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Chapter 1: Smoke on the Mountain

I woke before the others. I always did now, with a child sleeping inside one wife and a knife within reach of the other.

The fire pit had burned down to a soft orange breath of coals. Gray light leaked through the woven walls of the expanded hut, the kind of pale, pre-dawn light that made everything look older than it was. I lay still and took inventory of my life like I used to take inventory of a kit drop. Amara on my right, heavy and warm, the new weight of her belly a soft pressure against my hip. Kaya on my left, all hard angles and coiled stillness even in sleep, one hand curled near the copper blade she kept by the sleeping platform. And across the hut, near the fire, a third shape under a separate fur.

Sela.

She slept on her side, facing us, as she always had. Watching, even with her eyes closed. A season’s worth of habit didn’t break in a night. She lived in the hut now, had these past weeks, since the night I’d told her she didn’t have to watch from the cold anymore. She slept here. She ate here. She wasn’t claimed yet, and everyone in the valley knew it was a matter of days, not seasons.

Soon.

I’d built a lot of things since the crash. Walls. A forge. Channels that carried water where there’d been dust. I’d dragged a Stone Age tribe halfway into the Copper Age with my own two hands and a head full of things the modern world had taught me before it declared me dead.

But this was the thing I’d built that I couldn’t quite believe. A family. A real one, breathing in the dark around me.

And three days north, men with rifles were drilling into the mountains.

I hadn’t slept well since Oko came over the wall a week ago, mud to his knees and fear in his face. Not fear of the Koru. We’d beaten the Koru twice. Fear of the unknown, of tents that held their shape against the wind and boxes that hummed and never slept.

I knew exactly what he’d seen. That was the problem. Oko had described it like a man describing a dream he didn’t understand, and every word had landed in my chest like a stone, because I understood all of it.

Amara stirred against me.

She didn’t wake gently anymore. The pregnancy had changed that, the way it had changed everything else about her. She woke wanting, surfacing out of sleep already reaching, her hand sliding down my stomach with a slow, deliberate purpose before her eyes even opened.

“You’re awake,” she murmured. “I can always tell. You go still and your breathing changes.”

“Trained to wake quiet.”

“Mm.” Her fingers curled around me, slow and sure, drawing up the length of my cock until I thickened and lengthened in her grip. “Trained for the wrong things. A man should wake loud, in this valley. A man should wake hungry.”

She rolled toward me, and the warmth of her swallowed my side. Her belly pressed between us, that gentle, undeniable curve, his child or hers growing under taut brown skin. Her breasts followed, heavier than they’d been even a moon ago, spilling warm and soft across my ribs, the dark nipples already stiffening to hard points in the cool air. The pregnancy had swollen them past their already massive baseline, the kind of full, gravity-heavy weight that hung low and swayed when she moved and filled both hands with room to spare. They strained every wrap she owned. The weavers had made her three new ones and she’d outgrown all of them.

Her hand never stopped working me, a slow milking pull from root to tip, her thumb dragging through the bead of precum already gathering at the head and smearing it down over me until her grip went slick.

“Look what you did,” she whispered, and guided my hand to the curve of her. She said it every morning. It never stopped being a brag. “Every day it gets bigger. Every day there’s more of me. Because of you.”

“Because of me,” I agreed, and palmed the heavy underside of one breast, lifting its weight.

She gasped. Everything was sensitive now. A touch that would have been pleasant a season ago made her arch, her lips parting on a low unraveling moan, her thighs grinding together.

On my other side, Kaya woke all at once. Fully, no transition. One breath she was asleep and the next her dark eyes were open and assessing, taking in the situation with a warrior’s economy.

“It’s barely light,” she said. Her voice was rough with sleep, lower than usual.

“Tell that to your sister-wife,” I said.

Amara didn’t even slow down. She’d thrown her thick thigh over my hips, her hand working me, positioning herself with the unhurried confidence of a woman who knew exactly what her body wanted and saw no reason to be coy about getting it. “The war-chief can watch,” she said. “Or the war-chief can help. The war-chief can do whatever the war-chief likes. But I’m not waiting.”

A sound came out of Kaya that I’d learned to recognize. Not quite a laugh. The closest she came. She propped herself on one elbow, and her gaze dragged down my body and over Amara’s with that blunt warrior’s appetite, no shame in it, no ceremony. She reached out and ran a calloused hand up the inside of my thigh.

“She gets like this,” Kaya said to me, conversational, as if Amara couldn’t hear. “Every morning. The child makes her shameless.”

“The child makes me honest,” Amara corrected, and notched the broad head of me against her entrance, and sank down onto me.

The breath left both of us at once.

She was hot and slick and tight even now, her pussy stretching to take the thick width of me, gripping me in pulsing clenches as she settled her full weight down, working me up into her in one long, shuddering glide until she’d swallowed me to the root. I felt every inch of the slow descent, the wet clutch of her dragging down my cock, the soft give of her belly settling against mine when she’d taken all of me. Her head fell back. Her breasts swayed forward above my face, those dark, swollen nipples hanging fat and stiff within reach, and I lifted my head and caught one in my mouth, sucking it deep, rolling the hard peak against my tongue.

She cried out. Loud. Sela shifted under her fur across the hut, and I felt her eyes open, felt her watching, and Amara felt it too because she always played to an audience now.

“Yes,” Amara breathed, rocking, grinding her belly against me, her hips rolling in that slow, deep rhythm that pregnancy had taught her. “Suck them. Worship them. They’re so full, Daniel. So heavy. Soon they’ll have milk in them and you’ll drink from me, you promised.”

“I remember.”

“Say it.”

“I’ll drink from you.” I sucked harder, and she keened. “When the milk comes. Every drop.”

Kaya moved.

She came up over both of us, her lean, scarred body catching the coal-light, and she did the thing she’d only recently learned she could do without it costing her anything. She lowered her mouth to Amara’s other breast, the one I wasn’t worshipping, and took the nipple between her lips.

Amara shattered into a different register entirely. Two mouths. She’d never get used to two mouths.

“Oh, by the springs,” she gasped. “Both of you. Both of you at once.”

I cupped Kaya’s small, firm breast as she nursed at Amara’s, my thumb finding her stiff nipple, and she moaned against Amara’s skin. Her hand had slipped between her own thighs. She didn’t beg and didn’t melt, not Kaya, but she’d stopped pretending she didn’t want, and that was its own kind of surrender.

Amara rode me harder. Her body knew mine now, knew exactly the angle that drove me deep, and she chased it, working herself up and down my cock in long wet strokes, grinding her swollen clit against the base of me on every downstroke, her belly a warm pressure that made the whole thing feel impossibly intimate, impossibly primal. I could hear how wet she was, the slick suck of her riding me, her arousal slathering down my length and pooling where we joined. The mother of my child, taking what she needed, telling me with every roll of her hips that she’d done this, that she carried the proof of me inside her and wanted more.

“I’m close,” she panted. “Daniel. I’m close. Fill me. Do it. I want to feel you.”

I gripped her hips and drove up into her, fucking up hard to meet every drop of her weight, burying myself in the tight clutching heat of her. Kaya’s mouth never left her breast. Amara broke in her usual register, not sharp but slow and rolling, the climax welling up out of her like the milk would soon, a deep maternal flood that started in her belly and spread until all of her was shaking with it. She came with a long, helpless cry that she didn’t try to muffle, her soft heat tightening and releasing around me in long luxurious squeezes, each one drawing me deeper, her whole enveloping body wringing at me like it meant to keep me.

I held off as long as I could. I couldn’t hold off long.

I drove as deep as I could and held her there, the head of me lodged tight against the deepest part of her, and emptied into her, thick and hard, each pulse of cum jerking out of me with a groan I couldn’t swallow. I felt every spurt empty into her, felt her draw it out of me with those slow gripping squeezes. She ground down, working her hips in tight circles, wringing every drop loose, holding me inside, her hand splayed across her own belly like she could feel my seed flooding in against the child already there.

“Every drop,” she whispered. “Stay in me. Stay.”

I stayed. She rocked gently through the last of it, Kaya’s hand stroking her spine, the three of us tangled and breathing in the gray light.

Kaya’s fingers moved slow through Amara’s hair. Amara’s breath evened out against my chest. The gray light found the curve of her belly and the line of Kaya’s shoulder.

The village was waking around us. I could hear it through the woven walls, the clay pots and the grinding stones, the jungle fowl screaming their territorial calls, somewhere a baby crying and a mother’s voice gentling it. Soon there’d be another cry in that chorus. Ours. The tribe spoke of it constantly now, the child coming, the healer’s child, the sky-man’s child, like people speak of a thing they’ve decided to hope for. A tribe that had spent generations burying its children was learning the strange new arithmetic of expecting one, and most mornings I still couldn’t quite believe they’d handed me a place in it.

Kaya, of course, had no patience for settled rightness.

“Are we finished,” she said, rolling off, reaching for her wraps, “or is the chief going to lie there feeling things until the sun’s all the way up? Because the council meets this morning and you wanted me there.”

“You could be a little gentler about it.”

“I could.” She pulled the binding tight across her chest, fastened it with a sharp tug. “I’m not going to be. The sky-people aren’t going to be gentle either.”

That killed the warmth in the hut faster than cold water.

Amara eased off me with a soft hiss, pressing her thighs together as she shifted to the edge of the platform, holding my seed inside her with the same unselfconscious certainty she did everything. She watched me like she watched a wound she hadn’t yet decided how to treat.

“You went away just now,” she said. “Even while you were inside me. Part of you was three days north.”

She’d read me clean. She always did.

Across the hut, Sela sat up, her dark hair falling around her shoulders, her small body wrapped loosely, those pink nipples just visible at the edge of the fur she clutched. She didn’t blush the way she used to. She looked at me steadily, and there was a question in it.

“Tell us,” Sela said. Her voice was soft but it didn’t waver. “Whatever you’ve been carrying since Oko came home. You haven’t said it plain. Say it plain.”

So I did.

I told them about the camp as Oko had described it, and then I told them what it actually was, because the words Oko had to reach for, I already had.

“The tents that hold their shape,” I said. “Those are made of cloth treated so the wind can’t take them. The tower that bites the mountain, that’s a drill. It pulls cores of rock up out of the ground so they can read what’s underneath. The boxes that hum, those make light and power from burning oil. The beast that rolls without legs carries men and gear faster than running.”

Kaya had gone still, listening. Amara’s hand had drifted to her belly.

“They’re looking for something in the rock,” I said. “Copper, maybe. Or something rarer. They came like my crew came. The wrong way. Without asking. Paying men to look away.”

“Then they’re raiders,” Kaya said. “Raiders can be killed.”

“No.”

The word came out harder than I meant it. I sat up, scrubbed a hand over my face, tried to find a way to make them understand the thing that had been keeping me awake.

“That’s what I need you to hear,” I said. “Raku, we can fight. The Koru come with spears and clubs and we meet them at the wall and we win. These people are different. Not because they’re stronger. Because of how they see.”

I picked up a flat stone from beside the fire pit, the kind we used for grinding. I drew on the packed earth with a charred stick: the rough oval of the caldera, the cliffs, the lake.

“The sky-people have a way of looking down from above,” I said. “From higher than the cliffs. Higher than the clouds. They can draw the whole valley, every hut, every terrace, every wall, onto a skin they carry in their pocket. And once they’ve drawn it, killing the men who drew it doesn’t help. The drawing’s already made. More men come to read it.”

Silence in the hut.

“How,” Sela asked quietly, “do they look down from higher than the clouds? Men can’t fly.”

“They have things that fly. Birds made of metal, with no feathers, that carry a single eye.” I tried to find words for a drone in a language that had never needed one. “And higher than that, things that ride above the sky itself, that can see the whole world like a hawk sees a field. They look down and they draw what they see, perfectly, every rock and roof, and they can do it from so far away that you’ll never see them looking. That’s the part that should frighten you. Not the men in the tents. The eye you can’t see and can’t reach and can’t fight.”

I let it sit, watched it go into them. Amara’s hand pressed flat against her belly, against the child who’d be born into this.

“My own people found me with such an eye, once,” I said. “That’s how the show worked. They put eyes in the sky to watch me pretend to be lost. I know exactly what these things can do, because I spent four years performing for them. And now they’re pointed at the only home I have left.”

“Then we meet it,” Kaya said, her jaw setting. “Whatever it is. Tell us how to fight it.”

“That’s the part you won’t want to hear.” I held her eyes. “You can’t out-fight a map. Walls don’t stop it. Copper doesn’t stop it. Kaya, your warriors, my forge, none of it touches this. The only thing that beats a map is not being on it. We don’t fight them. We hide from them. We make the valley disappear before they ever draw it.”

Kaya hated it. I could see her hating it. A lifetime of meeting threats with a leveled spear, and I was telling her the threat was something she couldn’t stab.

“Hide,” she said, like the word tasted bad. “You want the Vanu to hide. In our own valley.”

“I want the Vanu to live,” I said. “There’s no shame in not being seen. Your scouts do it every day.”

That reached her. She didn’t like it, but it reached her. She was a hunter before she was anything else, and a hunter understood the value of not being seen.

Amara spoke quietly. “Can it be done? Truly?”

“I don’t know yet.” It was the honest answer, and they’d earned honest answers. “I have to see it myself first. Oko’s a good man and a better tracker, but he doesn’t have the words for what matters. He can’t tell me how they’re looking, or how often, or where their map’s edge is. I need my own eyes on that camp.”

The hut went very quiet.

“Three days north,” Amara said. “Through the high passes. With the sky-people sitting at the end of the trail.”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them she’d put the fear away somewhere, the way healers learn to. She nodded once.

Kaya was already moving. She pulled the copper blade off the rack and slid it into the sheath at her hip, the motion fluid and final, an argument settled before it started.

“Then I’m coming,” she said.

“Kaya.”

“You don’t walk into the unknown without your blade.” She fastened the second strap, checked the edge with her thumb. “And I am your blade. You said it yourself, on the wall. I fight, you build. This is a place that needs fighting and building both. I’m coming, and Oko’s coming because he knows the trail, and that’s the end of it.”

I looked at Amara. She gave me the smallest shrug. The war-chief had decided. There were forces in the valley I could redirect, and there were forces I could only get out of the way of.

“Pack light,” I said. “We leave at first light tomorrow.”

Sela had pulled her knees up to her chest, watching all of us, and for once the longing in her eyes had something else mixed in. Worry. For me, for Kaya, for the valley.

“And the ceremony?” she asked. The one she’d waited so long for. The one that was supposed to be days away, not delayed by a march into the mountains.

I crossed the hut and crouched in front of her and tipped her chin up with one finger, as I had the first time, before any of this. She didn’t flinch. She’d stopped flinching a long time ago.

“The ceremony happens,” I told her. “I’ll walk three days north, see what I need to see, and walk three days back, and then I’ll claim you in front of the whole valley with every eye in the village on you. I promise you that.”

A flush climbed up her throat, fast and bright. Not at the touch. At the words. Every eye on you. I’d learned, watching her, that those were the words that lit her up.

“Every eye,” she whispered.

“Every eye.”

She smiled, small and fierce and brave, and pressed her forehead briefly to my hand.

Behind me, Kaya hauled her pack onto her shoulder and headed for the door, and over her shoulder, without turning around, she said the thing that had been sitting under all of it.

“You’re worried, sky-man. You’ve been worried for a week. You don’t worry about things you can win.”

I didn’t answer.

She paused in the doorway, the morning light cutting around her scarred silhouette.

“Good,” she said. “Worry. Then we’ll do something about it.”


Chapter 2: The Long Climb

We climbed out of the caldera in the cold before sunrise.

The village shrank behind us as the trail rose, the cooking-fire smoke thinning to a gray thread and then to nothing at all. The trail Oko led us up was barely a trail, a series of suggestions a hunter’s eye stitched together: a worn ledge here, a notch in the rock there, a place where you trusted a tree root not to pull free under your weight.

I’d spent four seasons of my life pretending to survive in places like this for cameras. The irony wasn’t lost on me. Back then I’d had a satellite phone in my pack and a helicopter on standby and a producer counting the minutes until extraction. Now I had the machete I’d carried since the crash, a war-chief, and an old man who’d ranged farther from this valley than anyone alive.

I’d take the trade.

Oko set the pace, and it was a brutal one. He had to be past sixty by the look of him, his face seamed like dried mud, his legs all wire and old scar. But he moved up the broken country with an economy that shamed me, never wasting a step, reading the ground three paces ahead at all times.

“He goes where the water doesn’t,” Kaya said, watching me watch him. “Old trick. Water cuts the easy paths, so the easy paths are where the loose rock is. He walks the spine, not the gut.”

“You ever come this far north?”

“Once. Years ago. Chasing a Koru raiding party that took the high route.” Her jaw tightened, as it always did near anything that touched Raku. “Lost them past the waterfall. The country up here doesn’t hold tracks the way the lowland does. It’s all stone and wind.”

I filed that away. Stone and wind. Country that didn’t hold tracks. Country that hid you, if you knew how to use it.

We climbed through the morning. The air thinned and cooled, the jungle falling away below us in green folds, the cliffs rising into a haze that never quite became cloud. By midday we’d cleared the tree line on the high shoulder, and the land changed character entirely: bare rock, tough silver grass, stunted brush clinging to crevices, the wind constant now, pulling at our wraps.

I started reading it like I used to read terrain for a living. Where the wind came from and what it carried. Where water would pool after rain. Where a man would shelter, where a man would walk, where a man would never go. Oko read game and men. Kaya read ambush ground, the places death could come from. I read the bones of the place, how it was put together.

It was strange, how the three of us fit. Oko could look at a smear of crushed moss and tell you a pig had passed at dawn and which way it favored its weight. Kaya could stand in a notch and know, without seeming to think about it, exactly where a man would hide to kill you and exactly where you’d have to stand to be safe. And I could look at the same notch and see how the water had cut it and where the rock was rotten and how it would behave in a flood or a slide. Three ways of knowing the same mountain, none of them complete alone, all of them together making something none of us could have done apart.

For four seasons I’d been the lone competent man, the one the cameras framed alone against the wild. Up here a man alone read one face of the mountain and missed the two that killed him.

“There,” I said, pointing to a long scree slope below a notch. “If we have to come back fast, in the dark, in a hurry, we don’t go down that. It’ll sound like a drum and break an ankle. We go left, along the rock shelf.”

Oko looked where I pointed, then back at me, and grunted what I’d learned was approval.

“The sky-man sees the land,” he said in Vanu. “Not just the trees on it.”

“My old work.”

“Pretending to be lost,” Kaya said, “for people watching from far away. You told me. I still don’t understand it. Men paid to watch a man be hungry.”

“Welcome to the world I came from.”

“It sounds stupid.”

“It was stupid.” I meant it. From up here, looking back at the green wound of the valley, the whole machinery of the life I’d left looked stupid. Ratings. Contracts. A marriage I’d let starve because the next far-off valley was always more real to me than my own living room. “It was a stupid world. And I was very, very good at it.”

She gave me a sideways look, sharper than the words deserved. Away from the village, she said more. She always did. In the valley she was the war-chief every waking second, the blade the tribe needed her to be, the woman who couldn’t afford to be soft where anyone could see. Out here, on the spine of the mountains with only Oko and me, the armor loosened a notch at a time.

“You don’t talk about her much,” she said. “The woman from before. The one you let starve.”

“Nothing to say. I was a bad husband. She wanted things I kept putting off.”

“What things?”

“Children. A home that stayed in one place. A man who came back.”

Kaya walked a while with that.

“And now you have all three,” she said. “A home, children coming, and you’re not going anywhere.” A pause. “In a place you didn’t choose. With women you didn’t go looking for.”

“Funny how that worked out.”

“It’s not funny.” She said it flatly, and meant it. “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me about you. The men here who can father children, they walk around like the springs themselves blessed them. They take it as their due. You don’t. You act like every day you didn’t earn.” She shrugged, the gesture awkward on her, like tenderness was a weapon she hadn’t been trained with. “I trust that more than I’d ever trust a man who thought he deserved us.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. Coming from Kaya, it was practically a love song.

We stopped to rest in a hollow below the notch, out of the wind, where a seep of water trickled down a black rock face and pooled in a stone basin worn smooth by a thousand years of it. Oko drank, refilled the gourds, and then announced he was going up to the notch to scout the next stretch of trail before we committed to it.

He was gone before I fully registered that he’d be gone a while. Fifty paces up, around the shoulder of rock, out of sight.

Kaya watched him go.

Then she looked at me, and the thing that had been building all day, the closeness and the danger and three days of hard country still ahead of us, pulled her mouth tight and dropped her gaze to my hands, then my throat, then lower, slow and deliberate, until there was nothing left in her face but want.

“Oko will check the trail twice,” she said. “He’s careful. He’ll be a while.”

“Kaya.”

“Don’t Kaya me, sky-man.” She crossed the hollow in two strides and put both hands flat on my chest and shoved, and my back hit the black rock face, the seep-water cold against my shoulder blades. “We’ve got a day of climbing in our legs and two more ahead and I’ve been watching you read this mountain like you built it. Do you know what that does to me?”

“I have a guess.”

“Then stop guessing.”

She kissed me, hard, the way she fought, teeth on my lower lip, her hand already dragging at the knot of my wrap. There was nothing tender in it and she didn’t want there to be. This was what Kaya wanted, and I’d learned it well: she didn’t want soft, she wanted to lose a fight she’d chosen, she wanted to hand over the control she carried every other minute of her life.

I gave it to her. I spun her, fast, and pressed her chest-first against the rock face, and the gasp that punched out of her was pure want.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Like that.”

I fisted my hand in her short hair and pulled, tilting her head back, baring the scarred line of her throat. With my other hand I yanked her loincloth down over the hard muscle of her ass, and she kicked one leg free of it without being told, spreading her stance, bracing her palms flat against the black stone.

She was soaked. I slid my fingers between her thighs and found her drenched, slick and swollen and ready, her whole body humming with the want she’d been carrying up the mountain all day.

“Don’t be slow,” she said against the rock. “Oko won’t be slow coming back. Just take it.”

I freed myself and drove into her in one hard stroke.

She bit down on her own forearm to kill the cry, her teeth pressing white crescents into her skin, the muscles of her back rippling as she arched into the stone. She was always tight, gripping me like a vise, but out here, wild and braced against the mountain with the wind pulling at us, she clamped down so hard I had to hold still a beat and breathe.

Then I gave her what she wanted.

Hard, deep, fast, no gentleness in it because gentleness wasn’t the language she spoke in moments like this. I kept my fist in her hair, controlling the angle of her, and used my grip to pull her back onto me with every stroke. Her tight warrior’s ass flexed against my hips, the impact ringing through her lean frame, and she pushed back to meet me, greedy, urgent.

“Good,” I growled against her ear. “Good girl. Quiet. Take it.”

The two words did to her what they always did. A full-body shudder ran through her, and her breath broke into short, sharp gasps that she fought to muffle against her own arm. The war-chief of the Vanu, pinned to a mountain by my hand in her hair, biting herself bloody to stay quiet so the old man scouting the trail wouldn’t hear her come undone.

The wet sound of us filled the hollow, sharp under the constant wind. I reached around and found her clit with two fingers, swollen and hard, and worked it in tight circles in time with my thrusts.

“There,” she panted. “There, there, don’t stop, I’m close, I’m so close…”

I pulled her hair harder, arched her back deeper, drove up into her at the angle that made her voice break, and she came.

It tore through her like a current. Every hard-trained muscle she owned went rigid at once, jaw to shoulders to the braced calves quivering against the stone, her whole athletic body strung tight as a drawn bow and then snapping, her cunt squeezing down on me in sharp, fluttering convulsions that gripped and gripped and wouldn’t ease. She slammed her forearm against her mouth and the sound that escaped was a long, vibrating keen, raw and animal, swallowed by the rock and the wind.

That fierce convulsing grip undid me. I buried myself to the root and let go, pumping deep, holding her hips flush against me with my fist still wound in her hair, each pulse pulling a groan out of my chest. I filled her, and her body clenched around me to keep it, and I felt my seed and her own slickness mix and start to run where we were joined.

We held there, both of us breathing hard, the cold seep-water trickling down the rock beside us, the wind hauling at our hair.

I eased out of her. She let her forehead rest against the black stone for one more breath. Then she pushed off it, recovered her loincloth, stepped back into it, and was all hard edges and command again before the warmth had even faded from her skin.

Except she swayed.

Just slightly. A half-step she covered fast, her hand finding the rock. Her face had gone a shade paler than the exertion accounted for, and she pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth like she was chasing down a swell of something.

“You all right?”

“Fine.” Too fast. “The climb. The thin air up here. It turns my stomach.” She breathed out slowly, color coming back. “I’ve never liked the high country. It sits wrong in me.”

I almost said something. Almost. But Oko’s voice came down from the notch, calling that the trail ahead was clear, that we could move, and the moment closed over itself and we climbed on.

We made our first cold camp that night in the lee of a leaning slab, no fire, the wind worrying at the stone, and split the dark into watches. Kaya ate little and blamed the height again. Oko lifted his chin into the wind before he slept and said the sky-people’s burning rode on it now, faint, if you knew the smell of it. I knew it. Diesel. The exhaust of home, carried up a mountain to find me. I lay awake past my own watch, listening to the country learn our shapes, as I’d once lain awake learning a drop zone before a jump.

The second day was the long one. Oko’s trail climbed and broke and climbed again, ledges no wider than a boot, a traverse across a scree field we took one at a time, breathing shallow, because the whole slope hung waiting for an excuse to come down. We made less ground than the first day and paid double for every step of it. Kaya found her legs by midmorning and ranged ahead out of pure habit, reading the high country for ambush ground though nothing moved up here but the wind and the long-winged birds that rode it. By late in that second day the country finally began to bend down toward the north, and the diesel smell rode the wind stronger and constant.

We made the high pass by late afternoon and the waterfall by the time the light started to go gold. It was a tall, thin ribbon of water falling off a black cliff into a gorge, the spray catching the low sun, a roar that swallowed all other sound. Past it, Oko said, the country dropped toward the northern slopes, and at the bottom of those slopes, the sky-people had made their camp.

We didn’t push it in failing light. We made a cold camp in a cleft of rock with good sightlines and no fire, and ate dried fish and cold flatbread, and took watches.

I had the last one, the dead hour before dawn. I sat with my back to the cold stone and watched the country go from black to gray to the first edge of color, and somewhere down those northern slopes, I knew, my old world was sleeping under treated cloth, waiting to wake up and eat the only home I had left.

When the light was strong enough, I woke the others, and we went to see it.

We bellied up to the lip of the ridge as the sun broke clear of the eastern peaks.

And there it was. Three days from everything I loved.

The geometry hit me first. That was the thing Oko couldn’t have conveyed, the wrongness of straight lines and right angles in a world that didn’t have them. The tents stood in ordered rows, taut and pale, casting hard shadows. The drill rig was a skeletal tower of dull metal, and even from here I could see the stacked core boxes beside it, the trays of rock pulled up from the deep. Generators sat in a cluster, and the hum of them carried faintly on the wind, that flat mechanical drone that nothing in nature ever made. An ATV was parked at the camp’s edge like a sleeping animal, exactly as Oko had said. Work lights on poles, off now in the dawn, but I knew what they’d be at night: white, steady, flickerless, nothing like fire.

And men. Six, eight, I counted as they emerged from the tents into the cold morning. Modern clothes. Two of them with rifles slung over their shoulders, moving with the loose, bored alertness of hired security.

I’d dreaded this sight for moons, and the dread had been right, but it hadn’t prepared me for the gut-level wrongness of seeing it whole. For months now my whole world had been one valley, stone and copper and thatch, a place with no straight lines and no machines and no sound that a living throat or the wind couldn’t make. I’d half-convinced myself the modern world was a thing I’d dreamed. And here it was, squatting on the mountain, humming and glaring and certain of itself, and every nerve I had screamed that the two worlds couldn’t share a sky, that one of them was going to eat the other. I knew which one usually did the eating. I lay in the cold rocks, watching the generators glow, and decided it wasn’t going to be mine.

Kaya stared at it with an expression I’d never seen on her. Not fear. She didn’t have much fear in her. Something closer to vertigo. The feeling of the ground you’d stood on your whole life turning out to have an edge.

“It’s real,” she breathed. “All of it. Everything you said.”

“Everything I said.”

“How do we fight that?”

“We don’t.” I kept my eyes on the camp, counting, measuring, the engineer in me already pulling it apart, looking for the seams. “We learn it. Then we make it leave.”

Oko touched my arm and pointed, low and silent, at a figure crossing the open ground between the tents.

Smaller than the others. Moving differently. Not the bored prowl of the security men, not the heavy trudge of the laborers. Unhurried. Purposeful. A clipboard or a tablet held against one hip, a field cap, and under it, catching the first hard light of the morning sun, a blonde ponytail.

A woman.

My eye caught on her and held.


Chapter 3: What They Want

We watched the camp for two days.

I’d done surveillance before, in a different life, in places where the men below would have killed me on sight. The discipline came back like an old injury, a stiffness that worked itself loose the more I used it. You don’t watch from one place. You move at dusk and dawn when the light is bad and you keep the sun behind you and you never, ever skyline yourself on a ridge. Oko already knew all of it by instinct. Kaya learned it in an afternoon, because Kaya learned everything that might keep her people alive in an afternoon.

The first day I just counted and watched the rhythm of the place. Camps have rhythms. Men wake, eat, work, eat, sleep, and the security pattern flexes around all of it: alert when men are out at the drill, slack at meal times, sloppy after dark when the work lights make them feel safe. I marked the shift changes. I marked which of the two riflemen was good and which one was lazy. I marked that they had eight men, give or take, and one piece of rolling equipment, and a drill that ran most of the daylight hours with a sound like a far-off swarm.

And I worked out what they were.

It came together in pieces, as such things do. The drill pulling cores. The core boxes stacked in rows beside it, each one a tray of rock segments laid out in order, depth-marked. A man who spent his mornings crouched over those trays with a hand lens and a notebook. The grid stakes I could see planted across the slope below the camp, thin marked poles in a pattern too regular to be anything but deliberate, a sampling grid laid out to standard.

A mineral survey. An exploration crew. Looking for ore worth digging.

And illegal, the same way my own expedition had been illegal. I knew it in my gut before I had a single piece of proof, because I knew the breed. The bored security. The lack of any government presence, any local liaison, any of the official scaffolding that a permitted operation in protected highlands would have carried. This was the corner-cutting kind. The kind that bribed an air controller and falsified a flight plan and pushed into territory it had no right to, betting that nobody who mattered would ever know.

The same machine that had killed Torres and Reyes and Kellerman. The same machine that had declared me dead and gone home. I was lying in the rocks watching the thing that made me, from the other side of it now.

That was a strange feeling. I lay with it for a while.

I thought about Torres, the pilot, ex-Air Force, with a wife in Darwin and a daughter starting pre-med. I thought about Reyes, two tours in Fallujah, a creased photo of his eight-year-old in his breast pocket, dying in my arms whispering about her, making me promise to tell her what happened. I never told her. I couldn’t. I was dead too, as far as the world knew. The company that had falsified our permits and bribed our way into protected airspace had let all three of them die and then buried it, the same way this company would falsify and bribe and bury whatever it had to. It was all one appetite wearing different names. It had eaten my crew and called it an accident, and now it was crawling toward the only thing I had left.

I didn’t hate them, exactly. You don’t hate a landslide. You just understand, finally, what it is, and you get out of its way, or you turn it.

On the second day I got greedy.

The wind had shifted in the night, swinging around to come up the slope from the camp, and I read it like I’d read everything else: a chance. Sound travels on the wind. I told Kaya and Oko to hold the high position and I worked my way down in the gray before dawn, slow, using a fold of ground and a line of stunted brush, until I was close enough to the camp’s edge that the generator hum was a physical thing in my chest.

Close enough to hear them.

I hadn’t heard English since the crash.

Nothing else on that mountain hit me the way the next thing did. Two voices drifted up out of the dark, two contractors griping like men gripe on a cold pre-dawn shift, and the language of them went into me like a blade between the ribs.

“…told him the uplink’s garbage before noon, the bird’s not even overhead till…”

“…don’t care what it is, I care that I’m freezing my ass off holding a rifle for a bunch of rock-lickers…”

Home. The flat, profane, bored music of home. The exact register of a hundred mornings on a hundred shoots, men I’d worked with, men I’d buried, men I’d never see again. For one vertiginous second I wasn’t a tribal chief in a copper circlet. I was a guy who’d grown up in San Diego, who knew exactly what that uplink was and exactly what those men wanted and exactly how cheap their employer held all of their lives.

Then a third voice. Different. A geologist, by what she said, arguing with someone I couldn’t see.

“…the line’s running into the rim, I’m telling you the anomaly continues past the structural boundary…if the cores from oh-six confirm we need to extend the grid south, not pull it…”

A woman’s voice. Crisp, fast, certain. The blonde with the clipboard.

The anomaly. Past the rim. South.

South was the caldera. South was the valley. South was Amara and Sela and a child not yet born and every soul I’d come to love.

I’d had a suspicion. Now I had it from their own mouths. The thing in the rock they were chasing, the deposit worth all this corner-cutting and rifle-toting, it ran under the wall of the world I lived in. Their grid was going to walk right up to the rim and look over it, and once it did, the valley stopped being a secret and became a line item.

I’d heard enough. More than enough. I started back up.

And nearly walked into a patrol.

The lazy rifleman, doing a circuit he probably skipped most mornings, picked exactly this one to actually walk. I heard the scuff of his boot before I saw him, the bored crunch of a man not expecting anything, and I went flat behind a slab of black rock and stopped breathing.

He passed within fifteen feet. Close enough that I could smell him, the alien wrongness of soap and synthetic fabric and gun oil, smells I’d lived inside my whole life and hadn’t encountered since the crash. He paused. Spat. Shifted the rifle on his shoulder. Looked, with no real attention, at the rocks where I lay.

I had my machete and the high ground in my favor and I would have killed him if I’d had to, and it would have been a catastrophe, because a dead security contractor is the one thing guaranteed to bring the whole machine down on this valley like the wrath of God. Investigators. Satellites. More crews. A reason to look very hard at exactly the place I needed no one to look at.

Don’t move. Don’t be the reason.

He spat again and walked on.

I lay in the rocks until my heartbeat came back down out of my throat, and then I went up the slope like smoke.

Kaya was waiting where I’d left her, coiled tight, her copper blade already in her hand. When she saw me clear the lip of the ridge her shoulders came down a fraction and the tension ran out of her stance, and the blade went away, and something flashed across her face that she covered fast.

“You were gone too long,” she said. Accusation and relief, braided together.

“I got what we came for.”

“You almost got a knife in your ribs is what you almost got.” She gripped my arm, hard, fingers digging in, and pulled me down into the cover of the cleft we’d been using. The adrenaline was rolling off her, off both of us, that wired, shaking, alive feeling that comes after near-death and has nowhere to go. Her face was close to mine, her breath fast, and I watched her pupils blow wide as the want crested in her, the same way it had in the hollow below the notch.

She pressed against me. Her hand slid up my chest.

“Not here,” I said.

It came out quiet and absolute. She stilled.

“There were eyes on me three minutes ago,” I said. “There are lights down there and rifles down there and a man who walked fifteen feet from where I was lying. We are not doing this here, Kaya. Not with that camp awake below us. I need every part of me watching the dark, and so do you.”

For a half-second I thought she’d argue. She didn’t argue. Something in her settled, the want banking itself down into something hotter and more patient, and she nodded once, sharp, and put space between us.

“Good,” she said, and meant it. “I needed to know you’d say no. A man who’ll throw away the whole hunt for a rut against a rock isn’t a man you want guarding your back.” A pause, and the corner of her mouth moved. “Later, though. When we’re home, and there’s a wall between us and the world. You’re going to owe me for that no.”

“I’ll pay it.”

“You’ll pay it twice.”

Oko came down off his watch then, and we put our heads together over what I’d learned. I scratched it in the dirt for them, as I scratched everything: the camp, the drill, the grid of stakes marching down the slope, and the line of that grid extending, line by planned line, toward the southern rim. Toward us.

“They don’t know we’re here yet,” I said. “Right now we’re just a wall on the edge of their map. But their work is walking south. Every line they cut brings them closer to the rim. When the grid reaches the edge and they look over, or when they put one of their flying eyes over the caldera, they’ll see the village. And then it stops being our valley and starts being their mine.”

“How long,” Kaya asked.

“I don’t know. Weeks. A moon, maybe two. Depends how fast they work and what they find.” I sat back on my heels. “But I know what they’re looking for and I know how they look, now. That’s what I came for. We go home, and I figure out how to make this valley not worth the walk.”

The seed of it was already there, turning over in the back of my head, though I didn’t have the whole shape yet. They wanted the rock. The rock was the only reason any of them were within a hundred miles of here. So the answer wasn’t to fight the men, it was to take away the reason.

Make the rock worthless. Not actually, I couldn’t change what was under the ground, but on their skins, their drawings, the marks they carried home. Everything these people did, they wrote down. Numbers, lines, pictures of the deep. If I could reach into that, change what it said, make their own marks tell them there was nothing here worth the cost, they’d pack up their humming boxes and their tower and leave on their own, believing they were the ones who’d decided it.

“You don’t fight the map,” I said, half to myself. “You poison it. You let them look right at the prize and read worthless.”

Kaya frowned. “And how does a man poison a drawing he’s never seen, in a tongue he can’t read, inside a camp full of rifles?”

“I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But I know it’s the answer. Everything else is just the path to it.”

Oko was quiet a moment. Then, in his slow careful Vanu: “You keep saying make it leave. Not kill it. A thing that won’t be killed and won’t be fought.” He shook his head, not in doubt of me, but in wonder at the shape of the world. “My grandmother told stories of the sky-people. Doom from above. We laughed at her, in my youth. We thought she was frightening children.”

“She wasn’t frightening children,” I said. “She was right. Elder Mura’s right too. They’ve both been right for two generations, and now I’m going to need them right out loud, in front of the whole council, because nobody else is going to believe the danger until it’s standing in the village.”

We packed the cold camp in silence and started south at midmorning, the waterfall thundering behind us, the high country opening ahead.

We made better time going home, the way you always do. Downhill, and motivated. Oko ranged ahead. Kaya walked at my shoulder, and at the midday halt she waved off the dried meat and travel-cake I handed her, the same rations she’d torn into without a thought on the climb up, saying it sat like a stone and she’d eat when we stopped for the night. She didn’t, much, then either. And by the steepest pitches she was lagging in a way I’d never seen from her, the tireless war-chief who could outwalk men half her age, her shoulders heavier with each league, blaming the long days under her breath. I told myself it was the march. I had a valley to save and a hundred things to plan, and the march was the easier thing to think about.

We were a half-day from the rim of our own valley, dropping back down into the tree line where the air got thick and warm again, when Rena found us.

She came out of the green like she’d condensed from it, the young scout who could move through jungle without disturbing a single leaf. She’d been watching the camp from the lowland side while we watched it from the high side, and she fell into step beside Kaya with a runner’s controlled breathing and a hunter’s flat report.

“The marked poles,” she said. “Their grid of sticks. I followed the line of it like you taught me, chief. Sighted along it.” She looked at me, and there was a question in it, and an answer she already hated. “If they keep cutting that line in the same direction, it crosses the rim. Here.” She drew it in the air, a straight invisible line, and pointed, and the line she pointed along ran directly at the southern lip of the caldera. Directly at home.

“The next line points at the valley,” I said.

“The next line points at the valley,” she confirmed.

I’d known it. Hearing it from a Vanu scout who’d walked the ground made it real in a way that overhearing it in English hadn’t. The map was coming for us. It wasn’t a question of if anymore. It was a question of how long, and what I could do with the time.

We pushed on into the tree line, the canopy closing overhead, the familiar wet green heat of the lowland folding around us like a held breath, and for a moment I let myself feel how close I was to home. Amara’s belly. Sela’s brave, frightened eyes. The forge ringing. My valley.

Then the wind shifted, swinging down off the eastern ridges, and it carried a sound I’d hoped not to hear.

Drums.

Faint, far off, threaded through the jungle noise so thin I might have imagined it. But Kaya stopped dead, and her head came up, and her whole body went to stillness and edges, and I knew I hadn’t imagined it.

“East,” she said softly. “Koru drums.”

“Raku.”

“He’s been watching the village.” Her hand had found the copper blade without her seeming to decide it. “He knows the war-chief is gone. Three days, the chief and the old man and me, all gone north.” Her jaw was iron. “He’s counting the spears that are left in my valley, sky-man. And he likes the number.”

The drums rolled once more on the wind, and stopped, and the jungle swallowed the silence after them, which was somehow worse.

We stopped resting. We went home fast.


Chapter 4: What Waits at Home

Coming home should have felt like relief. It didn’t.

I’d seen it from the air once, in the seconds before the crash, a glittering jewel in a hidden crater that shouldn’t exist. I’d seen it from inside a hundred times since, from the wall, from the lake, from Amara’s hut at dawn. But coming down the southern descent with my legs full of three days of mountain and a survey grid walking toward us in my mind, I saw it as the map would see it. Every terrace a green rectangle. Every hut a thatched dome. The lake a mirror that would throw light at any eye in the sky. The forge smoke a gray finger pointing straight up, saying here, here, look here.

A whole world, and every part of it something I now knew could be erased.

“You’ve gone quiet again,” Kaya said.

“I’m seeing it like they’ll see it.”

“Then stop. You’re home. See it like you live here.” She bumped my shoulder with hers, rough, the closest she came to comfort. “There’s time to be afraid later. Right now there’s a hot meal and a council that needs shouting at.”

She had a way of saying the blunt thing that turned out to be exactly what I needed to hear, and she’d done it again.

The village swallowed us up. Word ran ahead the way it always did, and by the time we reached the gate there was a knot of people waiting, and the first face out of the crowd was a small one, hurtling at me at a dead sprint.

Kiru. The boy who’d adopted me as his personal hero, eight years old and built entirely out of elbows and enthusiasm, with a copper knife shoved through his belt that I’d forged for a grown man and that he’d appropriated and that was very nearly as long as his leg.

“Chief! Chief!” He skidded to a halt in front of me, breathless with importance. “Did you see them? The sky-people? Do they have a bigger forge than ours? Are their spears made of the white metal? Oko said they have a beast that rolls without legs, is it true, can it be killed, did you…”

“One thing at a time.”

“Tell me about the rolling beast.”

“It rolls because it burns oil and turns wheels. It can’t think and it can’t fight and it dies if you cut the right line.” I crouched to his level, because the kid deserved a real answer, and because a village full of frightened adults was watching how their chief talked about the threat. “Listen to me, Kiru. They have a bigger forge than ours. Much bigger. So big you couldn’t imagine it. But they don’t have you, and they don’t have this valley, and they don’t have a war-chief who’s killed Koru with her own hands. We’re going to be fine. But I need you to do something important for me.”

His eyes went enormous. “Anything.”

“That knife’s too big for you. I’m going to make you one that fits. And then I’m going to teach you to use it.” I tapped the oversized blade in his belt. “Deal?”

“Deal.” He nearly vibrated out of his own skin, and bolted to go tell the other children that the chief was going to make him a knife and teach him to fight, which was, in the economy of an eight-year-old, roughly equivalent to being crowned.

I straightened, and Amara was there.

She’d waddled out to the gate, and there was no other word for it, and she’d have cut the tongue out of anyone who used it. Her belly led her now, a proud heavy curve under a wrap the weavers had let out twice. Her breasts rode above it, fuller than when I’d left, and her face when she saw me did something that made the whole brutal march worth it.

She didn’t run. Healers didn’t run, and pregnant healers especially didn’t run, and her dignity was an imperial thing. She crossed the ground at a measured pace and put both hands flat on my chest, over my heart, and stood there feeling it beat.

“You’re whole,” she said. “All of you. Both of you.”

“All of us.”

“And you, war-chief.” She turned that warm assessing gaze on Kaya, and I watched her healer’s eyes do a quick involuntary sweep, as they did over everyone, cataloging. Her gaze snagged a half-beat on Kaya’s middle, then her brow smoothed and moved on. “You look thin. The high country took something out of you.”

“The high country can keep it,” Kaya said. “I’m home.”

“Sit with me later. Both of you. You’ll eat, and you’ll tell me everything.” Amara’s hand found my belly like mine was always finding hers now, an exchange, a balance. “But the council first. Mura’s been holding the elders together by sheer will for three days. She knew the moment you went north that everything she ever warned us about was finally true, and she’s been insufferable about being right, and she’s earned every breath of it.”

She had earned it.

The council met that afternoon in the open-sided chamber with its eight carved seats and its torches burning in daylight because tradition outranked sense. I took my seat among them, the copper circlet warm on my forehead, and I told them what I’d seen.

I didn’t soften it. They’d survived because nobody softened the truth for them. I laid it out plain: the camp, the drill, the grid walking toward our rim, the flying eyes that could draw the whole valley onto a skin. And then I said the thing I’d been carrying since the mountain.

“Elder Mura has warned us, for as long as any of us has been alive, that the sky-people bring doom. That outsiders are death. We laughed at her. I laughed at her, when I first came, because I was the outsider she feared and I knew I meant no harm.” I looked at the old woman across the chamber, her face seamed and severe in the torchlight. “I was wrong to laugh. She was never frightening children. She was telling the truth, and the truth has finally come over the mountains. Everything she warned us of for two generations is camped three days north, and it is coming.”

The chamber was silent.

Mura rose. Slowly, because everything she did now was slow, but with a straightness in her spine that hadn’t been there in years.

“For sixty summers,” she said, “I have been the old woman who feared the world above. The one who said no. The one who saw death where the young saw wonder.” Her dark eyes swept the council. “I take no joy in being proven right. I would rather have been a foolish old woman frightened of nothing. But I am not, and we are past the time for wishing otherwise.” She turned to me, and inclined her head, a gesture I’d never once received from her. “The sky-man understands the sky-people, because he was one. He alone among us knows how the doom thinks. When he says hide, we hide. When he says move the fires, we move the fires. I, Mura, who fought him longer than anyone, say this: in the matter of the world above, his word carries my voice. Let no one waste breath arguing it.”

She sat down.

And just like that, the woman who’d spent the better part of a season trying to get me killed handed me the whole council’s backing in nine sentences. Earned over months of blood and water and fire. Spent, finally, when it mattered most.

The council voted before the torches guttered. Concealment. The whole tribe turned to the task of disappearing. My plan, Mura’s authority, Kaya’s enforcement.

I was halfway out of the chamber when Naia fell into step beside me.

All these months I’d known her as a performance. The shortest wrap in the tribe, the calculated bend, the hip-roll, the glance back over the shoulder that knew exactly what it was doing. The chieftain’s daughter who used her body the way I used a machete, a tool she’d been honing her whole life.

This wasn’t that.

She wore a daily wrap, plain, her braids tied back simply. She walked beside me like a person, not a presentation, and when she spoke it was about logistics.

“The eastern households won’t move their fires without being told twice,” she said. “Old Sena’s family especially. They’re proud and they’re stubborn and they’ll think hiding is shameful. I’ll handle them. I know which of her grandchildren she’ll listen to and which one will make it worse.” She ticked through it, fast, precise. “The weavers can make the screens you need but they’ll fight over whose mats get used. I’ll settle that before it starts. And the lake-edge families need to understand the glint discipline isn’t a punishment, it’s protection, or they’ll resent it and do it badly.”

I stopped walking and looked at her.

“What?” she said.

“That’s the most useful thing anyone’s said to me all day.”

For one unguarded second, she didn’t know what to do with the compliment. The old Naia would have turned it into leverage, leaned in, made it about what she wanted from me. This Naia just blinked, and a faint flush rose under her deep brown skin, and she looked, briefly, like a woman who’d spent her whole life being wanted for one thing and had no idea what to do with being valued for another.

“I know every family in this valley,” she said, more quietly. “Every debt. Every grudge. Every soft place and sore place. It’s the only thing I was ever really good at. I just usually use it for myself.” She tucked a braid behind her ear, a small ordinary gesture, her weight settling flat and squared on both feet instead of cocked to one hip for display. “Let me use it for this instead. For the valley. I’d like to be good at something that isn’t getting men to look at me.”

“Then do it,” I said. “All of it. You have my voice with the households. Tell them it comes from the council.”

She nodded, and walked off to start, and she forgot to sway.

I noticed. I think she noticed that I noticed. Neither of us said anything about it, and neither of us needed to.

The village threw itself into the work that evening, and the work had a strange flavor, because for the first time in living memory the Vanu were preparing not to fight but to vanish. Kaya hated it on principle and threw herself into it anyway, drilling the younger women on moving without leaving sign, on staying off the open lanes, on the patience of not being seen. I caught her teaching a knot of farm-women how to fight dirty in the same breath, thumb to the eye and heel to the knee, on the theory that hiding was the plan but a backup was never wasted.

“Hiding is the chief’s plan,” I heard her tell them, deadpan, demonstrating a wrist-break on a wide-eyed farm-girl. “And the chief’s plan is a good one. But the springs help those who keep a stone knife under the sleeping fur. So. Thumb. Eye. Push until you feel it give. Then run.” The farm-women nodded, grim and earnest, and I decided not to point out that this wasn’t strictly in the spirit of a concealment strategy.

Kiru appeared at my elbow while I worked, the oversized copper knife still rammed through his belt, full of urgent questions about whether the sky-people’s bigger forge meant bigger spears and whether bigger spears could beat copper and whether, if it came to that, the chief would let him fight. I gave him a job instead, runner between work parties, the most important job in the village, I told him, and he took off so fast he nearly knocked over a water trough, his sister trailing after him braiding grass stems into the shape of a flying bird, the sky-people’s bird, the thing none of them had seen yet and all of them feared.

Amara moved through it all with the unhurried authority of a woman nothing rattled, enormous now, refusing every offered arm, directing the relocation of the healer’s stores with the air of a queen overseeing a coronation. When a young man tried to carry a basket she’d claimed, she fixed him with a look that sent him scurrying, and announced to no one in particular that she was pregnant, not crippled, and that the day she couldn’t carry her own herbs was the day they could bury her.

And through all of it, Sela.

She’d grown into the village’s emergency as she’d grown into everything lately, steady and quiet and competent, her hands sure where they used to tremble. She organized the healer’s stores against the possibility of having to move them. She helped Amara with the patients who couldn’t grasp why their fires had to die. And when the worst of the day’s work was done and the cooking fires had been banked to sullen coals, she found me at the edge of the firelight and stood in front of me, and she didn’t hide behind her hair, and she said what she’d come to say.

“I’m not going to wait until the sky-people are gone.”

“Sela…”

“No. Listen.” She said it quietly, but there was a new iron under the quiet, no tremor anywhere in it. “You said you’d claim me when you came back from the north. You’re back from the north. There’s a war coming, or a hiding, or both, and I’ve spent my whole life waiting for the safe time, the right time, the time when it wouldn’t be frightening. There’s never going to be a time when it’s not frightening.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t want to be claimed because it’s safe. I want to be claimed because I chose it while I was scared. Amara says that’s what makes it real. So I choose it. Now. Before the world ends or doesn’t.”

I looked at this girl who’d spent so long in the shadows at the edge of every fire, watching, wanting, too frightened to step into the light.

“Amara will prepare you,” I said.

“I asked her already. She said yes before I finished asking.”

“In the coming moons.”

“In the coming moons.” She breathed it out like she’d been holding it for as long as she’d known me, which she had. Then, quieter, the thing that was the real key to her, the thing she was just now finding the courage to say out loud: “And I want the witnesses there, Daniel. All of them. My whole life I’ve been a shape at the edge of the firelight, the one nobody turns to look at.” Her throat worked. “When my time comes, I don’t want to be at the edge. I want to be the fire.”

Her face flushed saying it, but she said it, and she held my eyes saying it, and I understood her completely.

“Then they’ll all be looking at you,” I told her. “And you’re going to love it.”

She held the look this time instead of hiding from it. She smiled, slow and brave and a little wild, like she’d just discovered a country inside herself she’d never been allowed to visit.

Later, in the dark of the expanded hut, Amara fit herself against my side, her belly between us, and pressed my hand flat against the warm curve of it. For a long moment there was only her heartbeat and the heat of her under my palm. Then, faint, barely there, the smallest stir, so light I might have imagined it, the first whisper of a person taking shape.

“Wait for it,” she whispered. “Feel that? Soon you’ll know it for certain. Your child says welcome home.”

I felt it. That faint stir under my palm, every fragile thing the map was coming to erase, gathered into one small movement against my hand.

Amara turned her head on the furs and looked at me in the coal-light, and her warm eyes had gone serious.

“Two things are coming, Daniel,” she said. “The sky-people. And your child.” She pressed my hand harder against the swell of our daughter or our son. “One of them won’t wait for the other to be finished. You should make your peace with that now.”


Chapter 5: The Watcher, Prepared

Two moons turned, indifferent to fear and mining surveys both.

Two months of hard work folded into them. We’d killed the daytime smoke and pushed all the cooking to the dead hours before dawn. We’d draped the open lanes between huts with woven screens until the village stopped reading as a grid and started reading as more jungle. We’d muddied the bright copper and mats over the lake’s reflective margins. It wasn’t finished, not nearly, but it was a start, and the start had given the tribe something almost as good as a wall: a job, a direction, a way to be doing instead of waiting.

And tonight, despite all of it, the village gathered for a claiming.

I’d argued with myself about that. A celebration, fires, drums, the whole tribe in one place, while a survey crew walked a grid toward our rim. But Amara had set me straight in about four sentences.

“A tribe that stops living to hide isn’t hiding,” she’d said. “It’s already dead, it just hasn’t noticed. We move the fires. We post the watch. And then we let the girl who’s waited so long have her night, because the night is the whole point of the wall.”

So. A claiming.

I sat in the preparation hut, alone in the warm dark, and let the village’s anticipation seep through the woven walls. I could hear them gathering. The drums hadn’t started yet, but the murmur of the whole valley settling into a single place had its own rhythm.

Across the village, in the other preparation hut, Amara was readying Sela.

I knew the shape of it because Amara had told me, fierce and warm, her hand on her belly. I’m not preparing her as the old women prepared me. I’m preparing her the way a sister should. She’s terrified, Daniel. She’s brave and she’s terrified and those aren’t opposites, they’re the same thing wearing two faces. Let me gentle her into it.

What I didn’t see, I learned later, from both of them, because in this family nothing stayed secret for long.

Amara had oiled Sela by lamplight, her big pregnant body kneeling awkwardly to reach the girl’s small feet, refusing all help with the kneeling, too proud to so much as acknowledge the strain of it. She’d worked the scented oil up Sela’s slim calves and over her narrow girlish hips while she talked, low and steady, the tone you’d use on a spooked animal or a frightened apprentice, which to Amara were nearly the same skill.

“You’ll shake,” Amara told her. “That’s right. That’s good. I shook so hard the night of mine that the attendants thought I’d taken a fever. The shaking means you understand what you’re doing. It’s the women who don’t shake you have to worry for.”

“Did it hurt?” Sela’s voice, small. “The first time?”

“A little. A good little. A stretch, a fullness, a thing your body’s never done. He’ll go slow with you. I’ll be right there. You only have to be brave for the first breath of it, and then your body takes over and the bravery turns into something else.” Amara’s oiled hands had moved up over the flat plane of Sela’s belly, the contrast between them stark: the heavy ripe mother and the slender frightened girl. “And you, of all the women in this valley, have less to fear than any of us.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve watched. All this time, you watched. You know exactly what he is and exactly what he does and exactly how good it looks from the dark.” Amara had smiled, cupping the girl’s face. “Tonight you find out it’s even better in the light.”

She’d kept oiling the girl as she talked, her big pregnant body settled awkward and patient on the mat, her hands moving over Sela’s slim frame with a mother’s matter-of-fact tenderness. There was no jealousy in it, none, and that was the thing Amara had built in this family stone by stone since the night she’d helped prepare Kaya for her own claiming. She’d decided long ago that a man worth sharing was worth sharing gladly, that another wife was another pair of hands and another heart in the hut, not a rival for a finite thing. She’d told Sela as much, gentling oil into the girl’s shoulders.

“You think I’ll love him less, sharing him with you?” Amara had said. “I’ll love him more. A man grows in proportion to what he carries well, and he carries all of us well. And you, little one, you I get to keep close either way. My apprentice. My sister. The healer who’ll outlive me. Tonight you become my sister-wife too, and that’s not less of anything. It’s more. It’s always more.”

And there, Sela said it. The whole hinge of her, the truth she’d only half-admitted even to herself.

“I want them to look at me,” she whispered. “Amara. Is that wrong? The witnesses. The co-wives. The whole village. I’ve spent my life in doorways, looking at everyone else, and nobody ever looked at me, and I thought I liked it that way, I thought I wanted to be invisible.” Her hands had twisted in her lap. “But when Daniel said every eye on you, something in me lit up like a struck fire and I haven’t been able to put it out. I want them watching. I want to be the one they can’t look away from. Just once. Just tonight. Is that wrong?”

Amara had taken the girl’s trembling hands in her oiled ones and held them still.

“Wrong,” she’d repeated, like the word was a foreign coin she was turning over. “Little one. There is no wrong in wanting to be seen. There is only the long sorrow of never letting yourself ask for it.” She’d pressed her forehead to Sela’s, the older woman and the younger, the mother and the apprentice. “You watched because you were afraid to be watched. Tonight you stop being afraid. Tonight you let them see you, and you find out that the thing you ran from your whole life is the thing that sets you free. I’ll be at the edge of the furs the whole time. He’ll be inside you and I’ll be beside you and the whole valley will be looking at you and you are going to come alive under every one of those eyes, the way you never let yourself in the dark.”

That was the preparing, as the two of them pieced it back together for me later, talking over each other, finishing each other’s sentences the way they’d already started to.

What I knew, sitting in my own hut, was the door opening.

Sela came to prepare me. That was the custom now, the same custom that had given her her first bold handjob the night Kaya was claimed. I’d half-expected her to send someone else, to be too nervous on her own night.

She came herself.

She stepped through the woven doorway and pulled it closed behind her, and she was gleaming. Amara’s oil caught the lamplight on every plane of her, and she’d been dressed in the thinnest ceremonial wrap I’d seen on her, a single layer that hid nothing it pretended to. Her dark hair was loose down her back, brushed to a shine, and woven through it were the small white thermal-vent blossoms the tribe used for brides.

But it was her face that stopped me. Not hidden. Not peeking from behind the curtain of her hair. Lifted, open, frightened and luminous, her dark eyes finding mine and holding them.

“I’m not the trembling girl,” she said. Her voice shook on the first word and steadied on the rest, and I’d come to understand that was her tell: she got bolder when she was aroused, not quieter. The fear and the want fed each other in her, and the want always won. “I told you that the night you claimed Kaya. That when my turn came I wouldn’t be her. I meant it.”

“Show me.”

She crossed the hut and stood in front of me, close, and reached for the knot of her own wrap.

“Look at me,” she said. “All those seasons I spent in the dark, learning every line of you. Tonight it’s your turn to learn me. Start now. Start with you.”

She loosed the knot, and the thin wrap fell open, and she let it slide off her shoulders and pool around her small feet, and she stood naked in the lamplight and made herself be seen.

I looked. I gave her exactly what she’d asked for, my gaze traveling over her slow and deliberate, the same slow once-over she’d spent all these months watching me give other women and never her. From her small bare feet and delicate ankles, up the slim line of her calves, over the narrow girlish hips and that tiny waist I could span with my hands, the soft flat plane of her belly. To her small, perfect breasts, high and firm, the nipples a pink so unusually bright against her brown skin that she’d spent her whole life ashamed of them, hard now, standing out, impossible to miss.

I let her watch me look at them.

She didn’t cover up. That was the whole revolution of it. The girl who’d hunched and crossed her arms in the bathing pool that first season stood in the lamplight and let me catalog every inch of her and got braver under the looking, her breath quickening, her flush rising from her chest to her cheeks, her nipples tightening even harder.

“You like them,” she said. Wonder in it. “My nipples. I always hated them.”

“They’re perfect. Everyone’s going to see them tonight, and everyone’s going to think exactly what I’m thinking.”

A small, helpless sound slipped out of her, and the flush on her chest spiked darker. “What are you thinking?”

“That I want my mouth on them.”

She made a sound, low, surprised, hungry. And then she knelt.

She poured oil into her small palms and warmed it and reached for me, and where once her hands had trembled so badly she could barely dress a wound, tonight they were steady. She wrapped both hands around me and stroked, slow, base to tip, watching my cock thicken and rise under her hands, narrating her own want in that voice that strengthened as it went.

“I used to imagine this,” she said. “In the dark. After I watched you with Amara, I’d go somewhere alone and put my hand on myself and imagine it was you, and imagine you looking at me the way you look at her.” She stroked again, firmer, twisting her grip at the top just how I liked, the trick she’d learned from watching. “But I never imagined the looking part right. I always imagined it’d be just us, in the dark, hidden. I never knew until tonight that what I really wanted was the opposite.” Her eyes lifted to mine, fever-bright. “I wanted everyone to see you want me.”

I cupped the back of her head, my fingers threading into her oiled hair, and held her there, not pushing, just holding, letting her feel the size of my hand and the steadiness of it.

“They will,” I told her. “Tonight, when I’m inside you, I’m going to put you where every witness in that hut can see your face. And they’re going to watch you fall apart, and you’re going to look right back at them while you do it.” Her whole body shuddered, her breath stuttering. “You’re not going to hide tonight, Sela. Not in the doorway, not behind your hair, not anywhere. You’re going to stand at the center of every eye in that room and you’re going to love every second of it.”

“Yes,” she breathed, stroking me harder. “Yes. That. Please, that.”

She worked me with both small hands, watching what she did with rapt, fevered attention, and she kept talking, the words coming faster and surer the more they should have shamed her. “I used to be so afraid of this,” she said. “Of you. Of wanting it. I’d watch you with Amara and then run away and hate myself for the wanting.” Her thumb circled the head of me, spreading the slickness gathered there, and she made a small wondering sound at the way my hips moved for her. “I don’t hate it anymore. I don’t hate anything about myself anymore. You did that. You and Amara and Kaya, you made me into someone who gets to want things out loud.” She stroked faster, firmer, her grip sure, her eyes fixed on what her hands were doing to me.

She leaned in, and her warm breath ghosted over the head of my cock, and for a moment I thought she’d take me in her mouth right there. Her lips parted. The want was naked on her face.

Then she stopped. Pulled back, just slightly, her hand still working me, and looked up with a wicked, trembling smile that was entirely new on her.

“No,” she said. “Not here. Not in the dark, where it’s just us.” She squeezed me, once, deliberate, a promise. “I want the first time my mouth is on you to be where they can see it. I want to make them watch.” She released me, slow, reluctant, her oiled hand sliding off with a touch that lingered. “I waited this long. I can wait one more hour. And so can you.”

She rose to her feet, swayed once on legs that weren’t quite steady, and steadied herself with a hand on my shoulder. Then she gathered her fallen wrap and drew it back up around her gleaming body, fastening it loose enough that it hid nothing, and she stood in front of me transformed, terrified and radiant, the watcher who’d decided to be watched.

The drums began.

They rolled up out of the village all at once, the deep ceremonial rhythm that meant a claiming, that I’d heard twice now, that still raised the hair on my arms. Through the woven wall, the whole valley took a breath together.

The door opened. Amara stood there, huge and glowing in the firelight, her hand resting on her belly, her warm eyes moving from Sela to me and filling with something fierce and proud and almost maternal toward us both.

She looked at Sela, gleaming and brave and shaking in her bridal wrap, and her face broke open into a smile.

“Go to her,” Amara said to me, low, certain, her voice thick. “And let her find out who she is with every eye in that room on her.”


Chapter 6: Seen

The claiming hut was warm with coals, the air heavy with the smell of flowers and oil.

I’d been in this room twice before. Once for Amara, eight years of grief and longing breaking open all at once. Once for Kaya, a war fought and lost and surrendered on the furs. Two claimings, two women, two completely different storms.

This was going to be nothing like either of them.

Reed mats covered the floor. The ceremonial bed of woven blankets and soft furs dominated the center of the space, and tonight it had been placed deliberately, lifted on a low platform, turned so it faced the long wall where the witnesses stood. Elders. Co-wives. A handful of the tribe’s women who’d earned the right to attend a claiming. They lined the wall in the orange light, silent and respectful, their faces lit from below by the coals.

And the whole arrangement, the platform, the angle, the furs turned to face the watchers, was for one reason.

So they could see her.

Sela stood in the center of it, gleaming in her thin bridal wrap, the white blossoms in her dark hair, and she was shaking. Visibly. I could see her pulse in her throat. Her eyes moved over the witnesses, over the watching faces, and for a heartbeat the old terror was right there, the doorway-girl who wanted to bolt, the deer ready to run.

I crossed the room slowly and took her trembling hands.

“Look at me,” I said, low, just for her. “Not them. Me. We do this together. You only have to be brave for one breath at a time.”

Her eyes found mine and held. Her hands steadied a fraction in my grip.

“I give myself to you,” she said, the ritual words, and her voice shook on them and then firmed. She lifted her chin. She made herself look not just at me but past me, at the watchers, at all the eyes she’d spent her life hiding from. “I want them to see,” she added, not part of the ritual, her own words, and a low murmur ran through the witnesses. “I want them to watch you claim me. Please.”

“Then they’ll watch,” I said. “And you’ll never want the dark again.”

I cupped her face and kissed her.

Slow. Patient. Nothing like the way I’d taken Kaya’s mouth, nothing demanding in it at all. Just a slow warm pressure, my thumb stroking her cheek, giving her time, letting her come to me at her own pace. She made a small sound against my lips and softened, her mouth opening under mine, her hands coming up to fist in the wrap at my chest.

When I drew back, her eyes were dark and wide and the fear had started to turn into something else.

I loosed the knot of her bridal wrap, slow, and let it fall away.

She stood naked in the low red glow in front of the whole village, and I watched her decide, in real time, not to cover herself. Her arms started to rise on a lifetime of instinct, then stopped, and lowered, and her hands opened at her sides. She let them look.

“Look at you,” I said softly, and stepped back half a pace, just enough to give the witnesses the sight of her. “Every one of them is looking at you, Sela. And not one of them can look away.”

A flush climbed up her chest and throat, but it wasn’t shame anymore. Her nipples, those impossibly pink nipples, drew up hard and tight under all the eyes, and her breath came faster, and her chin lifted a degree, her shoulders settling back in a way I’d never seen on her before.

Power.

“They’re really looking,” she whispered, like she couldn’t believe it. “At me.”

“At you.”

I laid her down on the furs, on the platform, turned so the witnesses had her in full view, and I knelt over her, and I went slow.

I started at her feet, as I’d seen Amara start with her, the way these things were done. I kissed the inside of one delicate ankle, and up the slim line of her calf, and the soft skin behind her knee, and a shiver chased up her thigh and her hips shifted. I worked up the inside of one thigh, kissing, breathing warm against her oiled skin, and her hands found my hair, light, uncertain, then gripping.

“You can hold on,” I told her against her thigh. “As hard as you need.”

She gripped harder.

I parted her with my fingers, gentle, spreading her open in the firelight so the watchers could see the pink of her, and she was already wet, already glistening, a season of watching and wanting pooled and ready, her slit slick and swollen and shining. The first touch of my tongue against her clit, a slow flat lick from her entrance up to that tight little bud, made her whole body arch off the furs, a sharp cry breaking out of her before she could catch it.

“Oh…oh, that’s…”

“Let them hear you,” I murmured against her, and lowered my mouth to her again.

I took my time. This was a first time, and it would be the only first time she’d ever have, and I wasn’t going to rush it for anything, not the survey grid, not the drums, not Raku’s distant promises. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked, soft, then laved it with the flat of my tongue, then flicked the tip across it, learning what made her gasp and what made her keen. I licked down through her folds and tasted her, the clean sweet musk of her arousal flooding my mouth, and pushed my tongue into her tight entrance and felt her flutter around it. Then I slid one finger inside her, just one, the wet heat of her gripping it like a fist, feeling how tight she was, how unused, curling against the spongy front wall of her while my mouth worked her clit, opening her with a patience I summoned from somewhere I didn’t know I had.

Her thighs began to tremble around my head. Her hips rose to meet my mouth. Her hands fisted in my hair and her voice climbed, and she stopped trying to muffle it, and somewhere in there she lifted her head and looked, not at me, but at them, at the watchers, holding their eyes while my mouth was on her, and the looking was what undid her.

She came on my tongue with a long, astonished cry, her back bowing off the furs, her thighs clamping around my head, her whole slender body seizing with the first orgasm anyone but herself had ever given her. I held her through it, slowing, gentling, easing her down.

When I lifted my head she was staring at me with wet, wide, wondering eyes.

“That,” she breathed. “That’s what I’ve been watching. That’s what they all…” She broke off, dazed, her chest heaving, the flush all the way to her hairline. “And every one of them just watched it happen to me…”

“They watched you come,” I said. “And you’re not done.”

I moved up her body and put my mouth on her breasts, those small perfect breasts with the bright pink nipples she’d hidden and hated her whole life, and I worshipped them the way they deserved. I closed my lips around one stiff pink peak and sucked, and she arched and cried out, her hands flying to my head. I rolled the other between my fingers, and she writhed, sensitive everywhere, every nerve in her singing.

“Everyone can see them,” I murmured against her skin, flicking my tongue over the nipple she’d spent years ashamed of. “These nipples you tried to hide. The whole village is looking at them right now and thinking they’re the prettiest thing they’ve ever seen. Just like I do.”

“They can’t stop looking,” she gasped, and the wonder in it had no shame left in it at all, only that new astonished power. “At the part of me I hated. And they like it. They like me.”

“They love you. Now let them watch the rest.”

I rose over her, settling between her parted thighs, and notched the thick head of my cock against her slick entrance, and she felt me there, hard and broad and ready, the blunt pressure of me against the place that had never opened, and her whole body tensed with something that was half want and half the old fear surfacing one last time.

“Look at me,” I said. “Breathe. One breath. We go slow.”

I pressed in.

She was tight, impossibly tight, and I felt her body resist the stretch, the slick clench of her clamping around just the crown of me, and I went slow, slow, watching her face, feeding her every fraction of an inch by patient degrees. I felt her stretch around the widest part of me, felt the burning grip of her give and then take a little more, the wet heat swallowing me one careful push at a time. A season of working at Amara’s side, easing frightened bodies through pain, had taught me to read the small involuntary tells, the flutter in a thigh, the catch in a breath, and I used all of it now, feeling for each clench and waiting it out before I asked for the next fraction, making a healer’s patience do what force never could. Her mouth opened around a soundless gasp. Her hands flew to my shoulders, gripping.

“It’s…you’re…” Her voice came in pieces. “It’s so much…”

“I know. Breathe. You’re doing perfectly. Good girl.” The praise landed exactly where I’d aimed it, not at obedience but at her courage, the bravery of doing the thing that scared her, and her whole body responded to it, softening, opening. “That’s it. That’s it. Just like that.”

I sank deeper, by degrees, until I was seated fully inside her, until her tight little body had stretched around every inch and taken all of me, my cock buried to the root in a heat so snug it pulsed around me, and I held still and let her feel it, the fullness, the stretch, the new impossible reality of being filled.

Tears stood in her eyes. Not pain. Overwhelm. The same overwhelm I’d seen in Amara, a body opening to something it had never known it could hold.

“You’re inside me,” she whispered, like a revelation. “You’re really…and they’re watching…oh…” Her eyes went to the witnesses again, drawn there, helpless, and what she saw in their faces lit her up from within. “They’re watching you be inside me.”

“Move with me,” I said. “Show them.”

I began to move. Slow, deep, careful strokes, drawing almost all the way out until just the head of me held her open, then easing back in to the root, letting her feel every inch on the way out and every inch on the way back. Her body gripped me the whole way, slick and tight and scalding hot, the wet clutch of her dragging at my cock with each withdrawal, and the first few strokes were all sensation and surprise for her, her breath catching on each one, a wet sound rising between us as her own slickness eased the slide.

Then something in her let go.

I felt it happen. The tension that was fear bled out of her and the tension that was building pleasure took its place. Her hips, hesitant at first, began to rise to meet me. Her gasps changed register, climbing, hungrier. And her eyes, which had been squeezed shut, opened, and went to the watchers, and stayed there.

“More,” she breathed. “Daniel. More. Give them all of it. Don’t spare them anything.”

So I gave her the thing she’d been born for and never known.

I gathered her up and rolled, settling onto my back, and lifted her over me, seating her astride my hips, and the new position drove me deeper and put her up where the whole hut could see her. The shy girl from the doorway, naked and gleaming and impaled on me, lifted into the ember-glow above the platform with every eye in the room on her body.

For one second she froze, exposed, her hands flying to cover her small breasts.

“No,” I said, low. “Hands at your sides. Let them see you. This is what you wanted. Take it.”

Her hands trembled. And then, slowly, deliberately, she lowered them to her sides. She straightened her spine. She lifted her chin. And she began to ride me.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever watched a woman do.

She moved tentatively at first, finding the rhythm, her hips rolling, her small body learning the motion. But the eyes did to her exactly what she’d hoped they would. Every stroke that the witnesses watched made her bolder. She rose and fell on me, her pink nipples hard and bright, her dark hair with its white blossoms spilling down her back, her spine arching as she found the angle that ground her clit against me, and she stopped being shy entirely.

She performed.

The watcher became the watched, and the watched threw her head back and let the whole room have her, shameless, alive. She rode me with her head thrown back and her throat bared and her small breasts bouncing, and she looked out at the witnesses through half-lidded eyes and let them see every flicker of pleasure cross her face, and the power of it, the freedom of it, drove her higher than my body alone ever could have.

I watched her transform under the eyes, and it did something to me I hadn’t expected. I’d taken women in this hut before. I’d never watched one come into herself like this, never seen a lifetime of fear burn off in the space of a few minutes, never seen the quietest creature in the valley discover she had a hunger for being seen that could swallow a room. Her oiled skin caught the banked red glow of the fire. The white blossoms had come loose in her hair and a few of them fell as she moved, drifting down around us, and her bright pink nipples stood hard and proud and openly displayed, the thing she’d hidden her whole life now offered up to the whole village like a banner.

“That’s it,” I told her, gripping her narrow hips, helping her ride. “That’s what you are. Look at them looking at you. Not one of them can breathe.”

“I can see them,” she gasped, dazed, exultant. “I can see their faces. Every one of them, Daniel, and I’m not scared, I’m not scared at all, I want more of them to look, I want all of them. They’re looking right at me and I’m not running. I’m not hiding. I’m the one nobody can look away from…”

She rolled her hips down hard, grinding her clit against me, chasing the angle, and her whole body shuddered with the pleasure of being both filled and watched at once. She braced her small hands flat on my chest and used the leverage to ride me harder, faster, her breath fracturing into sharp little cries that she no longer made any effort to hide, that she aimed, almost, at the witnesses, wanting them heard.

“Look at me,” she said, and she wasn’t saying it to me, she was saying it to all of them, the village, the elders, the co-wives. “Look at me. Look what he’s doing to me. Look what I can do.”

At the edge of the furs, Amara knelt, her hand on her belly, her face wet and luminous with pride. “There she is,” Amara murmured, just loud enough for Sela to hear. “There’s my brave girl. Let them see you shine.”

And she did. Sweat and oil caught the coals on every plane of her, her face open and fearless and turned full to the watching faces, the firelight running gold down her arched throat.

She rode me harder, faster, her hands coming up to cup her own breasts now, offering them to the watchers, pinching her own bright nipples and crying out at it, lost completely in the looking and the being looked at. My hands found her narrow hips and I drove up into her, meeting every fall of her body, and I felt her start to climb toward the edge.

“I want them to see you fill me,” she gasped. The words she’d foreshadowed, the words she’d been too shy to say all this time, falling out of her now like they’d always been there. “Please. I want everyone to watch you fill me up. I want them to see what I am now. Yours. Bred. Seen. Please, Daniel, fill me, do it where they can all watch…”

“Then come for them first,” I growled. “Come, Sela. Let them watch you fall.”

I reached between us and found her clit and pressed, circling, in time with my thrusts, and she broke apart above me with a scream she never tried to hide.

It rolled through her slim body in waves she had no idea how to ride, her hips stuttering, her thighs trembling violently around me, her spine bowing up into the light with her face a portrait of abandon turned full toward the watchers. Her tight, untried heat fluttered and clenched around me in quick uneven spasms, the rhythm of a body discovering for the first time what it could do, gripping and releasing in helpless little pulses while she came and came, riding it out astride me with her arms flung wide like she was offering herself to the entire valley.

The wild fluttering clench of her was more than I could hold against.

I drove up, deep, deeper, pulling her down onto me with both hands at her hips until I was crushed against the deepest part of her, and I let go inside her. I came hard, thick pulses jerking out of me and flooding into her, spurt after spurt painting the inside of the body that had never held it before. I held her there, seated to the root, our hips locked, pumping every drop as deep as she’d take it. She felt it, felt the first hot pulse of my cum spill into her, and her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open and she cried out again at the warmth of it filling her, flooding her, her clenching walls drinking it down.

“I can feel it,” she gasped, dazed, radiant. “I can feel you. They saw. They all saw you fill me…”

“They saw,” I said, holding her, both of us shaking. “Good girl. They saw all of it.”

She collapsed forward onto my chest, boneless, gleaming with sweat and oil, her heart hammering against mine. I wrapped my arms around her small body and held her, still inside her, both of us breathing hard in the coal-light.

She turned her head and looked out at the witnesses one more time, and there was no fear in it at all now. Only wonder. Only the dazed glory of a woman who’d discovered, at twenty-one, the thing she was.

Amara crept onto the platform and pressed a kiss to Sela’s sweat-damp hair and laid a hand on the girl’s back, and Sela reached up without looking and gripped Amara’s wrist, the apprentice and the mentor, hands locked.

“I was the brightest thing in the room,” Sela whispered, to no one, to everyone.

“You were,” I said. “You always could have been. You were just waiting for the lights.”

She laughed, soft and wrecked and delighted, and settled against my chest, glowing.

I was still inside her, and she made no move to part us, and when at last she eased off me she did what the tribe had taught her, what the seed-keeping custom asked, pressing her thighs together to hold what I’d given her, her small hand drifting to her flat belly with a wonder I recognized from Amara’s first night. A thin trail of me ran down her inner thigh despite her, gleaming in the coal-light. She looked down at it, and then up at the watchers. There was no shame in her face. Only a fierce, dazzled pride, the same pride she’d worn riding me, the pride of a woman who’d been seen and bred and chosen in front of everyone she loved.

“Maybe a child,” she whispered, hand splayed on her belly. “Maybe right now. I want that too. I want everything I watched all of you have. I want all of it.”

“Then you’ll have all of it,” Amara murmured, stroking the girl’s hair, and the promise carried the weight of the matriarch behind it.

The drums outside had given way to the deep approving foot-stamping of the village, the Vanu cheer, the whole valley pleased with what it had witnessed. For a moment everything was warm and slow and complete.

Then the woven door slammed open.

Rena stood in it, mud-caked to the thigh, chest heaving, her bow still in her hand, and she didn’t care that she’d burst into a claiming, didn’t care about the witnesses or the elders or the sacred space, because what she had to say was bigger than all of it.

“They put a bird in the sky,” she gasped. “The sky-people. It flew over the north ridge, on its own, no man riding it.” Her eyes found mine, wild. “It looked down, chief. It hung over the ridge and it looked down at the valley. And then it flew home.”


Chapter 7: The Eye in the Sky

I didn’t sleep that night. I planned.

A drone. They’d flown a drone over the north ridge and looked down into the highlands, and the only mercy was that Rena swore it had hung over the ridge, not over the valley itself. The edge of their reach, then. The first probe. They were extending their eyes like they’d extend their grid, a line at a time, and the next flight would come further, and the one after that further still, until one of them crested the southern lip and looked down into the caldera and saw a village.

Unless there was no village to see.

I sat by the banked coals with a charred stick and a flat stone and I built the whole problem in my head, as I’d once built bridge plans and fortification plans, except this time the thing I was engineering was an absence. A hole in the world where a tribe used to be visible.

I half-remembered how these things saw. Four seasons of survival television had put me near enough cameras and drones and thermal rigs to know the broad strokes, even if I’d never had to hide from one. They saw light. They saw shape. They saw heat. Three ways of looking, and I had to beat all three with mud and mats and timing.

By dawn I had it. I called the council at first light and laid it out, and then I put the whole tribe to work on the strangest war it had ever fought: a war against being seen.

“The smoke first,” I told them. “It’s the worst of it. A cooking fire’s smoke goes straight up on a still morning and points at us like a finger. From now on, no fires in daylight. None. We cook in the dead hours before dawn, when the dark hides the smoke, and we cook enough to last the day, and we eat it cold. The forge especially. The forge smoke is the blackest, the thickest, the easiest to see. The forge runs at night or it doesn’t run.”

Tira, my best forge apprentice, looked like I’d told her to stop breathing. “At night, chief? The color, the glow, you can’t read the copper by torchlight, you’ll ruin the pours…”

“Then we ruin some pours. Or we shut it down entirely until this is over. A bad knife I can fix. A village on their map I can’t.” She didn’t like it, but she nodded, and that was Tira, she’d argue the craft and then do the necessary thing.

“The light next.” I pointed at the lake, glittering through the morning haze, and at the racks of finished copper drying in the sun. “Bright things throw light back at the sky. Water, polished metal, anything wet and shining. That flash can carry further than any smoke. We cover the bright edges of the lake with mats, where we can. We bring the copper inside, into the shade, all of it, and we dull what we can’t hide with mud and ash. No bright thing left lying in the sun.”

The hardest part to explain was the heat.

“The flying eyes can see warmth,” I said, and I watched them try to understand it, a thing that saw heat the way they saw light. “A body’s warm. A fire’s warm even after it’s out, the ground stays hot. A cluster of warm things in the cold dark reads as a village even when there’s no light to see by. So we spread out. We don’t bank all the fires in one place. We let the cook-coals die all the way to cold before dawn instead of leaving them smoldering. And the people, in the worst of it, when an eye is overhead, we get under the canopy, under the trees, under thatch, where the heat of us gets lost in the heat of everything.”

That was the third leg, and the biggest job: the canopy.

The village sat in a clearing by the lake, and a clearing was a shape, a wrongness, a circle of order in the chaos of jungle that any eye would snag on. So we set about un-clearing it. Every able hand in the valley spent the next weeks doing it. We strung woven screens across the open lanes between huts, mats of palm and vine that broke up the straight lines and the regular spacing, until from above the village would read less like a settlement and more like a denser patch of forest. We hauled living branches and lashed them over the thatch roofs, softening the domes into something shaggy and organic. Where the canopy had natural gaps, we closed them, training vine and propping cut branches until the green ceiling knit shut over us.

And we built lies.

That was the part that I think finally made Kaya understand it, the part that turned it from cowardice into strategy in her eyes. If the map wanted to see a settlement, I’d give it one. I picked an empty side-valley to the west, a dead-end fold of rock with no people in it and no reason for anyone to live there, and I sent a work party to build a decoy. A few false hut-shapes. A real fire-site, tended by rotation, a fire we’d light when the eye was due so it threw up smoke in a place where there was nothing to find. Bait for the map. A finger pointing at empty ground.

“You’re not hiding the village,” Kaya said, when she finally got it. We were lashing branches over the council chamber’s roof, side by side, her up on the frame and me handing branches, and she’d gone quiet for a while turning it over. “You’re hiding the village and showing them somewhere else. You’re not just disappearing. You’re lying with the whole valley.”

“That’s the idea.”

“That’s not hiding.” The set line of her mouth eased, the last of the distaste she’d carried for the word draining out of it. “That’s an ambush. You’re ambushing their eyes. You’re letting them look right at what you want them to see and miss what matters.” She barked a short laugh, hauling a branch into place. “I can fight that war. I thought you were asking me to be a coward. You were asking me to be a better hunter.”

“I was always asking you to be a better hunter.”

“You should have said so.” But she was almost smiling, and the work went faster after that, because Kaya had decided this counted as warfare.

It was brutal labor and it went on for weeks, and through all of it the valley changed character. The bright open village I’d come to love went dim and shaggy and shadowed under its new green ceiling. We cooked in the cold dark and ate cold food and learned to move along the screened lanes instead of crossing the open. Children who’d run shrieking through sunlit clearings learned to play in the shade and the cover, and Kaya’s scouts taught them it was a game, the staying-unseen game, the best game, the game where you won by being invisible.

It worked on the tribe in a way I hadn’t expected. A warrior culture had no script for hiding. But it turned out the Vanu had been hiding from the whole world for generations, hiding the entire valley from everyone outside the cliffs, and once I framed it that way, that we were just extending the oldest tradition they had, the thing they’d always done, it stopped feeling like shame and started feeling like heritage.

Mura helped with that. The vindicated elder had become my voice in the places I couldn’t reach, the old households and the proud families, telling them in her cracked formal cadence that the sky-man’s screens were no different from the cliffs the ancestors had hidden behind, that hiding was the Vanu’s first art and oldest virtue. They believed her where they might have argued with me.

The hardest thing to teach was the glint. The smoke they understood, because they’d watched smoke rise their whole lives and knew it pointed. The shapes they understood, because Kaya’s hunters knew that a straight line in the jungle meant a man had made it. But the glint, the flash of sun off water and polished copper, that was invisible to them, because they were standing inside it and never saw it leave.

So I showed them. I took a sheet of polished copper up the southern slope at midday, where the whole council could watch from below, and I caught the sun on it and flashed it at them, once, a hard white blink of light that made them flinch and shade their eyes from a quarter-mile off. Then I did it again, and again, until they understood: that flash, that one small flash, could be seen from the sky as plain as a signal fire. A wet rock at the lake’s edge. A copper blade left in the sun. A still pool catching the light. Every bright thing in the valley was a hand waving at the eye, saying here. After that, no one argued about covering the copper or muddying the lake margins. They’d seen the flash with their own eyes from a quarter-mile, and they understood, finally, that the sky could see it from a hundred times further.

Kaya drove the labor harder than anyone. Too hard, maybe. By the end of one long day, hauling and lashing and hauling again from before dawn to past dusk, she pushed herself past the point her body wanted to go, and it caught up with her.

I found her behind the council chamber when the light had gone, sitting with her back against a stripped log, her head between her knees, breathing slow and careful through her mouth.

“Hey.” I crouched next to her. “You all right?”

“Fine.” Reflexive. Then, because it was just the two of us in the dark: “No. The smell. The cut branches, all that green sap, all day. It’s been turning my stomach since noon.” She lifted her head, and her face had that pale, set look I’d seen on the mountain, the wrist pressed to her mouth, swallowing. “It won’t sit right. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m a war-chief, I’ve smelled men’s guts on a battlefield without flinching, and a day of cut branches has me retching like a sick child.”

“You’ve been driving yourself into the ground for weeks.”

“That’s not it.” She said it sharply, then softer, frustrated with her own body. “I don’t get sick. I never get sick. The high country turned my stomach, the cut branches set me retching, the cooking-smell in the mornings makes me want to crawl out of my own skin. Something’s wrong with me and I don’t have time for it.” She breathed out, slow, mastering it. “Don’t tell Amara. She’ll fuss. She’ll make me rest. I can’t rest, the eye comes back and we’re not finished.”

I didn’t push it. I sat down in the dark beside her instead, my back against the same stripped log, and after a moment she let her head tip sideways onto my shoulder, which from Kaya was a surrender she’d have denied at knifepoint in daylight.

We sat like that a while, the village gone dim and shaggy around us under its new green ceiling. I turned my head and pressed my mouth to her sweat-damp hair, then her temple, and when she tilted her face up to find it I kissed her properly, slow and tired, nothing like how she usually took me. No teeth in it. No fight. Her hand found my thigh and rested there, not demanding, just holding on, and I felt the want move under the exhaustion in both of us like a current under ice, banked and patient.

“Not tonight,” she murmured against my mouth, and there was rue in it. “I can barely keep my eyes open and my stomach’s turning over. But when this is finished, when the eye’s beaten and I don’t reek of cut sap, I’m going to collect on every no you’ve made me swallow. A whole night. No watch, no dark to listen to, nothing but you and me and the time to be thorough about it.” She bit my lower lip, gently, a ghost of her usual fire. “Hold that thought, sky-man.”

“I’ll hold it.”

“Good.” She let herself stay against me one breath longer than she’d ever have allowed in daylight, then straightened and pulled her weight off me before either of us could get used to it.

“You should let her look at you,” I said. “Just to be sure.”

“After,” Kaya said. “After the eye’s beaten. Then she can poke at me all she likes.” She pushed herself upright, refused the hand I offered, steadied herself against the log on her own terms, and the war-chief came back over her like armor. “I’m fine, sky-man. Go to sleep. Tomorrow there’s more roof to hide.”

She walked off into the dark toward the hut, steady now, every line of her saying don’t fuss, and I let her go.

I climbed the wall instead of sleeping. I’d taken to doing that, walking the dark wall in the dead hours, watching the sky over the northern ridge, waiting.

The drone came back the next day at midday.

We were ready, in the rough way we could be. The lookouts on the north ridge had a relay of signals worked out, smoke by night and mirror-flash by day, and when the cry went up the village did the thing we’d drilled, fires doused, bright things covered, people under the canopy and into the shade, everyone still, the whole valley holding its breath under its new green ceiling.

I watched it from a screened gap on the wall, just my eyes, nothing bright, nothing moving.

It crested the north ridge, a small dark insect-shape against the pale sky, the faint distant whine of it carrying down on the wind. It came further than Rena had described from the night before. Further south. It crossed the ridge line and hung over the upper slopes, turning, its little camera-eye drinking in the highlands, and my whole chest was a fist while it looked.

Off to the west, in the dead side-valley, the decoy fire threw up a thin obedient finger of smoke.

The drone hung. Turned. And I swear, I swear, its blunt nose dipped toward the west, toward the smoke, toward the lie. It held there a long moment, looking at the empty fold of rock where I’d told it to look.

Then it climbed, and turned north, and flew home over the ridge, and was gone.

I let the breath out of my chest in a long shaking rush.

It had worked. This time. The smoke-lie had pulled its eye west and the green ceiling had hidden the truth and the valley had stayed off the map for one more day.

But I’d watched it the whole time, and I’d seen the thing that killed my relief before it could finish blooming.

It had come at midday. Rena’s first sighting had been at midday too, the day before. Same hour. And it had flown a line further south than the day before, and lower.

A pattern. A schedule. A grid in the sky to match the grid on the ground, walked one careful line at a time, deeper and lower with every pass.

They’d be back tomorrow at midday, lower still.


Chapter 8: Naia, Without the Mask

The concealment effort would have torn the village apart without Naia.

I didn’t see it at first. I was so deep in the engineering of the thing that I missed the other war being fought underneath it.

The engineering was real, and it was mine. The cook-smoke was the problem that wouldn’t die: two hundred people had to eat, and a cold camp two days couldn’t hold for moons. So I’d spent a week solving it. We dug the new hearths down into pits and ran the smoke sideways through buried channels packed with green brush and damp earth, the way I’d once watched a charcoal-burner do it in the Carpathians, so the smoke came up filtered and cool and thin a long way from the fire, threading out through the canopy in a hundred soft seeps instead of one telltale column. I ran a tallow lamp under a fresh-cut roof at dawn and lay on the ridge with Oko until the sun was high, watching, and the heat signature never rose clean enough for an eye in the sky to find. It worked. The valley would eat hot food and stay invisible doing it. That part I could do.

What I couldn’t do was the war underneath it. The one that had nothing to do with how a valley looked from above and everything to do with how two hundred frightened people held together when you took away their fires and their sunlight and told them to hide in their own home.

Naia saw it. Naia had always seen it. That was her gift, the one she’d spent her whole life aiming at her own advancement, and now, for the first time, she turned it on the valley.

She was everywhere. She knew which families would resent the screens and which would take pride in them, and she framed the work for each one in the words that would land. She knew that old Sena’s household wouldn’t move their fire for me or for the council, but they’d move it if Sena’s favorite granddaughter asked, so she got the granddaughter to ask. She knew which two families had a generation-old grudge over a marriage and made sure they were never assigned to the same work party, heading off a fight before it had a chance to start. She settled disputes over whose mats got used and whose roof got branched first, and she settled them so cleanly that both sides walked away feeling they’d won.

Morale was a thing she could read like weather. When the tribe’s nerve started to fray, when the strangeness of hiding got under people’s skin and the muttering started, she knew it before I did, and she’d appear with a story or a joke or a reorganization of the work that gave people something to feel good about. She kept the village from cracking under a fear it had no tradition for, and she did it without once bending or swaying or trading on her body.

The chieftain’s daughter was becoming a leader in front of me, and how I saw her changed.

I told her so, one evening, both of us bone-tired, sitting on the steps of the council chamber while the cold meal got passed around in the dusk.

“You held the whole village together this week,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it. I can make a valley disappear. I can’t keep two hundred people from turning on each other while I do it. That was you.”

She didn’t deflect it into flirtation. The old Naia would have. She just sat with it, turning it over, like the compliment was a strange new tool she didn’t quite know how to hold.

“My father used to say I had a politician’s heart and a courtesan’s instincts and no idea which one to trust.” She picked at a thread on her plain wrap. “He meant it as a warning. I took it as a recipe. I spent fifteen years using the courtesan’s instincts to feed the politician’s heart, and I got very good at it, and I was very alone, and I never once let myself notice the second part because the first part was working.” She looked out at the dim shrouded village, the people moving along the screened lanes in the failing light. “This is the first thing I’ve ever done where I didn’t calculate what I’d get for it. I just did it because the valley needed it.” A small, almost frightened laugh. “It feels better. I never expected it to feel better.”

I didn’t say anything. Some moments you don’t fill with words.

She came to me that night.

I was alone in the expanded hut, which was rare. Amara had stayed at the healer’s hut with a woman near her time. Kaya was on the wall, walking the dark watch she’d taken to claiming for herself lately. Sela was at the bathing pool. The hut was empty and dim and I was sitting by the dead coals turning the survey problem over for the hundredth time, and the door opened, and Naia stepped through.

I almost didn’t recognize her.

Not because she’d dressed up. Because she hadn’t. There was no shortened wrap. No oil gleaming on her skin, no copper jewelry catching the light, no braids dressed with shells. She wore the same plain daily wrap she’d worked in, her hair loose and simple, and she came into the hut without the walk, without the sway, without the calculated awareness of how her body moved through space that I’d known since the day I arrived.

She just walked in, like a person, and stood there, and for once in her life she looked like she didn’t have a plan.

“I told myself I wouldn’t do this,” she said. “I told myself I’d wait, that there was a smart way, a strategic way, a way to come to you that would make it certain.” She shook her head. “I’ve thought about it so many times. The angle, the timing, the words. I had it all worked out. And then tonight I realized that having it all worked out is exactly the thing that’s kept me alone my whole life, and I threw it all away on the walk over here, and now I’m standing in your hut with no plan and no angle and I’ve never been so frightened in my life.”

“Naia.”

“Let me finish. I’ll lose my nerve.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the way she had by the lake at the end of last season, smaller than I’d ever seen her. “I watched you build a family. Two wives, a child coming, the little watcher claimed and glowing. I watched all of it from the outside, like I watch everything, calculating my way in. And it hollowed me out, Daniel. Watching you love them. Watching them love you back, freely, with nothing held in reserve. I don’t know how to do that. I’ve never given anyone anything I didn’t expect to get paid back for.” Her voice cracked. “I’m so tired of being paid back. I want to give something away and not count it, and I want it to be you. I don’t even know how. But I came here anyway, with no plan and no angle, and I want you to teach me.”

I crossed the hut and took her face in my hands.

She’d used her body as a weapon and a wall her whole life, and I understood, looking at her, that the most intimate thing I could do was not let her hide behind it now. So I didn’t reach for the obvious. I just held her face, and made her look at me, and let her be seen the way she’d never let anyone see her.

“Then we go slow,” I said. “And you don’t perform. Not a single move. The second you start calculating, I’ll know, and I’ll stop, and we’ll just talk. Understand? I don’t want Naia the chieftain’s daughter tonight. I want the one who’s tired of counting.”

Her eyes filled.

“I don’t know if I know how to be her,” she whispered.

“You’re already being her. You walked in here with no plan. That’s her.” I brushed my thumb across her cheek, caught the first tear before it fell. “Kiss me. Not the way you’ve practiced. Just kiss me.”

She kissed me.

It was clumsy at first, and that was how I knew it was real, because Naia was never clumsy, Naia had a kiss for every occasion catalogued and rehearsed, and this one was none of them. It was uncertain and searching and it forgot to be beautiful, and it was the truest thing she’d ever given anyone. I felt her start to slip into technique once, to angle her head just so, to make it a performance, and I drew back an inch.

“No,” I said softly. “The real one.”

She made a small broken sound and kissed me again, and this time she let it be messy, let it be human, let me feel the want under it instead of the skill.

I undressed her slowly, and I made her keep looking at me while I did it. That was the whole heat of it, the thing she’d never allowed: being seen instead of displaying. When I loosed her wrap and let it fall, she had to fight the lifelong instinct to pose, to present, to arrange herself into something a man would pay for. I caught her starting to arch and I stilled her with my hands and just looked at her plainly, all of her, the rich deep brown of her oiled-daily skin, the dramatic flare of her hips, the medium breasts she’d always treated as secondary, and the massive, impossible curve of her ass that strained every wrap she owned.

“You’re beautiful,” I told her. “Not because you arranged yourself. Just standing there. That’s the part you never believed.”

A tear spilled over and she let it.

I laid her down on the furs and I worshipped her, and I framed every second of it as worship and not transaction, because that was the lesson she needed in her body and not just her ears. I kissed down her throat, across her collarbone, over her breasts, taking my time with the nipples she’d always dismissed, until she was gasping and her hands had found my hair. I worked down over the soft plane of her belly, and lower, and settled between her thick powerful thighs, and put my mouth on her.

She cried out, startled, her hips jerking. “You don’t have to…men don’t…”

“I want to. Stop counting.” I held her thighs open and licked into her, slow and deep, finding her clit and circling it with my tongue, and whatever she’d been about to say dissolved into a long unraveling moan. She was already wet, drenched, her body honest even when her mind fought it. I worked her with my mouth, patient, relentless, and felt her thighs begin to tremble around my head, felt the tension wind tight in her.

“I can’t…Daniel…nobody’s ever…I’m going to…”

“Then come. For nothing. Not to get anything. Just because it feels good.”

She came on my tongue with a sob, her whole body arching off the furs, her hands fisting in my hair, and there was something in the sound of it that wasn’t just pleasure, that was years of held breath finally letting go. She came undone giving nothing and getting nothing, just feeling, and I think that orgasm did more for her than anything I said all night.

I stayed there a moment, my mouth on the inside of her thigh, letting her come down, watching her chest heave. The famous body that had bought her so much and cost her everything, draped boneless across my furs, undone by the one thing she’d never let herself have: a man who wanted to give her something instead of take it. The massive curve of her hip filled my hand when I stroked up the line of her, and she shivered, oversensitive, a small helpless sound escaping her.

“I didn’t know it could be like that,” she whispered to the dark above her. “All those years. All those men. I thought I knew everything there was to know about this. I knew nothing.” A wet laugh. “The trick was to stop steering, and I never once thought to try it.”

“Now you know.”

“Now I know.” She reached down and found my shoulder and pulled, but not up this time. Down. She wanted to give something back, and I let her, because tonight was about her learning how.

She rose over me and pressed me onto my back and kissed down my chest, my stomach, slow, unhurried, and then she took me in her mouth. And it was nothing like I’d have expected from a woman who’d spent fifteen years weaponizing her body. There was no technique in it, none of the practiced art she’d surely learned to use on men she wanted to control. She took me with a kind of hungry sincerity, messy and eager, her dark eyes lifting to find mine, and when I groaned she made a small pleased sound around me, genuine, delighted at the honest proof that she could undo me too.

“Look at you,” I breathed, sliding my fingers into her loose hair, not guiding, just holding. “No angle. No plan. Just you.”

She drew off me, her lips wet and gleaming. “I always used to think about what I’d get,” she said. “Even doing this. Even like this. I never once just did it because I wanted the taste of a man in my mouth.” She lowered her head and took me again, deeper, and the abandon of it, the freedom of it, was the most honest thing she’d ever done with her body.

I let her have me that way until I was too close, until I had to pull her up by the hair, gentle, and she came up flushed and breathless and pleased with herself.

When I rolled her beneath me she pulled me down and kissed me, frantic, wet, tasting both of us on each other’s mouths, and she reached down between us and guided me to her.

“Inside me,” she breathed. “Please. I want to feel you. I want…I just want you.”

I pressed into her, slow, watching her face the whole time, and she watched mine, and the sustained eye contact was the most naked either of us got. The woman who controlled every encounter she’d ever had, letting me see her, holding nothing back, her dark eyes wide and wet and open as I filled her.

“This is what I wanted,” I murmured, seating myself fully inside her. “Just you. Nothing between us now.”

I moved slow at first, deep, unhurried, and she wrapped her thick thighs around me and met every stroke, just her honest breath and her honest grip and her eyes locked on mine.

“Let me ride you,” she whispered. “I want to. Not for show. I just want to be on top of you.”

I rolled us, and she settled astride me, and even now, even sincere, the sight of her over me was staggering, that dramatic curve of her hips, that ass filling my hands when I gripped her, the deep brown of her oiled skin glowing in the coal-light. But she rode me looking down into my face, not throwing her head back for an audience that wasn’t there, and that was the difference, that was everything.

She moved slow at first, finding it, and she fought the old reflexes the whole way. Her spine would start to arch into a display, her chin lifting on fifteen years of habit, and each time she caught it and folded back down toward me, toward being seen instead of showing. It was the hardest thing she did all night, harder than the surrender, harder than the truth she’d spoken in the doorway. She had to unlearn her own body, stroke by stroke, and she did it looking into my eyes.

“Don’t let me hide,” she breathed. “If I start performing, stop me. I want this to be real. I’ve never let anyone have me without the mask on.”

“There’s no one here to perform for,” I said, low, holding her gaze. “No witnesses. No firelight. No village watching you be magnificent. It’s a dark hut and it’s me and there’s nothing to win. That’s the whole point. You don’t have to be anything but the woman who walked in here with no plan.” I gripped her hips, set the rhythm with her, deep and slow and even. “Keep looking at me. That’s all. Just me.”

She kept looking at me. She rode me to give, not to take, and when she came the second time she came folded down over me, her face buried in my neck, her body clutching mine, whispering my name like it was a secret she’d been keeping from herself.

I pulled her down hard and let go inside her, deep, and held her there while I spilled, and she gasped and clenched around me and held me in, and we lay tangled and breathing while the coals ticked in the dark.

She traced the scar on my ribs, the Koru knife from the last battle, like Kaya did, like they all did now.

“You didn’t take the last of me,” she said quietly.

I went still.

“I noticed,” she said, and there was a wet laugh in it. “You could have. I’d have let you. Anything you asked for tonight, I’d have given, and you knew it, and you didn’t ask for the one thing I’ve never given any man.” She lifted her head and looked at me, and the old calculating intelligence was there in her eyes again, but turned to something better now. “The thing I always kept back. The thing I’d planned to use, someday, on whatever man I finally chose. My last surrender. You knew I’d give it tonight and you didn’t take it.”

“It’s not mine to take tonight,” I said. “Not like this, in a quiet hut with no one watching, on a night that’s about you learning how to give something away. That deserves more than a quiet night. That deserves a ceremony. Your ceremony.”

Her eyes went wide and wet, and for a moment she couldn’t speak at all.

“When I give you the last of myself,” she said slowly, finding the words, “I want it to be a vow. Not a victory. Not a trade, not a strategy, not a thing I do to win you. A vow, in front of the valley, the way Sela got her witnesses and Kaya got her oath.” Her eyes searched mine. “Can you wait for that? Can you want me enough to wait for me to be ready to give you everything, and mean it?”

“Yes,” I said.

Just that.

She laid her head back down on my chest, her whole body gone loose and unguarded against mine, none of it arranged for effect, and she just breathed against me in the dark.


Chapter 9: First Contact

The dry season came down hard, burning the high grass to silver, and two moons went under it.

The threat moved slowly and the pregnancy moved on its own clock, and the two of them ran side by side through the heart of those long dry months. The drone came and went on its schedule, and we beat it on its schedule, and it was a strange grinding kind of war, fought with mats and timing and decoy fires, a war you could win every single day and still be losing.

Because the grid on the ground kept walking south.

Through the dry season, while we hid the valley from the sky, the survey crew kept cutting their lines on foot through country the ATVs couldn’t reach. Rena and Oko shadowed them the whole way, unseen, and brought back the slow terrible arithmetic of it: a line closer, then a line closer, the marked poles marching toward the rim a few hundred paces at a time.

And Amara grew huge.

She’d gone from showing to ripe to enormous, her belly a taut proud sphere that led her everywhere, her breasts swollen so heavy now that she’d given up on wraps containing them and simply draped herself in loose woven cloth. She moved slowly, deliberately, refusing every offer of help with an imperial wave, and she was, somehow, more sexually voracious with every passing week, the pregnancy stoking a hunger in her that nothing seemed to bank.

It happened across the long dry months, not in any single impossible rush, the pregnancy ticking toward term and the grid ticking toward the rim, both of them counting down to the same handful of weeks.

And then the survey crossed over.

They came over the southern rim on foot, into the upper reaches of Vanu territory, following the grid where it led. Rena’s signal reached the village at dawn: a ground team, six of them, surveyors with their marked poles and their instruments, and two armed contractors walking flank.

This was the nightmare I’d lain awake over for two moons. Not the eye in the sky. Boots on the ground, inside the valley’s reach, walking toward the village.

And I couldn’t kill them.

That was the thing nobody else fully grasped, not even Kaya, who I’d explained it to a dozen times. A horde of Koru raiders, we slaughtered, and the world never noticed, because the world didn’t know the Koru existed. But these were modern people. People with names in a company’s records, with families who’d ask questions, with a satellite somewhere that could see the camp empty out for a search. Kill one surveyor and you don’t end the threat. You multiply it. You turn a quiet illegal survey into a missing-persons case, and missing-persons cases bring investigators and helicopters and the full weight of the machine, all of it pointed straight at the valley.

I had to make them turn back believing there was nothing here. No bodies. No fight. Just bad ground, hard country, a dead end not worth the walk.

So that’s the war I fought, and it was the hardest tactical problem I’d ever faced, harder than any battle, because I had to win it by making sure nothing happened at all.

We shadowed them all morning.

Kaya led the war party, twelve of her best, and I led them, and we moved through the country above the village like ghosts, ahead of the survey team and around them and never once seen. I’d drilled this for weeks: not an ambush, not a battle, a herding. We were going to turn a crew of modern men back the way you turn a herd, with pressure and terrain and fear, never showing ourselves, never giving them a target, just making the way forward feel wrong.

I’d prepared the ground. That was the engineering of it, the part I was good at. In the weeks the grid had been creeping toward us I’d studied where it would have to cross, and I’d made those places treacherous. A slope above the likely route, undercut and loosened so a well-placed pry-bar would bring a slide of rock down across the trail. A section of game-path narrowed and made to feel unstable, the kind of bad footing that makes an experienced man’s animal-brain say don’t. A stand of bamboo I’d half-cut so the wind through it made a deep groaning crack like the whole hillside was about to go.

You don’t stop modern men with spears. You stop them with their own caution. Every one of those contractors had a lizard-brain that had kept him alive in bad places, and I was going to talk to that lizard-brain in the only language it spoke: this ground is going to kill you. Go home.

It worked, for most of the morning. We pushed them. A rockslide came down across the trail ahead of them at the right moment, no one near enough to be hurt, just a wall of stone and dust and the unmistakable message that the mountain was unstable. I heard them shouting in English, far off, the surveyors arguing about whether the geology was too dangerous to continue, the contractors cursing the terrain. They backed off, found another line, and we were already there, ready to make the new line feel just as bad.

Then the weather turned.

It came fast, as it does in the highlands, a wall of gray rolling over the rim, the temperature dropping, the first heavy drops and then a downpour that turned the slopes to running mud in minutes. I felt the situation slip out of my hands. A herding operation depends on control, on knowing where everyone is, and the storm took all of it: visibility, footing, the careful choreography I’d built. The survey team, spooked by the rockfalls and now lashed by a storm, broke and ran for lower ground, scattering, and my careful pressure dissolved into chaos.

That’s when it fractured.

In the murk and the running mud, one of the contractors went down. I saw it through the rain, a man losing his footing on a slope I’d loosened, sliding, his leg folding wrong under him as he caught a root. He screamed, a sound that carried even through the downpour. The team scrambled to him, hauling him up, and in the confusion and the panic they did the thing scattered people do in a storm.

They left someone behind.

I almost didn’t see it. A figure on the far side of the slide, cut off from the others by the fresh rockfall and the storm, separated in the chaos, calling out into a wind that ate the words. The team, focused on their injured man, dragging him down toward the rim, didn’t hear. Didn’t count heads. Didn’t notice they were one short until the storm and the dark had swallowed the distance between them.

A figure with a blonde ponytail under a soaked field cap.

The geologist.

I lost sight of her in the rain and the gathering dark. The team retreated over the rim with their injured man, beaten by the mountain exactly as I’d planned, and I should have felt the cold satisfaction of a problem solved. Instead I lay in the wet brush thinking about a woman alone on a bad slope in a storm, in country that would kill her by morning, country I’d deliberately made more dangerous than it already was.

I made a decision I couldn’t fully explain to myself, then or later.

“They’ve gone,” Kaya said, beside me, rain streaming off her. “Back over the rim. It worked. They’ll tell the others the ground is death and the geology’s wrong.” She wiped her face. “Why aren’t you happy?”

“There’s one still out there. The woman. They left her.”

Kaya’s face went flat and practical. “Then the mountain takes her, and there’s one less to come back. The cold and the wet will do what your hands can’t. No body for us to answer for. The valley couldn’t ask for cleaner luck.”

She was right. Tactically, she was completely right. The cleanest possible outcome was a modern intruder dead of natural causes on a storm-lashed slope, no Vanu hand in it, a tragic accident the company would write off. Every cold calculation I’d been making for two moons said let her die.

“We find her,” I said. “Alive.”

Kaya stared at me through the rain. “Why?”

I didn’t have a good answer. I had a tangle of bad ones. That I’d watched men die on a mountain once, and buried them with rocks, and never forgotten it. That a woman alone in a storm was a thing I couldn’t just walk away from, no matter the arithmetic. That some part of me, the part that had heard English drift up out of a camp at dawn and felt it like a blade, needed to know who she was. That she was a person, and the machine I’d been fighting for two moons treated people as line items, and if I let her die to save the valley I’d have become the machine.

“Because we’re not the Koru,” I said finally. “And because she might be worth more to us alive than dead. She knows their machine from the inside. Now move. The cold’s already working on her.”

Kaya looked at me a long moment in the rain, and whatever she saw in my face, she stopped arguing. She put her fingers to her mouth and whistled the scouts in, and we turned from herding modern men back over the rim to hunting one lost woman through the storm and the dark.

It took most of the night.

The storm fought us the whole way. The rain washed out sign as fast as we found it, and the dark was absolute, and the cold that came down behind the rain was the kind that kills. I’d hunted men in bad country before, but I’d never hunted to save one, and the difference sat strange in my chest, the urgency of it, the clock of a freezing body running down somewhere in the dark ahead of us.

Rena found the sign, a torn scrap of synthetic fabric snagged on rock, a scuffed slide-mark in the mud where someone had fallen and caught herself. She read the slope as Oko had taught her, where a lost and frightened person would go, downhill, toward sound, toward any shelter, the predictable choices of someone whose thinking was already going cold-slow and stupid. We followed her logic more than her tracks, because the tracks were mostly gone, and Rena’s read on a panicking mind in bad country turned out to be better than any footprint.

We tracked her down off the bad slope and into a ravine where she’d taken shelter, or been driven, the storm pushing her downhill like it pushed everything. Twice we lost her and twice Rena cast for the line again, patient, certain, while I stood in the lashing rain and made myself not think about how long a soaked body lasts in this cold. The rain eased toward the dead of night and the cold came down hard behind it, the killing highland cold, and I knew we were running out of time.

We found her just before dawn.

She’d wedged herself into a hollow under a rock overhang, out of the worst of the wet, but the cold had her, and the cold doesn’t care about shelter. She was curled tight, soaked through, shaking in the violent uncontrolled way that means the body’s losing the fight. One ankle was swollen grotesque inside her boot, wrenched in the fall. Her lips had gone gray. She was half-conscious, drifting, the dangerous drowsy stage where the cold starts to feel like warmth.

Up close, in the first gray light, I could see her properly for the first time.

Thirty, maybe thirty-two. Fair-skinned in a way that no one in this valley was, pale even under the weather-burn, a scatter of freckles across her nose and cheekbones that the cold had turned stark. Blonde hair, darkened with rain, plastered to her face where it had come loose from the ponytail. And when her eyes cracked open at the sound of us, they were green, a clear pale green, glassy now with cold and shock.

Maximum contrast, every part of her, to the four brown-skinned dark-haired women I’d built a life with. She looked like she’d fallen out of a different world. Which, of course, she had.

She saw the war party first. Twelve dark tribal figures in woven wraps materializing out of the storm-murk, copper spears, scarred faces, Kaya’s flat predator stare. A primitive nightmare out of a history book, surrounding her in the dark. Her glassy eyes went wide as it registered, the impossible wrongness of it, and her cracked lips moved, but the cold had taken her words.

Then she saw me.

I crouched down in front of her, and I watched her try to make sense of what she was looking at. A man in a tribal wrap, a copper circlet on his brow, weathered dark by months of sun, bearded, barefoot. One of them. Except.

Except I was the wrong color too. Lighter than the others, under the tan. And something in how I moved, how I crouched, the way I held myself, must have read as familiar to her in a way that made no sense in this place, because I watched the confusion deepen toward something like terror, the terror of a thing that doesn’t fit.

I made a choice. I’d been making nothing but choices all night.

It cost more than I expected. For months I’d lived entirely inside the Vanu tongue, sinking deeper into it week by week, thinking in it, dreaming in it, until the language I was born to had gone quiet in me, a room I’d stopped entering. And here was a person who spoke it. A fellow creature out of the drowned world, freezing to death in front of me. Speaking to her in my own tongue meant opening that room, and I could feel what was waiting behind the door: the old Daniel, the one who’d been declared dead. I felt him stir at the first English word, and I let him, because a woman was dying and there was no other way.

“Hey,” I said. In English. The first English I’d spoken aloud to another living soul since the crash, not since I buried my crew, and my own voice sounded strange to me, rusty, a language I’d nearly stopped dreaming in. “Hey. Stay with me. You’re hypothermic. We’re going to get you warm. Can you hear me?”

The effect on her was total.

She went rigid. Every muscle locking, not from cold this time, from shock. Her green eyes snapped to mine and fixed there, and the glassy drift cleared for one sharp moment, burned away by pure disbelief. Her mouth worked. The English, my English, flat and Californian and utterly impossible coming out of a barefoot man in a copper crown in the middle of an uncontacted valley, hit her like a physical thing.

Behind me I heard Kaya shift, not understanding the words but reading the moment, how the sky-woman’s whole body had reacted to the sounds I’d made.

“You’re American,” the woman whispered. Her voice was a wrecked thread, the cold and the shock fighting each other in it. “You’re…that’s an American accent. You can’t…” Her eyes searched my face, frantic, looking for the trick in it, the explanation. “Who are you. What is this. Where…”

“Daniel. My name’s Daniel. You’re safe now, which I know doesn’t look true, but it is. You hurt your ankle and you’ve been out in the cold all night and your body’s in trouble. I need you to let us carry you somewhere warm. Can you do that?”

She kept staring. The shaking had gotten worse, her teeth chattering so hard she could barely shape the words, but she fought them out anyway, because some questions won’t wait even for the cold.

“You’re not…” Her gray lips trembled. Her glassy green eyes held mine like I was the only fixed point in a spinning world, and maybe, to her, I was. “You’re not supposed to be real.”

Then her eyes rolled back, and the cold pulled her under, and I caught her as she fell.


Chapter 10: The Outsider

Amara had her warm and dry and stable by midmorning.

Whatever territorial feelings the women of the valley might have had about a sky-woman in their midst, Amara was a healer first, and a healer doesn’t ask a freezing patient for her credentials. She’d stripped the soaked field clothes off the woman, packed her in warm furs by a banked fire, gotten heated broth into her by the spoonful, and bound the wrenched ankle with the same brisk competence she’d have given any of her own people. By the time the sun was high, the gray had left the woman’s lips and the dangerous drowsiness had passed into ordinary exhausted sleep.

“She’ll keep the foot,” Amara told me, wiping her hands. “Bad sprain, not a break. She’ll limp for a week and complain for two.” She studied my face with those warm assessing eyes. “You speak her tongue.”

“It’s my tongue. The one I was born to.”

“I know.” Something gentle and watchful in it. “I’ve never heard you speak it before. Not once, in all this time. It changes your face, Daniel. You look younger and sadder both.” She put a hand on my arm. “Be careful with that. A door you thought was bricked up just opened in the back of you. Mind what walks through it.”

She always saw too much.

The woman woke in the early afternoon, and I was there when she did, sitting across the healer’s hut, giving her space.

She came up out of sleep slow and confused, and I watched her do what I’d done in this same valley once, the long disorienting climb out of one reality into another. Her green eyes opened on woven walls and hanging herbs and a fire pit, and then on me, and I saw the whole impossible night come back to her at once.

“Okay,” she said hoarsely, to the ceiling. “Okay. So that was real.” She turned her head and looked at me, and the scientist in her was already reasserting itself over the shock, already cataloging, already needing data. “American. You said your name’s Daniel. You’re wearing a tribal wrap and a copper headpiece and you carried me down a mountain, and there’s an uncontacted village around us that isn’t on any map I’ve ever seen, and you talk like you grew up two hours from where I did.” She wet her cracked lips. “I’m going to need you to explain all of that, in order, and I’m going to need water, and I’m going to need to know if I’m a prisoner.”

I almost laughed. The first English conversation I’d had since the crash, and it was an interrogation.

“Water first,” I said, and brought it to her, a gourd, and she drank deep, and I sat back down.

“I’m Daniel Voss,” I said. “Last year I was the host of a survival show. My production crew flew an illegal route into protected highlands, the engine died, and we went down in a caldera that doesn’t appear on any map because the people who live in it have spent generations making sure it doesn’t. My crew died in the crash. I lived. The tribe took me in. I’ve been here ever since.” I let that sit. “And no, you’re not a prisoner. You’re a guest who can’t leave, which I admit isn’t a comfortable distinction, but it’s an honest one.”

She processed it with a speed I respected. No hysterics, no denial. Just a fast, hard reckoning with the new facts.

“Voss,” she said slowly. “There was a Voss. The survival guy. You went missing, what, last year, somewhere over New Guinea. They declared it a crash, no survivors, the production company took a beating in the press for the illegal flight plan.” Her green eyes sharpened on me. “Everybody thinks you’re dead.”

“Everybody’s right, as far as I’m concerned. Who are you?”

She pushed herself up against the furs, wincing as the movement jarred her ankle, and even half-wrecked and exhausted there was a crispness to her, a precision. She’d clearly spent her life being the smartest person in too many rooms, and she’d long since gotten tired of having to prove it.

“Dr. Claire Sorensen. Field geologist. Thirty-two years old, for the record, since you’re clearly the kind of place where ages matter.” A dry note, even now. “I work, worked, contract for the survey company you’ve apparently been playing cat-and-mouse with for the last few months. Those rockfalls weren’t natural, by the way. I told them the geology didn’t read right for that much instability. Nobody listens to me. That’s sort of the theme of my career.”

“Tell me about the company.”

And she did, and it was worse than I’d feared.

She laid it out with a geologist’s precision and a whistleblower’s bitterness. The company was chasing a deposit, something rich enough under the caldera’s flank to justify the cost and the risk of an illegal survey in protected territory. She’d been brought on to do the science and had, in the doing, flagged the whole region as ecologically and archaeologically sensitive, a place that should have been off-limits to extraction entirely. She’d written a report recommending the company pull out and disclose the find to the authorities.

“They buried it,” she said flatly. “Buried the report, kept me on because firing me would’ve looked like exactly what it was, and pushed the survey forward anyway. I’ve been out here for months now watching a company I despise drill into a place I think is one of the most important untouched ecosystems on the planet, and I couldn’t do anything about it except file objections that go into a drawer.” She laughed, no humor in it. “And then I fell off a mountain and woke up in the place I was trying to protect, being interrogated by a dead celebrity. So. Banner year.”

Here was the part I needed.

“How bad is it,” I said. “If they found the village. If they confirmed what’s down here. How bad, really. Give me the truth, not the comfortable version.”

She didn’t flinch from it, and I appreciated that.

“Bad,” she said. “Not one-crew bad. Civilization-ending bad, for these people. Once the company confirms a deposit this size, there’s no putting it back in the box. It’s not about the eight men in the tents. There are satellites that can image this whole region down to a meter any time the sky’s clear. There are investors who’ve sunk money into this and won’t walk away. There are more crews, more equipment, eventually roads, eventually a mine. And the second a contacted, undocumented tribe shows up on imagery sitting on top of a major deposit, it becomes an international story, governments, NGOs, journalists, every one of them with their own agenda, and not one of those agendas is leave these people alone in their valley.” She held my eyes. “You can scare off one survey crew. You can’t scare off the modern world once it knows you’re here. The valley’s problem is so much bigger than the men in those tents. I’m sorry. You asked for the truth.”

It was the truth. It was the same truth I’d been circling for two moons, and hearing it from someone who knew the machine from the inside made it solid and final.

“Then I have to make sure they never confirm it,” I said.

“You can’t out-run a satellite.”

“No. But I might be able to make their map lie. We’ll get to that.” I leaned forward. “Right now I need to know which side you’re on.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and the question behind her eyes was the one I’d half-expected and dreaded.

“You could come back with me,” she said quietly. “When they search for me, and they will search, you could walk out with the rescue. Get extracted. Go home. Be Daniel Voss again. The miracle survivor, a year lost in the wild.” She tilted her head. “I keep waiting for you to want that. Most people would be clawing at the chance. You’re not. Why aren’t you?”

And there it was. The pull of the old world, exactly the thing Amara had warned me to mind.

I sat with it honestly, because Claire had earned honesty and because I needed to hear my own answer out loud.

“Think about what’s actually waiting for me back there,” I said. “A man who was famous for pretending to be in danger, who turned out to be in real danger and didn’t survive it on paper. Daniel Voss got a memorial episode and a spike in streaming numbers and an estate fight over the merchandise rights. The network already replaced me. The sponsors already moved on. There’s no job, no crew, no one counting the days. The company that flew us into that mountain falsified the permits, let three men die, and buried it so clean the world thinks it was weather.” I gestured at the woven walls, the hanging herbs, the whole improbable valley beyond them. “Here, I matter. Not because of a contract or a rating. Because I built the water that grows their food and the walls that keep them alive and the family sleeping in my hut. The old world had all these months to come looking and it sent a survey crew after copper, not after me. This world needs me every single day. Why would I trade that for a ghost’s life?”

Claire was quiet a long time.

“That’s the sanest reason to do an insane thing I’ve ever heard,” she finally said. “And I think I almost envy you, which is its own kind of insane.” She shifted against the furs, grimacing at her ankle. “I’m not making any promises. But I’m not on the company’s side. I haven’t been for months. So. Provisionally. Cautiously. I’m on the side of the valley.” A wry twist of her mouth. “God help me.”

The village met her over the following days, and that was its own slow theater.

The Vanu had never seen anything like her. Fair freckled skin that burned instead of darkened, hair the color of dry grass, eyes the green of new leaves. Children dared each other to dart in and touch her hair and bolt, shrieking with delight, until she started letting them, holding still, deadpan, while a six-year-old reverently petted her ponytail like it was a strange animal. Mura assessed her with hard old eyes and a healthy distrust that Claire, to her credit, met without flinching.

The women’s reactions told me more than any of it. Amara, who’d long since made her peace with sharing me and had a healer’s eye for a person’s worth, treated Claire as a patient first and a curiosity second, brisk and kind, and that pragmatism did more to settle the village than any decree could have. Kaya watched the sky-woman the way she watched the eastern tree line, flat and assessing, not hostile exactly but territorial, a predator clocking a new animal in her range and reserving judgment. Sela was openly fascinated, drifting close to study Claire’s pale freckled skin and grass-colored hair with the same hungry curiosity she’d once aimed at me from the edge of the firelight, and Claire, to her credit, let herself be studied. And Naia, the political mind, watched Claire and visibly calculated, weighing where this strange new factor fit in the shifting balance of the valley, what she meant, what she could be used for or guarded against.

“She’s not like you,” Kaya said to me that evening, low, watching Claire limp across the compound on her crutch. “She’s your color, under the sun-burn, and she talks your tongue. But she’s soft in a way you’re not. She’s never been hungry. Never been hunted. You can see it in how she moves, like the world’s always been on her side.” A pause, grudging. “But she chose to help us instead of her own people. That’s not nothing. I’ll watch her. I won’t draw on her. That’s as far as I go tonight.”

Claire bore all of it with a dry, exhausted grace, an alien dropped into a world she’d been trying to protect, slowly understanding that she’d become part of it.

And that night, with the sky-woman a new fixed star in my sky and the door home cracked open in the back of me, Amara made very sure I remembered which world I’d chosen.

She came to me huge and radiant and impatient, and she didn’t waste words.

“You’ve been speaking your old tongue all day,” she said, shedding her loose drape, standing before me enormous and glowing in the coal-light. “Looking younger and sadder, like I warned you. I think I need to remind you what you have.” She took my hand and pressed it flat against the great taut curve of her belly. “Feel how full you made me. There is nothing in your old world that gave you this.”

The pregnancy had transformed her into the breeding fantasy made flesh. Her belly was an enormous tight sphere now, the skin stretched smooth and shining, a darkened line running down its center. Her breasts had swollen past even their massive baseline, hanging heavy and full, the nipples dark and puffy and so sensitive that the brush of cloth made her gasp. She was huge everywhere, ripe everywhere, a woman at the absolute zenith of fertility, and she knew exactly how that landed on me.

“Look at it,” she breathed, guiding my hands over the swell of her. “Touch it. This is what we did. Every day it grows bigger, and every day my body wants you more, not less. This is what a man does to a woman when he’s worth her body, Daniel. This is what you’re worth.”

“Look what I made,” I said, and meant it, and bent to kiss the taut curve of her belly.

She moaned at that, a deep helpless sound. Everything was sensitive now, and the kiss against her stretched skin made her thighs press together. I worked my mouth up over the swell of her, slow, worshipping the great ripe sphere of her, the proof of me she carried, and she shook under it.

“The furs,” she gasped. “I can’t stand much longer, my back, just get me to the furs, I need you, I’ve needed you all day.”

I laid her down on her side, because her body couldn’t take much else now, and I fit myself against her back, spooning her, my hand sliding over the great curve of her belly to find her between her thighs. She was drenched, swollen, the pregnancy keeping her in a near-constant state of want, and when my fingers found her clit she cried out and pushed back against me.

“Inside me,” she panted. “Now. I’ve been aching for you since this morning. Fill me up.”

I guided myself to her from behind and pressed in, slow, and the angle of side-lying let me sink deep without crushing the belly, and she was hot and tight and slick, gripping me like she always did, her whole body opening for me. I held her there, buried, my hand splayed across the taut curve of our child, the other cupping one heavy swollen breast.

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes, like this, I can take it like this, just move, slow, deep, let me feel all of you.”

I moved. Slow and deep, exactly as she needed, each stroke drawing a ragged cry out of her. Her belly shifted under my hand with the rhythm of it. I rolled the swollen nipple between my fingers and she shrieked at the sensitivity, her pussy clenching around me, the heightened reactions of late pregnancy turning every touch into lightning.

“They’re so full,” she gasped. “Soon there’ll be milk in them, Daniel, soon you’ll drink while you do this, you promised, you promised…”

“I remember.” I drove deeper, and she keened. “Heavy with my child. So full of me you can’t hold any more, and still you reach for it.”

“Yes. Yes. Tell me what I am.”

“You’re the proof. That you’re still a woman worth wanting, that this body still pulls a man down like a tide.” I thumbed her clit and felt her start to come apart. “Look at you. Bred up huge and still hungry, and there’s not a man living who could see this and choose to walk away from it.”

“No,” she sobbed, fierce through the pleasure. “No, there isn’t. Not even you.”

Then she reached back and gripped my hip, stilling me. “Wait. Wait. I want to be on top. I want you under me. I want you to see what you did to me while I ride you.”

I eased out of her and helped her turn, slow and careful, her huge body needing the care, and I lay back on the furs and she rose over me. It took her a moment, her hands braced on my chest, to lift one thick thigh across my hips and settle herself. And then she sank down onto me, and the breath went out of both of us, and she sat up straight in the firelight with her enormous belly riding above me and her massive milk-heavy breasts swaying over it, the whole ripe overwhelming proof of me on display.

“Look,” she breathed, taking my hands and pressing them to the great taut sphere of her belly, riding me slow, shallow at first, then sinking deeper. “Look up at me. See what you did to this body. Every part of me, swollen with you.” She rolled her hips, grinding down, her belly shifting under my hands, her swollen breasts beading at the dark nipples, a first thin drop of colostrum welling and sliding over the curve of one. “Tell me what you see.”

“I see a woman no man in his right mind would leave,” I said, gripping her hips, driving up into her. “Ripe. Defiant. Glorious.”

“Then don’t,” she sobbed, riding harder now, faster, her belly and her breasts swaying with the motion, the proof of me everywhere. “Don’t you ever. Say you won’t. I want to come hearing it.”

“I’m not going anywhere. There’s no door in any world that leads anywhere better than this. You made sure of that the day you let me put a child in you.”

I gave her more, deeper, my hand firm on the great curve of her belly, and she shattered. The orgasm rolled up through her ripe heavy body in long deep surges, her thighs shuddering against my hips, her swollen breasts swaying as the tremors took her, the clench of her pulling at me from somewhere deep and slow and bottomless. She came with a long shaking cry, holding my hand against her belly the entire time like she needed me to feel the proof of us while she fell apart.

I couldn’t have held back if I’d wanted to. I drove deep and held there and spilled, emptying everything into her in hot pulses she clenched to keep, and she ground back against me to take all of it, her hand lacing through mine over the swell of our child.

“Don’t move,” she breathed, rocking gently through the aftershocks, holding me inside her, fierce even now. “Stay where you belong. Whatever cracked open in you today when you spoke that old tongue, look at me. Look at what you’d have to walk away from. This.” She pressed my hand flat and hard against the great curve of her belly. “I dare your old world to show you anything it made that’s worth leaving this behind. Let the door stand open all it likes. You won’t fit back through it, sky-man. You’ve grown too big for the man who came in.”

I held her, still inside her, my hand on my unborn child, and I let the old world close back over in the dark.

Outside, at the edge of the firelight, I caught a glimpse of pale hair.

Claire, sitting alone at the threshold of the healer’s hut where they’d quartered her, her injured foot stretched out before her, watching the village settle into the dusk. She wasn’t watching us, couldn’t have seen anything through the woven walls. But the sight of her alone at that threshold, the only other modern soul for a thousand miles, half-in and half-out of a world she hadn’t chosen, pulled hard at something in my chest. One castaway recognizing another.

Later, when I stepped out into the cool dark, she was still there, and she spoke without quite looking at me, low, to the night.

“I’ve been thinking about it all day,” she said. “If I go back, I have to tell them what’s here. I’m a scientist. I can’t sit in a debrief and lie about the most significant discovery of my life.” A pause. “And if I don’t go back, they’ll come looking for me anyway. Missing geologist. That’s a whole investigation by itself.” She turned her head then, and her green eyes found mine in the dark, and held there a beat too long. “So either way, your valley’s in trouble. I just haven’t decided yet which way I’m the cause of it.”

I let the silence stand between us, and she let me.


Chapter 11: The Knife in the Dark

The valley was stretched too thin, and Raku knew it.

For two moons we’d bent the whole tribe toward two tasks: watching the miners and hiding from their eyes. Every able body was spent on it. The wall watches had thinned because I’d needed the hands elsewhere. The scouts ranged north toward the camp instead of east toward the Koru. We’d been so consumed by the new threat, the one that came with rifles and satellites, that we’d let the old one drift to the edge of our attention.

And the old one had been watching. Patient. Wounded. Counting our spears.

Raku couldn’t field a horde anymore. Raid by raid we’d broken him: arrow wounds, a slash across the ribs, a gash from his cheekbone to his ear that Lira had given him with one beautiful shot. The war-chief of the Koru who’d terrorized this valley for a generation was a diminished thing now, too hurt and too short of warriors to throw himself at our walls a third time.

So he did what a cornered predator does when it can’t win a fight.

He came alone. By night. By stealth. While the valley slept thin and exhausted under its green ceiling, watching the wrong horizon.

I didn’t hear him come in. Nobody did. That was the horror of it, after the open battles, the wall-sieges where you saw death coming across the killing ground with a war-cry in its throat. This was the opposite. This was a shadow where there shouldn’t be one, moving through a sleeping village, silent, with a knife and a lifetime of murder behind it.

What woke me was wrong-ness.

I’d learned, in these months of this, to sleep like the tribe slept, with one ear always listening. And in the dead hour something registered below the threshold of waking: a sound that wasn’t a village sound. Not the shift of coals, not the night birds, not the wind in the new screens. A wet, soft, terrible sound, and then a body settling to the ground too quietly.

I came awake all at once, the way Kaya had taught me.

The hut was dark. Amara breathed heavy and slow beside me, enormous with the child, dead asleep. Across the hut, Sela’s furs were empty, and my heart stopped before I remembered: she’d gone to the healer’s hut to sit with the woman near her time, the patient Amara had been tending. Sela slept there half the nights now, the apprentice growing into the healer.

The healer’s hut. Where a pregnant woman labored, and Sela slept, and the most valuable prizes in the valley lay unguarded.

I was up and moving before I’d finished the thought, machete in my hand, out the door into the cold dark.

Kaya found me in the lane. She’d woken to the same wrongness, or to my movement, and she materialized out of the shadow with her copper blade bare, and one look passed between us, all the communication we needed.

We found the guard ten paces on.

A young woman, one of Kaya’s, posted at the bend in the lane near the healer’s hut. She was down, slumped against a screen-post, and for a sick moment I thought she was dead. Then she moved, a hand pressing to her side, a wet dark stain spreading under it, and a thin gasp of pain. Wounded, not killed. He’d cut her and moved past, fast and quiet, not wasting the time a kill would cost.

Kaya dropped beside her for half a breath, pressed the girl’s own hand harder to the wound. “Stay. Press. We’ll send Amara.” Then she was up, and the look on her face had gone to something I’d only seen aimed at one man in the world.

“Raku,” she breathed. It wasn’t a question. She knew his work. “He’s inside the walls.”

We went for the healer’s hut.

The door-screen had been eased aside, not torn. Someone had moved it slow and careful, taking pains not to wake whoever slept within. Inside, the coals threw the barest red light, and in that light I saw it, the thing that nearly stopped my heart.

A massive shadow bent over the sleeping furs. The huge ritual-scarred bulk of him, the topknot of matted locks, the necklace of finger bones I could hear faintly rattling. He had one hand reaching down toward a sleeping shape. Toward Sela, curled small on the apprentice’s mat near the patient she’d been tending.

His hand closed over her mouth.

She woke into a nightmare. A monster’s hand clamped over her face, the reek of him, the dark. Once, the night of the first raid, a Koru warrior had grabbed her like this and dragged her screaming toward the jungle, and she’d been a trembling helpless girl, and I’d had to cut her free.

She was not that girl anymore.

Sela exploded. Not the panicked thrashing of prey, but something fierce and trained, because she’d spent these months in Kaya’s valley watching warriors and helping treat their wounds and absorbing more than anyone gave her credit for. She bit. Hard, savage, her teeth finding the meat of his palm, and Raku grunted, the first sound he’d made, and his grip loosened a fraction. And in that fraction her small hand found the thing every healer keeps by her mat: a copper blade, thin, wickedly sharp, the kind I’d forged to Amara’s specifications for cutting away dead flesh.

She drove it into his forearm.

It wasn’t a killing blow. She didn’t have the angle or the strength for that. But it was a real wound from a real blade, and it bought her the half-second she needed to twist free and scream, and her scream split the night open.

Raku reared back, the copper blade still buried in his arm, and his black eyes came up and found me in the doorway.

For one frozen instant we looked at each other, the sky-man and the war-chief of the Koru, across the body of a girl who’d just refused to be a victim. His filed teeth bared in the coal-light. He knew the math as well as I did: the scream would bring the village, his stealth was spent, the prize had fought back and cut him and woken everyone.

He ran.

He went out the back of the hut, tearing through the woven wall in a way the front-door easing had been too careful for, exploding into the dark of the lanes, and I went after him with Kaya a half-step behind.

The hunt through the dark village undid me in a way no open battle ever had. A battle had lines and directions and a front to face. This was chaos in the black, a wounded predator loose among sleeping families. We crashed through the concealment lanes, the woven barriers, twice losing him, twice finding him by sound, the rattle of bone, the wet of his wounds, the grunt of pain when he forced the copper blade out of his own arm and flung it aside.

Kaya was incandescent. This was the man who’d killed her husband, who’d hunted her for eight years, who’d just put his hands on a woman of her family, and she went after him through the dark with a fury that would have frightened me if it had ever been aimed my way. She nearly had him at the eastern screen, her copper blade opening a line across his back, before he kicked her legs from under her and broke free.

It was the screens that nearly killed us. The same woven barriers I’d raised to hide the village from the sky now hid a killer in the dark, broke the sightlines, turned every lane into a blind corner. Twice he was a shadow and then nothing. Once he was close enough that I felt the wind of his war club pass my face and heard the bone necklace rattle and smelled the blood and the rancid grease of him, and then he was gone again into the maze I’d built. I’d spent moons making this village impossible to see, and now I was hunting a monster through my own concealment, and the irony of it sat bitter and heavy in me even as I ran.

The terror of it was a different animal. Every dark doorway might hold him, and every soft sound might be him reaching a hand toward another mouth. Amara, huge and slow with the child, asleep and alone in the hut. The thought put a hard cold engine behind my legs and I ran faster.

We drove him toward the wall. The whole village was waking now, torches blooming, warriors stumbling out of huts, Kaya’s drilled response finally engaging, and Raku saw that the window was closing and made for the perimeter at a dead, wounded run.

He went over the eastern wall, the burned section we still hadn’t fully rebuilt, the way he’d come in. I got one clean look at him silhouetted against the torch-glow as he topped the palisade.

And I saw him see her.

Claire had come out of the healer’s hut at the commotion, drawn by the screaming and the torchlight, leaning on a crutch I’d cut her, her pale hair and pale skin lit up stark and impossible in the firelight. And Raku, atop the wall, bleeding, beaten, fleeing, paused for one half-second and looked straight at her.

The sky-woman. Fair-skinned, yellow-haired, alien, here, among the Vanu.

I watched it land in his face. I watched him understand that there was something new in the valley, something that connected to the strangeness in the north, the thing his own scouts must have caught wind of. I watched the war-chief of the Koru file it away behind those flat black eyes, even as Lira’s arrow hissed past his head, even as he dropped off the wall into the dark.

Then he was gone. Into the jungle, into the night, escaped again, wounded again, but carrying something out with him this time worse than any wound.

He knew about the sky-people now. He’d seen one with his own eyes.

The aftermath was shaking and adrenaline and the long terrible coming-down. The wounded guard would live, Amara’s hands already on her, the cut deep but clean and missable of anything vital. The village settled out of panic into the grim accounting of a near-disaster survived.

And Sela.

I found her in the corner of the healer’s hut, the copper blade she’d retrieved still in her white-knuckled grip, shaking now that the fight was over, the after-terror that always came once the danger passed. But she wasn’t broken. That was the thing. The girl who’d been dragged screaming into the jungle that first season was rattled, was trembling, but she’d cut a war-chief and screamed the alarm and saved herself, and she knew it, and under the shaking there was something fierce and astonished in her face.

She dropped the blade and came into my arms and held on hard, her small body trembling against me, her breath coming fast.

“I cut him,” she whispered. “Daniel. I cut him. I didn’t just freeze and wait for you, I cut him, I made him bleed…”

“You did. You saved yourself. You were incredible.”

“I was so scared.” Her hands fisted in my wrap. “I’m still so scared. But I didn’t freeze. The girl he grabbed that first night, she’s gone. She’s really gone.” She pulled back and looked up at me, wet-eyed and shaking and proud all at once. “Hold me anyway. Even though I didn’t freeze. Hold me because I’m scared, not because I’m helpless.”

I held her. Both arms, tight, her heart hammering against my chest, and I felt my own hands shaking now that the fight was done, the adrenaline draining out of me and leaving the cold understanding of how close it had come. A hand over a mouth in the dark. Half a second slower waking, and he’d have had her out the wall and into the jungle before the alarm ever sounded.

Across the hut Kaya stood guard at the torn wall with her blade still bare, vibrating with the rage of a hunt that had ended without the kill. She’d had him in the dark, twice, close enough to taste, the man who’d killed her husband, and twice the night and the screens I’d built had taken him out of her hands. I knew that rage. I’d watched it eat at her for the better part of a year. It would be a long time before she forgave the dark for letting him slip away, and longer still before she forgave herself.

“He saw the sky-woman,” she said, low, not turning from the wall. “On the way out. I watched him look at Claire and I watched him learn something. He didn’t come here to learn. He came to take. But he leaves knowing more than he came with, and a knowing Raku is worse than a wanting one.” She finally turned, and her eyes found mine across the small shaking shape in my arms. “We didn’t lose anyone tonight. But we didn’t win either. We just survived. And he’s still out there, and now he’s curious.”

The village was settling into the grim after-quiet of a near-disaster, torches moving along the lanes, voices low, the wounded guard being carried to the healer’s hut. Sela’s shaking eased by slow degrees against my chest, her breath steadying, the fierce astonished pride seeping back in under the fear.

That was when I heard Amara make a sound.

I’d half-registered her crossing the hut, moving heavily toward the laboring patient, doing her healer’s work even now, even shaking, because that was who she was. But the sound she made now wasn’t a healer’s sound. It was low and surprised and it cracked in the middle, and I turned and saw her go still, one hand flying to the great curve of her belly, the other braced against the wall.

“Amara?”

She looked down. In the torchlight I saw it, fluid running down her thick thighs, soaking into the packed earth, and her face came up to find mine with an expression caught between terror and a vast, ancient, unstoppable certainty.

“Daniel.” Her voice shook. Her hand pressed white-knuckled to the underside of her belly. “The fear. The fight. It’s brought it on.” She gasped as something gripped her, her whole body bowing around it, and when it passed she fixed her eyes on me and said the words that ended one terror and began another.

“The child is coming. Now.”


Chapter 12: What He Made

Amara labored from the dead of that night until the sun was high the next day.

I mark the time because it matters, because it was real, because no child comes in the space of a breath, whatever the stories pretend. It was long and it was hard and it was the most frightened I have ever been, and no amount of wanting it over made it go one breath faster.

They moved her to the birthing furs and they put me out of the way at first, because that was the custom, the men kept to the edges of this oldest of women’s work. But Amara would not have it.

“He stays,” she said, between the early pains, in a voice that left no argument in the room. “He put this child in me. He will be here when it comes out. Sit, Daniel. There.” She pointed to a place by her head, and I went to it, and I stayed there through the whole long night, and not one of the women told me to leave again.

Tua presided.

The ancient healer, older than Mura, older than anyone, her face like a dried riverbed and her hands carrying eighty years of this exact knowledge. She had brought half the valley into the world, and she moved through the birthing hut with a slow certainty that steadied everyone in it, including me. She didn’t waste words. She watched, she felt, she waited, she knew. When the pains were far apart she let Amara rest and made her drink. When they came closer she bent to her work with a focus that hadn’t dimmed in sixty years of practice.

Sela assisted her.

It was the thing that broke me open more than once that night. The girl I’d met when I first stumbled into the valley could barely dress a wound without her hands shaking so badly she had to start over. The girl I’d watched flee from a stranger’s gaze, who lingered at the edges of every gathering, who whispered and trembled and hid.

That girl was gone, and in her place was a healer.

Sela worked beside Tua through the whole long labor with steady hands and quiet competence, anticipating the old woman’s needs, boiling the water, readying the clean cloths, holding Amara’s hand through the worst of the pains and murmuring the reassurance she’d learned from being on the other side of it. A whole season of growth, made literal at the most important hour. When Tua needed an instrument, Sela had it ready before the old woman asked. When Amara screamed and gripped and despaired in the dark middle hours, it was Sela’s voice, calm and certain, that brought her back.

I caught Tua watching the girl once, in a lull, with something in her ancient face that might have been the recognition of a torch being passed. Amara saw it too, even mid-labor, and through the sweat and the pain she smiled, because this was the thing she’d wanted, the apprentice grown into the healer, the knowledge that would outlive her finding a worthy vessel.

Kaya guarded the door.

She was useless at birthing and furious about it, the war-chief reduced to standing watch at a threshold while the work that mattered happened behind her. She’d have rather faced Raku alone. But the village was still rattled from the night’s infiltration, the perimeter still torn, and there was a real job in standing between the laboring mother and any further dark, so she took it and held it with grim devotion. Every hour or so she’d put her head in to check, and her flat warrior’s face would do something complicated at the sight of Amara in her struggle, and then she’d go back to her post and grip her copper spear and stare into the dark daring it to send her something she could actually fight.

Naia kept the rest of the valley whole.

Mura told me about it the next day, because Naia never would have. While the birth consumed the heart of the village, she moved through the rest of it, keeping the wounded guard tended and calm, keeping the night’s terror from curdling into panic, keeping the cook-fires and the water and the watch all running so that the world didn’t fall apart while its healer was occupied bringing new life into it. She organized without being asked and asked nothing for it, and that was the new Naia, the one who’d learned to give something away and not count it.

And Claire.

I hadn’t expected Claire. She was an outsider, a sky-woman, a guest who couldn’t leave, and a birthing hut was the most intimate space the Vanu had. But somewhere in the long night she limped in on her crutch, drawn by the same pull that draws everyone toward a birth, and instead of being sent away she was put to use, because Amara had a healer’s pragmatism that didn’t care where help came from.

Claire knew things. Not Tua’s deep ancestral knowledge, but modern things, small and practical and lifesaving. She showed Sela a way to position Amara that opened her hips and eased the child’s path, a thing she’d read once and never thought she’d use. She fussed about clean hands in a way that made Tua narrow her eyes and then, grudgingly, nod, because the old woman had spent eighty years learning the hard way what Claire took for granted. Two healers’ traditions, two worlds, meeting over a laboring woman in the dark, and finding they wanted the same thing.

It earned Claire something that night that no conversation could have. The women had been wary of her, the alien thing in their midst. By dawn she had blood and birth-water on her borrowed wrap and exhaustion in her face and a place, provisional and real, among them.

The middle hours were the worst.

There’s a stretch of a long labor, somewhere in the dead dark between midnight and dawn, where the body’s first strength is spent and the end is nowhere in sight, and that’s where it gets hard, where the fear lives. Amara had been strong and certain through the early pains. In the middle hours she faltered. The pains came harder and accomplished less, and exhaustion got into her, and once, gripping my hand in the dark, she turned her face to me and whispered the thing she’d never have said where the village could hear.

“What if I can’t,” she breathed. “What if I’m too old. Forty-two, Daniel. Tua’s caught a hundred babies but the mothers were girls, half my age. What if my body’s forgotten how. What if I lose this one too, like I lost my first, what if I’m not strong enough…”

I’d watched this woman face down a war-chief and an elder council and her own eight years of grief without flinching. I’d never seen her afraid like this, stripped down to the oldest fear there is.

“You’re the strongest person in this valley,” I told her, low, just for her, the way she’d talked me through a hundred of my own fears. “You held a tribe together when it was dying. You’re not going to lose this one. Tua’s here. Sela’s here. I’m here. You only have to do the next breath. Just the next one. We’ll be here for the one after.”

She held onto that. Just the next breath, and then the one after, through the long dark middle, until the gray began to come.

The sun came up.

It came up gray and then gold over the rim, and it found Amara at the end of her strength and the end of her labor both, drenched in sweat, her dark silver-streaked hair plastered to her face, gripping my hand hard enough to grind the bones. The pains came close now, one rolling into the next, and Tua’s voice changed, dropped into the low urgent cadence of the final work.

“Now,” the old woman said. “Now, daughter. Now. Push for me.”

Amara pushed.

The next part is past my telling. She pushed, and screamed, and crushed my hand, and Tua’s ancient hands worked, and Sela’s steady hands worked, and Amara bore down with a strength that came from somewhere past the body, the place women go in that hour that men can only sit beside and witness. The morning light fell through the woven walls. The whole village had gone silent outside, two hundred people holding one breath.

And then there was a new sound in the world.

A thin, furious, astonished cry, the first cry, the sound a thing makes when it leaves the only world it’s known and arrives, outraged and alive, in a bigger one. Tua lifted the small slick squalling shape into the morning light, and Amara collapsed back into the furs sobbing and laughing at once, and I sat there with my crushed hand and my whole chest cracked open and I could not see for the wet in my eyes.

“A daughter,” Tua said. “A strong one. Listen to her. She is angry to be born. That is good. The angry ones live.”

A daughter.

Amara had wanted a daughter for eight years. A daughter to carry her knowledge, to inherit the healing, to be the thing she’d lost when her first girl died at three summers old and her skills hadn’t been enough to save her. She’d said it the first night, the claiming night, give me a daughter to carry my knowledge. And here she was, furious and alive in the morning light, crying down two generations of grief.

They cleaned the baby and laid her on Amara’s chest, and Amara curled around her, and the crying gentled, and for a moment there was nothing in the world but the two of them, the healer and the daughter she’d waited a lifetime for.

Then Amara looked up, and found me, and held out one hand.

“Come,” she whispered. “Come meet her. Come hold what you made.”

I took my daughter into my hands.

She was impossibly small and impossibly heavy at once, warm and furious and real, her tiny face screwed up against the brightness of a world she hadn’t asked for. The man I’d been would never have let himself have this. And here, in a hidden valley at the bottom of a crater that wasn’t on any map, I held my first child in my hands in the gold morning light, and every wrong turn that had brought me here turned out to have been worth it.

“Hello,” I told her, my voice wrecked. “Hello. I’m your father. I’m going to keep you safe.”

She stopped crying. Maybe at the voice, maybe at nothing, as newborns do. Her eyes, dark and unfocused, drifted toward the sound of me. And I made her the only promise that has ever mattered, the one I’d spend the rest of my life trying to keep.

“I’m going to keep all of this safe,” I said. “The whole valley. Your mothers. You. Whatever it takes. Whatever I have to do.”

Amara watched us, exhausted and radiant, her hand reaching up to rest against the baby’s back where I cradled her.

“You already are,” she said softly. “Look at you. Father.” She let the word sit in the air. “I told you. Your world isn’t the one you came from. It’s right here, in your hands.”

“She needs a name,” I said.

Amara was quiet a moment, looking at the small furious face. “In the old way, the mother names the daughters and the father names the sons. But you’re not the old way, sky-man, and neither am I anymore.” She reached up and touched the baby’s cheek. “Tell me a name from your world. One that means something. I want her to carry a piece of where you came from, even if you never go back. So that part of you isn’t lost.”

I thought about it. I thought about the people I’d buried under rocks the better part of a year ago, about a man with a creased photo of an eight-year-old who’d wanted to be a marine biologist, about the daughter in San Diego I’d promised to tell and never could.

“Maya,” I said. “It was the name of a little girl I made a promise to. The daughter of a good man who died beside me. I never got to keep that promise to her. Let me keep it to this one instead.”

Amara tested the foreign sound in her mouth. “Maya.” She smiled, and it reached all the way into her tired eyes. “Maya. A good name. A strong name. She’ll carry it, and the man, and the promise, all at once. That’s what names are for.”

The village came then, as it always came. The belly-touching custom turned itself inside out: where they’d pressed reverent foreheads to Amara’s swelling belly through the pregnancy, now they came one by one to press their foreheads gently to the child herself, the whole tribe filing through the healer’s hut to greet the newest Vanu, the daughter of the sky-man and the healer. Mura came, and laid her ancient hand on the small dark head, and said an old blessing in a voice that cracked. Kiru came, awed into rare silence, and reached out one finger to touch the tiny curled hand and grinned like he’d been knighted when she gripped it. Naia came, and held the baby for a moment with an expression I couldn’t read, something hungry and tender and sad, the woman who’d watched me build a family from the outside now holding a piece of it in her arms. When she handed the child back her eyes were wet, and she didn’t bother to hide it, and that was the new Naia, the one who’d stopped performing even her own grief.

And Claire came too, hesitant, an outsider at the most intimate of tribal moments, and Amara, exhausted and radiant on the birthing furs, beckoned her in. The geologist who’d helped bring this child into the world stood over her now, and Amara reached up and took her hand and pressed it briefly to the baby’s small back, including her, marking her, and Claire’s jaw worked, her eyes going bright and startled, caught off guard by belonging to a thing she’d never planned to belong to.

This one was the sky-man’s daughter, and his blood ran in the valley now. They came, one after another, to press their foreheads to my daughter and claim her as their own future.

It couldn’t last. Of course it couldn’t.

Rena’s voice came from the wall, flat and urgent, cutting through the warmth like cold water.

“Chief!”

I handed my daughter back to her mother and went to the door.

Rena stood below the eastern wall, mud-caked, just back from the north, and the look on her face killed the morning’s joy in a single breath.

“The sky-people,” she said. “At the north camp. More tents, chief. More of them. They came in the night, a whole new group, and they’re not surveying anymore.” She swallowed. “They’re searching. Moving in lines, calling out, lights through the trees.” Her eyes found mine. “They’ve come back for their lost one. They’ve come back for the sky-woman.”


Chapter 13: Milk and Fire

The company’s search changed everything, and there was nothing I could do about it for three days.

That was the brutal truth of it. The surveyors had become searchers, a fresh crew flown in to find their missing scientist, working the slopes in lines with lights and shouted names. They were sloppy and loud and afraid, the way men are when they’re looking for a colleague in country that’s already hurt one of their own, and that gave us cover, because frightened men crashing through the jungle are easy to avoid and easy to mislead. Oko and Rena shadowed them and fed me everything: where they searched, how far they pushed, when they’d give up a slope and move to the next.

But I couldn’t move against them yet. Not while they were spread out and skittish and hunting. Any action now, any sign of the Vanu, any whisper that their geologist was alive and held, and the search became something far worse. So I made the village hide harder than it had ever hidden, and I made Claire stay deep inside the perimeter where no searcher’s eye could ever fall on her pale hair, and I waited, and I planned, and I let the rage of waiting sharpen into something I could use.

And in those three days, while the world closed in, Amara’s milk came in.

I’d been so consumed by the search that I almost missed it, until she sent Sela to fetch me from the wall in the late afternoon with a message that made the girl blush and grin at once.

“Amara says,” Sela reported, primly, “that she has been patient long enough, and that the sky-people can wait an hour, and that you made a promise to her in the healer’s hut, before the child even showed, and she intends to collect it.” Sela’s grin widened. “Her words. She made me memorize them.”

I went.

The healer’s hut was warm and dim, the baby asleep in a woven cradle in the corner, fed and content. And Amara waited for me on the sleeping furs, and the sight of her stopped me in the doorway.

The pregnancy had made her breasts enormous. The milk made them monumental.

They’d swollen past anything I’d seen on her, past anything I’d imagined when she’d pressed my hand to her colostrum-beaded nipple the better part of a year ago and told me to picture it. They were huge and heavy and gorged, the skin stretched tight and faintly veined, the dark nipples thick and standing proud. And they were leaking. Even now, at rest, a slow bead of white welled at one nipple and slid down the curve of her, and the front of her loose drape was damp with it, dark patches where the milk had soaked through.

She saw me see it.

“They ache,” she said, low, her voice already thick with want. “All the time. Heavy and hot and full, and the little one can only take so much, and the rest just builds and builds until I think I’ll go mad with it.” She cupped them, lifted them, and a thicker bead of milk welled and spilled at her touch. She gasped at her own hands on herself. “You promised, Daniel. Back in the healer’s hut, before the milk ever came, you promised. When the milk comes, you’ll drink from me. Every drop.” Her warm eyes found mine, dark with need. “The milk is here. Come collect your promise.”

I crossed the hut and went to my knees in front of her.

“Look at them,” I said, and I meant it, my mouth gone dry. “Heavy enough to feed our whole valley.”

“For your child,” she breathed. “And for you. Both. There’s so much, Daniel. So much I have to give. Help me. They hurt. Drink from me.”

I cupped one massive heavy breast in both hands, the weight of it spilling over my palms, hot and tight and impossibly full, and I lowered my mouth to her nipple and closed my lips around it.

She cried out before I’d even drawn.

And then I drew, and the let-down came.

I wasn’t ready for it, the first taste, the warm sweet rush of it filling my mouth. The milk was warmer than I’d expected, body-warm, and sweeter, thin and rich at once, faintly of almonds and something I couldn’t name, the most intimate thing I’d ever tasted. It came in a sudden spurt with the let-down and then flowed, steady, and I swallowed and drew again and she made a sound I’d never heard out of her, a deep helpless moan that came from somewhere below thought.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Oh, by the springs, that’s. That’s the let-down, that’s it, that’s, oh, don’t stop, it doesn’t hurt, it’s the opposite of hurting…”

I drank. I closed my eyes and drank from her, the warm sweet flow of it, my hands kneading the heavy fullness to ease it, and with every pull her whole body shuddered against me. I’d known, abstractly, that nursing could trip a woman’s pleasure. I hadn’t known it would do this. The nursing wasn’t beside her arousal. It was her arousal, the two things fused, every draw of my mouth spiking straight down through her, her thighs pressing together, her hand fisting in my hair to hold me to her.

I’d never felt anything like the intimacy of it. Her hand cradled the back of my head, holding me to her breast, and her whole enormous body curved around me, and she watched me drink with her dark eyes gone soft and wild at once, and the trust of it, the surrender of it, ran as deep as anything we’d ever done. She was giving me the thing her body made to keep our child alive. She was letting me take it, sharing it, and the generosity of that was its own erotic charge, separate from the warm sweetness filling my mouth, separate from how her thighs kept pressing together with the pleasure of the let-down.

“That’s it,” she breathed, watching me swallow. “That’s it, take it from me, ease it, by the springs, I thought this was only ever meant for the babe, and here you are drinking me down and there’s still more, there’s enough for both of you, there’s so much of me to give…”

“The other one,” she begged. “Switch, switch, it’s so full, it aches, drink it, please…”

I switched. The second breast was even heavier, the let-down faster now, her body primed, and I drew and the warm sweet rush filled my mouth again and spilled at the corners of my lips and ran down my chin and onto her belly between us. She was rocking now, helpless, her hips moving against nothing, the nursing winding her tighter and tighter.

“In your lap,” she gasped. “I need you in me. I need both. Your mouth and your cock at once, you promised, drink from me while you’re inside me, please, I’ve thought about nothing else for a moon…”

I sat back against the woven wall and pulled her into my lap, facing me, her thick thighs straddling mine, her enormous leaking breasts hanging between us at exactly the height of my mouth. She reached down and freed me from my wrap and rose up on her knees and guided me to her, and she was drenched, the postpartum want and the nursing-pleasure pouring through her, and she sank down onto me with a long shaking cry that broke in the middle.

“Yes,” she sobbed, seating me deep, her body gripping me, hot and slick and tight. “Yes. Both. Now drink. Drink while I ride you.”

I bent my head and took her nipple back into my mouth, and she began to move.

It was slow at first, grinding, her hips rolling, riding me in her own lap with the deep unhurried rhythm her body knew. And I drank from her the whole time, the warm milk flowing into my mouth in time with the roll of her hips, the two sensations braiding together for both of us until I couldn’t tell where the nursing ended and the fucking began. Her milk ran down my chin and dripped onto my chest. The other breast, untended, leaked freely, white running down the curve of it and over her belly to where our bodies joined, slicking us both.

“Look at me,” she gasped. “Look what I’m giving you. Milk and my body and a daughter, everything, all of me, all at once. No woman has ever been this full for you, this overflowing, this much yours. Drink, Daniel, drink it all, I want to feel you swallow while you’re inside me…”

I drank, and swallowed, and she felt my throat work against her breast and keened, grinding harder, riding me faster.

I switched breasts again, drinking from the leaking one, easing its fullness, and the change of it, the fresh let-down, drove a shudder through her whole body. Her rhythm broke and recovered, faster now, her enormous breasts swaying and bouncing with the ride, milk spraying in thin warm arcs with the motion, spattering my chest and her belly. The hut filled with the wet sounds of it, the milk and the slick joining of us and her broken desperate cries.

I couldn’t get enough of it. That was the thing I hadn’t expected, how the taste and the warmth and the helpless sounds she made every time I drew worked on me, primal, deep, some old animal circuit lighting up that had nothing to do with thought. I cupped both heavy breasts in my hands, lifting their weight, working them while I drank, and milk welled between my fingers and ran down my wrists, and she watched me do it with her dark eyes gone black and wild.

“You like it,” she gasped, dazed, delighted. “You like the taste. I can see it. The mighty sky-man, the one who hides whole valleys, drinking from me like a babe and getting hard as stone doing it.” She ground down on me, deep, her head falling back. “Drink, then. Take all of it. There’s more where it comes from, there’s always more now, my body makes it faster than anyone can take it. I’ll never run dry for you. Mouth or cock, day or night, I’ll always be full and aching and yours to empty.”

“Then I’ll empty you every day,” I growled against her breast, and drew hard, and felt the warm rush flood my mouth, and felt her clench around me at the sound of my swallowing.

“Every day,” she sobbed. “Promise me. Every day you drink from me and fill me both, forever, the way you promised, just like I dreamed it…”

“It’s coming,” she gasped, her voice breaking apart. “The drinking, it’s, every time you pull I feel it down in my, oh, I’m going to come from your mouth, I’m going to come from you nursing me…”

“Then come.” I drew hard on her nipple, a long deep pull, and felt the let-down spurt warm into my mouth, and ground up into her at the same time. “Come for me. Give me your milk and your body both. Come.”

She came apart in my lap.

The nursing triggered it, exactly as her body had promised, the let-down and the orgasm crashing together into one overwhelming thing. I felt it start at her breast, in the place my mouth was working, and pour downward through her until she was shaking from chest to thighs, her back curving, the milk spurting warm across my tongue at the same moment her body seized around my cock and held. She screamed, her arms wrapping my head and crushing me to her chest, holding my mouth to her nipple through every pulsing wave of it, milk and pleasure and a moon of waiting all releasing at once.

The milk filling my mouth, the helpless grip of her body, the sound and warmth of her unraveling around me, took me past the edge in the same breath. I drove up deep and held her down onto me and came, pouring myself into her in thick spurts, each one pulling a groan from my chest against her breast. She ground down, taking all of it, clenching to keep it, her body milking me as thoroughly as my mouth had milked her.

We came down slow, both of us, soaked and shaking and breathing hard. I kept my mouth on her, gentle now, easing the last fullness from the heavy breast, drinking slow, and she stroked my hair and rocked gently and made small contented sounds.

I ran my hands over her then, slow, worshipping, the whole changed landscape of her postpartum body. The belly that had carried our daughter, soft now, marked with the silver lines of the stretching, and I kissed those too, the proof of what she’d done. The hips that had widened to bring the child through. The heavy milk-full breasts, monumental, leaking, the most generous part of a generous woman. She’d given her body over entirely to the making and the feeding of new life, and instead of mourning what it had been, she gloried in what it had become, and so did I.

“Everything you made for our child,” I murmured against her skin, “and you still give it to me.”

“Everything,” she agreed, fierce and soft at once. “There’s enough of me for both of you. There always will be. I’ll never run empty, not for the babe and not for you.”

“There,” she whispered, the word soft with wonder against my hair. “You kept your promise. After all this time, you kept it.” She tipped my face up and kissed me, tasting her own milk on my lips, unhurried, deep. “I feed our daughter from one breast and you from the other, and I’m full enough for both of you with milk to spare. That’s the kind of woman you bred, sky-man. Overflowing.”

“You are,” I said, and it was the only thing worth saying.

We held each other in the dim warm hut while the baby slept and the light went gold, a man with milk on his mouth and his wife in his arms, the company in the north held off for one more hour.

Then Amara, half-drowsing against me, murmured the thing that turned the key.

“You’re thinking again. I can always tell. Tell me, so it stops gnawing you.”

And I realized, sitting there with her, that I had it. The whole shape of it. The thing I’d been circling for two moons had clicked into place somewhere in the warmth, while I’d stopped clawing at it and just let it sit.

“They won’t leave,” I said slowly, working it aloud. “Not while there’s a fortune in the rock. They’ll search for Claire, and even when they give up on her, they’ll finish the survey, because the deposit’s still down there waiting. Hiding buys us a season. It doesn’t buy us forever, and killing them just brings ten more.”

“So?”

“So we stop hiding the valley.” I sat up straighter, the plan crystallizing. “We can’t make the valley disappear from their eyes forever. But Claire can make it disappear from their records. We don’t make them stop looking. We make them look, and find nothing worth having.” I wiped the milk from my mouth with the back of my hand, the decision settling into me hard and certain. “We make their map say there’s nothing in this valley worth the walk. And then they go home believing it.”


Chapter 14: The Plan

I laid the whole thing out for Claire the next morning, and watched her decide whether to betray everything she’d built her life on.

We sat in the council chamber, just the two of us at first, with a flat stone and a charred stick, the same tools I’d used to plan irrigation and fortifications and the hiding of a valley. Except this plan was the inverse of everything I’d done here. For the better part of a year I’d been the modern man using modern knowledge to lift a Stone Age tribe. Now I was going to use modern knowledge against the modern world, and I couldn’t do a piece of it without her.

“Here’s what I understand and tell me where I’m wrong,” I said. “Their whole operation runs on one thing. Data. The cores, the samples, the assay results, the survey numbers. That’s the product. That’s what they fly home and show investors. Eight men in tents aren’t the threat. The data’s the threat. The valley isn’t really on a map yet. It’s on its way to being a number in a report that says rich, viable, worth the cost.”

“That’s right.” Claire watched me, careful. “The site lives and dies on the assays. If the numbers say there’s a deposit worth mining, the company moves heaven and earth to get it. If the numbers say it’s a dry hole, uneconomic, not worth the trouble, they pack up and write it off and never think about this valley again. Mineral exploration is mostly disappointment. Nine sites out of ten come back barren. A barren result is the most boring, forgettable thing in the world to these people.”

“So we make this site barren,” I said. “On paper.”

She was quiet for a moment, and I watched the scientist in her run the problem, fast, as I’d watched her do it from the first.

“You’d have to do several things at once,” she said slowly, and I realized she’d stopped resisting and started solving, which was its own answer. “The physical samples and the data both, because they cross-check. First the cores. They’ve got core boxes, trays of rock pulled up from depth, laid out and logged. If you swap the good intervals for barren rock, or just shuffle and contaminate them, the physical evidence stops matching the find. But that’s not enough, because the assays might already be logged.”

“So the data.”

“So the data.” She took the stick from me and drew, a geologist’s quick decisive lines. “The survey records, the assay results, the logs, it’s all on their systems, backed up, ready to uplink. I know that system. I’ve entered data into it for three months. I can get in, and I can corrupt it. Not crudely, not in a way that screams sabotage, that just triggers a re-survey. I can make it tell a story. Falsify the grades down to uneconomic. Plant readings that say the anomaly they were chasing pinches out, dead-ends, never amounts to anything. Make the geology itself look like a disappointment.” Her green eyes came up to mine. “And there’s a better lie on top of that one. The hazard.”

“Tell me.”

“This is a volcanic caldera. Active geothermal system, hot springs, gas venting. That’s real. I flagged it in my original report, the one they buried.” A hard edge came into her voice. “I can make the geology look not just barren but dangerous. Plant readings that show unstable ground, lethal gas accumulation, the kind of geothermal volatility that makes a site uninsurable and unworkable. No company drills a barren deposit. No company touches a barren deposit that might gas its crew to death or collapse under a rig. I can write this valley up as worthless and deadly at the same time, and it’ll be the most convincing thing I’ve ever done, because half of it is true.”

I sat back. It was good. It was better than good. It was exactly the thinking I couldn’t have done myself, the inside knowledge of the machine turned against itself.

“There’s one more piece,” I said. “You.”

She went still.

“As long as you’re missing, you’re a problem. A vanished geologist is an open question, an investigation, a reason to keep coming back to this valley no matter what the assays say. We have to close that question. We recover your gear, your pack, whatever you lost on the slope, and we stage it. An accident. You fell, you died, the mountain took you. No mystery. No live geologist held by a hidden tribe. Just a tragic loss the company writes off along with the dry site.” I held her eyes. “Which means that the second we do this, Claire, you’re dead to the outside world. The way I’m dead. There’s no going back from it. You don’t get to change your mind in six months and walk out to a rescue. If we stage your death, you stay dead. You stay here.”

The chamber was very quiet.

I watched her hold her whole old life in her hands and weigh it. Her career, her name, her family back wherever home was, the geologist Dr. Claire Sorensen and everything she’d been. Against a hidden valley, a Stone Age tribe, a man who was already dead, and the most significant untouched place she’d ever stood in.

“They buried my report,” she said finally, quietly. “I told them this place was sacred, irreplaceable, and they buried it and kept drilling and would have torn the whole thing apart for the metal under it. I spent my career trying to protect places like this from people like that, and I failed every single time, because the data goes in a drawer and the drill keeps turning.” She looked up, and her jaw had set. “This is the one time I get to win. The one place I get to actually save. And all it costs me is a life I was mostly disappointed in anyway.” A breath. “I’m in. God help me, I’m in. Let’s make my own site worthless. Let’s bury their report for once.”

I put out my hand, the old-world gesture, and she took it, and we shook on it, two dead Americans plotting against the living world from the bottom of a crater.

We built the team over the next two days. Kaya, of course, because she was my blade and there was no version of this where she stayed home. Oko and Rena for the approach, the two who’d shadowed the camp for moons and knew every patrol and sightline. Lira and her bow for overwatch. Claire for the data and the science. Me to hold it all together. A small team, a quiet team, because this wasn’t a battle, this was a theft, and you don’t bring a horde to a theft.

I drilled them the way I’d once drilled men in a different life. We built the camp in miniature on the council chamber floor, stones for tents, a stick for the drill rig, a scratch in the dirt for the uplink mast and the generator cluster, and we walked it, and walked it again, until everyone knew their part in the dark. Oko and Rena memorized the patrol pattern I’d taken off the ridge moons ago, the lazy rifleman’s circuit, the gap in the work-lights. Lira learned the angles where her bow could cover us without a single arrow ever needing to fly, because an arrow in a contractor was the one thing that turned a clean theft into a war. Kaya learned the hardest lesson of all: that her job, this time, was to protect the operation, not to seek a kill, that the whole thing lived or died on no one knowing we’d ever been there.

“The timing is everything,” I told them, over and over, until they were sick of hearing it. “We move in stages, and every stage has to fit the one before it. The cores first, quiet, no rush. Then Claire at the data while I’m at the generators. The lights die at a fixed moment, and when they die, the gas vent triggers, and the whole camp panics in the same breath. If the stages slip, if we’re early or late, it all comes apart. So we count. We count together. And nobody, nobody, improvises unless the plan is already dead.”

It was the inverse of everything the Vanu knew about war. No charge, no cry, no glory. A theft in the dark measured in heartbeats. Kaya hated the shape of it and learned it perfectly anyway, because she’d come to trust that when I planned a thing this carefully, the planning was the weapon.

The night before we moved out, the family drew together.

It happened as these things had started to happen, without anyone declaring it. I came back to the expanded hut late from the last of the planning, my head full of sightlines and timings and all the ways it could go wrong, and they were waiting for me, my wives, in the warm dark.

Amara, recovered enough now, the baby fed and sleeping at Tua’s hut for the night so the mother could have one night that was hers. Kaya, freshly back from checking the team’s gear, coiled and restless with the same pre-op energy I was carrying. And Sela, who came to me first, and who was not the girl who’d hidden in doorways, not anymore, not at all.

“Tomorrow you walk into the sky-people’s camp,” Sela said, and she put her hands flat on my chest, bold, certain. “So tonight you’re not walking anywhere. Tonight you’re ours.” She glanced over her shoulder at the other two, and there was nothing shy in it, only a new confidence, the watcher who’d learned she loved to be watched. “All of us. And I want my sister-wives’ hands on me while I take you.”

Amara laughed, low and warm, shedding her drape. “Listen to her. My brave girl. Come here, all of you. Send him to that camp emptied out and certain of what he’s coming home to.”

What followed was the family at its fullest.

They undressed me together, six hands, and laid me back on the furs, and took turns and took me together in a slow rotating worship that drove every thought of the morning out of my head. Amara’s massive milk-heavy breasts in my hands and against my chest, leaking faintly when she pressed close. Kaya’s hard scarred body and her blunt warrior’s hunger, her mouth fierce on mine. And Sela between them, transformed, performing for her co-wives now instead of hiding from them, putting her small bright body on display, riding me with her chest pushed forward and her spine arched while Amara and Kaya watched and touched and praised her, the girl who used to flee a glance now glorying in three pairs of eyes on her at once.

They moved through each other and around me in the coal-light.

Sela went first, because she wanted to, because she’d asked, because the watcher had become a woman who craved the eyes of the people she loved on her body. But she didn’t mount me alone this time. She came to me sideways, half in Amara’s lap, with Kaya’s hand already between her thighs opening her, and that was the difference: at her claiming she’d been the lone rider in the firelight, every eye on her singular body. Tonight she wanted hands on her while it happened. Amara guided her down onto me from behind, one arm wrapped under the girl’s small breasts, holding her, lowering her in slow careful inches until I was seated to the root, and Sela sank back against the matriarch’s body with a shudder, her co-wife’s milk-heavy chest a warm pillow at her shoulders. Kaya knelt in close and pressed two fingers to the girl’s clit, taking that over so Sela didn’t have to, and Sela rocked between the three points of us, the cock filling her, the arm cradling her, the fingers circling her, and made a sound I’d never heard from her, low and undone, nothing performed in it at all.

“Watch me,” she gasped, to both of them, grinding down between their hands, her pussy gripping me wet and tight with each roll of her hips. “Watch him fill me. I want you to see. I want everyone I love to see.”

“We see you, little one,” Amara murmured against her ear. “Every bright inch of you.”

Sela came apart on those words, grinding down on me, crying out, her whole body shaking, her cunt clamping and fluttering around my cock in tight little waves, and the other two held her through it and praised her and she glowed.

Then Amara took her turn, her recovered body soft and ripe and heavy, and she straddled me with the unhurried confidence of the first wife, the matriarch, and reached back to guide me to her drenched entrance and sank down the whole length of me in one long satisfied glide, her body swallowing me to the hilt. Her massive milk-heavy breasts hung over my chest, swaying with her rhythm, and when she leaned to kiss me they spilled a thin warm trail of milk between us. Kaya knelt behind her and reached around to cup that monumental weight, kneading the heavy fullness, and milk welled and ran in thin warm streams over both their hands, and Amara moaned at the war-chief’s rough touch on her sensitive breasts, riding me deeper at it.

“You did this to me,” Amara breathed, rolling her hips, working me slow and deep inside her, the wet clutch of her milking my cock with each grind. “All of this. The milk, the child, the fullness. And I share you gladly, and you come home to me first, every time. That’s what a first wife gets.” She ground down hard, taking me to the root, and came with a shudder, her pussy clenching tight around me, holding Kaya’s hands against her leaking breasts, the two of them tangled together over me.

Then Kaya, last, rough and urgent and surrendered all at once. She didn’t ride me gentle. She impaled herself in one hard drop and took me hard, her scarred athletic body slamming down, her tight warrior’s cunt clenching around me like a fist with every brutal stroke, and Sela and Amara worshipped her through it, four hands on the woman who’d spent her whole life letting no one touch her. Amara knelt behind her and ran her palms up the long scarred plane of Kaya’s back, kneading the rigid muscle, mouthing wet kisses along the old wounds at her shoulder. Sela pressed close in front, reaching between Kaya’s slamming hips to circle her clit while she rode, the apprentice gone bold enough to put her fingers on the war-chief, and Kaya let her. The throat she never bared went bare. The war-chief, surrounded, adored, overwhelmed, and she let herself be, as she’d learned to, fucking herself down onto my cock and chasing her own pleasure without shame.

“Both of them,” she gasped, riding me hard, hands all over her, my cock buried deep. “I’ll never get used to both of them. Don’t stop. None of you stop.”

She broke apart under all of it the way she only ever did for me, finally letting herself, crying out and clutching at the other women’s hands while she came, every hard muscle in her clamping down and shuddering, her cunt convulsing tight around me until she’d wrung herself empty.

And at the end they turned all of it on me, as they had once before, three women focused entirely on the man walking into danger at dawn. They knelt around me, between my legs and at my hips, and took me into their mouths one after another and together. Amara’s full lips sliding wet down the length of me, taking me deep into the soft heat of her throat and drawing back slow. Then Kaya, blunt and hungry, swallowing me to the root and sucking hard. Then Sela’s smaller mouth working the head, her tongue swirling the trick she’d learned from watching, her dark eyes lifting to find mine. Their tongues met along my shaft, three mouths sharing me, kissing each other around my cock, hands stroking what their lips couldn’t reach, cupping and squeezing my balls, slick palms working in time with their mouths. Their hands everywhere, claiming, thanking, sending me off.

“Come back to us,” Amara breathed against my hip, dragging her tongue up the underside of me.

“Come back to me,” Kaya said, fiercer, her hand fisted in my hair, my cock sliding wet across her cheek.

“Come back to all of us,” Sela whispered against the head of me, “and tell me everyone in that camp could see how much you wanted to be home.”

I came apart under their hands and mouths, three women I’d claimed and one I’d built a life with, my cock pulsing thick ropes of cum across their waiting tongues and lips, and they shared it between them, licking it from each other’s mouths and from my softening length, marking the bond, sending me into the morning emptied out and certain.

Across the hut, in the shadow by the door, Naia sat and watched.

She’d come, by invitation, but she sat apart, her plain wrap unloosed, present and included and choosing, by her own vow, to wait. She watched the family she was on the edge of joining, and there was longing in her face, but it was a peaceful longing now, a woman who’d decided that the last of herself was worth saving for a ceremony of her own, and trusted that the ceremony would come.

“You could join,” I told her, after, when the others had drifted toward sleep. “The invitation’s real.”

“I know.” She smiled, soft, no calculation in it. “And I’m keeping my vow. When I give you the last of me, it’ll be its own night, with the whole valley watching, the way Sela got hers. Not borrowed from someone else’s. I waited this long to learn how to want something honestly. I can wait a little longer to have it right.” She reached out and squeezed my hand. “Come home safe. The valley needs its strategist. And I find, lately, that I do too.”

And Claire was pointedly, deliberately elsewhere. Quartered across the village, an ally and not yet family, the line the night had been careful not to cross. I thought of her once, in the warm tangle of bodies, the one other person in this whole drowned valley who’d been born to my world, sleeping alone with the enormity of what she’d agreed to do, and the thought pulled at me, and I set it aside, because tomorrow she and I were going to walk into the lion’s mouth together.

Dawn came gray and cold.

The team gathered at the eastern gate in the half-light, geared and silent. Kaya checked her copper blade one last time. Oko and Rena melted into readiness. Lira strung her bow. And Claire stood among them in a borrowed tribal wrap pulled on over her field clothes, looking utterly out of place and utterly committed, a dead geologist about to go salt her own grave.

She looked down at herself, the wrap over the synthetic field gear, the strangeness of it, and let out a long breath.

“This is either the smartest or the stupidest thing I’ve ever done,” she said.

I shouldered my pack and looked north, toward the camp, toward the world I was about to lie to one last time.

“Welcome to the valley,” I said, and we moved out into the dawn.


Chapter 15: Erasing the Valley

We reached the high ground above the camp on the second night, and we went in on the third, in the dead hour before dawn, under a moonless sky and a cold drizzle that was the best gift the mountain could have given us.

I’d run a thousand operations in my head and on the dirt. This was nothing like a wall-siege, nothing like the open battles that had defined my first months in the valley. No war-cries, no charge, no line of warriors meeting a line of warriors. This was a theft, a lie, an erasure, and it lived or died on silence and timing and the modern knowledge that only two of us in that whole valley possessed.

The camp had grown. The search crew had doubled the tents, brought in more gear, more men, and that cut both ways: more people to avoid, but also more confusion, more comings and goings, a camp distracted by its own hunt for a missing scientist. They were tired and frightened and looking outward, into the jungle, for a lost colleague. They weren’t looking inward, at their own core boxes and their own data, which was exactly where we were going.

Oko and Rena got us in.

I will never stop being amazed by what those two could do. They’d watched this camp for moons, and they knew its patrols better than the men walking them, the lazy rifleman’s circuit, the gap in the work-lights where the drizzle ate the glow, the dead ground behind the generator cluster where the noise of the machines covered any sound a careful foot might make. They moved us through all of it like water finding the low places, Lira ghosting behind with her bow ready, and we went from the tree line to the heart of the camp without a single man knowing we were there.

It nearly came apart in the first hundred yards.

The lazy rifleman, the one whose circuit I’d mapped on the ridge moons ago, picked that night to actually walk it, as he had the morning I’d nearly been caught. I felt Rena go rigid in the dark beside me, a hand on my arm, and we melted down into the wet shadow between two tents and held there, six of us, while a bored man with a rifle passed close enough that I could smell the cigarette he wasn’t supposed to be smoking. Claire, beside me, had gone white and rigid, the reality of it landing, the difference between agreeing to a plan in a council chamber and lying in the freezing mud while an armed man walked past. I found her wrist in the dark and gripped it, hard, steady, and she breathed, and stilled, and the man passed, and we moved on.

The core shed first.

It was a long open-sided structure, the drill cores laid out in their boxes, trays of rock segments pulled up from the deep and arranged in order, depth-marked, logged. The physical proof of what lay under the valley. Claire moved down the rows fast, her hand-lamp hooded to a thin red slit, reading the labels, finding the intervals that mattered.

“Here,” she breathed. “And here. These are the mineralized sections, the ones the assays were excited about. The story’s in these.” She worked quickly, and I helped, the two of us doing the careful sabotage we’d planned: not smashing, not stealing, nothing that would scream interference, but swapping. We pulled the rich intervals and replaced them with barren rock from boxes we’d salted and prepped, restoring the trays to looking untouched, the labels intact, the depths matching, but the rock itself now a lie. Anyone who pulled these cores to re-check the find would see ordinary, worthless stone where the metal should have been. We carried the real intervals out in our packs to dump in a crevasse on the way home, gone forever.

“That’s the body,” Claire whispered, sealing the last box back to looking pristine. “Now the soul. The data.”

The data lived in the operations tent, and that was the hard part, because the operations tent had people in it even at this hour, a night shift, a man dozing over a console, the soft glow of screens. We needed him gone, and we needed the camp’s attention pulled hard the other way, and we needed it all to happen on a clock tight enough that nobody had time to think.

This was where my piece came in.

I’d spent two nights studying the camp’s nervous system the way I’d once studied a tribe’s defenses. The generators that made the power. The lines that carried it. The uplink mast that sent their data home to the company. Kill the power at the right moment and you do three things at once: you black out the work-lights so my people can move, you choke the comms so nothing gets sent or called, and you spark exactly the panic that pulls a sleepy night shift out of a tent to see what’s wrong.

I went for the generators with Kaya at my back.

We reached the cluster in the dead ground Oko had mapped, the machines roaring and hot, and I did the work I’d planned: not destruction that would read as attack, but failure that would read as failure. I fouled the fuel lines, jammed the right linkages, set it so the generators would cough and die in sequence a few minutes from now and resist easy restarting, the kind of cascading mechanical fault that a frustrated crew would spend an hour chasing in the dark. Kaya watched the angles, her copper blade ready, her warrior’s stillness absolute.

And then the plan met the thing no plan survives.

Raku.

He’d been shadowing the sky-people since the night he’d seen Claire on our wall, calculating, the way he always calculated, and a desperate wounded predator watching a camp full of strange wealth was never going to just watch forever. He picked that night, of all nights, the worst possible night, to make his own move. Whether he’d come to loot, to take a captive, to learn the sky-people’s weapons, I never knew. What I knew was that as Kaya and I crouched at the generators, a shape came out of the dark on the far side of the camp that belonged to neither world, and a Koru war-cry that he couldn’t quite suppress tore the silence apart.

Everything went wrong at once.

A contractor shouted. Then a gunshot, flat and enormous in the dark, a sound that didn’t belong to my world anymore and brought all of it crashing back. The camp erupted, men spilling out of tents, lights swinging, the security contractors moving toward the disturbance with their rifles up. Raku had blown the silence to pieces, and now there were three forces loose in that camp in the dark and the confusion, the Vanu op, the modern security, and a Koru war-chief, all of them colliding.

“He’s going to get us all killed,” Kaya snarled, and there was murder in her voice, the old murder, the man who’d taken her husband loose in the chaos. “Or he’s going to take what we came for. Either way…”

“Stick to the plan.” I grabbed her arm, hard. “Listen to me. Let the chaos work. The more confusion, the better our cover. But we move now, before security gets organized, before someone thinks to protect the data instead of chasing the noise. The generators go in two minutes. We have to be at the tent when they do.”

It was the hardest thing I ever asked of her. To turn her back on Raku, on the one chance she might have had at him in the dark, and trust the plan instead of the kill. For one terrible second I thought she wouldn’t. Her whole body screamed to go after him.

Then she mastered it, as she’d learned to master everything, and nodded once, sharp, and we moved.

The camp was bedlam. The contractors had converged on Raku’s commotion, and I caught glimpses through the swinging lights of a thing out of a nightmare for them, a scarred painted giant with a war club and filed teeth fighting in their camp, and I almost felt for them, modern men who’d never imagined such a thing existed colliding with it in the dark. Raku was a force of pure violence, and he hit them like a storm, and the gunfire and the screaming pulled every eye in the camp.

Which left the operations tent unwatched.

The night-shift man had bolted out toward the chaos. Claire slipped in, and I covered the entrance, and she went to the consoles in the red glow of her hooded lamp and did the surgical work that no spear could ever do. Her fingers flew. She was inside their system in seconds, the system she’d entered data into for three months, and she did what she’d promised: corrupted the assays down to barren, planted the false readings that turned the rich anomaly into a pinch-out, a dead end, a disappointment. And then the second layer, the better lie, the hazard, the geothermal instability, the lethal gas, the unworkable deadly ground. She wrote this valley up as worthless and dangerous in the company’s own records, in the company’s own language, and made it bulletproof.

Halfway through, the night-shift man came back.

I heard his boots before I saw him, a man giving up on the chaos and remembering his post, and there was no time to warn Claire without a sound that would carry. I did the only thing the plan allowed. I stepped out of the tent’s shadow into his path, a barefoot stranger in a tribal wrap appearing out of nowhere in the dark, and for one heartbeat the sheer impossible wrongness of me froze him solid, his mouth opening, his hand going for a radio that had no signal. That heartbeat was all I needed. I put him down clean and quiet, an arm across the throat, the combatives I’d learned a lifetime ago at Fort Leonard Wood, pressure and patience until he went limp, no blood, no lasting harm, just a man who’d wake with a headache and a story no one would believe. I eased him to the ground behind the tent and went back to covering the entrance, and Claire never broke rhythm, her fingers flying the whole time, because I’d told her the one rule and she’d believed me: nobody improvises unless the plan is already dead.

“Done,” she breathed, her face lit ghoulish red. “It’s seeded through everything. Backups too. When they pull this site’s data, it tells them barren and deadly, every way they look at it.” She pulled a small device from the console, pocketed it, wiped her presence. “And I took the live drive. Their most recent uplink set. Now…”

The generators died.

Right on time, in sequence, cough, cough, cough, and the camp’s work-lights went black, and the uplink mast went dark, and for one moment the whole modern world in that valley lost its power and its voice at once. Nothing could be sent home now. No call for help, no data, no record of the chaos, until they spent an hour chasing a mechanical ghost in the dark.

Into that darkness, the last act: the hazard made real.

We’d staged it ahead of the op, the part that would seal the geological story Claire had planted. Near the drill site, where the rig had punched into the caldera’s flank, I’d had Oko and a small crew prepare a vent, channeling gas from one of the volcanic fissures like I’d channeled it for the fire traps, except this wasn’t for fire. In the blackout, with the camp in chaos, Rena triggered it, and a plume of stinking sulfurous gas vented up around the drill site with a low earth-groan I’d engineered from cracked bamboo and loosened rock. To a crew already primed by their own corrupted readings to fear the ground, in the dark, with the power dead and a monster loose in their camp, it was the final unanswerable proof: the valley itself was turning on them. Unstable. Venting poison. Trying to kill them.

I heard it land. I heard a contractor scream something about gas, about the ground, about getting everyone back, and the panic shifted from fighting the intruder to fleeing the mountain itself.

And in that pivot, Raku broke off.

Even he could read a losing fight. The camp was emptying away from him, the men fleeing the gas and the dark rather than facing him, and there was nothing left to take and everything to lose. I caught one last glimpse of him through the chaos, bleeding from a contractor’s bullet that had grazed him, beaten, raging, slipping back toward the tree line as he always did. Kaya saw him too. I felt her start, every cell in her body wanting to give chase.

“Let him go,” I said, low and hard. “Not tonight. Tonight we win the war we came to win. He’s yours another day. You’ll have him. Not tonight.”

She watched him vanish into the dark, the man who’d killed Tano, escaped again, and the cost of letting him go was written on her face. But she let him go. She chose the valley over the vengeance, the plan over the kill, and turned her back on Raku for the second time in one night.

We pulled out clean in the chaos.

That was the gift of it: a camp in full panic, fleeing poison gas in the dark with the power dead and a nightmare loose in the jungle, had no attention to spare for six shadows slipping back the way they’d come. Oko and Rena got us out as they’d gotten us in, through the gap in the lights that no longer needed a gap, and we melted into the tree line and the cold drizzle and the dark, and behind us the modern world thrashed and screamed and fled the valley I’d just made worthless.

Claire didn’t speak for the first mile. I’d watched her in the operations tent, fingers flying, cool and precise, the best she’d ever been at her work turned to the unmaking of it. But once we were clear, once the adrenaline started to drain, what she’d done caught up with her. She’d just corrupted a company’s data, betrayed an employer, sabotaged a major mineral discovery, and committed herself, irrevocably, to being a dead woman. Everything she’d been was back there in those tents, in that data she’d just poisoned, in a life she could never return to.

“You all right?” I asked her, low, climbing through the dark and the drizzle.

“No,” she said. Honest. “But I’m sure. Those aren’t the same thing, are they.” A shaky breath. “I just killed Dr. Claire Sorensen. Back there. I made her fall off a mountain. And the strange part is, I don’t think I’m going to miss her as much as I should.” She wiped rain off her face. “Is that how it was for you? When you decided to stay dead?”

“That’s exactly how it was.”

She nodded, and kept climbing, and didn’t say anything else, and her shoulders came down out of their long brace, and her stride evened, and she didn’t look back over the ridge toward the camp even once.

We recovered Claire’s gear on the way, the pack and the field equipment she’d lost on the slope, and we staged it where a searcher would find it, at the bottom of a real ravine on the line of a real fall, arranged to tell the only story we needed it to tell: that Dr. Claire Sorensen had fallen in the storm and died on the mountain, her body lost to the gorge, a tragic accident, a closed question. The missing scientist, found dead. No live mystery. No reason to come back.

By the time the sun rose, we were miles south, climbing toward home, and the camp behind us was a place that had decided, in one terrible night, that this valley was worthless and cursed and not worth one more day.

We watched them leave from the high ground the next afternoon.

We’d held there to be sure, all of us exhausted past speech, and we watched the camp break itself down. The drill rig folded and loaded. The tents struck. The core boxes, full of the barren rock we’d swapped in, packed up as worthless. And then the convoy of ATVs, grinding north out of the highlands, away from the rim, away from the valley, carrying home a report that said dry site, uneconomic, geologically hazardous, one fatality, do not return.

The last of them crawled up the northern slope and over the far ridge and out of sight, and the sound of the engines faded, and then there was nothing but the wind and the cold and the enormous silence of a mountain that belonged to itself again.

Claire stood beside me, watching the last taillight vanish into the dusk, her borrowed wrap pulled tight against the cold, a dead woman watching her old world drive away without her.

“They’ll file it as a dry site,” she said quietly. “Barren. Hazardous. Not worth the cost.” A long breath. “For now.”

I knew exactly what she meant, and I didn’t pretend otherwise.

“For now,” I agreed.


Chapter 16: What We Keep

I’d walked into this valley once as a half-dead stranger. I walked back into it now as the man who’d hidden it from the whole world.

We came down the southern descent on the fourth day, ragged and emptied out, and the village came up to meet us, and the relief on their faces told me they’d half-expected to bury us. Kiru hit me at a dead run and nearly knocked me off my feet, demanding to know everything, did the rolling beasts die, did the sky-people scream, did the chief kill the gas-monster. Amara waited at the gate with our daughter bound against her chest, and this time she didn’t bother with a healer’s dignity. She crossed the ground fast and fit her free hand against the side of my neck, over the pulse, and held it there until she was sure of the life under her fingers, and then she let herself cry, just for a moment, before she put the tears away.

“It’s done,” I told her. “They’re gone. They filed us as worthless. For this season, for this year, they’re gone.”

“For now,” she said, because she was no fool, and I’d told her the honest shape of it before I left.

“For now.”

She nodded, and accepted it, as the Vanu accepted everything, a danger pushed back instead of ended, a wall held for one more night. It was the only kind of safety this world had ever offered, and they’d learned to live full lives inside it, and so had I.

The days after were the good kind. The kind a man should be allowed to keep more of.

We took the green ceiling down, slowly, opening the village back up to the sunlight now that no eye was hunting us from above. The fires moved back into the daytime. The forge roared again in the honest light, and Tira read her copper by the color of the glow as she liked, and the sound of the hammer rang across the valley like a heartbeat returning. We rebuilt the burned eastern wall properly this time, and posted the watches back toward the east where they belonged, because the sky-people were gone but the old threat wasn’t, and I made sure no one forgot it.

Because Raku was alive.

I never let myself pretend otherwise. He’d escaped again, wounded again, but he’d carried something out of that camp worse than any wound: knowledge. He knew about the sky-people now. He’d seen Claire on our wall and seen the camp in the north, and somewhere to the east he was healing and turning all of it over, looking for the way to use it. We weren’t finished with him. That would be Kaya’s to settle, someday, and she’d earned the right to it twice over.

Claire stayed.

There was no ceremony to it, no moment of decision, because she’d already made it in the council chamber over a flat stone and a charred stick. The world thought her dead now, her gear found at the bottom of a ravine, her file closed. She moved into a hut near the healers, traded her field gear for woven wraps a piece at a time, and started, slowly, to learn: the language from me, the plants from Amara and Sela, the lay of the valley from anyone who’d teach her.

She found me on the wall one evening that week, the way she’d taken to doing, the two of us trading the words of two worlds in the dusk. She’d ask me the Vanu name for a thing and I’d ask her what the survey company would do next, and somewhere in the trading we’d both forget to be careful for a minute. She caught herself laughing at something only the two of us could find funny, the dead Americans at the bottom of the crater, and then she remembered herself and looked away, and the silence after it ran warm and dangerous between us. I didn’t reach into it. The old me would have. There’d be a time, and it wasn’t this one.

Kaya had changed, in the week since we got home, in a way I noticed before I understood. The rough edges of her had gone quiet. She still trained her warriors into the ground and still flipped me obscene gestures across the compound and still took me hard against the wall when the mood took her, fierce and demanding as ever. But there was a new softness underneath it, a watchfulness, a way she’d press her hand flat to her own stomach when she thought no one was looking, a tenderness she’d never owned. Twice that week she’d come to me at night and not wanted the roughness at all, had only wanted to be held, her scarred cheek over my heartbeat, listening to it as she had since the very first night, finding the rhythm that told her the man she’d chosen was alive and here and staying. I’d held her and thought it was the aftermath of the operation, the closeness that comes after surviving a thing together.

I stood on the rebuilt wall at dusk a week after we got home, and I let myself look at all of it.

The forge smoke rising honest into the evening sky, the screens coming down, the village opening back into the light. Amara in the healer’s hut with our daughter at her breast, the woman who’d waited eight years for a child and gotten her at last. Sela grinding medicine beside her, chin up and shoulders back, walking the open lanes now where she’d once kept to the doorways. Naia out among the households, who paused to glance up and hold my eye a beat, the promise of her own ceremony unspoken and certain between us. And beyond the gate, Claire at her threshold, letting a child teach her the Vanu words for things, an exile learning to belong.

All of it mine to keep now, and mine to lose.

Kaya found me there as the light went.

She climbed up onto the wall beside me, the way she had a hundred nights now, shoulder to shoulder, close enough to feel the heat of her. But there was something off in how she held herself, a stiffness that wasn’t the usual war-chief’s stillness, and she didn’t look at me, kept her eyes fixed out on the darkening jungle, her jaw set hard.

“You’re quiet,” I said.

“I’m thinking.”

“Dangerous.”

She didn’t rise to it. That was the first sign that something was real. Kaya always rose to it.

We stood there a while in the falling dark, and I felt her working up to something, as I’d felt her work up to the claiming, gathering herself to cross a line she’d rather charge an army than cross. Her hands gripped the top of the wall. Her knuckles went pale.

“The mountain,” she said finally. “The climb north, all those moons ago. You remember I was sick on it. Threw up at the rest halt. Blamed the altitude.”

“I remember.”

“And the cut branches, hiding the village. I was sick again. Blamed the smell.” Her voice had gone strange, flat and careful, the voice of someone walking on ice. “And the cooking, every morning, the smell of it. Sick. Sick for moons, sky-man. Sick of mornings and smells and the smoke from the fires.” She still wouldn’t look at me. “I told you not to fuss. I told you I never get sick.”

The ground shifted under me. All of it, the mountain and the branches and the mornings, every planted symptom I’d let myself explain away, falling into place at once.

“Kaya.”

“Amara knew.” The words came faster now, like she’d cracked the dam and couldn’t stop the flood. “She knew the day you came home from the north. I saw it in her face and I made her swear not to say anything. I wasn’t ready. I’m a war-chief. I’m the blade. I had a son once and I held him while the fever took him and I swore I’d never…” Her voice broke, the iron in it splitting clean down the middle. “I’m late, Daniel. Five moons. Maybe more. I’ve been sick every morning since the climb and my body’s changing and I’ve bound myself tighter every week so no one would see, told myself I’d say something when I was ready, and I never got ready. I know what it is. I’ve known for a long time. I just couldn’t make myself say it out loud, because saying it makes it real, and if it’s real then I have something to lose again.”

She turned and looked at me at last, and the war-chief of the Vanu, who’d never let anyone overpower her, who fought everything, who’d buried a husband and a son and made herself harder than stone to survive it, stood on the wall in the last light with her eyes wet and terrified and furious and looked at me like I was the only thing holding her up.

“I’m carrying your child,” she said. “And I’m not afraid of any man alive, and I am terrified of this, and I hate how much I want it.” Her jaw clenched against the tears, fighting them down, losing. “Don’t you dare smile, sky-man. Don’t you dare.”

I smiled.
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