had carved deeper than any gym.

She took her time. No rush. Memorizing what she saw with the thoroughness of a woman who’d been watching from a distance and finally had permission to study up close.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat on the sleeping platform. She knelt in front of me, poured warm oil into her small palms, and began at my feet. The oil was body-warm, fragrant, and her hands were sure. Not a healer’s clinical touch. Not a lover’s greedy touch. Something between: deliberate, intimate, aware.

“I watched you with Amara.” Her hands worked up my calves, pressing into the muscle with confident pressure. “That first night. The claiming ceremony. I watched from outside the hut.”

“I know.”

“And every night since.” Her hands reached my thighs. She worked the oil into the heavy muscle of my quadriceps, her fingers pressing deep, finding the knots from weeks of training and combat. Her touch was professional where it needed to be and lingering where it didn’t. “I’ve thought about it every night since. What it looked like. What it sounded like. What it must feel like to be under you. To be taken by you.”

Her fingers climbed higher. Along my inner thigh, where the skin was thinner and the sensation sharper. I felt the blood redirecting. Couldn’t stop it. Didn’t try.

“Sela…”

“I know tonight isn’t my night.” Her hands reached my cock. No pretense. No accidental brush masquerading as medical treatment. She wrapped both small hands around me and held. One hand at the base, the other encircling the shaft. Her grip was warm, oiled, certain.

She stroked. Once. Base to tip. Slow, deliberate. Watching what she was doing with the focused attention she brought to everything she observed. Her small hand barely encompassed my girth, the oil making her grip slick and warm.

I hardened instantly. Fully. The blood rushed south with a force that made my vision narrow. Her hands tightened around me, adjusting to the increased girth, her fingers recalibrating the grip with the clinical curiosity of a healer’s apprentice and the hunger of something far less clinical.

She looked at what she held. Her wide eyes held none of the trembling nervousness of the girl who’d fumbled my thigh bandage months ago. Wide with hunger. With fascination. With the quiet certainty of a woman who’d spent weeks watching from doorways and shadows, memorizing every sound Amara made, every position, every rhythm, and now held the source of all of it in her hands.

“I want you to go in there hard,” she said. Stroked again. And again. A steady rhythm, both hands working me now, her grip tightening at the base and loosening at the tip in an alternating wave that pulled a groan from somewhere deep in my chest. The oil made every pass frictionless and overwhelming, the warmth of her small palms amplified by the slickness. “I want you to take her the way she needs to be taken.”

“Sela, you don’t have to…”

“I’m not doing this because I have to.” She sped up. Her hands moved with purpose, slick with oil, the friction exquisite. She twisted slightly at the top of each stroke, her palm circling the head in a slow rotation before sliding back down with both hands. The technique was better than it should have been. She’d been watching. She’d been learning. She’d been lying in her sleeping hut, replaying what she’d seen through doorways, and practicing in her mind until the movements were instinct.

“I’m doing this because I’ve wanted to touch you since the first time I saw you. Since Amara knelt over you in the jungle and I saw the way your body moved, the way your hands looked. I’m doing this because watching isn’t enough anymore.”

I groaned. My hips flexed, pushing into her grip. She adjusted without breaking rhythm, her small body leaning closer, pressing against my thigh. Through her thin wrap I felt those stiff nipples, hard as pebbles, digging into my skin like brands. The heat of her body radiated through the gossamer fabric. Her breathing had quickened, her chest rising and falling with shallow, excited breaths that made her small breasts shift against me with each exhale.

“You’re so hard,” she whispered. Not a seduction. An observation, made with the same wonder she applied to everything she watched. “Amara was right. She told me you fill a woman until she can’t think.”

Her grip tightened. Both hands, working in concert, the oil squelching softly between her fingers and my cock. She found a rhythm that was fast enough to build the pressure but slow enough to savor, her thumbs pressing against the vein on the underside, her fingertips tracing the ridge of the head on each upstroke.

She shifted closer still. Her face was level with my cock now. Her mouth hovered near the head, close enough that I could feel her breath, warm and damp, ghosting across the sensitive tip. The sensation mixed with her stroking hands and sent a jolt through my whole body. Her lips were parted. Full, pink, glistening. Her tongue, a darker pink, touched her lower lip.

She considered it. I saw the moment she almost dipped her head. Her eyes half-closed, her nostrils flaring as she breathed in the scent of the oil and my arousal. Her mouth opened wider. The tip of her tongue extended, almost touching the bead of pre-cum that had formed at the slit. The moment stretched. Her breath ghosted across the head. The tip of her tongue hovered, close enough that I could feel the heat of it.

A soft, desperate sound escaped her throat.

Then she pulled back. Released me. Her hands stayed in her lap, fingers glistening with oil, trembling. Not from nervousness this time. From the effort of restraint. From pulling herself back from the edge of something she wanted so badly her whole body was vibrating with it.

“Not yet.” Her voice was thick. Rough with desire she was barely holding in check, her pupils blown wide, color high in her cheeks. “My turn comes later. But I wanted you to know something.”

She looked up at me. Those wide brown eyes, no longer innocent. Still curious, still watching, but the innocence had been replaced by something deliberate, something brave, something that had spent weeks building in doorways and shadows until it was too strong to contain.

“When it does come,” she said, “I won’t be the trembling girl you remember.”

She picked up the ceremonial wrap. Unfolded it with careful hands. Knelt before me and wrapped it around my waist, tucking and tying with practiced movements, her fingers lingering against my cock through the fabric as she adjusted the fit. It strained against me, painfully hard. She smoothed the wrinkle with her palm. A slow, firm stroke that was anything but necessary.

“Go claim your war-chief.” She touched my jaw. One light touch, her fingertips cool against the stubble. “And know that I’ll be watching. Right outside the door.”

She met my eyes.

“And I won’t be quiet about it.”

She slipped out. The door-cloth swayed in her wake, and I sat on the sleeping platform, my cock painfully hard inside a ceremonial wrap, my blood running hot, the ghost of her hands still tingling on my skin. The scent of the oil lingered. Her breath, warm on the most sensitive part of me, a phantom sensation I could still feel.

Outside, the drums began.

Not the war drums that had preceded the Koru assault, the pounding that shook your ribcage and filled the night with dread. These were the claiming drums: deep, steady, rhythmic. A heartbeat. The tribe’s heartbeat, celebrating a union that would bind the sky-man to the valley’s greatest warrior.

I stood. Adjusted the wrap. Rolled my shoulders, feeling the pull of the rib wound beneath the bandage. The pain had faded from sharp to dull, a constant companion I’d learned to work around.

From the preparation hut, Kaya’s voice carried above the drums. Clear, strong, unwavering. The voice of a woman who’d faced down war parties and never flinched.

“I’m ready.”

I walked toward the claiming hut.

The village had gathered in the torchlight. Faces I knew, faces that had become family over these weeks of building and bleeding and learning. The elders in their ceremonial positions. The warriors who’d fought beside me three nights ago. The women who brought me food at the forge. The children who no longer threw stones.

Amara stood at the edge of the crowd, one hand on her pregnant belly, her breasts straining against her ceremonial wrap. She caught my eye and nodded. Not permission. Blessing. The first wife sending the man she’d chosen toward the woman who deserved him.

I reached the claiming hut. The woven door-cloth was drawn aside, revealing the warm orange glow within.

Torchlight spilled out like an invitation.

I stepped inside.


Chapter 13: Claimed

The claiming hut was the same space where I’d taken Amara. Torchlight from four corners. Coals glowing red in the central pit, throwing waves of dry heat that made the air shimmer. Reed mats on the floor. The ceremonial bed of woven blankets and furs, still holding the faint scent of the oils from that first night.

But this time would be nothing like before.

Kaya stood in the center of the hut.

Freshly oiled. The white flower behind her left ear, the only softness on her entire body. The thin ceremonial wrap clung to every line of her warrior’s frame, nearly translucent, the fabric sheer enough that I could see through it in the torchlight.

My eyes traveled up from bare feet planted in a combat-wide stance, over scarred calves, powerful thighs, narrow athletic hips. The wrap sat at her waist, rode up her flat stomach. Her chest binding was gone. Her small, firm breasts sat high on her muscular chest, dark nipples hard and prominent, visible through the gauze-thin fabric like brands pressed into silk. Every breath she took made them shift, the thin material pulling taut, releasing, pulling taut again.

The scar on her jaw caught the orange light. Her dark eyes burned with something that was equal parts defiance and need.

She was the most beautiful dangerous thing I had ever seen.

Elder witnesses lined the walls. Silent. Respectful. The same quiet presence that had observed my claiming of Amara. They were there to legitimize, not to judge.

“I give myself to you.” The ritual words. But Kaya didn’t say them the way Amara had, with trembling hope and desperate longing. She said them like a battle oath. Deliberate. Irreversible. The way you swear allegiance before a fight you know you won’t survive.

I entered the circle.

I read what she needed in every line of her body. The tension in her shoulders, knotted like wet rope. The way her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides, fingers flexing the way they did before she picked up a spear. The defiant lift of her chin, daring me to approach.

She needed to be conquered. She needed to lose a fight she desperately wanted to lose.

I didn’t approach gently.

Two strides. I grabbed her face in both hands, pulled her mouth to mine, and kissed her with everything I had. No asking. No tenderness. No softness to hide behind.

My tongue parted her lips. She made a sound against my mouth: half moan, half growl. The kind of sound she made when she scored a hit in sparring. Primal and surprised and hungry.

Her hands shoved against my chest. Hard. The instinctive response of a woman who’d spent years making sure nobody got past her guard. Testing.

I didn’t budge. I caught her wrists. Pinned them behind her back with one hand, her forearms crossed, my grip locked. My other hand gripped her jaw, tilting her face up to mine.

“Stop fighting,” I said. Low. Commanding. The voice I’d used in the field, the one that didn’t ask. “You chose this. Now let me have you.”

A full-body shudder ran through the war-chief of the Vanu. Starting at her shoulders, rolling through her chest, her stomach, her hips. Her nipples were so hard they pressed against the thin fabric like blades.

Her breath came in short, ragged bursts. Her pupils had blown wide, swallowing the dark brown of her irises.

She stopped fighting.

I released her wrists. Stepped back. My wrap fell away. Sela’s preparation had done its work; I was fully hard, my cock standing rigid in the torchlight.

Kaya’s eyes dropped to it. Widened. The same involuntary reaction I’d seen when she felt me during wrestling, but amplified by context and proximity and the fact that she was about to take all of it.

“On your knees, Kaya.”

Her eyes snapped up to mine. Pride warred with need behind them, the same internal battle she’d been fighting for weeks. For a heartbeat, she might refuse. The war-chief of the Vanu didn’t kneel for anyone.

She knelt.

Her eyes stayed locked on mine the entire way down. Defiant even in submission. Even on her knees, she was a fighter. Her hands rested on her muscular thighs, fingers curled, the posture of a warrior who’d lowered her body but hadn’t lowered her guard.

“You’ve been watching me for weeks,” I said. “Circling. Challenging. Testing.” I cupped the back of her skull. Her short hair was too cropped for gripping, but my palm fit perfectly against the curve of her head, my fingers spreading across the warm skin behind her ear, feeling the rapid pulse hammering in her temple. “Show me what you’ve been wanting.”

Kaya took me in her mouth.

Not gentle. Not practiced seduction. Not the tentative exploration of a woman rediscovering an act she hadn’t performed in years. She attacked. She sucked my cock the way she fought: aggressive, all-in, no half-measures. Her mouth was hot and wet and demanding, the sudden engulfing heat making my abs clench. She took me deep on the first stroke, her lips stretching around my girth, her tongue working the underside with fierce, hungry pressure that dragged a groan from my chest.

She was trying to conquer me. Even now, even on her knees with my cock in her mouth, she was trying to win. Her hands gripped my thighs, pulling me deeper. Her cheeks hollowed with suction that bordered on painful. She bobbed her head fast, aggressive, setting a pace designed to make me lose control before she did.

I tightened my grip on her skull. Controlled the pace. Slowed her down.

“Slower,” I said. “Let me feel you.”

She resisted for a beat. Her mouth tightened, her rhythm trying to push past my grip. I held firm. Not hurting her. Just immovable. The same way I’d held her wrists during wrestling when she tested my pins.

She yielded. The resistance melted. And the sound that came out of her, vibrating around my cock, was a whimper. The war-chief whimpered. A small, involuntary sound from the back of her throat that traveled along my shaft and settled in the base of my spine. The first sound of surrender.

I guided her. Slow, deep strokes. In, until I felt the back of her throat and her breath came hot through her nose against my pelvis. Out, until just the tip rested on her tongue, the cool air of the hut hitting the wet skin she’d left glistening. Her eyes stayed on mine, defiant and glazed, saliva glistening on her chin, her jaw working around my girth.

“That’s it. Just like that.”

She moaned. A low, vibrating moan that made my cock pulse against her tongue. Her hands on my thighs had softened. No longer gripping to control. Holding on. Accepting the pace I set.

“Good girl.”

Her whole body jerked at those two words. A visible tremor that ran from her scalp to her knees, rattling through every muscle in her lean frame. Her eyes went liquid. Her lips tightened around me. She moaned again, the sound desperate and broken, and sucked harder, not to conquer this time but to please. To earn those words again.

I let her work me. Slow strokes, her tongue circling the head on each pass, her lips a tight seal that dragged sensation from base to tip. The wet sounds of her mouth filled the hut, mixing with the crackle of the coals and her own quickening breath. Saliva ran down her chin, dripped onto her chest. She didn’t care. The war-chief of the Vanu, on her knees, drooling on herself, eyes glazed with surrender, was beyond caring about anything except the cock in her mouth and the hand on her skull.

I pulled her off. She gasped. A thin strand of spit connected her swollen lips to the head of my cock, catching the torchlight. Her chest heaved, breasts rising and falling, the hard nipples straining against the soaked fabric of her wrap. Her pupils were blown. Her lips were swollen, wet, parted. She looked drugged.

“Your turn,” I said.

I pushed her back onto the furs. She hit the blankets and immediately tried to sit up.

“I don’t need…”

I pushed her down. Firm hand on her chest, between her small breasts, pinning her to the sleeping furs. She could have broken the hold. She was a trained fighter who’d killed men with her bare hands. But she didn’t.

“Yes,” I said. “You do.”

I stripped her wrap. One pull, the fabric parting like a sigh. Her body lay before me: scarred, athletic, glistening with oil and the sheen of sweat. The flat stomach trembling with each breath. The narrow hips. The small breasts heaving, dark nipples standing proud on the muscular chest. And between her legs, glistening, drenched, her pussy swollen and ready.

She’d been aroused for days. Maybe weeks. The evidence was unmistakable: her inner thighs slick, her clit visibly engorged, her body practically vibrating with need.

I lowered my mouth to her.

Her back arched off the furs like she’d been hit with lightning. A raw, shocked cry tore from her throat.

“Oh, fuck.”

Her thighs tried to close around my head. I caught them. Pinned them open, wide, her knees pushed toward the furs by my forearms. She writhed, her hands clawing the blankets, her abs clenching, fighting the sensation because giving in meant giving up control.

I didn’t let up. My tongue found her clit, circled it, flicked it. She tasted different from Amara: sharper, cleaner, like mineral water and need. I licked her in long, slow strokes, bottom to top, then focused on the swollen nub until she was thrashing.

“Stop fighting it,” I growled against her clit, the vibration of my voice making her hips buck.

“I can’t, it’s too, I…”

I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked. Slid two fingers inside her. She was incredibly tight, her walls gripping my fingers with desperate strength. Years since she’d been with a man. Her body had held that absence like a clenched fist.

I curled my fingers against her front wall and sucked her clit and she screamed.

The orgasm ripped through her like an earthquake. Her warrior’s body convulsed, every muscle firing at once. Her thighs clamped against my forearms, her back bowed off the furs, her hands ripped at the blankets. She screamed through gritted teeth, the sound raw and wild, years of warrior’s pride crumbling into shattered moans that echoed off the hut walls.

I didn’t stop. Kept my fingers inside her, kept my mouth on her, riding out the aftershocks while her body shook and her moans dissolved into gasping breaths.

Before she recovered, I flipped her onto her stomach.

She grunted in surprise. My hands caught her wrists, pressed them above her head, pinned them to the furs. My knee pushed her thighs apart. She felt my cock against the back of her thigh, hot and hard, and her whole body tensed.

Eight years. Not since Tano. Not since the night before Raku killed him and she buried everything that made her a woman instead of a weapon.

“Do it,” she hissed into the furs. “Don’t you dare be gentle.”

One deep stroke. All the way. I buried myself to the hilt in a single thrust, my hips meeting the firm muscle of her ass, my cock filling her completely.

Kaya screamed.

Not pain. Overwhelm. I was stretching her open, filling years of emptiness in a single thrust, and her body reacted to the invasion with a full-system shock. Her walls clamped around me, impossibly tight, all those empty years gripping me with the desperation of a woman who’d forgotten what this felt like and was remembering all at once. The sensation was staggering: wet, scorching heat compressed around my shaft from every angle, so tight that the friction bordered on too much.

I gave her one breath. One heartbeat to adjust. Felt her walls flutter and clench, her body trying to accommodate what it hadn’t held in years. Her fingers white-knuckled in the furs above her head, her face turned sideways, gasping against the blankets.

Then I didn’t.

Hard. Deep. Relentless. I pulled back and drove into her with a force that slid her up the sleeping furs, her knees scraping the reed mat beneath. Again. Again. A rhythm that was nothing like the gentle rocking I’d given Amara during our spooning. This was what Kaya had asked for. What she needed. The opposite of gentle, the opposite of careful, the opposite of everything she’d been handling with kid gloves since Tano died.

My hips slammed against her tight warrior’s ass, the impact ringing through both our bodies. The sound of flesh meeting flesh echoed off the hut walls, a percussive beat that matched the pace of my thrusts. Her small breasts pressed into the furs beneath her, the hard nipples dragging against the rough wool with each stroke. Her ass flexed with each impact, firm muscle absorbing the force and pushing back for more.

The wet sound of our connection filled the hut, rhythmic and obscene. She was soaked, her arousal slicking between us, the excess running down her inner thighs. Every thrust produced a wet slap that would have been audible outside the hut if anyone was listening.

Someone was listening. I was sure of it.

“You’re mine now, Kaya.”

“Yes.” The word came out strangled. Broken. Pressed into the furs. “Yes.”

“Say it again.”

“Yours. I’m yours.” Her voice cracked on the second word, the admission costing her something fundamental, something she’d sworn she’d never give again. “I’m yours.”

I released one wrist. Gripped the back of her neck instead, fingers pressing into the short hair at her nape, the warm skin and hard muscle beneath my palm. I tilted her head back, arching her neck. The torchlight caught the raised line along her jaw. Her eyes were wild, unfocused, tears gathering at the corners.

“Good girl.”

The sound she made at those two words. God. A broken, desperate moan that came from somewhere she’d kept locked since the day she lost everything. A place below the war-chief, below the blade, below the armor. The place where Kaya still lived, buried under everything she’d built to survive. Those two words reached into that place and pulled her out.

“Again,” she gasped. “Say it again.”

“Good girl.” I drove deeper. Harder. “My good girl. You’re taking me so well.” I spanked her ass, the firm muscle absorbing the impact with a crack that rang through the hut. She cried out, not in protest. In need. Her pussy clenched so hard around me that I saw stars.

“Again,” she begged. “Hit me again.”

I spanked her again. Harder. Kept the rhythm of my thrusts, each one driving her forward into the furs, her body sliding on the sweat and oil. Her tight ass reddened under my palm, the dark skin flushing with blood, and she pushed back against each blow like she was addicted to the impact.

She came. A second orgasm, harder than the first, her pussy clenching around me in violent, rhythmic contractions that gripped me so tight I had to grit my teeth to keep from finishing. She bit the furs to contain the scream, her whole body seizing, every muscle in her body locking rigid as a bowstring, the tendons in her neck standing out like cables.

I didn’t slow down. Kept the pace, kept the depth, kept the grip on her neck. Sweat ran down my chest and dripped onto her scarred back, mingling with the oil that still glistened on her dark skin. The wound on my ribs protested, a sharp pull of freshly stitched tissue; I ignored it. The pain was distant, irrelevant, a footnote in a chapter written in sweat and surrender.

Then I turned her over.

She lay on her back, panting, eyes glazed. I entered her missionary. Pushed her thighs apart and sank into her, deep, feeling those tight walls welcome me back like coming home.

She wrapped her legs around me immediately. Locked at the ankles behind my back, her powerful thighs clamping against my hips, pulling me deeper, refusing to let me pull back even an inch. Her hands found my shoulders, gripping the muscle, her fingers digging in.

This is what broke the war-chief.

Eye contact.

My face above hers while I moved inside her. Her eyes open, unguarded, fixed on mine. Seeing everything she’d hidden. The grief. The loneliness. The desperate need she’d buried under years of command and combat and the relentless demand to be the blade instead of the woman.

Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide behind warrior’s stoicism. Just Kaya, raw and open, looking up at the man inside her while tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

I cupped her face. Both hands. Held her gaze.

“You’re safe,” I whispered. Pushed deep. Held. Let her feel all of me, the fullness, the pressure, the warmth. “You can let go.”

Kaya let go.

The tears came. Not sadness. Not pain. Something older, deeper, more devastating than either. Every wall she’d built since Tano died cracking open at once. The loneliness, the nightly patrols with no one to come home to, the forced stoicism that had hardened her face into a mask since Tano fell. All of it flooding out in hot, desperate rivers that streamed down her cheeks and pooled in the hollow of her throat and soaked the furs beneath her head.

She wrapped her arms around my neck. Pulled me against her, crushing my chest to hers, her small firm breasts flattening between our bodies. Sobbed into my shoulder while my hips kept moving, slow now, deep and steady, each thrust a promise. Each withdrawal a reassurance that I’d come back. Each deep push a vow.

I felt her heart hammering against my chest, the rapid, desperate rhythm of a woman who’d spent years making sure nothing could touch her and had just let everything in at once. Felt her tears soaking my skin, hot and salt, running between our pressed bodies. Felt her warrior’s body trembling beneath me, not from exertion but from the force of everything she’d held back, now released, pouring through her like a river breaking free of ice.

Her hips moved with mine. Not fighting, not testing. Meeting me. Welcoming me. Each slow thrust went deeper than the last because she opened for me, her body surrendering the way her mind already had, her walls softening around me, pulling me in.

Between sobs, the words came.

“Breed me.” Her voice was wrecked. Raw. Beautiful. “Put your warriors inside me. I want to carry your children.”

My cock throbbed inside her at those words. I felt it, and she felt it, and her legs tightened.

“Good girl.” I sped up. Not the punishing pace of before. Something between gentle and fierce, a rhythm that matched the urgency of her body and the tenderness of her tears. “Take all of it.”

“Every drop.” Her legs locked around me, ankles crossed behind my back, her powerful thighs pulling me deep with each thrust. Her nails raked my back, leaving welts. “Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

“Never.” I kissed the scar on her jaw. Kissed the tears on her cheek. Kissed the corner of her mouth, and she turned into the kiss, her lips finding mine with a desperation that tasted like salt and surrender. We kissed while I moved inside her, her moans swallowed by my mouth, my groans lost in hers.

The tension built. Her pussy was clenching in rhythmic waves, getting tighter with each pass, her whole body coiling like a spring wound to the breaking point and about to release. The wet heat between us was overwhelming, her arousal and the remnants of the oil creating a slick, burning friction that pushed me toward the edge.

“I’m going to fill you,” I told her against her lips. “Deep. Where it counts.”

“Yes.” She pulled back enough to look at me, her eyes drowning in tears and desire. “Now. Please. Give me everything.”

“You want my cum inside you?”

“Yes.” The word was a prayer. “Fill me up. Breed me. Make me a mother again.”

I drove deep. Held. Looked into her eyes.

“My good girl,” I whispered.

She came apart.

Full-body, violent, devastating orgasm. Her pussy clamped around me so hard it nearly hurt, the rhythmic contractions gripping my cock with a force that felt like her body was trying to pull me inside her completely and never let go. Her legs locked around my hips with a strength that would have crushed a lesser man. Her scream was raw and cathartic, ripped from the deepest part of her, eight years of loneliness and control and grief pouring out in a single, shattering release that shook the furs and rattled the hut walls and echoed into the night where it belonged.

The intensity dragged me over. I couldn’t have held back if my life depended on it. I drove deep, buried myself to the hilt, and came hard. Thick, heavy pulses flooding her, filling her, my cock pulsing inside the tight grip of her clenching walls. Each spurt accompanied by a groan that started in my chest and didn’t stop, my body emptying everything into hers, every drop, every ounce of what she’d asked for. Her walls milked me through it, clenching and releasing, wave after wave, pulling every drop from me with a need that went beyond physical and into something sacred.

I felt the cum fill her. Felt the heat of it between us, the slick warmth spreading where our bodies met. She felt it too, and the sensation triggered another wave of contractions, her body responding to the evidence of my seed inside her with a second climax that rolled through her like an aftershock, her sobbing intensifying as the pleasure and the grief and the relief tangled together into something that couldn’t be separated.

I stayed inside her while she shook. Held her. Let her feel my weight, my warmth. The permanence of a man who wasn’t going anywhere.

Long minutes passed. Her tears slowed. Her breathing steadied. The trembling faded into small aftershocks that rippled through her body like echoes.

She lay against my chest, her scarred cheek over my heartbeat. Her eyes were closed. Her hand rested on my rib, just above the bandaged wound, gentle in a way she’d never been with anything.

“I haven’t felt this since Tano.” Her voice was raw. Scraped clean. “Different. But the same feeling.”

“What feeling?”

“Safe.” She pressed closer. “I feel safe.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“You better not.” She traced the scar on my ribs with one finger, the fresh wound from Raku’s knife. “Don’t die on me, sky-man.”

“Never.”

She made a sound. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob. Something in between that was uniquely Kaya.

I kissed the top of her head. Her short hair smelled like oil and flowers and sweat and sex.

Outside the hut, sounds. I lifted my head.

Sela knelt by the entrance. Not hiding. Not lurking in shadows or crouching behind a support post. She knelt right there, her wrap bunched around her waist, her small breasts bare in the moonlight, those pink nipples glistening with sweat. Her hand was between her thighs, moving with slow, deliberate strokes. Her eyes were glazed, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted around shallow, hitching breaths.

She met my eyes. Didn’t stop. Didn’t look away.

She’d come twice during the ceremony. I could read it in the boneless quality of her posture, the oversensitized trembling. She wasn’t done.

Beyond Sela, Amara stood in the moonlight. One hand rested on her pregnant belly, the other hung relaxed at her side. Her expression was warm. Satisfied. Proud. She’d chosen this man, and he’d just proven himself worthy of the tribe’s greatest warrior.

Kaya’s voice from beside me, hoarse from screaming: “Is the little voyeur still out there?”

Sela’s hand froze mid-stroke. Her wide eyes went wider.

“Don’t stop on my account,” Kaya called, her scarred cheek still resting on my chest. “I remember what it feels like to watch and want.”

A moment of silence. Then Sela’s hand resumed. Faster. Her eyes locked on the hut entrance, on the two intertwined bodies inside, on me.

Kaya turned her head slightly, her mouth close to my ear. “Your next one is a watcher. She’ll need… different handling.”

“I know.”

“She’s brave, in her own way. Braver than me, maybe. I hid my need behind a spear. She hides hers behind nothing.”

I looked at Sela through the hut entrance. Her small body trembling on the edge of climax, her nipples hard in the cool air, her eyes holding mine with fierce, naked desire.

“I know,” I said again.

Kaya settled against my chest. Pulled the sleeping fur up. Her scarred arm draped across my waist, possessive even in exhaustion.

“Good. Now let me sleep.” She yawned, jaw cracking, her whole face going soft. “I haven’t slept well in eight years.”

Within minutes, she was asleep. Truly, deeply asleep. Her breathing even. Her face relaxed. The lines of tension that had been carved into her jaw and brow since the day I met her, smooth and still.


Chapter 14: The New Order

Three days after the claiming, and the new family dynamic was finding its shape.

The hut had been expanded again. Village craftsmen worked on it overnight, as a sign of respect: a larger sleeping area with two platforms pushed together, a separate storage section for weapons and tools, a cooking space with a proper stone-lined fire pit. Big enough for a growing family.

The three of us shared a morning meal on the rebuilt porch, sitting in a patch of warm sun while the village woke around us.

Amara sat cross-legged, the growing swell resting on her thighs, her breasts straining against a freshly woven wrap. She looked content in a way that seemed to emanate from her pores: maternal, settled, glowing.

Kaya sat with her legs outstretched, leaning against the wall, eating smoked fish in small, careful bites. She moved stiffly. Every muscle in her body ached from the claiming, from positions she hadn’t used in longer than she’d admit, from the total physical surrender that had left her feeling like she’d fought a battle without her weapons.

She’d never admit it.

Amara noticed.

“The war-chief walks funny today,” Amara said, eyes twinkling. “Must have been quite a battle.”

Kaya’s eyes narrowed. “I could throw you in the lake, pregnant or not.”

“You couldn’t throw a coconut right now.”

Kaya opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. Tried to find a comeback, couldn’t, and settled for glaring at her flatbread.

I watched them bicker with a stupid grin on my face. This was my life now. A pregnant healer with breasts that could stop traffic and a scarred warrior who could kill a man with her bare hands but couldn’t sit down without wincing. Sharing a breakfast. Arguing about coconuts.

I had a family.

The absurdity of it. The man whose marriage had dissolved in a San Diego courthouse two months before the crash, who’d filed the paperwork while Reyes waited in the truck and joked about freedom. Now I had two wives, a child on the way, and a home made of bamboo and woven reeds in a volcanic caldera ten thousand miles from anything resembling my old life.

I wouldn’t trade it. Not for a helicopter extraction, a hot shower, and every dollar in my retirement account.

“Stop grinning,” Kaya said. “You look stupid.”

“Let him grin,” Amara said. “He earned it.”

Kaya turned the glare on me. It lasted about three seconds before something cracked behind it. Not quite a smile. But close.

The forge was producing at full capacity. Three young villagers I’d been training could now handle basic smelting and casting with minimal supervision. Copper spearheads, arrowheads, knife blades, and tools poured out in steady quantities. The village was better equipped than at any point in tribal memory.

Hunters returned with larger kills: the copper-tipped spears struck harder and truer. Crops grew stronger with copper-bladed farming tools turning soil that stone had barely scratched. The defenses, battered from the raid, were being rebuilt with stone foundations and copper-reinforced joints.

Mornings had a rhythm now. I’d wake with two bodies pressed against me: Amara’s soft warmth on one side, her pregnant belly a firm curve against my hip, her full breasts warm on my arm. Kaya on the other, her lean body coiled even in sleep, one hand resting on the copper blade she kept beside the platform. The three of us tangled under woven blankets, breathing the same air, sharing the same warmth.

Amara would rise first. Healer’s hours. She’d ease out of the sleeping pile with the practiced stealth of a woman who’d been getting up before dawn for decades, pausing only to press her lips to my forehead and rest her hand on her belly. Some mornings I’d catch her standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the pre-dawn gray, both hands on the growing swell, a quiet smile on her face.

Kaya would wake ten minutes later, alert and sharp, as though a switch had been thrown. No drowsy transition. Asleep, then awake, already reaching for her weapon, already running through the day’s tactical priorities before her feet touched the ground. But she’d linger now. A few extra minutes in the warmth, her cheek against my chest, listening to my heartbeat. She’d deny it if anyone asked.

Breakfast together had become sacred. The three of us on the rebuilt porch, sharing food from a single tray, the morning sun warming the packed earth. Amara would prepare herbal tea, her hands steady and sure. Kaya would eat with the efficient focus of someone who viewed meals as fuel, but she’d slow down when Amara passed her something particularly good, her fierce eyes softening at the edges.

They bickered constantly. Amara would comment on Kaya’s training schedule being too aggressive. Kaya would retort that the healer’s schedule was too lenient. Amara would suggest Kaya eat more. Kaya would suggest Amara stop eating for two and start eating for one and a half. I’d sit between them, eating my food, trying not to grin.

Home. The word surfaced without permission, and I let it stay.

Naia found me at the forge clearing that afternoon.

She appeared at the forge clearing in late afternoon, when the heat of the day drove most people to shade and the volcanic vents made the metalworking area feel like a sauna. I was alone, hammering out a set of copper farming implements, sweat running in sheets down my bare chest.

She approached with the usual toolkit: short wrap, strategic positioning, calculated body language. Her round ass strained the fabric with each step. Her braids caught the light. She positioned herself where I’d see her when I looked up, one hip cocked, one hand resting on the warm stone of the forge base.

But something was different in her eyes. The polish on the performance was duller. The mask was slipping.

“Two wives,” she said. “Neither is me.”

I set the hammer down. “Naia.”

“I’ve done everything right.” Her voice was tight. Not angry. Strained. “Political positioning. Strategic displays. I demonstrated my value to the council. I even got them to formally propose me as a candidate.” She swallowed. “And you chose the woman who tried to kill you the first time you met.”

“I chose the woman who was honest about what she wanted.”

The words landed. I saw them hit. Naia’s carefully constructed expression flickered, and for an instant the woman underneath was visible: not the chieftain’s daughter, not the political operator, not the body-as-weapon seductress. Just a woman who’d bet everything on strategy and lost to sincerity.

“You want to know why I didn’t choose you?” I said.

“I already know.” She lifted her chin. “I negotiate. I position. I offer advantages and expect returns.” A bitter half-smile. “It’s the only way I know how to ask for things.”

“Then stop.” I held her eyes. “Stop negotiating for me. Stop treating this like a trade agreement. When you’re ready to ask because you actually want it, not because it’s strategic, I’ll listen.”

She stared at me. The calculating eyes went through several rapid-fire adjustments, the way they always did when she was reprocessing data. But this time, the calculation didn’t produce a new angle or a fresh approach.

This time it just produced silence.

She left without the signature sway. No glance over her shoulder. No deliberate display as she walked away. Just a woman in a short wrap, walking back toward the village, thinking.

That evening, Amara came to the expanded hut where Kaya was already resting on the sleeping platform, her copper blade within arm’s reach because the war-chief of the Vanu wasn’t going to stop being the war-chief just because she’d taken a husband.

Amara carried a pot of scented oil and wore an expression of calm purpose that I was learning to recognize as her “tribal custom requires this” face. The face she’d worn when she explained the pregnancy nourishment tradition. The face that preceded things I enjoyed very much.

“Vanu custom says a man’s wives should know each other completely,” Amara said. “It strengthens the family bond.”

Kaya tensed. She sat up on the platform, legs drawn in, her lean body coiling the way it did when she sensed a threat. “I’m not sure I…”

“Neither was I.” Amara set the oil down. “But custom exists for a reason. A family that shares everything has no secrets. No jealousy. No distance.”

She approached Kaya. Touched her cheek with the gentle authority of a healer who’d spent decades learning how to make people accept what they needed.

“I was nervous too,” Amara said. “Let me show you.”

Kaya looked at me. I held her gaze. Nodded.

She looked back at Amara. And slowly, deliberately, she uncrossed her arms.

Amara kissed her.

Gentle. Unhurried. The first wife teaching the second that softness wasn’t weakness. Amara’s lips moved against Kaya’s with practiced warmth, the kind of kiss that said: I’m not competing with you. I’m including you.

Kaya responded stiffly. Her mouth barely moved, her hands flat on the furs, her body rigid. But Amara was patient. She kissed the corner of Kaya’s mouth, her jaw, the scar. The tender spots no one touched. Kaya’s breathing quickened. Her lips parted. She kissed back.

Tentative, then hungry.

Amara’s generous breasts pressed against Kaya’s hard chest. Soft against firm. Generous against lean. The contrast sent a visible shudder through both of them.

I watched. Both women sensed my eyes on them. Amara’s back arched slightly, presenting more of herself for my view. Kaya’s nipples hardened through her thin sleeping wrap, the dark points straining against fabric.

Amara guided Kaya onto her back. Kissed down her scarred body, her mouth tracing the topography of a warrior’s life. The long scar across her collarbone. The puckered knife wound on her ribs. The flat, ridged stomach that trembled under Amara’s lips.

Kaya’s stomach muscles tightened when Amara reached her hip. Her thighs trembled at the crease. Her hands gripped the furs.

Amara looked over her shoulder at me. Her eyes held mine, dark and inviting. Her breasts hung low, enormous, swaying with her movement, the engorged tips nearly grazing Kaya’s stomach.

“Daniel,” she said. “Your war-chief is ready for you.”

I joined them.

Kaya lay on her back, her legs parting as I settled between them. The ceremonial oil still glistened on her dark skin, the lean muscle catching the firelight. Her small firm breasts heaved with quickened breathing, the nipples standing proud, still wet from Amara’s mouth. Her pussy glistened between her parted thighs, flushed and glistening, a trail of arousal already slicking the skin where Amara’s kisses had taken her close.

I pressed my cock against her entrance. Rubbed the head along her slit, collecting the slick heat, letting her feel the width of what was coming.

“Don’t tease me,” she hissed. “Not tonight.”

I entered her slowly. Watching her face.

Her eyes went wide. A sharp inhale through her teeth. Still sensitive from the claiming nights ago, her body still learning to accommodate what it had gone without for so long. Still tight. Her walls gripped me as I sank in, the swollen tissue stretching around my shaft with a reluctant intensity that made my jaw clench. Every inch drew a sound from her: small, involuntary gasps, punched out in sequence. When I bottomed out, my hips flush against hers, she let out a long, shuddering exhale that vibrated through her entire body.

Her hips rose to meet me. Her legs wrapped my waist with the reflexive grip I was learning was pure Kaya: all or nothing, her powerful thighs clamping me tight, her heels digging into my lower back, pulling me deeper.

Amara knelt beside us, her massive pregnant body a study in contrast. Where Kaya was lean and scarred, Amara was soft and swollen, her heavy breasts hanging above Kaya’s flat stomach, those dark nipples nearly grazing the warrior’s skin. She lowered her mouth to Kaya’s small breasts. Circled a dark nipple with her tongue, slow, deliberate, the healer’s precision applied to something far from clinical. Then she drew the nipple between her full lips and sucked, her cheeks hollowing with the pressure.

Kaya’s eyes flew wider. A choked sound escaped her, something between a gasp and a moan that she clearly hadn’t expected to make. Her hand flew to Amara’s head, gripping the dark hair, fingers tangling in the thick dark strands.

“What are you… oh, God…”

No one had lavished attention on Kaya like this. In all her years of leadership, no one had touched the war-chief with gentleness. No one had taken the time to worship the body she used as a weapon. Now she had two people focused entirely on her pleasure: a man inside her, filling her with slow, deep strokes that made her toes curl against the furs, and a woman’s mouth on her breasts, the soft wet warmth of Amara’s lips drawing on those sensitive peaks with a tenderness Kaya had never experienced.

I set a rhythm. Deep, steady strokes. Pulling nearly out, until just the head held inside her, feeling the cool air of the hut on the wet shaft between us. Then pushing back in, all the way, letting her feel every inch of the penetration, the stretch, the fullness, the relief of each return. Each stroke bottomed out against her cervix, and each time she gasped, her walls fluttering and clenching.

Amara matched me, switching between Kaya’s breasts, her tongue circling one dark nipple while her fingers rolled the other. She sucked and teased and kneaded the small firm mounds with the attention usually reserved for bodies far larger than Kaya’s, worshipping what was there rather than mourning what wasn’t. The dual stimulation made Kaya arch and writhe beneath us, her scarred hands gripping the furs, her athletic body twisting between two sources of pleasure she couldn’t escape and didn’t want to.

The contrast was staggering. Amara’s soft, maternal body pressed against Kaya’s lean warrior frame. Heavy breasts against a hard chest. Wide hips against narrow ones. The pregnant belly, warm and round, resting against Kaya’s ridged stomach. Both my women, together, and the visual was so overwhelming I had to slow my pace, gripping the base of my cock on each withdrawal, keeping myself from finishing too soon.

“Harder,” Kaya whispered. “I can feel both of you and I can’t… I need more.”

I gave her more. Sped up, the wet slap of our connection echoing off the walls. Amara bit down gently on Kaya’s nipple, and the war-chief’s back bowed off the furs.

She came hard. Her pussy clamped around me in violent contractions, rhythmic waves that gripped and released, gripped and released, milking my shaft with a force that would have dragged me over if I hadn’t clenched every muscle in my body to hold back. Her hips lifted off the platform, her abs locking rigid. A scream tore from her throat, raw and unfiltered, the sound of a woman who’d spent years silent now breaking open. One hand gripped my forearm hard enough to bruise. The other found Amara’s hand and held it, their fingers interlacing, the war-chief and the healer connected through the man inside her and through each other.

I felt her cum coat my cock, the fresh wet heat of it spreading between us with each clenching pulse. Her inner walls spasmed for what felt like a full minute, the orgasm rolling through her in waves that kept renewing just when I thought they’d faded.

I gave her a moment. Pulled out slowly, her pussy gripping me the entire way, reluctant to release. My cock slid free glistening, coated in her arousal from base to tip. Kaya’s thighs trembled. Her eyes were glazed, unfocused. Her small breasts rose and fell with heaving breaths, the nipples glistening and wet from Amara’s mouth.

Amara took her turn.

She positioned herself on hands and knees beside Kaya, her pregnant belly hanging low, the full swell of her breasts pooling beneath her in a display of weight and gravity that never stopped being magnificent. Those massive tits hung like ripe fruit, the dark nipples pointing downward, swollen and sensitive, nearly brushing the furs with each breath. Her wide hips canted back, her pussy already glistening, slick and open. The scent of her arousal was thick in the close air, richer than Kaya’s, muskier from the pregnancy hormones.

She looked back at me over her shoulder with eyes dark with want, her hair falling across her face in damp strands.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. “Not tonight. I want to feel it.”

I gripped her wide hips and slid into her in one long stroke. Amara’s slick heat swallowed me completely, her pussy spreading open around my shaft, the walls softer than Kaya’s, wetter, the plush tissue yielding and then gripping as I bottomed out. She was soaked, the arousal audible, the wet sound of my cock filling her filling the hut. She pushed back against me before I’d even settled, her wide hips pressing flush against my pelvis, taking me as deep as her body would allow.

“Yes.” She dropped her head. “God, yes. Right there.”

Familiar, but never routine. Every time was different. Tonight the pregnancy had amplified every nerve, and the slide of my cock inside her drew a deep moan that resonated in her chest and vibrated through the sleeping platform. I pulled back and drove in again, harder, and her tits swung forward with the impact, arcing beneath her in a slow pendulum that I watched, hypnotized.

Kaya recovered enough to move. The post-orgasm haze in her eyes cleared, replaced by fascination. She’d never seen this from the outside: the way Amara’s body moved, the way her full breasts swayed and bounced with each thrust, the way her face changed when pleasure built, the way her full lips parted and her eyes went unfocused.

Kaya reached beneath Amara. Cupped Amara’s hanging breasts in both hands. The sheer mass filled her warrior’s palms and spilled over, warm and impossibly full, the soft flesh yielding under her calloused fingers. Kaya’s expression was something between awe and disbelief. She’d never held anything like them. Had never even imagined them.

“How do you carry these?” Kaya murmured. Her thumbs found the taut tips, circling, pressing. The pads of her calloused fingers rough against the puffy, tender flesh.

“With difficulty,” Amara gasped, pushing back against me. “And it’s only going to get worse. When the milk comes, they’ll be even heavier. Even fuller. Dripping.”

“Fuck,” Kaya said softly. The word sounded strange from the war-chief, said not in combat but in genuine, breathless wonder. She kneaded the warm flesh, finding the rhythm that made Amara moan loudest: firm pressure, rolling the nipples between strong fingers, squeezing the gorgeous tits together and then letting them fall, bouncing them in her palms. The warrior’s grip applied with surprising gentleness.

Amara’s sounds changed. Deepened. The added stimulation layering onto what I was giving her from behind until she was trembling and gasping between two sources of pleasure, her arms weakening, her chest sinking lower until Kaya’s hands were the only thing keeping the heavy weight of them from spreading across the furs.

I drove deep. Watched both my women together. The visual: Amara’s wide ass pressing back against my thighs, the wet sound of my cock sliding in and out of her soaked pussy, while Kaya’s calloused hands cupped her hanging breasts, thumbs circling nipples that were dark and stiff and slippery with spit and sweat. Amara’s pregnant belly swaying gently with each thrust. Kaya’s eyes moving between my face and the place where my cock disappeared into Amara’s body.

Two women who were as different as fire and water, both mine, both connected through me and now through each other. The image pushed me toward the edge.

Amara’s pussy began to flutter, the walls rippling around me in the pre-orgasm contractions I’d learned to recognize. I reached beneath her, found her clit, and pressed. She shrieked, her back arching hard, her breasts pulling free of Kaya’s grip and swinging wildly. Her orgasm hit in a gush of wet heat that flooded around my cock and ran down her inner thighs, the clenching grip of her pussy milking me in waves that tested every ounce of control I had.

I held back. Not yet. Not until they were both worshipping me the way the night demanded.

Both women turned their attention to me. A shared glance passed between them, some silent negotiation that happened in the space of a heartbeat, a conversation conducted entirely in raised eyebrows and subtle nods. Then they moved.

Amara rolled onto her side, reaching for me. Kaya mirrored her from the other direction. They pressed against me from both sides, their bodies bracketing mine, four hands and two mouths converging on the man between them.

Amara on my right: her pregnant breasts warm and impossibly soft against my arm, the nipples hard points that dragged across my skin with each shift of her body. Her belly, round and taut with my child, pressing against my hip, the warmth of it radiating through my skin. The scent of her filled my right side: herbs and oil and the richer, muskier note the pregnancy had added, the scent of a woman in bloom. Her dark hair, shot through with silver, fell across my chest as she nuzzled into my neck, the thick strands warm and familiar against my skin.

Kaya on my left: her athletic body tight and lean, every line of muscle firm against me. Her arm draped across my chest, possessive and warm, the scars along her forearm a braille history against my skin. The contrast of her calloused palm against my side, the rough texture of a warrior’s hands on sensitive flesh, so different from Amara’s softness that the two together created a sensation that was more than either could produce alone. She pressed her lips to my shoulder, and the scar on her jaw scraped my skin in a way that was purely her.

Amara’s mouth found my neck. My jaw. The hollow beneath my ear. She whispered against my skin, her breath warm, her full dark lips leaving wet prints that cooled in the night air: “You gave me a child. You saved our people. You’re everything I prayed for when I begged the sky-spirits to send someone.”

She kissed the hollow of my throat. Licked the salt from my skin.

“Everything.”

Kaya’s mouth found my other ear. Her breath hot, her voice rougher than Amara’s, more raw, still carrying the edge of a woman who’d only recently learned how to let someone close: “You made me feel safe. You made me surrender.” Her teeth grazed my earlobe. The same teeth that had split my lip in the council chamber, now careful, exploring, leaving a line of heat. “I didn’t think I’d ever say that about any man again.”

She bit. Gentle. Enough to sting. Enough to remind me that the woman breathing in my ear had killed men with her hands and was choosing, right now, to use those hands for something else.

Their hands on me. Both sets moving in tandem, a coordinated exploration that felt instinctive rather than choreographed.

Amara’s soft, warm, assured, trailing down my chest with the assured touch of a woman who’d mapped my body over weeks of intimacy. She knew where I was sensitive, where I liked pressure, where a light scratch made me grip the furs. Her fingertips traced the ridges of my abs, the trail of hair below my navel, the lines the jungle diet and forge work had carved into muscle.

Kaya’s calloused, strong, exploratory, learning the terrain with the tactical precision she brought to everything. She found the scar on my ribs, Raku’s mark, and traced it with a reverence that said she knew exactly how close that blade had come. Her palm flattened against my stomach, feeling it clench under her touch.

Both sets of fingers trailed lower. Diverging around my navel. Converging at my hip bones. Sliding inward.

Amara’s hand wrapped around my cock first. She stroked slowly, her grip familiar, the warm oil still coating her palm, her thumb circling the head on each upstroke the way she’d learned made me groan. Firm at the base, softening at the tip, a rhythm that pulled sensation through me in long, building waves. The wet sound of her fist working my shaft was obscene in the quiet hut.

Then Kaya’s hand joined. She wrapped below Amara’s, her calloused fingers a completely different texture, the rough warrior’s grip a sharp contrast to the healer’s smooth palm. The difference was electric. Two women, two hands, two rhythms that started separate and slowly, instinctively, harmonized into a single stroking pattern that had me gripping the furs with both hands, fighting to keep my hips from bucking off the platform.

“Look at him,” Amara murmured to Kaya, her gaze soft on my face. “Look at what we do to him.”

“Good,” Kaya said. Her calloused hand tightened on my shaft. “He should know what it feels like to have two women he can’t control.”

I groaned. Deep, involuntary, the sound pulled from my chest by four hands and two voices and the combined scent of two women’s arousal thick in the air. They both felt the sound vibrate through my body, and something sparked between them: a shared smile, the first they’d exchanged that wasn’t competition or negotiation. The smile of co-conspirators who’d found common purpose.

Amara lowered her mouth.

She took me in with the practiced confidence of a woman who’d been sucking my cock for weeks and had refined the technique to devastating precision. Her full dark lips stretched around my girth, warm and wet, her tongue working the underside with slow, deliberate pressure while her hand held the base steady. Those heavy tits pressed against my thigh, the massive weight spreading warm across my skin, her dark nipples hard and dragging against me as she bobbed. She sucked me deep, slow, the wet sounds explicit and deliberate in the quiet hut, her cheeks hollowing with each withdrawal, her tongue swirling around the head before she sank back down.

She pulled off. A thick strand of saliva connected her wet lips to the tip of my cock, glistening in the firelight. She held it. Let us both see it. Then let it break, the string falling across her dark chin.

She looked at Kaya.

“Your turn.”

Kaya hesitated. A flash of uncertainty crossed her face, the only moment of hesitation she’d shown all evening. She’d sucked my cock during the claiming, aggressive and fierce. But this was different. Shared. Observed. The war-chief on display in a way she’d never been.

Then she lowered her mouth to me. Different from Amara: fiercer, hungrier, more aggressive. She took me deep on the first stroke, the head hitting the back of her throat, and the choking sound she made sent a jolt through my spine. She recovered instantly, adjusted her angle, and sucked me the way she fought: all commitment, no holding back, her jaw working around my girth with an intensity that bordered on combat.

Amara’s hand found the back of Kaya’s neck. Not controlling. Guiding. The first wife’s soft fingers on the second wife’s short-cropped hair, slowing her pace, teaching her that this wasn’t a battle to be won but a pleasure to be drawn out.

Kaya yielded to the guidance. Her rhythm slowed. The aggression softened into something that was still fierce but no longer frantic, her tongue learning the spots Amara’s had found, her lips tightening at the ridge, her suction building to a pressure that made my vision blur.

They took turns. Amara’s warmth, then Kaya’s fire. Back and forth, each one reclaiming my cock from the other’s mouth with increasing ease, the awkwardness dissolving into something fluid and natural. Amara would suck me slow and deep, pull off with a wet pop and a satisfied hum, and Kaya would take over, faster, harder, her hand gripping the base while her mouth worked the top half. Then Amara again, slower, wetter, her tongue tracing every vein while Kaya’s mouth found my balls, sucking one between her lips with a delicacy that contradicted every other thing about the war-chief.

Then both at once.

Amara’s tongue on one side of my shaft. Kaya’s on the other. Both mouths working in tandem, their tongues sliding along the length of me from different angles, their lips meeting at the head, parting, sliding back down. The visual alone nearly finished me: two women, dark skin glistening with sweat and oil, their mouths pressed against my cock from opposite sides, tongues crossing on the sensitive underside, their eyes looking up at me with expressions that mirrored and contrasted. Amara’s warm, satisfied, worshipful. Kaya’s fierce, possessive, still carrying the burning intensity that was purely her even with her tongue lapping at the head of my cock.

Their lips met around the tip. Tongues tangling over the sensitive slit, sharing the pre-cum that leaked there, the taste of it passing between them in an unintentional kiss that made both their eyes flutter.

My hands found both their heads. Amara’s thick dark hair threaded through my left fingers, the silver strands catching the firelight, the strands warm and familiar from dozens of nights with her head on my chest. Kaya’s short, oiled hair smooth under my right palm, the curve of her skull fitting my hand the way it always did when I gripped her during sex, the shape already memorized.

“You’re ours,” Amara breathed against the head of my cock, her lips brushing the sensitive tip with each word, each consonant sending a vibration through me.

“Ours,” Kaya echoed, her tongue tracing the ridge, her dark eyes looking up at me with an expression that mixed fierce possession with something softer, newer, something vulnerable she’d never have shown anyone else. Something that might have been love, if the war-chief was ready to call it that.

The orgasm built fast. Too much sensation. Too much visual. Too much emotional weight. Both my women, naked and oiled, their mouths on my cock, their eyes holding mine, their hands and lips working in concert as if they’d been doing this for years instead of minutes. The pressure built at the base of my spine and flooded forward, unstoppable.

I groaned a warning. “Now. I’m going to…”

They pulled back. Not far. Both faces upturned, inches from my cock, both watching, both waiting. Amara thrust her gorgeous breasts forward, offering them as a target, nipples gleaming with spit and sweat. Kaya tilted her chin up, her chin lifted in defiance, her flat stomach taut.

I wrapped my hand around my shaft and stroked twice. That was all it took.

I came across them both. The first rope hit Amara’s breasts, a long, thick white streak that landed across the upper curve of her left tit, splashed against the dark nipple, and dripped down the full slope to pool in the deep crease between them. The second hit her right breast, white against the dark skin, sliding down the impossibly full mound in a slow trail that traced the blue veins visible beneath the surface.

The third hit Kaya. Her flat warrior’s stomach, her ridged abs painted with my cum, the white lines crossing her battle-marked skin like a new kind of marking. A fourth pulse caught her small breast, the cum striking her hard dark nipple and running down the firm slope.

Each spurt pulled a groan from my chest and a gasp from both of them, their faces upturned, their eyes bright, watching every rope of cum land on their bodies with a fascination that was equal parts hunger and reverence.

They looked at each other across my softening cock. Something passed between them: not rivalry, not jealousy, not the careful political distance of women sharing a man. Understanding. Recognition. The silent acknowledgment that they were both claimed by the same man, marked by the same seed, and that the claiming had made them family in the most visceral way possible.

Amara gathered the cum from her breast on her fingertips. A thick, white smear across her index and middle fingers. She brought them to her lips. Tasted. Her eyes closed with the pleasure of it, the deep satisfaction of carrying my seed on the outside the way she carried my child on the inside. She hummed, soft and appreciative, her tongue cleaning her fingers with slow, thorough strokes.

Kaya watched. The war-chief’s eyes tracked every movement of Amara’s tongue. Then she scooped the white streak from her own stomach, ran her finger through the cum painting her scarred abs, and brought it to her mouth. Her expression as she tasted was complex: surprise, then heat, then something fierce and possessive that cracked across her face like lightning. She understood now. The primal claim of it. Why Amara had begged for every drop, why she pressed her thighs together to keep it inside, why breeding talk made the healer moan louder than anything else.

“More,” Kaya said.

She leaned forward and licked a streak of cum from Amara’s breast. Her tongue traced the trail from the curve to the nipple, collecting the white residue, cleaning the dark skin with deliberate strokes. Amara gasped, her hand finding the back of Kaya’s head, holding her there while the war-chief’s mouth worked the sensitive, cum-streaked flesh.

Amara returned the favor. Bent to Kaya’s flat stomach and licked the remaining cum from her flat stomach, her tongue following the white lines across each ridge of muscle, collecting the last of my seed from the warrior’s body with the gentle, thorough attention of a healer who missed nothing.

They shared the rest between their fingers and lips. Tasting. Cleaning. Marking the bond in the most visceral way two women could share: the seed of the man they’d both chosen, passed between their mouths like a communion.

I collapsed between them. Three bodies on the sleeping furs. Amara’s belly between us, warm and round with our child. Kaya’s arm draped across my chest. Their breathing slowing, syncing, settling into a shared rhythm.

A sound from outside.

I lifted my head.

Sela sat against the door frame, her legs drawn up, her back against the woven wall. Not kneeling this time. Not hiding. She’d settled in, her wrap pushed off one shoulder, baring a small breast, the nipple flushed in the low light. Her hand rested between her parted thighs, still moving in lazy, sated circles. Her dark hair was damp at the temples. Her dark eyes found mine through the tangle of limbs, and the look in them was calm now. Patient. A woman who knew her turn was coming.

She didn’t stop. Didn’t look away.

I looked at her for a long moment. This girl who’d watched from every doorway, every shadow, every gap in every wall. Who’d touched herself while listening to screams and moans. Who’d been waiting, patient and hungry and growing bolder with every passing week.

“Come inside, Sela,” I said. “Not to join. Just come inside. You don’t have to watch from the cold anymore.”

Her hand stilled. Her eyes went bright with something that wasn’t quite surprise, not quite relief. More like being seen.

She entered slowly. Fixed her wrap with trembling hands. Looked around the hut as if she’d never been invited into a private space before. Found a spot near the fire, sat down, and pulled her knees to her chest. Her dark hair curtained her face, but through the strands, those wide eyes shone with longing and patience.

Amara reached out from the pile of tangled limbs. Her hand found Sela’s. Squeezed.

“You’ve been brave,” Amara said. “In your own way.”

Sela’s lower lip trembled. She didn’t cry. But the gratitude on her face was luminous.

Kaya, half-asleep, voice slurred with exhaustion: “The little voyeur can stay. She kept me company outside the hut often enough.”

Sela smiled. Small, grateful, wanting.

Soon.

The fire crackled. The night settled. Three bodies tangled on the sleeping furs, a fourth curled near the warmth, all of them breathing the same air in the same space for the first time.

Kaya, drifting toward sleep: “The traders Raku mentioned. We should send scouts north. If sky-people find this valley…”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.


Chapter 15: The Path Forward

I sent the scouts north at first light.

Two of Kaya’s best: Rena, a young woman who could move through jungle without disturbing a single leaf, and Oko, an older hunter who’d ranged further from the valley than anyone alive. Their instructions were simple: observe, report, don’t engage. Find the sky-people camp. Count their numbers. Note their equipment. Come back alive.

The council approved unanimously. My first act as a seated member, and nobody objected. The copper circlet sat warm on my forehead, and the weight of it had stopped feeling strange.

The village was rebuilding. Not just from the raid damage, but building forward. Better. Stronger. The way a broken bone heals thicker than before, the way scar tissue becomes the toughest part of the body.

The forge ran every day now. My three apprentices handled basic production with a competence that made me proud in ways I hadn’t expected. Tira, the youngest, had a natural feel for the metal. She could sense when the copper was ready to pour by the color of the glow, a skill that had taken me weeks to develop. I’d started her on knife blades, and her edges were cleaner than my first dozen attempts.

I focused on specialty items: agricultural blades shaped for different soil types, their edges curved to match the turning angle of volcanic earth. Surgical tools for Amara, thin copper blades so fine they could separate infected tissue without damaging the healthy flesh beneath. Arrowheads with hollow points that would shatter inside a wound, a design I’d modified from field surgery knowledge about bullet fragmentation that I never thought I’d apply to stone-age warfare.

Copper production scaled up, and the excess went into tools that changed daily life in ways the tribe was still discovering. A copper adze that could fell a tree in half the time stone took. Hooks for fishing that didn’t snap on the first big catch, bringing in hauls from the lake that supplemented the hunting. Needles that let the weavers produce tighter fabric in days instead of weeks, which meant warmer clothing when the mountain winds swept through the caldera at night.

Hunters returned with larger kills. The copper-tipped spears struck faster, killed cleaner, flew truer. A hunting party that used to come back with one pig now brought two. Crops grew thick in the irrigated terraces, the green rows marching up the volcanic slopes like a promise of full bellies. The food stores were fuller than anyone remembered.

Children who had been thin were filling out. The hollow-eyed wariness that I’d noticed in the youngest ones, the product of too many lean seasons, was giving way to the round cheeks and bright eyes of children with enough to eat. Two of them had attached themselves to me like shadows, a boy of eight named Kiru and his younger sister, following me around the village, watching me work the forge, imitating the way I held tools. They’d been among the pebble-throwers when I first arrived. Now they fought over who got to pump the bellows.

I walked the village at dawn and saw my impact everywhere. Not just the physical improvements: the walls, the forge, the irrigation, the terraces. But the way people moved. Confident. Upright. Women who’d walked with their shoulders hunched, bracing for the next disaster, now stood straight. Men who’d been outnumbered and outmatched carried copper weapons and the knowledge that they’d beaten the Koru twice.

Not just me. Kaya’s warriors, Amara’s healers, every farmer and craftsman who’d taken my designs and adapted them with knowledge I didn’t have. But I’d struck the first spark.

Amara met me near the healer’s hut, her morning patient rounds complete. Her belly showed more now, a visible curve beneath her wrap that drew the eye and the hands of every woman who passed. They touched it for luck, for blessing, for the simple human need to connect with new life.

She glowed. There was no other word for it. The maternal contentment radiated from her like heat from the forge. Her skin was luminous, her warm eyes soft, her silver-streaked hair catching the morning light as she moved.

But the biggest change was her breasts. Already the largest in the village, they’d swelled further with the pregnancy’s progression. Heavy enough now that they strained her wraps to the breaking point, requiring larger woven pieces that still struggled to contain them. The nipples had darkened to near-black, puffy and prominent, perpetually visible through whatever fabric she wore.

She pulled me inside the hut. Her expression held something between excitement and shyness.

“Look.” She tugged her wrap aside, exposing her right breast. The sheer weight of it settled against her belly as it spilled free, the dark nipple pointing slightly downward. She cupped it, squeezed gently.

A few drops of clear fluid beaded on the nipple. Not milk. Colostrum, the early precursor, thick and golden-clear.

I stared at the droplets.

“It begins,” she said softly. “My body is preparing. Getting ready to feed your child.”

She wiped the drops away with her thumb. The nipple glistened in the filtered light, wet and dark and impossibly erotic.

“Patience,” she laughed at whatever expression I was wearing. “The real milk comes later. But imagine.” She took my hand, pressed it to her breast. The weight filled my palm and overflowed, warm and weighty, the nipple a hard point against my fingers. “Imagine what these will look like when they’re full. Gorged with milk. Leaking through my wrap. So full they ache unless someone drinks from them.”

My cock throbbed. She felt it against her hip and her smile deepened.

“Imagine putting your mouth on me while you’re inside me,” she murmured. “Tasting what my body makes for your child. Drinking while you breed me.”

“Amara.”

“I know. Later.” She tucked her breast back into the wrap, adjusted the fabric across the generous swell, and turned away with a deliberate sway that was part maternal grace and part calculated torment. “I have patients. Sela needs supervision with the new poultice techniques.”

She paused at the door.

“But tonight, Daniel, I’m going to need you. My breasts ache. My body aches. And Kaya doesn’t know how to touch them properly yet.” She winked. “You’ll have to teach her.”

She left me standing in the healer’s hut, hard as copper, thinking about milk.

Kaya resumed training that afternoon.

The claiming and its aftermath had cost her three days of drill time, and she was making up for it with a ferocity that sent her warriors scrambling. She carried the copper weapons I’d forged for her: a blade on her hip, two throwing spears balanced across her back. The lighter, sharper tools made her faster. The copper blade cut where stone would have glanced. The throwing spears flew true, punching through practice targets that would have stopped obsidian.

She ran drills until her warriors’ legs shook. Then she ran them again.

I watched from the wall, sharpening a copper tool, letting myself enjoy the view. Kaya in motion was something to see: every movement precise, lethal, beautiful in the way a well-made weapon was beautiful. Sweat glistened on her dark skin, tracing the lines of muscle, pooling in the hollow of her throat. The raised line along her jaw was set with the intensity she brought to everything.

She caught me watching. Looked up from the training ground, copper spear in hand, sweat running down her face.

And she smiled.

Genuine. Unguarded. A smile that transformed her entire face, softened the scars, made those guarded eyes warm. The war-chief who never smiled, smiling at me from across the compound.

I waved.

She flipped me an obscene gesture she’d borrowed from my English vocabulary lessons and went back to drilling her warriors.

Still Kaya.

Naia found me alone at the lake in late afternoon.

I’d gone to think. The water reflected the caldera walls, the jungle canopy, the clouds that built every afternoon and dissipated without rain. The same lake I’d seen from the air moments before the crash, a glittering jewel in a hidden valley.

She approached without the usual performance. No shortened wrap. No calculated sway. No strategic positioning designed to put her body on maximum display. She wore a simple daily wrap, her braids loosely tied, minimal jewelry. She just walked up and stood beside me, looking at the water.

Neither of us spoke. Not uncomfortable. Not tactical. Just two people standing by a lake.

“I’m not asking for a position,” she said finally. Her voice was quiet. Stripped bare in a way I’d never heard from Naia. No double meanings. No subtext. No political undertone. “Or a child. Or political advantage.”

She paused. Gathered something.

“I’m asking because I’m lonely.”

The word hung in the afternoon air. Lonely. From the chieftain’s daughter who’d never seemed to want for anything. Who moved through the village like royalty, surrounded by deference and desire.

“Because watching you build a family makes me ache in places I didn’t know I had.” She still looked at the water, not at me. “Because I think about you every night and I’m tired of pretending it’s strategy.”

She turned to face me. Her eyes were wet. Not calculated tears, not the glistening of a seductress working an angle. Real tears, held back by the same pride that had kept her performing for years.

“That’s all. I just wanted you to hear it from me. Not from Naia the chieftain’s daughter. Not from the woman who bends and sways and negotiates.” She swallowed. “Just from Naia.”

She walked away before I could respond.

No calculated sway. No glance over the shoulder. No deliberate hip roll or parting smirk. Just a woman who’d finally shown her hand, walking back to the village with her arms wrapped around herself, smaller than I’d ever seen her.

I watched her go. Something shifted in how I saw her.

Evening came, and Kaya came with it.

She appeared in the expanded hut still in combat gear. Still sweating from the afternoon’s training. Still carrying the copper blade, which she set on the weapon rack beside the door with the careful precision she applied to everything.

Then she turned to me.

Her eyes were lit from within. Not the fierce challenge of the training ground, not the raw vulnerability of the claiming night. Something between. Something new. The eyes of a woman who’d discovered a part of herself she’d kept locked away and wanted to explore it further.

She pushed me against the wall. Hard. Both palms flat on my chest, the full force of a woman who trained warriors all day behind the shove. My back hit bamboo.

“Again,” she said. Her dark eyes burned with something that had been building through hours of copper spears and combat drills and the deliberate, focused violence of a woman channeling desire into discipline. Her body pressed against mine, the sweat and heat of combat rolling off her like steam, her combat wraps damp and clinging to every lean, hard line. “But this time, I don’t want gentle. I don’t want slow.” She grabbed my jaw. Tilted my face down to hers. “I want you to take me like you own me.”

She held my gaze for one burning second. Then she turned. Braced her hands against the wall, legs spread wide, her combat boots planted on the hard ground. Looked over her shoulder with eyes that could have smelted copper without a forge.

“Now.”

I didn’t make her wait.

I stepped behind her. Grabbed her loincloth with one hand and yanked it down her muscular thighs. The fabric caught at her knees. She kicked it free with an impatient snap of her leg, sending it across the hut floor. I shoved her chest binding up, bunching the fabric around her neck, baring her small firm breasts to the rough bamboo wall. When they pressed against the woven surface, the coarse texture made her hiss through her teeth, the sensitive dark nipples dragging against the grain with each breath.

I freed my cock from my wrap. Found her already soaked.

The evidence glistened on her inner thighs, slick trails of arousal catching the amber light that filtered through the woven walls. She hadn’t just been thinking about this during training. She’d been drenched through it. Through every spear thrust and combat drill and bark of command. Her pussy was swollen, the lips flushed dark with blood, her clit visibly engorged. The scent of her hit me: sharp, musky, the mineral-clean arousal that was distinctly Kaya, concentrated by hours of physical exertion and unfulfilled need.

She pushed her ass back toward me. Impatient. “I said now, Daniel.”

One hard stroke. All the way in. No warning. No easing. No gentle start. I buried myself to the hilt in a single driving thrust, my hips slamming against the firm muscle of her ass, my cock filling her completely in one motion that shoved her forward against the wall.

She bit her fist to muffle the scream. Her back arched hard, the lean muscles on either side of her spine standing out in sharp relief, pressing her tight warrior’s ass against my hips. The sound she made around her knuckles was half scream, half savage groan, muffled into a vibrating hum that I felt through her whole body. Her pussy gripped me like a vice, the walls clenching around my shaft with the same strength she used to crush an opponent’s ribs in a grappling hold. Tight. Scorching hot. Slick with need that had been pooling for hours.

“Harder,” she panted through her fist. “I trained all afternoon thinking about this. Every time I threw a spear, I felt you inside me. Every drill. Don’t make me wait.”

I grabbed her hip with one hand, fingers digging into the lean muscle, and gripped her shoulder with the other. Pulled her back onto me with each thrust, the force of it dragging her away from the wall and then slamming her back. Deep, punishing strokes that bottomed out with an impact that made her toes curl against the packed earth, her calves flexing, the tendons in her ankles standing taut.

The slap of skin on skin echoed off the hut walls. Sharp. Percussive. Rhythmic. She braced harder against the bamboo, her arms flexing, the lean muscle in her back rippling with each impact, the scar tissue on her shoulder blade catching the light. Sweat ran down the channel of her spine and pooled at the small of her back, where my thumb found it and pressed into the muscle there, the added pressure making her groan.

Her small breasts bounced against the wall with every thrust. The stiff nipples, hard as the copper I’d forged, scraped the rough weave of the bamboo, and she groaned at the additional friction. Instead of pulling away, she pressed her chest forward into it, grinding her sensitive nipples against the coarse surface, chasing the sharp sting that mixed with the deep fullness of my cock driving into her from behind.

I changed the angle. Pulled her hips back from the wall so her back arched deeper, her ass pushing out, her spine curving into a bow. The new angle let me hit deeper, the head of my cock pressing against a spot that made her voice break. She cursed in Vanu. Something creative and anatomically specific that I’d have to ask her to translate later. Her knuckles went white on the bamboo, the tendons in her forearms standing out like cords.

I spanked her tight ass. Open palm, firm, the crack of skin on muscle ringing through the hut like a handclap. The firm flesh of her warrior’s ass absorbed the blow, the muscle flexing under the impact, the skin flushing immediately beneath my handprint.

She gasped. Her eyes flew wide, her head snapping around to look at me over her shoulder. Her jaw caught the light. Not pain in her expression. Not anger. Shock. Pure, electric shock at how much she liked it. Her pupils blew wide, swallowing the brown. Her lips parted around a breath she couldn’t complete. Her pussy clenched so hard around my cock that my vision narrowed to a point.

“Again,” she breathed. Not a request. A demand. The war-chief’s voice, but cracking at the edges, dissolving into something needier, something she could only access when I was buried inside her.

I spanked her again. Harder. My palm cracking against the firm muscle of her ass with enough force to make her whole body jerk forward, the impact rippling through her athletic frame from ass to shoulders. A red handprint bloomed on her dark skin, visible in the amber light, the shape of my fingers pressed into her flesh. She pushed back against me, grinding, her hips rolling with an urgency that had nothing to do with combat and everything to do with the combination of the stretch inside her and the sting on her skin.

“You like that.” Not a question. Statement of fact. I spanked her again while driving deep, timing the impact with a thrust that bottomed out against her cervix. The dual sensation made her whole body jerk and seize, every muscle contracting at once.

“Shut up and do it again.”

I gave her what she wanted. Three more spanks, each harder than the last, the crack of each one louder, the handprints overlapping on her dark skin until her tight ass was flushed red and hot to the touch. Each spank timed with a deep, grinding thrust that pressed me against her deepest point and held there for a beat before pulling back. The wet slap of our bodies and the crack of my palm on her ass created a rhythm that was obscene and primal and exactly right. The hut smelled like sweat and sex and the mineral tang of copper, and the sounds filling it were the sounds of two people who’d stopped being anything except bodies and need.

She was making sounds I’d never heard from her. Not the raw screams of the claiming. Not the broken moans of missionary surrender. Short, sharp gasps of pleasure, punched out of her with each impact, each one higher and tighter than the last, building in frequency like a drumroll.

“I’m going to cum,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Don’t change anything. Harder.”

I grabbed a fistful of the binding bunched around her neck. Used it like a rein, pulling her head back, arching her neck until the tendons stood out and her throat stretched taut. The binding dug into the soft skin below her ears, and the controlled restriction of it, the feeling of being held, of being directed, sent a visible tremor through her entire body. My other hand cracked against her ass one final time, the hardest yet, the sound sharp enough to hear from outside.

She came fast and violent. Her whole body seizing, every muscle in her frame locking rigid. Her fist shoved between her teeth, biting down to contain the scream that would have shattered the hut if she’d let it free. The sound that escaped was a long, muffled keen that vibrated through her jaw and neck and into the binding I held.

Her pussy clamped around me in frantic, rhythmic contractions, milking my cock with a desperate grip that bordered on painful. The clenching came in waves: hard, harder, impossible, each one tighter than the last, her walls pulsing around my shaft in a pattern that dragged against every sensitive inch. Her legs trembled violently, the muscles in her thighs spasming. Her arms nearly gave out against the wall, her elbows buckling before she caught herself.

I felt her cum flood around my cock. Hot, slick, copious. The excess ran down her inner thighs, dripped between her legs. The wet evidence of her orgasm coated us both, the sound of each continued thrust wetter and louder than before.

The intensity dragged me over the edge. I drove deep, grabbed both her hips with bruising force, pulled her flush against me until there was no space between us, my cock buried completely in the tight, clenching grip of her body. I came hard. Thick, heavy pulses flooding her insides, each spurt accompanied by a groan that I felt in my chest and she felt in her core. One. Two. Three. Four. Each one emptying more of me into her, filling her, the cum pooling inside her where her walls still clenched and milked in weakening contractions. I held her there, pinned against me, pumping the last of it as deep as her body would take. The warmth of it spread between us, thick and heavy, sealed inside her by the press of my cock.

She sagged against the wall. Then back against my chest. Sweating, trembling, her legs barely holding her. I wrapped my arms around her waist. My cock softened inside her, but neither of us moved to separate. The cum I’d pumped into her began to leak around my shaft, a thin trail of white running down her inner thigh.

Her breathing slowed. Her hands dropped from the wall to cover mine at her waist.

“I could get used to this,” she said. Her voice was wrecked. Raw and hoarse, nothing like the sharp commands she’d been issuing on the training ground an hour ago.

“Surrendering?”

“Don’t push it, sky-man.”

But she turned in my arms. Rested her cheek against my chest. The warm ridge of the scar familiar now, a landmark on the map of a woman I was learning by heart. She listened to my heartbeat the way she’d done after the claiming, the way she’d done on the wall during night patrol. Finding the rhythm that told her the man she’d chosen was alive and here and not going anywhere.

I held her. The evening light faded through the walls, turning everything gold, then amber, then the soft gray of approaching night.

The village settled around us. Cooking fires. Children’s laughter. The distant sound of the forge, my apprentices finishing the day’s work. All of it the texture of a life I’d built from wreckage.

I stood on the new wall at dawn. The village alive below me. Smoke, laughter, copper ringing from the forge.

And to the north…

Oko appeared at a dead run.

He came through the village gate at full sprint, chest heaving, legs coated in mud from the highland passes. He stopped at the base of the wall, bent double, gasping.

I climbed down to him. Kaya materialized at my side, spear in hand.

“Three days north,” Oko managed between breaths. “Past the high ridge. Past the waterfall.”

He straightened. His face held something I hadn’t seen on a Vanu warrior before.

Fear. Not of enemies. Of the unknown.

“Sky-people,” he said. “A camp. Tents. Machines.” He swallowed hard. “They’re digging into the mountains.”

“Where’s Rena?” Kaya asked.

“Watching. Stayed behind to track their movements. She’ll signal if they move toward the valley.”

A mining expedition.

The outside world was coming.

Kaya’s hand found mine. Her grip was iron.


Thank you for reading!
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