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Chapter 1: The Restless Season

Six weeks since the ATVs ground north and out of our lives. Six weeks of peace, or whatever word the Vanu used for a season when the only screaming came from a two-month-old with lungs like a war horn.

Maya woke the compound at dawn. Again.

I lay on the sleeping furs and listened to the small fury of her, the way her cry bounced off the lashed walls of our expanded hut like she was personally offended that the sun had risen without consulting her first. Born angry, Tua had said, and the old healer hadn’t been wrong.

Amara was already sitting up, lifting her wrap and guiding our daughter to the breast with practiced ease. After two moons and countless feedings, the motion needed no thought. Maya latched and went silent like someone had thrown a switch. The hut filled with the soft wet sounds of feeding and Amara’s sleepy exhale.

“Your daughter,” Amara murmured, “has your stubbornness.”

“My stubbornness gets things built.”

“Her stubbornness wakes the village.”

On my other side, Sela stirred. She slept closest to the medicine stores now, her grinding tools within arm’s reach, her hair fanned across the rolled-hide pillow she’d claimed as territory months ago. She opened one eye, registered that Maya was feeding and therefore quiet, and closed it again with a sound of pure relief.

From the cooking space: the clatter of bowls and Naia’s voice, already imperious at first light. “Amara, your herb stores have no system. I have reorganized by frequency of use. You will thank me.”

“I will throw something at you,” Amara said mildly.

“You’re nursing. Your arms are occupied. I am safe.”

Naia hadn’t formally moved in. She’d simply begun appearing earlier each morning, her things migrating piece by piece into the compound: a comb here, a wrap there, her copper ornaments hung on a peg she’d installed without asking. Nobody commented. Sela had quietly expanded her own sleeping space to accommodate the shift, which told me she’d known before I had.

Four women under one thatched roof, and a baby who screamed at sunrise. My life before the crash felt like something that had happened to a different man.

I sat up, stretched the night from my shoulders, and looked past the doorway. The compound spread in the grey pre-dawn: the cooking fires of our neighbors sending thin threads skyward, the new granary wall I’d helped raise last month, the training ground where Kaya’s warriors would be drilling within the hour.

Kaya.

She wasn’t in the hut. Hadn’t been when I woke. I found her exactly where I expected: at the eastern wall, sitting on the stool that had become her command post, one hand on the carved armrest and the other resting on her belly.

Six and a half moons along. The binding long since abandoned, the swell of her undeniable under the thin morning wrap. And the expression on her face could have curdled milk.

“Warrior!” she barked at a young guard jogging past. “If you’re running to the north post, run faster. If you’re running from my rotation board, run faster still.”

The young guard ran faster.

I watched from the doorway and felt the grin pull at my mouth. The war-chief of the Vanu had been benched by Tua’s direct order. She was forbidden patrols, perimeter walks, and climbing anything higher than a cooking stool. The whole village was quietly terrified of her mood, and honestly, so was I.

But not terrified enough.

“Morning,” I said, crossing the compound.

Kaya tracked me from boots to face, assessing posture and intent before reaching a verdict. “You’re late.”

“It’s barely light.”

“I’ve been awake since the fourth watch. Your daughter woke me.”

“She wakes everyone.”

“Good. Warriors should rise early.” She shifted on the stool, and the wrap pulled across the swell of her belly. Underneath, warrior’s muscle still shaped her frame, but pregnancy had rounded its center. Pride tightened my chest every time I saw the visible proof that our child was growing inside her.

Her eyes caught where I was looking. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t look at me like I’m a sunrise. I’m bored, I’m swollen, and Tua says if I lift a spear before the seventh moon she’ll tie me to the birthing frame early.”

“So you’re commanding from a stool instead.”

“Someone has to. Lira runs a decent watch but her rotation logic is primitive.” She gestured at the clay tablet in her lap, scratched with names and positions. “I could do better with my feet up.”

“You are doing better with your feet up.”

A smile nearly escaped before she covered it with a scowl. “Go away. I have a wall to watch.”

Claire appeared at the edge of the compound, her blonde ponytail catching the first real light. Three months in the valley had changed her, subtly: her field clothes had given way to a mix of salvaged trousers and tribal wraps, new freckles had spread across her nose and shoulders despite her careful covering, and the stiff precision of her first weeks had relaxed by degrees into ease. She carried a knotted measuring cord, a small clay cup, and the capped bamboo tube protecting her surviving field thermometer for one routine spring reading.

She nodded to me as she passed toward the hot springs, all business. Routine measurements kept her sane in a world where her instruments were sticks, string, and careful observation.

Claire crossed the compound while Maya nursed, Kaya berated the watch from her stool, and Sela began grinding medicine inside. The morning had too many moving parts for reflection.

Naia proved it by materializing beside me with a bowl of grain porridge.

“Eat. You have the southern water channel to inspect this morning, and Tira says the forge vents are running hotter. Also, your daughter vomited on my clean wrap and I require compensation in the form of you listening to my ceremony logistics while you eat.”

I took the bowl. “Good morning to you too.”

“Mornings are for efficiency. Pleasantries begin at noon.” She turned on her heel, then stopped to tuck the edge of Amara’s blanket around a bare foot. Nobody had asked. She didn’t check whether I noticed before heading back to the cooking space.

We ate together, the five of us plus Maya: Amara nursing and trading quiet jokes with Sela about herb preparations, Naia reorganizing the day’s tasks with an authority nobody had formally granted her, Kaya’s voice floating from her stool as she interrogated every warrior who passed within hailing distance. And me in the center, eating porridge, watching the light climb the caldera walls.

Kaya’s voice rose from the wall again, threatening pig duty over a crooked spear rack.

I finished the porridge and went to find my war-chief.



The hut was still dim when I pulled the hide door closed behind us. Kaya had left her stool the moment the light watch arrived to relieve her. Her deliberate stride toward our sleeping space told me she’d spent the entire predawn rotation thinking about this.

She turned to face me while she stripped.

The wrap fell from her shoulders and revealed the familiar warrior transformed by pregnancy. Her shoulders remained broad, her defined arms scarred from a lifetime of combat. Below her flat, hard chest and small firm breasts, darker nipples peaked in the cool air, and her belly swelled in a taut round curve that redrew her silhouette.

Six and a half moons of my child growing inside the fiercest woman I’d ever met.

“Tua says no patrols.” She unknotted her loincloth and let it drop. “She said nothing about this.” Her stare locked on mine, sharp with challenge. “And if you touch me like I’m made of clay, I will hurt you.”

I crossed to her. Took her jaw in my hand. Tilted her face up. “When have I ever?”

“You’ve been careful. Since the fifth moon.” She said the word careful like it tasted of ash. “I’m not breakable, Daniel.”

“No. You’re not.”

I kissed her with the force Kaya demanded: teeth finding her lower lip, my tongue pushing past hers. She made a sound against my mouth, half growl, half relief, and her hands fisted in the material at my waist, yanking my wrap free.

My cock sprang against her belly, already hard. That firm curve trapped my cock against my stomach while our child moved beneath her skin. My grip tightened on Kaya’s jaw, possessive hunger landing low and hard in my gut.

I kept one hand on her jaw and slid the other down her back. My palm crossed scars from battles she’d survived before I ever fell into her valley. My fingers reached the tight curve of her ass and squeezed.

Kaya inhaled sharply. Her hips drove forward on instinct, trapping my cock between the warm taut swell of her belly and my own stomach.

“Careful,” she said.

I stilled.

Her eyes flashed. “I meant that word, not me. I hear it from every person in this village now: careful walking, careful sitting, careful breathing.” She caught my wrist and moved my hand lower, between her thighs. “I want one place where nobody tells me to be careful.”

Heat slicked my fingers the moment I touched her. She was already wet, the evidence coating my fingertips as I stroked along her slit. Her knees softened, but her stare stayed fixed on me.

“Then tell me what you want.”

“Your hands.” She widened her stance. “Your mouth. Your cock. And no frightened face every time the child kicks.”

I pushed two fingers into her and curled them once. Kaya’s thighs jumped. Wet heat coated my hand as she rolled her hips into the stroke, taking exactly what she’d demanded.

“That isn’t frightened,” I said.

“Better.”

I backed her to the platform, dropped to one knee, and lifted her leg just long enough to drag my tongue over her clit. Salt and heat filled my mouth. Her fingers locked in my hair, but I rose before the pleasure could build into a separate act.

Her eyes blazed. “You stopped.”

“You asked for my cock.”

Approval replaced the protest. She turned and planted both hands on my knees.

“Sit,” she said. Not a request. War-chief’s orders.

I sat on the edge of the sleeping platform. She climbed onto me, facing away, one hand bracing on my knee as she positioned herself. Her scarred warrior’s back filled my vision as she settled over me, from the taper of her waist to the new width of her hips and the tight athletic ass flexing while she reached between her legs to guide me to her entrance.

“My terms,” she said over her shoulder. “My pace. Understood?”

“Understood.”

She sank down.

She lowered herself deliberately, taking me inch by inch while her head dropped forward with the stretch. Her pussy parted around me, the wet heat of her splitting open in a slow glide that made my fingers bite into the rough platform. Since she’d stopped fighting what she felt, the tightness of her still caught me every time. Hot silk, gripping, her inner walls fluttering and clenching as she took more.

“God, Kaya.”

“Quiet.” The word had already thinned. “I set the pace.”

She did. Rising and falling in a slow grinding rhythm, her hands on my knees for leverage, her muscular thighs flexing with each roll of her hips. I watched my cock vanish into her: slick, shining with her arousal, the base of my shaft coated in a bright ring of wetness. She rose until only the head remained, then dropped with a sound that kicked straight through my spine.

Her warrior’s ass tightened with the motion, that athletic muscle I’d memorized in combat working for a different purpose now. At the bottom she squeezed from root to tip, wringing a groan out of me before climbing again.

Pregnancy had redrawn the center of her body. Her waist still narrowed above her hips, but the round belly projected between her spread thighs, shifting subtly as she rose. Her back retained its warrior’s definition. Scarred muscle shifted as she lifted herself, controlled the descent, and took me to the root. The slick sounds of my cock pushing into her wet heat grew louder as she warmed, as her body opened and gave more.

“Look at me,” she said over her shoulder.

“I am.”

“All of me. Not just the belly.”

My gaze followed the scar at her shoulder down the strong line of her spine to the tight ass working in my lap. Her pussy lips stretched around my girth, pink and glistening where her body met mine. “I see my war-chief riding me. I see my former jailer taking my cock exactly the way she wants it.”

Sweat glazed her back as every muscle locked. Her pussy seized and stopped her mid-stroke.

“And I see my child inside her. That doesn’t erase the rest. It makes me want you more.”

She dropped hard onto me. The sudden depth punched a groan from both of us. I bottomed out against firm resistance, buried as deep as her body allowed. She ground down anyway, rolling her hips, trying to take even more.

“Better answer,” she said, breathless.

I gripped her hips. She let me guide the next descent. When I first came to the valley, she would have broken my fingers for putting hands on her without permission.

“Harder,” she breathed. “I can take you harder.”

I pulled her down as I drove up. She gasped, back arching, the curve of her pregnant belly visible from the side as she threw her head back. The impact sent a wet slap echoing through the hut. Her pussy squelched around me, wet enough that the obscene slick noise carried through the hut.

“Yes. Like that. Don’t stop.”

I gave her harder. My hands drove her hips into a faster, deeper rhythm. Her tight ass bounced against my pelvis. Small breasts jolted above the curve of her belly, dark nipples rigid while she used my thigh as an anchor. She reached back with one hand, fingers digging into me for leverage until I knew they’d leave bruises, then worked herself on my cock with single-minded aggression.

Fresh slickness ran down my shaft and pooled where our bodies joined. The smell of her filled the hut: sweat and the iron-salt musk of a body deep in need.

“Good girl.” The words came out low, commanding.

A full-body shudder rolled through her. She’d never get tired of hearing it. Her chin dropped. The hand on my thigh tightened and marked me. Two words had reached the place command never did. Her pussy rippled around me in response, a preview of what was building.

“Again,” she whispered.

“That’s it. Take all of my cock. Ride me like you own it.”

“I do own it.” Her breath broke as she slammed herself down and ground in a tight circle, my cock stirring her insides, the head pressing against her deepest wall. “This cock is mine. This seed is mine.”

She clenched around me so hard my vision starred. Her grip locked around me mid-stroke. Kaya stayed upright through the first hard wave, jaw clenched, refusing to lose her rhythm. Then a low warrior’s groan escaped her and she drove herself down twice more, claiming the finish instead of merely enduring it.

I answered with short, deep thrusts. Her thighs quivered from the effort of holding position, and wetness spilled down my shaft into the creases of my legs. She kept looking back at me, fierce even while pleasure roughened her face.

“Feel me,” she gasped. “Feel what you do to me.”

“You’re trying to wring me dry.”

“Then fill me.” She reached back, caught the side of my neck with calloused fingers, and dragged my face into the heat of her breath. Her voice dropped to something raw and primal. “I’m already carrying your child. I still want your cum. I want to feel you pump me full. I want my body to remember who put this life in me.”

The words stripped away the last of my control.

“Breed me again,” she whispered. The war-chief of the Vanu, six and a half moons pregnant, begging for more of my seed. “Put more into me. Leave me leaking.”

“Take it, then.”

I locked her hips against mine, driving up as deep as her body would allow, and came. The first thick spurt shot into her and pulled a cry from her throat. Her pussy closed greedily around me as I held her flush to my hips and emptied myself in hot, heavy bursts.

“Yes.” Her voice cracked. “That’s mine. Keep pumping it into me. God, you’re still coming.”

The release kept rolling, brutal in its intensity. My cock jerked inside her tight grip while cum flooded her in warm waves. She bore down around me, intent on taking the load and keeping it.

“Give me more,” she breathed. “Fill me up. I want to leak with it later.”

The last spurts wrung a groan from my throat. I pressed my hips up once more and spent the final weak spurt inside her.

She held me inside her and tightened once, deliberate and possessive, keeping my spent cock seated while the last tremor passed through my legs.

We stayed locked together for three long breaths while sweat cooled along my chest. Her breathing slowed by degrees, but the fine tremors in her thighs continued.

I massaged them where they met her hips, working the tired muscle with my thumbs. She grumbled about wasting daylight, but shifted her weight so I could reach the knot in her left thigh.

“Cramping?” I asked.

“Only tired,” she said. “Nothing hurts.”

“Water after this. Then food.”

“You sound like Amara.”

“Amara is usually right.”

“Never tell her I agreed.”

Her hand found mine on her hip and dragged it forward, splaying my fingers across the taut drum of her belly.

A kick. Strong, directly against my palm.

“Your son is as impatient as you,” she said, voice still rough from pleasure.

“Might be a daughter.”

“With that kick? Warrior.” She shifted, lifting off me with a hiss, and turned to face me. Holding my gaze, she took my hand again and pressed my knuckles to the scar on her jaw. “Don’t treat me like I’ll break. I won’t.”

“I know.”

“I need you to keep knowing it. Even when the belly gets in the way.”

I pulled her close. Kissed her forehead, then her scarred jaw. “I’ll always know it.”

Her shoulders softened once against my chest. Then she caught sight of the light under the door and reached for her wrap.

“The rotation changes at full light. If Lira put that new girl on the north approach again, I’ll demote her to pig duty.”

Pleasure, pregnancy, and a direct kick from our child had not made her any less Kaya.



The tremor came during the afterglow.

I was still on the sleeping platform, Kaya dressing at the other end of the hut, when a mild shudder passed through the ground, like the valley clearing its throat in its sleep. The water in the clay drinking cup vibrated, sending small ripples across the surface.

Kaya didn’t flinch. Didn’t even pause in tying her wrap. “The mountain grumbles. It always has.”

It did. Brief twitches came and went in a volcanic valley. This one had lasted long enough to ripple the water and silence the birds.

“That wasn’t the usual grumble,” I said.

“The elders say it comes in seasons. The ground shakes, the springs run hotter, then it settles.” She pulled the loincloth tight over her belly. “It always settles.”

I watched the cup. The ripples faded. The birds outside resumed their dawn chorus.

“Probably nothing,” I said.

“Probably.”

Through the doorway, in the compound’s morning light, I saw Claire stop on her way back from the springs. She kept one hand submerged in the stone trough, every other part of her gone rigid.



The day ran its course. I inspected the southern water channel, found two joints that needed re-sealing, directed a crew of three women and a teenage boy in the repair. The forge vents were running hotter, Tira confirmed, excitement warring with concern on her broad face: output up, but the stone around the vent mouth was cracking faster than usual.

“Good copper today,” she told me, holding up an ingot that gleamed copper-bright in the afternoon light. “The color came easy. Hot and willing.”

I told her to keep a watch on the cracking. To let me know if it widened overnight.

The rest of the day was the quiet business of a village that had learned to prepare: Naia coordinating a food-drying rack expansion like the best quartermaster in my old unit, Sela in the healing hut grinding herbs while a healthy Tua inspected every measure with ancient suspicion, and Amara nursing Maya in the compound shade while advising a young mother about fever.

At dusk, as the last repair crew packed clay around the southern channel joints, Claire found me.

She’d spent the afternoon at the main bathing spring, repeating the simple baseline reading she’d begun taking after settling into the valley. A single wooden marker showed the usual water level. Her knotted cord recorded the depth comparison, and the glass thermometer in her hand gave her a calibrated reading against last week’s log.

“Daniel.” Her voice went precise, each word measured the way her samples were. “This pool is three degrees warmer than last week.”

I looked at the spring. Clear water gave off its usual mineral scent while steam curled across the surface in the cooling air.

“Pools don’t do that for no reason,” she said.


Chapter 2: What the Water Says

Claire’s first readings showed three degrees of change and too little context to explain it.

We began at the main bathing pool with her knotted cord, a clay cup, and the short glass field thermometer that had survived in the padded core-sampling case she carried into the valley. Claire kept the calibrated instrument wrapped in wool inside a capped bamboo tube and used it only herself. She filled the cup from the same marked spot, immersed the thermometer to the same depth, waited for the reading to settle, and checked it against the temperature she’d logged the previous week.

“Three degrees warmer than the baseline,” she said. “The instrument reads to half a degree. One pool can change for local reasons. We need comparisons.”

We walked the valley on foot. At the agricultural inflow, the water felt warmer and carried a new sulfur bite. The well beside the council chamber sat half a hand-span below its old stain. Six fish floated belly-up where the northern spring joined the lake.

Claire crouched over them without touching. “Now we have warmer water, a falling well, and dead fish. I need repeat readings before I tell anyone why.”

“Eruption?”

“Unlikely.” She chose the word with care. “This caldera is ancient. I don’t see signs of fresh magma rising. The more plausible explanation is movement along old faults changing how hot water and gas travel through the rock. It could settle. It could build toward a serious quake. Nobody can promise which.”

At the eastern vent, the rotten-egg tang had strengthened. Claire lowered the thermometer into a fresh cup from the bubbling water, watching the steam curl around her fingers.

“We need repeatable stations,” she said. “Five of them: bathing pool, agricultural inflow, eastern vent, council well, northern spring. Same place, same hour, same container. Temperature comparison and water level every day. Trends matter more than one frightening number.”

I sketched a marker design in the damp earth: driven peg, carved level scale, sheltered hook for the reference cord. “The carpenters can make five before dark.”

“And two plumb-line seismoscopes. Weighted cords inside tall jars, scratching soot-coated collars when the ground moves. One near the eastern spring, one on the western bluff. They won’t tell us depth or magnitude. They can show direction, relative strength, and how often the shaking happens.”

Six months ago she’d read satellite data in a climate-controlled tent. Now she was designing a monitoring network from clay, string, ash, and disciplined repetition.

“Five stations,” I said. “We start now.”

We carried the marker design to the agricultural inflow, where the six dead fish had already drawn half the nearest households. Claire repeated her measurements in front of them: same cup, same depth, same waiting count. I drove the first peg while she explained why tomorrow’s number mattered more than today’s fear.

Mura arrived before I finished hammering. She had two potters behind her, each carrying a tall jar, and three cord-makers burdened with fresh line.

“My grandmother called these angry seasons,” she said. Her staff sank into the wet soil beside the dead fish. “The ground shook. Springs scalded. Birds died in an eastern hollow because they flew too low. We remembered the story and forgot the lesson.”

Claire looked from the jars to Mura. “The lesson was to observe?”

“The lesson was that pride cannot order stone to be still.” Mura thrust the first jar into Claire’s hands. “Show us what your hanging cord sees.”

People closed in around the spring. Claire spoke in careful, accented Vanu while she centered a weighted line through the jar’s narrow mouth. I translated the terms she lacked and demonstrated the rest in mud: a person turning in sleep, cups tipping, blankets sliding. The mountain was shifting. We did not know whether it would settle or roll harder.

One of the potters squinted at the soot-coated bark collar. “How does a scratch save a roof?”

“One scratch doesn’t,” Claire said. “A pattern warns us when to strengthen the roof, move the sleeping mat, or leave a hollow alone.”

Mura handed the second jar to the skeptical woman. “Make three more. Taller than these. If her scratches prove useless, they can hold grain.”

That earned a few rough laughs. Fear loosened its grip, and the crowd went to work. Potters argued over clay thickness. Cord-makers tested knot lengths against Claire’s outstretched arm. Two carpenters copied my marker design directly into the bank, then took children with them to choose the next station sites.

“One more precaution,” Claire said. She lit a torch and led everyone toward the nearest low hollow. “Some volcanic gases have no smell. If a flame gutters where the air looks clear, walk uphill. Do not bend down to investigate.”

By noon, families were carrying torches through every depression in the eastern meadow. Mura walked with the first group, naming remembered danger places while Claire marked each one on bark. Within hours, their combined map covered hollows on both sides of the meadow.

The village potters delivered the next two tall jars before the afternoon shadows crossed the training ground. Claire and I mounted one beside the eastern spring and sent Oko with two workers to place its twin on the western bluff. We centered weighted cords through each narrow mouth, then coated the inner bark collars with lamp soot.

Calibration looked ridiculous and worked anyway. I kicked one mounting post with measured force while Claire watched the weighted cord scratch a pale arc through black soot. She adjusted the cord length, reset the collar, and made me kick again.

“Relative motion only,” she reminded the crowd. “A longer mark means stronger movement here. It does not tell me how deep the break is or what caused it. For that, I need the springs, cracks, gas, and everything else together.”

By dusk, five wooden station pegs stood across the valley. Each had a carved water scale, a marked sampling notch for the thermometer cup, and a household assigned to protect it from curious children. Claire took the first complete set of readings herself, with me repeating each measurement behind her. Our values differed slightly. We recorded the disagreement instead of hiding it.

A teenage potter copied the disputed values onto a second strip of bark and tied both records to the station peg.



That evening, the last torch crew returned from the valley’s low ground with every flame still burning. The potters had their jar assignments, Oko had taken the eastern-vent watch, and the village settled around its fires.

Children chased one another between the compounds in the failing light, cutting through low lanes we’d tested only hours earlier. Their shrieks made every nearby parent glance toward the torch marks.

Kiru appeared at my elbow with the intensity of a twelve-year-old who has decided something is his business.

“The sky-people machines,” he said. “The ones that dig. Are they bigger than the forge?”

“Much bigger.”

“Could we build one?”

“No.”

“Could we build half of one?”

“Kiru.”

“A quarter?”

I ruffled his hair. He ducked, outraged, and sprinted off toward the forge where Tira would tolerate his questions with more patience than I had left.

Naia found me.

She came without announcement in her everyday wrap, the braids she’d started refreshing that morning still half-done and copper beads threaded through only the left side. One loose section had begun to unravel over her shoulder. She noticed it, started to fix it, then let it hang.

Firelight caught the oil on her skin. She carried no ceremonial ornaments and had left one ankle bare after apparently forgetting its matching band.

“Daniel.”

I turned from the fire where I’d been sketching joint modifications in the ash. “Naia.”

She didn’t sit. Stood in front of me with her hands at her sides and her posture held too straight, a tension that reminded me of Kaya, though Naia would murder me for the comparison. Her weight shifted slightly from one foot to the other. Once, she had controlled every muscle of every entrance. Now the unfinished braid trembled against her shoulder.

“The full moon. Eighteen days.” She kept her eyes on mine. “I’ve spoken to Amara. To the elders. To Kaya, who threatened to stab anyone who objects and then demanded to know why I was telling her, since apparently her opinion on who you sleep with stopped being relevant ‘the moment I decided to like you,’ which is Kaya for blessing.” Her fingers caught the unfinished braid and wound it once around her knuckle. “I’m done waiting.”

My heel blurred the ash-sketch as I stood. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve been sure since the night I stopped performing and you saw something worth wanting in the honest version.” She stepped closer. Flower oil mixed with the mineral scent of copper and the clean salt of her skin. “Unless the mountain objects, and I’ve decided it doesn’t get a say.”

Moisture brightened her eyes. Just barely. She’d kill me if I acknowledged it.

“Full moon,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

“You’ll be there. In the claiming hut. And I’ll give you all of myself.” Her voice roughened with the effort of saying it plainly. “What I’ve held back, what I used as currency, stops being a bargaining piece. I give it to you because I want to.”

I reached for her face. She let me cup her cheek, her skin trembling once beneath my thumb.

“Look at me,” she said. “Half my braids. One ankle band. I couldn’t finish either because my hands wouldn’t stop shaking.”

I looked. Dark skin gleamed in the firelight. Her full lips parted around an uneven breath. One side of her hair carried its usual copper geometry; the other fell loose over her shoulder. Her dramatic hips needed no arranged angle to command my attention, yet she never checked to see where my gaze landed. Her fingers found the unfinished braids, shook once, and went still.

“I see you,” I said.

She touched the unfinished side of her braids and laughed once, softly, as if the sound had surprised her. Then she pulled away from my hand, turned, and walked back toward the compound.

Halfway home, a loose braid snagged on her shoulder. She freed it with one impatient sweep and kept walking, hips moving with the easy weight of her natural stride.



I found Claire at the eastern vent before turning in. She was crouched at the water’s edge, making her last measurement of the day, the knotted cord in one hand and a charcoal pencil in the other.

“Anything?”

“Same readings as this afternoon.” She marked the wooden peg and stood, brushing dust from her borrowed wrap. “The absolute numbers aren’t dangerous yet. The change is. Three degrees in a week is fast for a hydrothermal system that’s been stable for years.”

“Fast enough to worry?”

She checked the mark twice before answering. “Fast enough to prepare. Evacuation would be premature.” A pause. “Where would we even evacuate to?”

The caldera walls rose around us, three thousand meters of volcanic rock between the valley and the rest of the world. The two climbing routes were treacherous in dry weather and lethal in the approaching rains.

“Nowhere,” I said. “We prepare here.”

“Then we finish the household flame-test training tomorrow and begin the hazard map.” She wound the knotted cord around her wrist. “The jars and water stations are working. Now everyone needs to understand what their readings mean.” She hesitated, tucked the same loose strand behind her ear twice, and finally left her hand there. “Daniel.”

“Yeah?”

“The report we fed the company. The hazard data.” Her green eyes were steady but her voice carried something wry. “We told them this place was geologically unstable and dangerous.”

I’d thought about it too. “And now it actually is.”

“Ironic isn’t quite the word.” She looked at the vent, where geothermal gas bubbled to the surface faster than it had last month. “If anyone checks, the regional seismic networks will log a swarm where our report predicted one. That will keep the company cautious.”

Her charcoal stopped against the bark. “It won’t keep a roof over anyone here. We need to be ready.”

A herder screamed beyond the eastern huts.

Claire and I ran toward the sound. Torchlight jumped through the dark ahead of us as people converged on the hollow by the eastern spring, then stopped hard at its rim.

Five unwounded pigs lay on their sides in grass that showed no sign of a struggle.


Chapter 3: Low Ground

At first light, the pigs lay in a rough circle, as if they’d gathered to sleep and simply never woken. There was no blood, predator damage, or sign of struggle. Five fat sows who’d wandered into the shallow bowl of the eastern meadow and died where they stood.

Claire crouched at the hollow’s rim. Didn’t step in.

“Torch,” she said.

I lit one from my magnesium striker and held it at arm’s length over the lip of the depression. Knee-high, the flame burned steady. Waist-high, steady. I lowered it toward the ground.

The flame guttered. Shrank. At the level of the dead pigs’ snouts, it winked out like a pinched candle.

“Carbon dioxide,” Claire said flatly. “Heavier than air. Pooling in the low ground like water in a bowl. The pigs walked into it and breathed something that wasn’t oxygen. They didn’t know. They just got tired and lay down.”

I stared at the hollow. Gentle slopes on three sides, the eastern spring feeding a small stream along the fourth. Lush grass. No visible danger. A child would see a perfect place to play.

“How long has it been pooling?”

“Hard to say. The pigs weren’t here yesterday, so it’s new, or newly concentrated.” She stood, brushing her knees. “The vent shift we’re tracking must have opened a new seepage path. CO2 is always present in volcanic systems. When the pathways change, it finds new low points.”

“The children herd the pigs through here.”

“Yes.” Claire’s voice stayed level, but her knuckles blanched around the dead torch. “We fence it now. And we find every other hollow in this valley.”



We had minutes.

Claire and I carried the first red-cloth stakes straight to the eastern hollow with two village carpenters. I had just set the first post at the rim and raised the mallet when a child’s scream ripped across the meadow, too high and terrified to mistake for a warrior’s alarm.

I ran.

The eastern meadow opened before me in the flat morning light. At the hollow’s far end, just visible over the lip of the depression, Kiru’s sister stood waist-deep in the invisible gas, her hands reaching for a piglet that squealed at her feet. She was wobbling. Swaying.

She stopped reaching. Her knees buckled.

Kiru burst from the treeline a dozen paces behind me. He’d been running before I was, his skinny legs pumping, face white. He cleared the lip of the hollow at a dead sprint and hit the heavier air like a wall, stumbling, his stride breaking.

“Kiru! Stop!”

He didn’t stop. Kept running. Reached his sister. Grabbed her arm. Started to drag her back toward the rim.

Made it three steps and folded mid-stride, legs going liquid, body crumpling into the grass beside her.

“Everybody back!” I roared at the gathering crowd. “Do NOT enter the hollow!”

Claire was beside me, breathless from running. She grabbed a torch from the nearest post and relit it, holding it up: the flame burned. She lowered it. At knee height, it flickered and died.

“The gas is deepest near the ground,” Claire said. “Keep your airway high. Bend only when you grab them.”

I looped a rope around my waist and shoved the free end at Oko. “Belay me. If I go down, pull. Nobody follows.”

Both children lay thirty paces inside the hollow.

I took three slow, controlled breaths, filling my lungs without blowing off the warning signal my body would need. This was no trick for storing extra oxygen. It was a calculated risk with a rope around my waist and two children thirty paces in.

I took one final full breath and went in.

I stayed upright and balanced against the slope while Oko paid out rope behind me, keeping my head above the densest layer. Only when I reached the children did I bend, snatching the girl under one arm and Kiru by the wrist before straightening as far as their weight allowed. The grass whispered against my shins. The dead pigs were dark lumps to my left. I could feel nothing different and smell nothing different. That was the horror of it. The gas gave me no warning at all.

The girl first. Smaller, limp, face slack. I got her under one arm, her weight nothing, and turned. Kiru was two paces away, face down in the grass, limbs splayed. I grabbed his wrist and hauled.

At twenty paces from the rim, my lungs burned. My vision narrowed, stars eating the edges. The breath I held was going stale, CO2 building in my own blood, the irony lost on me in the moment.

At fifteen paces, Kiru’s heels cut furrows in the grass as I dragged them both.

With ten paces left, my throat convulsed and tried to force a breath. At five, Claire appeared above the rim with both hands reaching. Other hands: Sela’s, appearing from somewhere, steady and sure. They pulled the girl from me as I staggered over the lip and dropped Kiru on the clear ground, my held breath exploding out of me in a ragged gasp.

I sucked air. Real air, clean, the oxygen hitting my blood like a drug. My vision cleared in painful stages.

Kiru wasn’t breathing.

His little sister was crying: great wracking sobs, air moving in and out of her small lungs, alive and terrified. But Kiru lay on his back with his eyes half-open and his chest still.

I dropped to my knees beside him. Pinched his nose. Sealed my mouth over his. Breathed into him, watched his narrow chest rise, let it fall, and gave him another breath.

Sela was there, fingers on his neck, counting in a low whisper. “Pulse,” she said. “He has a pulse. Keep going.” Her thumb never left the artery.

I breathed for him. The village watched. Lira with her bow on her back, hands useless. Tira with her forge-blackened fingers pressed to her mouth. A dozen women, a handful of men, children with wide eyes. All of them watching a man push air into a boy who’d run into invisible death for his sister.

On the fourth breath, Kiru convulsed. His chest heaved. He coughed, hard and rattling, and his eyes flew open, unfocused. He rolled onto his side and vomited on my knees.

Then he looked up at me, dazed and horrified, and said: “Sorry.”

Tira barked one helpless laugh behind forge-blackened fingers. It broke into a sob halfway out, and soon half the crowd was laughing with tears on their faces while the other half sat hard in the grass.

“Don’t be sorry,” I said. “Be alive.”

“I’m alive,” he confirmed, then promptly vomited again, this time managing to miss me. Progress.

His sister crawled to him and locked both arms around his neck. Her grass-braided pig crushed flat in one fist as she refused to release either him or it for the rest of the day.

Sela was already at the girl, checking her over with efficient hands. Pulse, breathing, pupil response. The child was breathing on her own, crying, reaching for her brother. Kiru pulled her into a fierce hug. His arms began to shake, and then his face folded against her hair as the delayed sobs came.

Tua watched from her stool by the healing hut, both arms folded over her chest. The old healer’s face was unreadable, but her eyes tracked Sela’s movements with the focused attention of a master watching a student exceed the teaching.

Later, when the children were resting and the crowd had dispersed, Tua said one thing to Sela: “You didn’t hesitate.”

Sela looked up from the herb tea she was preparing for Kiru. “He needed breathing. I counted his pulse. It was there. So I kept Daniel going until the boy came back.”

“You didn’t hesitate,” Tua repeated.

Claire knelt beside me, her own breathing faster than normal. “That was about thirty-five seconds. You had maybe five left.”

“Felt like two.”

“It always does.” She squeezed my shoulder once, stood, and raised the dead torch where every frightened family could see it.

“This flame died before the children did,” she called in careful Vanu. “Learn why.”

We taught the rule at the hollow while the danger remained visible. Claire relit the torch, held it high, then lowered it by slow hand-spans. The flame shrank near her knees and vanished above the grass. People recoiled without needing a speech.

“The mountain breathes out a heavy air with no smell or color,” she said. “It sinks into hollows and ditches. If your flame weakens, turn uphill. Stay standing. Call others back.”

I drove the first red-cloth stake into the rim. “Every household tests its own paths today. Children do not cross a red marker. Nobody enters to retrieve an animal, tool, or person without a rope and people uphill.”

Mura tied a carved bone charm under the cloth herself. “The grandmothers called this the mountain’s mouth. They warned that its breath killed birds flying low.” She faced the families crowding the slope. “We forgot. These stakes will remember for us.”

The crowd broke into working groups on the spot. Parents practiced lowering torches with their children while carpenters cut stakes. Mura took the eastern households. Oko led the terrace crews. Claire and I tested each depression before anyone drove a marker.

Three more pockets surfaced by afternoon: two shallow, one deep enough to swallow torchlight at waist height. Before dusk, families had marked uphill routes from their own homes and taught their children which red stakes meant turn back.

Sela ran treatment under a shade awning at the hollow’s rim. She gave water to the two dizzy women, checked the warrior who had inhaled one lungful, and sent a boy sprinting for Amara’s bitter headache bark before anyone suggested it. Tua watched from her stool, both hands resting on her cane, ready but unneeded.



Rena returned before sunset, mud to her calves, shoulders sagging after a day spent running the eastern rim.

“Report,” I said.

She straightened. “The Koru valley fared worse. Their great spring, the one Oko says fed their main crops, runs black mud now. Thick. Stinking.” She paused. “And their drums haven’t stopped in two days. Not war drums.”

“What drums?”

“Mourning.” Rena’s eyes were flat. “They’ve been mourning for two days straight.”

The report followed me to the bathing pool that evening, where I scrubbed the day from my skin. The vomit, the sweat, the charcoal dust from driving stakes. The water was warmer than it should be: Claire’s measurements confirmed, three degrees above baseline. But a warm bath was still a bath.

Sela found me there. She appeared at the pool’s edge silently: one moment I was alone, the next her reflection lay across the steam. She stayed in the open when I turned.

She wore a simple wrap, her dark hair loose over her shoulders. Her feet were bare on the mineral-streaked stone, and she didn’t hesitate. Stepped to the water’s edge, sat, and dangled her feet in.

“Kiru’s awake,” she said. “Eating. Complaining about the taste of the herb tea I made him drink.” A small smile. “He’ll be fine.”

“Because of you.”

“Because of you.” Her wet feet went still. “You ran into the death-air. You breathed for him. I just caught what came out.”

“You kept me breathing for him. That’s healer’s work.”

“Then Tua should stop pretending I only grind herbs.” Her smile widened. She kept her eyes on mine instead of hiding behind her hair.

She stirred the water once with her heel, then caught my gaze.

“When the mountain settles, I’m going to ask you to take me here at the pool, where everyone can see. I couldn’t have asked for that when I still hid behind my hair.”

Sela watched my face instead of the ripples, and her voice strengthened.

“I want to be seen. Truly seen. And I want you to decide how.”

My cock stirred under the water. Her gaze dropped, and satisfaction squared her narrow shoulders.

“Don’t talk me out of it,” she said. “I’ve been polite my whole life. I’ve been quiet. I’ve watched from doorways. I’m done letting courage belong to everyone else.”

“I won’t talk you out of it.”

“Good.” She rose, water streaming from her calves. At the path she glanced back, open hunger replacing her old nervousness. “You were magnificent today. The way you took command and ran into death-air without hesitating… I wanted you so badly after I knew they were safe.”

Then she slipped into the dusk.


Chapter 4: The Chieftain’s Door

The path ran behind a screen of flowering brush I’d walked past a hundred times. White blossoms, waxy petals, thick with scent from the thermal vents warming their roots. I’d admired them in passing, thought they were just part of the valley’s beauty.

Naia’s hand on my arm stopped me at the screen. This morning, anxiety stripped the confidence and imperial bearing from her face. She looked like a daughter about to introduce a man to her mother.

“She’s sharp,” Naia said. “Half her mouth doesn’t work but all of her mind does. She’ll test you.”

“Kaya tested me with a wrestling match. I survived.”

“Mother tests differently.” Naia’s fingers tightened on my forearm. “She’ll make you account for yourself. Everything. The crash. The wives. The walls. The sky-people. And she’ll decide if you deserve me based on what you don’t say as much as what you do.”

I put my hand over hers. “I’ll be honest.”

“That’s what worries me. Your honesty is blunt.”

“That’s what you love about it.”

She glared at me, but her grip loosened on my forearm. One uncalculated smile touched her mouth before she led me through the flowering screen.



Chieftain Yara’s hut was smaller than I’d expected. Set apart, protected, but modest: thatched roof, woven walls reinforced against weather, a fire pit with banked coals. The woman inside it was smaller still.

She sat on a raised platform of layered furs and woven blankets, her back propped against the wall. Before I approached, her right hand lifted the unresponsive left from her lap and settled it securely against a folded hide. Her face was Naia’s face with thirty years and zero patience added: high cheekbones, strong jaw, dark intelligent eyes that missed nothing. The left side of her mouth drooped slightly, and her left hand rested uselessly in her lap.

But her right hand held a copper cup steady as stone. And her eyes, when they found me, were as sharp as any blade Kaya had ever pointed at my throat.

“So,” said the chieftain of the Vanu. “The sky-man.”

The right side of her mouth shaped each consonant for the weakened left, leaving the words slightly slurred and entirely deliberate.

“Chieftain Yara.” I bowed my head. The Vanu gesture of respect for elders, not the deeper submission for the council. I’d learned the difference.

“Sit.” She gestured to the floor before her with her good hand. “Not there. Closer. My ears work fine but I’m tired of shouting.”

I sat cross-legged at the edge of her platform. Up close, the asymmetry sharpened: when the right corner of her mouth tried to smile, the left stayed still, turning amusement into a challenge.

Naia hovered near the door, fidgeting with a braid, radiating anxiety in waves that would have been visible from the lake.

“Naia. Out.” Yara didn’t look at her daughter. “I’ll call when I’m done with him.”

“Mother…”

“Out.”

Naia left. The hide fell behind her. Alone with Yara, I felt the full attention that had carried the Vanu through plague and raids settle on me.

Outside the hide door, Naia’s ankle ornaments clicked as she shifted her stance.

“Tell me about the crash,” Yara said.

I told her. The plane. The dead men. The burial. The days alone.

“And then my scouts found you.”

“Kaya wanted to kill me.”

“Kaya wanted to kill everyone that year. She’d just lost three warriors.” The good side of Yara’s mouth twitched. “You impressed her by not dying. That’s how she evaluates people.”

“She later impressed me by trying to crush my throat in a wrestling match.”

“That’s how she says hello.” Yara shifted on her furs, adjusting the dead weight of her left side. “Tell me about the wives.”

“Amara was first. Then Kaya. Then Sela.”

“I know the order. Tell me why you chose them.”

I remembered Amara putting my hand against her empty belly before any child grew there, asking for hope with tears she refused to hide. Kaya had once stood beside me on the wall and admitted that safety frightened her more than battle. Sela had crossed a room full of witnesses on shaking legs because she wanted to stop living in doorways.

“They chose me in moments when lying would have been easier,” I said. “I chose them back.”

Yara studied me. “A neat answer.”

“It wasn’t neat while we lived it.”

She released a dry breath through her nose. “Good. Now my daughter.”

I met her gaze without flinching. “The night Naia stopped trying to impress me, she came to the lake in an ordinary wrap. She told me she was lonely, then walked away before I could give her an easy answer. I think about that walk more than any display she ever arranged.”

“What will she give you?”

“Whatever she chooses. I don’t keep accounts with the women I love.”

Yara was quiet for a long moment. She leaned forward, the effort visible in her working shoulder.

“I raised that girl alone at the center of every eye in this village. A chieftain’s daughter belongs to the watching tribe. I taught her that.” Her voice dropped. “I needed her strong when I fell. I needed her ready to lead. I didn’t ask what it cost her.”

Yara set the copper cup down with deliberate care. Her good hand stayed curled around it.

“You taught her to lower the shield I built,” she said. “Either you’re cruel, or you’re the one.” Her dark eyes drilled into me. “Prove which at the full moon.”

“I will.”

“You will. And if you hurt her, understand that I may not be able to stand, but I have raised a village of women who can, and they remember who their chieftain is.”

“I understand.”

Yara settled back and rubbed her working shoulder once. For an instant I saw Naia thirty years older: imperious, beautiful, exhausted.

“The walls,” she said. “Tell me about those too. And the sky-people. And this business with the mountain.” She raised the copper cup to her lips. “You have until I finish my tea.”

I talked. She listened with the focus of a raptor. Asked three questions, each one surgical. Interrupted twice with observations that cut to the bone of problems I was still working through. Laughed once, a dry bark, at my description of Mura’s expression when I first demonstrated the magnesium striker.

By the time her cup was empty, I understood where Naia got her mind.

Yara turned the empty cup in her good hand. “I will permit the vow. Approval comes afterward.”

“What do you need to see?”

“My daughter when the room stops watching her.” Yara’s gaze sharpened. “At the full moon, give her one hour in which she does not have to anticipate the tribe. If she returns to me rested instead of polished, I’ll know what kind of man you are.”

She called Naia back in. Her daughter entered with an expression of controlled terror.

“He may stand beside you at the full moon,” Yara said. “Whether he deserves to remain there is still his problem.”

Naia’s exhale came out slowly. She sat beside her mother’s platform, and Yara touched the elaborate braids her daughter polished every morning like prayer.

“You braided your own hair at seven because you hated the way I pulled,” Yara said. “Tonight, let your wives help. You have carried your own weight long enough.”

Naia’s eyes shone. She took her mother’s hand and held it.

I gave them the moment. Stepped outside into the flowering screen and stood in the warm morning air and breathed.



Amara was already at Yara’s hut by the time Naia and I emerged. She carried her medicine bag and the focused expression of a healer arriving for a regular appointment.

“How is she today?” Amara asked Naia.

“Sharp. Terrifying. Normal.”

Amara smiled and ducked inside. I heard her low voice greeting the chieftain, the rustle of herb packets, the clinical murmur of treatment.

Later, Claire came too at my suggestion. She used folded hides to support Yara’s weakened side, then demonstrated two simple movements meant to preserve what function remained. Amara approved the limited routine, although Yara glared at the sky-woman through the entire demonstration. Yara dismissed Claire with a glare and called the movements foolish. After the hide door fell, her good hand reached across her lap and lifted the weakened wrist through the exercise exactly as Claire had shown her.

Naia watched through the seam in the woven wall and wisely said nothing.



Kaya commanded the village from her stool at the wall like a general conducting a siege from a hilltop. The siege in question was against inactivity, and she was winning.

“You.” She pointed her spear, which she was not technically supposed to be holding, at a warrior jogging past. “North approach rotation. Why are you running east?”

“Water, War-Chief.”

“There is water at the north post. I had it placed there specifically for people who run the wrong direction.”

The warrior reversed course at speed.

“And you.” The spear swung toward me as I approached. “The south granary’s lashing needs checking. Three days old and already creaking in the wind.”

“That was my next stop.”

“Good. Then why are you standing here instead of there?”

I grinned at her. She scowled. Her spear stayed rigid, her swollen belly refused rest, and her eyes kept counting every warrior who passed. Uselessness terrified her more than pain. I understood it. It was why I’d answered her frustration with a command post instead of a confinement order.

“I’ll check the south granary,” I said. “And then I have the healing hut bracing to inspect.”

“The healing hut bracing is fine. I looked at it this morning.”

“From your stool?”

“I have excellent eyes.”

“I’ll look anyway.”

She waved me off. Her scowl eased before she waved me away.

The strongest tremor yet struck before sunset. Kaya’s stool skidded against the packed earth, water sloshed from the wall jars, and the council chamber posts creaked through five long seconds of movement.

In the chamber, torchlight revealed a finger-wide crack running across the floor from post to post. I marked both ends, cleared the building, and spent the last daylight checking whether the roof supports had shifted.

The crack still gaped when humid night settled over the village. Maya had fed and slept, the miracle of a full belly and a dark hut working their magic on her temperament. Amara lay on her side, the baby tucked against her, both of them breathing the deep rhythm of the exhausted.

I lay beside them with Amara’s slow breathing warm against my skin and Maya’s tiny snuffles threading through the dark.

In the dim light, Amara opened her eyes and found mine.

“You’re thinking too loud,” she whispered.

“Sorry.”

“The mountain?”

“The mountain. Naia. The ceremony. Raku. The Koru starving beyond the rim.”

“All at once?”

“All at once.”

She shifted. Reached for me with her free arm, the one not curled around Maya. Her fingers found my face in the dark.

“Come here.”

“Maya…”

“She sleeps like the dead when she’s full. You know this.” Amara barely breathed the words.

She lifted Maya with both hands and settled her into the woven basket beside the platform, tucked the blanket below the baby’s shoulders, then waited through three soft breaths to be sure she remained asleep. The basket stayed within Amara’s reach.

“Come here. Quietly.”

I moved closer. Her soft body pressed against mine, the familiar abundance of her: heavy breasts, soft belly, wide hips. The matriarch. My first wife. More than a year of knowing her body, and it still made my chest tight.

“I’m overfull again,” she whispered. “They ache when she sleeps too long between feeds. Help me.”

I understood. Found the tie of her wrap by touch, loosened it. Heavy, swollen breasts spilled free in the dark, their pressure obvious where they met my chest. I cupped the left one, taut and full to aching.

She hissed at the touch. “Gently. They’re tender.”

I lowered my mouth. Found the nipple in the dark, the puffed areola, and sealed my lips around her. Sucked, carefully.

The let-down was immediate. Milk flooded my mouth: sweet, thin, rich at once. The taste I’d grown to crave since Amara’s milk came in: faintly of almonds and something unnameable. Fresh from her body and alive.

Milk surged over my tongue. Amara’s hips pressed toward me in the old rhythm, the let-down pulling a low sound from her throat.

“Your mouth,” she breathed. “God, Daniel, your mouth on me. I feel it everywhere.”

I drank in slow, steady pulls. The milk flowed freely, and the hard pressure in my palm began to soften.

Amara watched me over the heavy curve of her breast. Even after months of this, seeing my mouth full of what her body made changed her expression. Brown nearly vanished as her pupils widened. Her lips parted, and a flush spread over the deep brown skin of her chest.

“Does it still please you?” she whispered.

I released her nipple long enough to answer. A thin line of milk shone on my lower lip. “More every time.”

“Tell me why.”

Heat lived under the request, but something vulnerable did too. The forty-three-year-old healer who had spent eight years untouched still needed to hear that motherhood had not taken desire from her. That the soft belly, the wider hips, and the heavy nursing breasts had made her more beautiful to me, not less.

I cradled the swollen weight in my palm and lifted it. “Because this is what we made together. Because you feed our daughter with these breasts, and you still want my mouth on them. Because you’re softer than any woman I’ve held and stronger than most men I’ve fought.”

A tremor crossed her exhale.

I bent back to her. Instead of sealing my lips immediately, I traced the wet nipple with my tongue. Milk beaded from the tip. I caught the drop, then another, tasting the faint sweetness while she squirmed beside me.

“Daniel.”

“Quiet.”

The command made her thighs shift. She slid one leg higher over mine, opening her body while I teased her breast with small licks. Each touch drew another bead. Each bead vanished into my mouth.

My free hand moved down her side. Over the softness of her belly, marked now by the child it had carried. Across her wide hip. Between her thighs.

She was slick enough that my first stroke along her pussy made a faint sound in the quiet hut.

Amara caught my wrist and held my fingers against her clit.

“There,” she breathed. “Slowly. Make it last.”

I circled her. She answered at once, rolling into my touch while my mouth drew another warm stream from her breast. The two rhythms met inside her. Thick thighs tightened, her clit jumped beneath my fingertips, and the milk flowed faster as pleasure climbed.

“Your hips answer before your mouth does,” I whispered against her wet skin.

“Only to you.”

I slid two fingers into her. Her pussy clenched hard around them, hot and flooded, swallowing my knuckles in slick heat. She bit down on my shoulder to silence the moan.

“So ready.” I curled inside her, pressing the spot that made her hips jerk. “Soaking. You’re dripping down my hand.”

“I woke ready.” Fingers tightened in my hair. “I lay here feeling the ache in my breasts and the ache between my legs, listening to our daughter breathe, knowing you could ease both. Knowing your mouth belongs on me. Knowing your cock belongs inside me.”

I pumped my fingers slowly. In and out, feeling her walls grip and flutter, feeling the wetness coat my palm. Each slow thrust made her hips roll into my hand, seeking more.

“I need more than your fingers.”

“Tell me.”

“I need my husband’s cock inside me.” She brought her mouth to my ear, breath hot and unsteady. “I need you drinking my milk while you fill me. Stretching me open while you empty my breasts. For a little while I need to be neither healer nor mother. Just your wanted wife. Just the woman you breed.”

I withdrew my fingers and brought them to her lips. Glistening. The scent of her arousal thick between us in the dark. She sucked them clean without hesitation, her tongue curling around each knuckle and lapping her own taste from my skin with slow, deliberate hunger. Need held her eyes on mine until my fingers were clean.

“You’re wanted,” I said. “Soft belly, heavy breasts, wet pussy. I want all of you.”

A smile flashed in the dark. “Then prove it.”

I shifted closer. She hooked a leg over my hip, drawing me in, opening herself. My tip found her entrance: molten, swollen, her pussy lips parting around me as if they’d been waiting. I slid home in one slow stroke. Wet heat parted for me until my hips pressed against the softness of her ass. Amara gasped into my cheek. We froze when Maya sighed in her sleep, kicked once beneath the blanket, then settled.

We stayed still until Maya’s tiny foot relaxed beneath the blanket. Amara’s pussy pulsed around me, involuntary, her walls adjusting to the stretch. Then she rolled her hips and took me that last impossible fraction deeper.

“Quiet,” she breathed against my hair. “But don’t you dare stop.”

I rocked into her. Slow. Deep. I measured the strokes by Maya’s breathing. The forced quiet sharpened the ridges of Amara’s body dragging along my shaft. My mouth returned to her breast, and the rhythm of suction matched the rhythm of our hips: draw out, suck, push in, swallow. She kept me close with a hand in my hair. Milk leaked from the breast I wasn’t attending, thin streams slicking her skin before running down her belly to pool where our bodies joined.

Side by side left no distance between us. My thigh supported hers. Her soft postpartum belly met my stomach. She rolled back until I seated at the root, then held me there while her nails bit my scalp. On the careful withdrawal, her pussy tightened as if reluctant to surrender an inch.

“Feel how open I am for you,” she whispered. “Feel how wet. It’s been building all night. I’ve been lying here soaking the furs, wanting this.”

“You’re gripping me like you never want me out.”

“Deeper. Put yourself deeper.”

I changed the angle by lifting her top leg higher over my hip. The next stroke reached something new: the blunt head of my cock pressing against the soft, deep wall of her, the spot that made her whole body jolt. Her eyes flew wide and her lips formed a perfect O around a sound she barely contained.

“There?”

She nodded quickly. “Again. Right there. Don’t stop hitting that spot.”

I found the angle again and held it, rocking against that deep spot while Amara’s heavy breast swayed against my face. A damp little sound came from her pussy, and she muffled her reaction on my shoulder. Milk ran over my tongue in rhythmic pulses, each let-down timed to the thrust that drew it.

Reaching between us, she covered the hand holding her wide hip and dragged my fingers forward to her clit: swollen, slippery, the hood drawn back from the hard bud.

“Touch me while you drink from me.”

I obeyed. My thumb worked tight circles over her clit as I fucked her slow and deep. Careful control frayed. Thick thighs closed around mine. Her breathing roughened beside my cheek, and the hand in my hair began tugging in time with her rising need.

“That’s my beautiful wife,” I murmured against her wet nipple.

Amara shuddered head to toe. “Your wife. The mother of your child. Your milk-heavy woman who can’t stop wanting your cock.”

“Mine.”

“Yours. Drink until the ache is gone, then use me until yours is gone too.”

I sealed my mouth around her nipple and drank in long, firm pulls. Sweetness flooded my tongue. Her pussy tightened with the let-down until I had to stop, buried to the hilt while her teeth pressed into her knuckle to protect Maya’s sleep.

“You like feeding me while I fuck you.”

“Yes.” Her answer came without shame, thick with arousal. “I love what it makes me feel. Full and emptied at once. My breasts releasing for your mouth while my pussy takes your cock. Needed and used and adored. Both of my holes giving you something.”

I drove deep. Held there. Let her feel every inch of me stretching her open while my mouth drew the ache from her swollen breast.

“Adored,” I said. The word pressed against her slick nipple.

She fisted my hair. “Say it again. I spent eight years believing that word belonged to younger women.”

“Adored,” I repeated. “Especially now.”

She pulled my mouth back to her breast and started moving with new urgency. The quiet remained, but gentleness changed into controlled force. Her wide hip drove into mine. Nails left half-moons in my shoulder. Each stroke pressed my thumb harder against her clit and ground my cock against that deep spot and pulled another warm swallow of milk into my mouth. The triple stimulation shook through her thick thighs. Her hand tightened in my hair on every thrust, and her pussy grew wetter around me until I could hear the slick sounds even through our careful movements.

“You gave me this part of my life,” she whispered, urgent, desperate. “Maya. The milk in your mouth. This wet, needy pussy that still wants you after feeding our daughter all day.” Her walls clenched hard enough to trap my groan in the heavy flesh beneath my mouth. She bit down on her own wrist to stay silent. “I’m still Amara the healer. But this body, this family, this joy is ours because you came to me.”

I switched breasts. The second one was harder, more swollen, the nipple distended and leaking before I even touched it. The first pull of my mouth brought a spray: milk hitting my chin, my neck, warm droplets spotting the pillow beside us. The let-down gushed against my tongue. She shuddered violently, her eyes rolling back, the nursing reflex spiking straight through her nervous system to her core. A hard spasm gripped my cock, a preview of what was coming.

“So full. So heavy.” She spoke into my ear, barely making a sound, each word thick with need. “Drink it all. Drain me. Take everything my body makes for you. My milk and my cum and my everything.”

I sucked deeper. Drove into her a fraction harder, the restraint becoming its own kind of torture. The milk gushed into my mouth with each pull, sweet and rich, her breast softening under my lips as I emptied her. She clamped around my cock, every muscle in her pussy contracting at once as her orgasm rolled through her in waves she couldn’t voice. A fist pressed to her mouth. Hooking a heel behind my thigh, she hauled me close while pleasure bowed her body over mine. She refused to close her eyes through it, tears slipping soundlessly toward her temple.

Her quiet finish broke my control. I buried my face in her breast as my cock jerked and spent inside her, hot spurts leaving me while milk flowed over my tongue. Amara kept my mouth sealed to her nipple and tightened her hooked leg, taking the load without letting our bodies slap and wake the baby.

When the last spurt left me, she gave one satisfied roll of her hips and kept me seated. A little cum escaped between us onto the furs. Maya breathed on, oblivious, while milk cooled on my lips and chin.

Amara kissed me. Tasted herself on my mouth and hummed.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “The ache is gone.”

“Any time.”

“I know.” She smiled against my mouth. Pulled her wrap back over her breasts. Checked Maya, who hadn’t stirred.

We lay tangled together, her head on my shoulder, her milk drying between us.

After a minute, she guided my hand to the breast I had emptied first. The tissue felt softer now, no longer tight with pressure.

“Better,” she whispered.

I checked the other with equal care. “Still full.”

“Maya will handle that one when she wakes.” Amara’s smile touched my neck. “You share well.”

“I was taught by the best.”

She bit back a laugh. Maya stirred in her basket and kicked once under the blanket. Amara and I froze until the tiny foot relaxed.

“Your daughter has terrible timing,” Amara whispered.

“My daughter?”

“At this hour, yes.”

I kissed the silver at her temple.

Maya made one offended little sound in her sleep. Amara covered her mouth to trap a laugh against my shoulder.


Chapter 5: The Standing Frame

I built two frames on the training ground that morning. Same height, same span, same materials: stripped poles, lashed crossbeams, woven panels. Identical to the eye.

The difference was in the joints.

Frame one: rigid. Every lash pulled drum-tight, every connection locked, no play in any direction. Most village structures followed that design, including the original walls I’d built.

Frame two: flexible. Deliberate play in every joint. Cross-braces allowed the frame to walk an inch in each direction without breaking, and cord with some give let each connection flex.

I gathered everyone who could spare an hour. Kaya from her stool, directing people’s attention with the point of her spear. Claire at my shoulder, ready to explain the why. Mura in the front row, staff planted.

“Help me shake this one,” I said, putting three warriors on frame one.

They pushed and pulled until the rigid frame resisted every inch of motion, held for a moment, and then cracked. One joint gave, and the cascade ripped through the structure like a toppling chain of copper ingots. The frame collapsed in a heap of broken poles.

“Now this one.”

The same three warriors on frame two. They pushed and pulled. The second frame swayed and groaned as its joints moved and its cross-braces flexed, walking an inch across the dirt without collapsing.

But it stood.

I stepped back. Let the demonstration speak.

“The ground shakes everything the same,” I said. “What breaks is what won’t bend. What stands is what gives a little and comes back.” I pointed at the collapsed frame. “That’s your council chamber’s joints. Your healing hut.” Then the standing frame. “That’s what they need to become.”

One builder crouched beside the standing frame, loosened a rigid knot by half a finger-width, and showed the adjustment to the woman beside her. Along the front row, hands began testing lashings.

Claire stepped forward. “We don’t replace the structures. We change the connections. Every rigid joint becomes a flexible one. Rope instead of sinew where it’s too tight. Bracing instead of pure strength.”

Kaya’s voice from her command stool: “How long?”

“A week to do the critical structures,” I said. “Council chamber. Healing hut. The granaries. After that, we work outward.”

“Then start with the healing hut.” Her hand rested on her belly. The subtext was clear: where her child might be born. Where her family would need to be safe.

I started with the healing hut.



The retrofit work consumed the village for six days. Every able Vanu hand joined a crew, from veteran builders to teenagers carrying rope and pegs.

The big structures went first: the council chamber’s massive roof supported on new cross-braced posts with lashed flexible joints; the healing hut’s walls reinforced with bamboo diagonal bracing that let the whole building sway without cracking; the five granaries, now dispersed across the village instead of clustered, each one re-lashed at every connection.

Heavy roof-stones came down. Hanging storage jars, copper tools on high pegs, anything that could become a falling weapon: all brought to ground level or secured with cord. I invented the phrase “nothing above your head that you wouldn’t catch” and heard it repeated across the village by the third day, mutated slightly in each household’s retelling.

Claire painted the hazard map. On a stretched hide pinned to the council chamber’s outer wall, she rendered the valley in charcoal and colored earth: the topography, the structures, the springs. Red earth marked the dead-ground pockets. Orange marked the rockfall zones under the rim. A dotted line traced the fissure where the council chamber floor had cracked.

The Vanu gathered around it and murmured. Some touched the hide with reverent fingers. Others looked troubled.

“Drawing the danger before it happens,” Mura said, standing before the map. “My grandmother would have called this sorcery. I call it wisdom.”

The fire-trap lines got their own inspection: seven bamboo pipes running from volcanic vents to the brush-filled pits that had incinerated Koru raiders during the second-wall battle. The shifted thermal regime meant the gas pressure had changed in three of the lines. One ran dangerously over-pressured, the bamboo swelling visibly.

I bled it off in a controlled release that had everyone within fifty paces stepping back. The hiss of escaping volcanic gas was a sound you didn’t forget. Tira’s forge crew, brave as they were, went pale.

“Fixed,” I said, wiping sweat. “But we check these weekly now.”

Old Sena’s household sat directly on the fissure trace. I’d identified it during the mapping: the crack in the council chamber floor ran in a line that, extended, passed directly under her cooking fire and sleeping platform.

“You need to move,” I told her directly in Vanu. Naia stood beside me and added the social weight my request lacked. “The fissure could widen. Gas could come up. It’s not safe.”

Old Sena, whose pride was legendary and whose stubbornness had outlasted three chieftains, looked at me like I’d suggested she eat dirt.

“My grandmother built this house,” she said. “Her grandmother before her.”

Naia caught my eye. The faintest smile.

The next morning, Sena’s granddaughter appeared at the old woman’s door with a basket of fresh-baked flatbread and a very specific request: could grandmother please move to the new spot nearer the bathing pool, because the granddaughter’s new baby would benefit from a closer healer, and Sena’s herbs grew better in the warmer soil there?

Sena moved that day. She announced loudly to everyone within earshot that her granddaughter’s request had persuaded her. The council and the sky-man could keep their opinions.

Naia passed me afterward and murmured, “The granddaughter trick. Works every time.” Her attention stayed on the crews ahead, but her natural gait still drew my eyes until she vanished between the houses.

Tira brought news from the forge: the vents were running hotter than she’d ever read the colors. The copper came faster, and each smelting run took less fuel.

“Best run since you built the bellows,” she said, her broad face alight. “The metal is separating cleaner than ever.”

Claire and I exchanged a look over Tira’s head. Hotter vents meant the thermal system was still shifting. For Tira, it was a gift. For us, it was another data point in a trend that wasn’t settling.

“Keep working,” I told Tira. “But if the stone around the vent cracks wider than your thumb, you stop and tell me immediately.”

She nodded and returned to the forge, humming in time with her hammer.



Oko appeared at the compound gate before sunset, dust-caked and winded from a multi-day circuit north. Sela caught him by the elbow, put water into his hand, and waited until he’d swallowed before allowing him to speak.

“The sky-people’s camp,” he said. “Their machines are gone. Their tents are gone. All gone for more than a moon.”

Expected. The company had pulled out when our sabotage convinced them the site was worthless.

Oko drank again. “But someone has been there. Fresh tracks. Fresh cuts on the fence posts. I watched from the ridge until dusk.” His eyes hardened. “Raku came out of the tool shed carrying something long wrapped in old tent cloth. I saw the finger-bone necklace. Saw the limp from Kaya’s spear wound. It was him.”

The tool shed had held steel, wire, rope, and a hundred other scraps the Koru could turn against us.

“How many with him?”

“Three. Maybe four. All thin.”

My attention went north while the compound worked around us. The earth moved under our homes, Naia’s ceremony waited on the moon, and now a starving enemy had found the modern world’s leftovers.

I sent Oko to eat and ordered the north watch doubled. Then I went to Amara’s hut, where Naia had asked me to witness a different kind of preparation.



Evening. Amara’s hut.

Naia had asked me to sit inside the preparation room where she could see me. She wanted the man she would trust on claiming night to understand exactly what she had chosen. I sat against the shadowed wall while she knelt on a mat of soft woven cloth, stripped to her waist, her elaborate braids pinned up and away from her neck. Firelight glazed her deep brown skin, and oil already gleamed on her shoulders where Amara had begun the work.

Amara knelt behind her, hands slick with oil, working methodically from the base of Naia’s spine upward. Maya was sleeping in Sela’s hut for the evening, safely beyond the preparation room’s closed hide. Only the three of us remained inside, and Naia checked my face once before surrendering her attention to Amara.

“This is the custom,” Amara said in a midwife’s practical tone. “Before a claiming, the bride prepares. Her body learns to accept what it will receive.”

Naia sat rigidly upright. Her hands rested on her thighs, fingers curled, trying very hard to appear calm. Failing spectacularly.

“I’ve negotiated everything my whole life,” Naia said. Her cadence held steady, but tension vibrated underneath like a plucked string. “Treaties, trade, my position, men. There was always something expected and something I could offer in return.” She closed her eyes as Amara’s oiled hands moved lower, over the dramatic swell of her hips, the small of her back where her body began to curve into the asset she’d weaponized since she could walk. “Here I keep reaching for leverage and finding nothing to bargain with. I only have what I want to give him.”

“Then give it,” Amara said.

“Giving.” The answer came thin. “I’ve never given this part of myself without knowing what I’d get back.”

“You’ll get him.” Amara braced Naia’s hip with a healer’s sure palm. “You’ll see what happens to his face when you stop performing. You’ll hear him lose that famous control inside you, and afterward he’ll hold you until you believe you belong.” She pressed her palm flat against Naia’s lower back. “And this. What you’re giving him here. It won’t be a transaction. It’ll be the one part of you that was never a transaction.”

Naia’s pulse jumped at the base of her throat. Her eyes stayed closed.

“You’re trembling,” Amara observed.

“I’m aware.” Through her teeth.

“Good. Trembling means your body is paying attention.” Amara reached for the polished ceremonial trainer: smooth, tapered, oiled to a gleam, its copper surface catching the firelight. Small enough to reassure, it was designed for preparation rather than completion. “The fear is natural. You controlled every encounter before him, so surrender asks more of you.”

“Especially for that woman.” Naia’s hands uncurled from fists. Gripped the edge of the mat instead, the woven fibers twisting under her fingers. “He won’t hurt me.”

“He won’t. He’ll be patient. He’ll be slow. He’ll stop if you ask.” Amara set the trainer’s cool tip against Naia’s lower back. Let her feel the weight without pressure. The smooth copper slowly taking on her body heat. “But I don’t think you’ll ask him to stop. I think you’ll ask for more.”

A shudder rolled through Naia’s body. Her massive ass, bare now where her wrap had been folded down, gleamed with oil in the firelight. Soft flesh tightened over the muscle.

“That’s a bold claim,” Naia managed, but the old wit snagged on her uneven breath.

“I know him.” Amara smiled. “I know how he makes a body feel. And yours is already telling me it wants this more than your mind will admit.”

“My body is a traitor.”

“Your body is being honest now.”

“Show me,” Naia said. The command coming through despite the trembling. The chieftain’s daughter, even here, even stripped and oiled and nervous. “What to expect. Show me so I’m not surprised.”

Amara’s hands spread her gently. She applied the oil with a healer’s thoroughness, using enough, one finger circling Naia’s anus with patient pressure until her shoulders eased.

“Name it,” Amara said.

Naia opened one eye. “What?”

“The part of you you’re giving. Say the word. Fear grows in unnamed places.”

The chieftain’s daughter looked personally offended by the demand. Then she swallowed.

“My asshole.”

“That sounded like an execution announcement. You’re allowed to want this, Naia.”

A startled laugh escaped her. Her knees moved farther apart, and her hips settled more fully into Amara’s supporting hand.

“My asshole,” she repeated, this time with warmth edging out the nerves. “The one part of my ass no man has touched. The one part I saved because I needed something that belonged only to me.”

Amara’s oiled fingertip pressed against the tight ring without entering. “And at the full moon?”

“It belongs to Daniel because I choose to give it.”

“Good. Choice first. Pleasure follows.”

Amara held the pressure with a healer’s patience while Naia breathed. The muscle tightened against her fingertip, then relaxed by degrees.

“Notice that first clench,” Amara murmured. “That’s habit guarding you before the sensation arrives. Let your belly soften. Give your hips to the mat.”

Naia exhaled through parted lips. Her hips sank lower, and the tight ring yielded to Amara’s touch.

“Better,” Amara said. “Now tell me if anything is sharp. Fullness is expected. Burning means we slow and add oil. Pain means we stop.”

“You make this sound like setting a bone.”

“Bodies are bodies. They answer honesty better than pride.”

Amara eased one finger inside.

Naia’s mouth opened. Her back arched, then flattened as she remembered the instruction.

“Pressure,” she said after the first startled pause. “Strange. Intense. Manageable.”

“Hold there. Let your body learn that nothing bad follows.”

Amara waited until Naia’s fists opened. Then she withdrew, added oil, and pressed inside again. This time Naia moved backward to meet her.

“I dislike any exercise where patience is the answer,” Naia muttered.

“That is why you need this one.”

Naia laughed roughly, exhaled, and let her weight sink toward the mat. Amara curled her finger, and surprise changed to a low moan as chosen pressure became pleasure.

“Touch yourself,” Amara instructed.

Naia glanced back. “That wasn’t mentioned in the custom.”

“Custom is written by women who understood bodies. Touch your clit. Teach your body to connect this fullness with pleasure.”

Naia reached between her thighs. Her fingers found her clit, slick already from the oil and her own wetness. The first circle made her hips jerk.

Amara held steady inside her. “Slow. Keep the circles even.”

The sight was intimate and unguarded: Naia on her knees, massive oiled ass offered to the healer behind her, one finger working her clit while Amara’s finger prepared her anus. Her grip had torn two fibers loose from the mat, yet she never reached for a joke or command to hide behind.

Her moan came low and surprised.

“That changes it,” she whispered.

“It will change more with Daniel. His hands on your hips. His voice telling you when to breathe. His cock stretching the place you saved.”

Naia shuddered so hard the copper ornaments in her braids clicked together.

“Don’t say that unless you intend to finish what you started.”

Amara smiled. “I intend to leave you aching for the full moon. Satisfaction is his privilege.”

She withdrew her finger. Naia made a frustrated sound that proved Amara’s method had already worked.

Then Amara picked up the polished ceremonial trainer again and set its cool tip against Naia’s anus, letting her feel the pressure without movement.

“Let your hips sink,” Amara said. “Don’t brace against it. That clench is your control talking. Tell it to sit down.”

“My control doesn’t sit down. It negotiates.”

“Then negotiate a truce. Just for tonight.”

Naia loosened one muscle at a time. The tapered tip entered by a fraction. Naia’s eyes flew open and a gasp escaped her.

Amara stopped instantly. “Tell me what changed.”

“Wider than the finger.” Naia breathed through the guarding spasm. “Still manageable. Don’t remove it.”

“I won’t. The next movement is yours.”

Naia looked over her shoulder, startled. “You’re making me do it?”

“I’m asking you to show me when you’re ready. Push back when you want more.”

Naia faced forward again. Her fingers dug into the mat, then deliberately released. She rolled her shoulders, counted silently to three, and pushed her hips back.

The copper slid deeper.

Her moan turned rough. She stopped, adjusted, then pushed again while Amara kept one hand on the base and the other splayed over Naia’s hip.

“Good,” Amara whispered. “You’re taking it because you want to.”

“Because I want him,” Naia corrected.

“Exactly.”

At the midpoint Naia stopped and touched herself without instruction. Pleasure loosened the guarded muscles more effectively than another lecture could.

“Tell me what you’re imagining,” Amara said.

Naia gave a shaky laugh. “Daniel behind me. Looking at my ass the way he’s looked since the council chamber. Except this time I don’t walk away.” Her fingers sped up. “His hand on my spine. His cock at my asshole. Him telling me it belongs to him.”

Amara allowed the copper to move with her.

Naia groaned. Her ass clenched around the copper, then relaxed.

“And what do you tell him?”

“That I saved it for him. That no one else has had it. That no one else ever will.”

“Good.”

Naia’s hips shifted, taking more until the widest comfortable point rested inside her. Her hand slowed between her thighs as nerves gave way to concentration.

Amara rotated the copper once, then drew it back a thumb’s width. Naia followed it forward before pride could disguise the impulse.

“I trust him,” she said, looking at me rather than Amara. “I want him in the place I kept from everyone else.”

Amara released her supporting hand, leaving Naia to choose the final movement. She pushed back to the mark and held herself there, breathing hard, eyes fixed on mine.

“Show him that on the full moon,” Amara said. “We stop there tonight.”

“I can take more.”

“Perhaps. But tomorrow should not hurt because pride demanded victory tonight.”

Naia scowled over her shoulder. “You sound like Daniel.”

“One of the reasons our marriage works.”

Amara withdrew the copper while Naia counted under her breath. Her anus closed behind it, slick with oil and loose enough to make her smile at her own progress.

Amara massaged the surrounding muscle with two oiled fingers, easing the last tension. Then she pressed a soft cloth between Naia’s thighs and helped her turn.

Naia turned carefully, still flushed and loose-limbed from the practice. Amara pressed a kiss to her shoulder, then wrapped the oiled trainer in clean cloth.

“Tomorrow?” Naia asked.

“Tomorrow. Your body learns through patience.”

“My grandmother would be furious that patience defeated me tonight.”

“Your grandmother would have been jealous.”

Naia laughed, shaky and genuine. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright, her skin gleaming with oil. Her thighs quivered from the work, but she looked directly at Amara.

“Thank you,” she said. “For teaching me this. For not being jealous, or threatened, or any of the things I would have been in your position.”

Amara squeezed her hand. “Tomorrow we practice moving without bracing. Tonight you drink water and sleep on your side.”

“Another round tomorrow?”

“Several. Patience is still winning.”

Naia groaned and let Amara help her into a clean wrap.

“Tomorrow we begin earlier,” Amara said.

Naia lifted her chin. “Tomorrow I negotiate the schedule.”


Chapter 6: What the Sky-People Left

The mountain had reshaped the three-day trail north. New cracks split rock faces that had been whole two months ago. A section of the ridge path had slumped into scree, forcing us onto a knife-edge that made Oko shake his head.

“The mountain moves the paths,” he said. “This one will be different again next season.”

Oko never paused over broken terrain. At the first scree slope, he pointed to three pebbles resting on the darker face of a boulder and took us ten paces uphill. The trail slid away behind us before I’d finished crossing. His bare feet had read the fresh dust where my boots saw only rock.

“Your wife will kill me if I break you out here,” he said, not specifying which wife. Possibly all of them.

“Which wife worries you most?”

“The pregnant one. She can’t chase me, but she can throw a spear from that stool of hers.” A pause. “Also the small one. She has needles.”

“Sela?”

“Never anger a healer. They know where the pain lives.”

We spent the first night under an overhang above the waterfall, with Claire recording three small tremors by touch and Oko sleeping through all of them. The second day took us across the broken ridge path. By noon on the third, the abandoned camp lay below us.

We made good time despite the changed terrain. Oko’s conversational style was sparse but revealing: he told me about the valley before the plague, when the men numbered as many as the women and the biggest problem was keeping pigs from the terraces. He remembered his grandfather’s stories of the mountain’s last “angry season,” told in the flat voice of a man reporting weather.

“The ground shook for a moon. Then it stopped. People rebuilt. The springs moved. The game trails changed.” He shrugged. “The valley survived. It always has.”

Claire had come as far as the high ridge that overlooked the old camp. She knew the site’s inventory, the company’s equipment list, what should and shouldn’t be there. But two people moved faster than three in broken terrain, so Oko and I pushed the last half-day alone while she set up an observation post with her charcoal and cord.

The mining camp was a scar on the mountain’s skin. Cleared ground already being reclaimed by the jungle at its edges, vines creeping across the perimeter where security fencing had been pulled up and hauled away. Drill-pad gravel caught the afternoon light, and abandoned boot prints held rainwater gone green with algae.

The company had stripped it clean. Generators, drilling equipment, tents, ATVs: all gone north with the convoy our operation had driven out. What they’d left was the detritus of an operation pulled out fast: concrete pads they couldn’t move, pipe casings too heavy to justify hauling, cable trenches half-filled with mud. A fire ring where contractors had burned documents the last night. The char-smell was long gone but the circle of blackened stones remained, telling its own story of a hasty departure.

Oko circled the perimeter while I went for the buildings. The old scout moved like a ghost, his bare feet silent on the gravel, his dark eyes reading marks and sign with a lifetime hunter’s fluency. He found Koru tracks before I’d reached the first structure.

And the tool shed. Its door hung from one hinge, the lock broken by someone patient with a sharp tool. The cuts were methodical: the intruder had worked at the mechanism with a stone blade until they understood it, then applied something harder and sharper.

Oko pointed at the marks. “A blade did this. Not stone. The cuts are clean and thin.”

Inside: emptied shelving. The outlines of tools visible in the dust, ghosts of equipment that had been racked here for months. Most empty from the company’s evacuation. But three gaps didn’t match the evacuation pattern: a machete slot, empty; a coil of wire, gone; strapping metal, stripped from a hanging bracket.

“Steel machete,” I said. “Wire. Tent-pole metal.” I could see it in my mind: Raku in this shed, his filed-tooth grin reflecting off a blade that held an edge his obsidian knives couldn’t dream of.

“And this.” Oko led me outside to a clearing behind the shed. A young tree at its edge carried a ladder of practice cuts. The lower marks were shallow and badly angled, while the higher ones bit cleaner through the grain. Whoever trained here had improved.

I ran a finger along one pale groove. Weather had softened the edges enough that the cuts might have been weeks old, but rain and leaf litter made anything more precise guesswork. A thin layer of buried chips suggested repeated practice rather than a single test.

Oko traced the highest cut with one gnarled fingertip. “He is no fool. A fool swings. This man practices.”

We swept the perimeter. Stripped snares: the wire taken from the shed, bent into traps for small game. A dozen of them around the camp, most sprung empty. Bark peeled from trees at head height: emergency food, the inner cambium scraped away and chewed. I’d taught that technique on my survival show. It meant: nothing else left to eat.

At the tree line, a dead Koru scout lay face down in the leaf litter, ribs standing out like basket-weave through the taut skin of his back. His body showed no wounds or predator damage. Hunger and cold and the weakness of a body that had burned through its last reserves.

Left unburied. That told me more than anything. Raku’s people couldn’t spare the energy for the dead.

“The wolf starves,” Oko said. “But now he has teeth.”

I crouched by the dead man. Young. Nineteen, maybe twenty. He would have been a warrior in his prime if his chieftain hadn’t fed young lives into raid after raid. I covered him with leaves. It wasn’t burial, but it was something.



We found one thing the company left and Raku hadn’t. A supply crate, half-buried in mud behind the drill pad, shoved against a concrete piling where the undergrowth had grown over it.

I dug it clear with Oko’s help. Standard expedition supply: a coil of good nylon rope, a hand axe with a composite handle, and a first-aid kit with plastic seals still intact.

Inside the kit: antiseptic wipes, butterfly closures, a roll of bandage, a tube of antibiotic ointment, painkillers in blister packs. Six months past the printed date. Still good.

I turned the crate over. Under the grime, a company logo. GeoSpec Resources Ltd. Claire’s employer. The people who’d buried her environmental report and pushed the survey anyway.

I packed the crate’s contents into our carrying bags. The rope alone was worth the trip: stronger than anything we could braid from local fiber.

Oko tested the hand axe against his thumbnail, watched the clean pale line it left, and nodded once.

“Better than copper.”

“Better than copper,” I agreed. “But we only have one. Raku has a machete.”

“One good blade against one starving man.” Oko shrugged. “I’ve seen worse odds.”



We met Claire at the ridge observation post as the light began to fail. She’d spent the day mapping what she could see from above: the camp’s footprint, the trail patterns, Raku’s likely approach routes from the east. Her charcoal sketches were pinned under stones against the wind, the precise lines of a trained cartographer rendered on bark strips.

She’d also catalogued what the birds could tell her: no new smoke from the Koru east. No movement on the ridge line connecting our valleys. Whatever Raku was doing with his stolen steel, he was doing it quietly.

“He’s coming from the Koru side,” she confirmed, pointing at the ridge line. Her blonde ponytail was dusted with volcanic ash from the exposed ridge, her borrowed wraps smudged with charcoal from a day of sketching. “There’s a game trail that cuts behind the drill pad. The scuff marks are recent and light. Three to four people, bare feet, carrying almost nothing.”

I handed her the first-aid kit. She saw the logo and ground her thumb over the letters until the plastic creaked.

“GeoSpec. They probably wrote this crate off as lost inventory. A hundred dollars on someone’s spreadsheet. Probably filed under ‘shrinkage’ and never thought of again.” She opened the kit, held each packet to the light, pressed the seals for leaks, and read the expiration dates twice. “The antiseptic is still good. The painkillers are fine. This is six months of medicine for Amara’s hut.”

“Guilt?”

She looked at me. Her pale green eyes stayed steady while her thumb kept worrying the company logo. “I flagged this site to protect it. Wrote a forty-page environmental assessment with seventeen citations. Got overruled by a VP who hadn’t left his office in six months. Quit in protest, which accomplished nothing except emptying my savings account. Got hired back as a contractor because I needed the work and they needed someone who knew the terrain.” Her thumb flattened the logo until the plastic crackled. “I came back here. And now the protection I failed to provide has armed the man who wants to kill you.”

“That’s not your fault.”

“No. But it’s my responsibility.” She tucked the kit into her bag with more care than the contents required and smoothed the zipper closed. “Everything this company touched is my responsibility now. Because I’m the only one left who can make it right.”

I understood that feeling. Being the only one who could act pressed on you until responsibility felt permanent. I’d carried it since the crash, since three men died and I lived and nobody was coming.

“You’re not alone with it,” I said.

She tucked a loose strand behind her ear, then repeated the motion though nothing had fallen free. She nodded once and started packing her observation gear.



We camped that night under the same ridge overhang Claire had used as an observation post, with the recovered crate tied above the damp ground. Rain tapped the leaves after midnight, and a tremor sent pebbles ticking down the rock face before dawn.

The next day we crossed the broken ridge and descended through country newly scarred by slides. We stopped before dark rather than gamble the knife-edge path in rain, then started again at first light. By the afternoon of the third return day, the valley rim was finally within reach.

The stream crossing broke the mood.

Two-thirds of the way back, the route dropped into a narrow valley where a fast-running stream cut between mossy boulders. Normally ankle-deep and easy to wade, the stream now ran knee-deep and fast over slick stone. Whether recent showers or altered spring discharge had swollen it, Claire had added the change to her list of measurements.

Oko crossed first, his wiry frame finding purchase on rocks I could barely see through the churning surface. He made the other side and turned to wait.

I crossed second. The water was colder than expected: the shifted thermal regime hadn’t reached this stream yet, and the mountain runoff was still glacier-sharp. I found my footing on the far bank and turned to watch Claire.

She tested the first stone. Fine. Second stone. Fine. Third stone: her boot slipped on the algae-slicked surface, and her weight went sideways.

I caught her wrist before she knew she was falling.

One-armed, her full weight suspended over the rushing water, my hand locked on her forearm. Her body swung. Her feet found nothing. And I held her, braced against the bank, and pulled her up onto solid ground like she weighed nothing at all.

She stood on the bank, soaked to one hip, breathing hard. I kept hold of her wrist, and her widening eyes fixed on my fingers.

Color rose along Claire’s freckled throat.

“Don’t do that,” she said, low and almost angry.

“Catch you?”

“Make it feel easy.” Her gaze dropped to the current. “Although the flow is pushing at roughly twice last month’s volume, so perhaps I should blame discharge rate instead of your shoulders.”

The joke lost its shape halfway through. I released her, and she drew her wrist to her chest, thumb pressed over the marks my fingers had left.

“Thank you,” she said too carefully. “I’ll choose the upstream stones next time.”

“You’re welcome.”

Oko, on the far side, studied the sky with magnificent disinterest.

For the rest of the trail, Claire kept half a pace ahead and delivered an unnecessary running estimate of stream discharge to Oko, who answered only once: “Water is wet.” I matched her pace without closing the careful distance she’d created.



We crested the rim at dusk. The valley spread below us in the last gold light: thatched roofs, terraced gardens, and the lake catching fire from the sunset. Smoke rose thinly from the hearths my family slept beside.

The valley should have looked safe from that height.

Instead, a thin wisp of steam burned orange against the darkening north rim, rising where nothing had ever risen before.


Chapter 7: The War-Band

Three days after we returned from the north, the full moon rose.

Kaya arrived at Naia’s hut before noon, awkward as a cat in deep water, her pregnant belly leading her through the doorway like a siege engine. Sela was threading white thermal-vent blossoms through Naia’s copper-beaded braids, while Amara had set aside the oil after one brief reminder: speak clearly, breathe, and leave pride outside the claiming hut.

Kaya’s copper war-bands gleamed on both biceps. She’d put on clean wraps. Her short hair was freshly oiled. The fact that she’d made any effort at all told Naia everything she needed to know.

She stood in the center of the preparation hut and looked at the scene: Amara checking the fall of the ceremonial wrap, Sela braiding, Naia half-naked and trembling with nerves she refused to acknowledge. Three women she’d fought beside, argued with, slept curled against in the same bed, shared a man with, and somehow made into family over the long months.

Kaya studied a crack in the wall with the concentration of a scout avoiding enemy eyes. Then she thrust out her arm and revealed a copper war-band polished to a mirror finish, twin to the one she wore on patrol. She’d forged it in Tira’s shop with hands far more comfortable around a spear, because the forge was part of what I had built and she had wanted her mark in it.

“Here.” She shoved it at Naia like it was a report of enemy movements. “You’re family now.” A long, painful pause. “Hit anyone who says otherwise.”

Then she turned and fled the hut at the fastest waddle her belly would allow, her hand braced against the doorframe for the momentum shift, nearly bowling over a passing warrior who dodged like the man valued his life.

The three women stared at the doorway. Then at each other. From behind the screen, I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.

“Did she just…” Sela started.

“She did.” Amara’s smile widened, her eyes slightly wet.

Naia weighed the still-warm war-band in her hands. Firelight found the hammer marks Kaya had left visible through the polish.

Naia tried to thank her, but no sound came. She slid it onto her upper arm beside her elaborate ornaments and covered it with her palm for a moment.

“Nobody comment,” she said. Voice thick. “If I start crying, the ceremony is ruined and Kaya will deny the whole thing happened.”

“She’ll deny it anyway,” Sela said.

“I know. And I’ll wear it every day until she admits it mattered.”

Amara kissed her forehead. “Don’t crush Sela’s flowers. She’ll make you sit through the braiding twice.”

I slipped out before the final oiling, leaving the women who would soon be her co-wives to finish what they had begun in privacy.

Yara’s attendants found me outside her hut an hour later. The chieftain had dismissed the first litter as “a grain sled with cushions” and refused to be carried on it.

The old litter’s rigid poles pitched its woven platform whenever one bearer stepped high. That had become dangerous on twitching ground, especially when Yara’s weakened side could not catch a tilt.

I rebuilt it while she criticized every choice: flexible cross-lashings, a deeper seat, padding for her weak arm, and handles set to each bearer’s height. A hide strap across the hips looked undignified and kept her secure under the ceremonial copper she insisted on wearing.

Yara watched from the doorway while I worked.

“You add straps to the chieftain like cargo,” she said.

“Valuable cargo.”

“Flattery this late is suspicious.”

“That wasn’t flattery. Copper is easier to carry.”

Yara gave a dry grunt of approval.

Kaya arrived to inspect the litter. Of course she did. She tested every lashing, planted one bare foot on the frame, and leaned until the poles flexed.

“It holds,” she said.

“You sound disappointed.”

“I wanted to find one bad knot. Pregnancy has made everyone too competent around me.”

Yara pointed at the front handle. “Carry me.”

Kaya stared at her. “Tua forbids lifting.”

“Tua is not here.”

“Tua is always here when someone disobeys her. She grows out of the ground.”

“Then she can complain while you carry me.”

Kaya looked down at her belly, reached for the handle, then stopped with her fingers an inch from it.

“I walk beside you,” she said. “I keep the bearers level.”

Yara studied her for a long moment. “Good. A war-chief who finally knows the difference between courage and stupidity. Daniel may yet civilize you.”

“Say that again and I leave you on the grain sled.”

The attendants hid smiles while we transferred Yara into the rebuilt litter. She refused help twice, accepted it on the third attempt, and cursed her left leg with enough creativity to make one young bearer blush.

Naia came through the flowering screen before we lifted. White blossoms threaded her finished braids, and Kaya’s plain war-band drew the eye among polished ornaments. Her wrap was simple. Her face was not.

She saw her mother strapped into the litter and stopped.

“You’re coming.”

Yara snorted. “I did not put on six pounds of copper to sit behind flowers.”

Naia knelt beside her. For one moment, the chieftain’s daughter forgot the waiting village, the ceremony, and me. She adjusted the padding under Yara’s weak hand and rubbed warmth into the curled fingers.

“You don’t have to prove anything tonight,” Naia said.

“Neither do you.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Naia glanced toward me, then at the war-band on her arm. “I am trying.”

Yara’s good hand rose to her daughter’s cheek. The touch pulled slightly at the uneven line of her mouth, but her eyes remained sharp.

“When you were six, you climbed the council roof because the boys said you couldn’t. You reached the ridge beam and discovered you were afraid to come down. Do you remember what I told you?”

“You said fear at the top doesn’t erase the climb.”

“I said stop crying and put your foot where I pointed.”

Naia laughed. The sound broke wet at the edges.

“That too.”

Yara tapped the copper war-band. “Tonight, put your foot where he points. If you dislike the direction, tell him. If you like it, stop making him guess.”

“Mother.”

“I was young before I was ancient.”

Kaya made a strangled sound and turned it into a cough.

Naia stood and kissed her mother’s brow. “I’ll see you at the ceremony.”

“You will see everyone at the ceremony. That is the problem with being my daughter.” Yara caught her wrist before she could pull away. “Look for the people who love you. Let the rest blur.”

Naia’s fingers closed over her mother’s.

The attendants lifted on my count. The flexible handles moved without pitching the seat, and Yara rode level through the flowering screen. Kaya walked at the left front, one hand hovering near the frame without bearing its load. I took the right rear on the steepest section.

Naia stayed behind for the final wrap and paint.

When we reached the ceremony ground, the crowd saw the chieftain coming long before the drums began.



At dusk, the village gathered around Yara’s litter.

Her ceremonial copper caught the torchlight, pieces that had not been worn since before the stroke. Half her face stayed still; her gaze carried enough authority for the rest. People who had not seen their chieftain in two years lowered their heads as they passed.

Mura met her at the ceremony ground’s edge and touched two fingers to Yara’s litter. Yara tapped the old copper ring on Mura’s staff in answer, and the two women held each other’s gaze before Mura stepped aside.

The drums began, low and steady.



In the preparation hut, Sela checked the knot of my ceremonial wrap, traced the silver scar at my ribs, and pulled the cloth aside.

“Naia gets the best of you,” she said. “Full, hungry, and listening.”

Her oiled palm closed around my cock. She brought me close with a healer’s attention to every tightening muscle, then looked up for the limit.

“Stop,” I ordered.

Her hand stilled instantly. The denied release throbbed against her palm.

“Good girl.”

Sela’s answering smile held none of her old timidity. She retied the wrap and named the price of her obedience.

“The thing I asked for. I know where now. The pool, in daylight, with the wives and any willing adults already there.”

“Adults only. Nobody gets trapped into watching.”

“Agreed.”

“And I set the pace once we begin.”

Her gaze stayed fixed on mine. “Yes.”

I caught her chin and made her repeat it. She did, stronger.

Then she kissed my knuckles and stepped away. “Go. She’s waiting.”

I went toward the drums hard, aching, and clear on every boundary.



Torchlight washed the ceremony ground while drums rolled over the gathered village.

I walked from the preparation hut through the crowd. Faces I knew: Mura, solemn; Dala, who’d fought like a demon during the second-wall battle; Kiru, bouncing on his heels; and Lira’s bowwomen, spears grounded in salute.

From her litter, Yara tracked me as I passed and gave the faintest nod.

I took my place at the claiming hut’s entrance.

The drums shifted rhythm. The crowd parted.

Naia emerged from the preparation hut.

She walked toward me in her own unhurried stride. Her arms hung loose instead of arranging the wrap, and her gaze stayed on mine while the village watched.

The ceremonial response caught behind my teeth. I swallowed once before I trusted my voice.

Torchlight moved over the thermal-vent blossoms woven through her braids, found the copper beads, and settled on the tiny hammer marks Kaya had left in the war-band. Naia’s thumb brushed those marks once, carrying the warrior’s blessing with her. A simple ceremonial wrap followed the natural flare of her hips without the strategic cuts she once favored. When my gaze reached her face, her dark eyes were wet at the edges and absolutely certain.

She stopped close enough that the blossoms in her braids brushed my chest and her uneven breath warmed my throat.

“I give myself,” she said. The ritual words. But her voice broke on them in a way that made the whole crowd go still. “All of myself. Tonight.”


Chapter 8: The Vow

Banked coals painted the claiming hut in amber and shadow. Ceremonial furs layered thick on the central platform. These hides came out only for births, claimings, and deaths. Flower oil lingered over heated stone, old ritual scents caught in the woven walls.

Before the witnesses entered, I checked the coal pit’s raised stone lip, the water jar beside it, and every flexible roof lashing above the platform. The mountain had been shaking for weeks. Sacred space still needed sound joints and a fire that couldn’t scatter across dry furs.

Elder witnesses lined the walls. Voices dropped as they entered. Naia checked the old faces once, and I slowed my hands so no gesture could be mistaken or hidden.

Yara’s litter had been positioned at the hut’s far end. The chieftain’s gaze stayed sharp in the dimness. Her copper ceremonial pieces caught the coals’ glow. She’d insisted on being here: her daughter’s vow, her right to witness. The village had carried her in silence.

Before Naia entered, Yara called for the old objects.

Mura brought a shallow clay bowl filled with water from the central spring. Amara carried a coal from Naia’s mother’s hearth in a covered copper dish. Kaya, fully awake for the ritual portion, laid her war-band’s twin beside the fire. Sela placed one white thermal-vent blossom in the water.

Yara lifted her good hand. The drums outside stopped.

“A child of the chieftain is born under the tribe’s eyes,” she said. Each word cost effort, but none lacked force. “She learns early that her face belongs to the people. Her voice belongs to the people. Her marriage, if she makes one, must strengthen the people.”

Naia stood at the threshold listening. Her hands trembled at her sides.

Yara’s gaze found her daughter. “I taught you that duty was the same as love. I was wrong. Duty can hold a roof. It cannot warm a bed. Tonight you give nothing because the tribe requires it. You give because you choose.”

The witnesses answered together. “She chooses.”

Mura drew a line of spring water across Naia’s brow. “Leave the tribe’s demands at the threshold.”

Amara lifted the hearth coal near Naia’s palms. “Come to our fire because you want us.”

Kaya fastened the second war-band around Naia’s bare upper arm. “Copper bends before it breaks. So do we.”

Naia pressed her thumb over Kaya’s visible hammer marks and blinked hard.

Sela tucked the white blossom into the braids above Naia’s ear. “I watched you choose us. Tonight we’ll watch you be happy.”

The witnesses answered again. “We see her.”

Then Yara’s attention settled on me.

“Daniel Voss. You have taken hope, the blade, and the healer into your hearth. My daughter offers the face hidden by the chieftain’s paint. If you receive her, you receive no office and no advantage. You receive the woman.”

“The woman is what I want,” I said.

Naia’s war-band clicked against the copper beads at her wrist as her arm shook.

Yara’s curled fingers slowly unclosed. When her palm finally faced upward, she said:

“Enter. Speak the vow. Leave the chieftain’s paint outside.”

Naia stood at the center.

Firelight on her oiled skin. Her elaborate braids crowned with white thermal-vent blossoms, their waxy petals catching the amber light. The copper beads in her hair gleamed like tiny suns. Kaya’s war-band on her arm, the metal warm from her body heat, incongruous and perfect: the warrior’s blessing on the politician’s daughter.

Her ceremonial wrap remained in place, but her hands had nowhere to hide. They opened and closed at her sides while her eyes shone too brightly and her chest rose faster than the ritual required.

I crossed to her without rushing. She had waited since that first council meeting for this, and now the cleverest woman in the valley possessed no plan beyond trusting me.

I stopped before her, her oiled skin warming the narrow space between us. She swallowed twice before she found her voice.

With my lips close to her ear, I made the words private. “You will never bargain for your place at my fire again. I want you there. I swear it.”

Her braids brushed my cheek as she released a shaking breath. She closed her eyes, opened them, and met mine.

“Then take what I saved for you,” she whispered.

I kissed her.

I kissed her slowly enough to let her choose when her lips opened under mine, then I deepened it and took the choice from there. A small, startled sound escaped her, followed by an annoyed murmur against my lips.

“Do not look pleased with yourself yet,” she whispered.

“Too late.”

She kissed me harder for that.

She spread both hands over my chest and felt my heartbeat beneath her palms, grounding herself in the certainty of what she was choosing.

My hands found the ceremonial wrap’s tie at her hip. One pull. The fabric slid over her thigh and pooled at her feet. She stood bare before me in the firelight.

I’d seen Naia’s body a hundred times through deliberate bends and glances over her shoulder. More than a year of that body aimed at my resolve.

Now she let her arms fall and watched my reaction without adjusting a single angle.

My eyes started at her feet. Decorated with copper ankle bands, her toes on the soft fur. Up toned calves, shaped by a lifetime of controlled, deliberate steps. Her thighs: thick, powerful, firm muscle shifting under deep brown skin that gleamed with oil in the coals’ warmth. The dramatic flare of her hips, wider than Kaya’s, fuller, made for gripping. The cinch of her waist making the curves above and below it even more pronounced.

And her ass. Since that first council meeting, I’d watched that ass sway away from me through strategic bends and measured glances, fabric straining and promising and never quite delivering. Massive. Round. Impossibly full, the curve of it dramatic and real, the oil highlighting the broad contour and amber shadows, and the lush flesh that she’d used as currency and now offered as gift.

Higher: her breasts, medium, proportional, sitting well on her chest, dark nipples tight and pointed in the heated air. Her face: the elaborate braids with their flowers and copper, the wet eyes, the full lips parted on a breath that couldn’t quite steady itself.

“Look as long as you want,” she said, her voice thinner than the confident purr she’d worn since the day we met. “I’ve charged you for the view long enough. Tonight the account closes.”



I took her hand. Led her to the platform of furs. She lay face down at my instruction: willingly, her breath coming faster, her body laid out for me in the amber light. The massive curves of her backside, the deep lumbar arch, the long line of her oiled back. I started with far more oil than preparation required, turning the act into worship with both hands, full pressure, starting at her shoulders and working down. The skin she’d displayed for political advantage received patient, reverent attention now. I learned the map of her: the knots in her shoulders from years of holding her head high, the sensitivity of her lower back, her hips pressing into my thumbs when I found the dimples above her ass.

“Men in this valley have watched me walk away,” she said into the furs, her voice muffled by the soft hide pressed to her cheek. “They stared and wanted what they couldn’t have.” A quiver ran through her thighs as my hands reached the dramatic swell of her hips, cupping, kneading. “You’re the only one I ever walked toward with nothing to bargain.”

My thumbs traced the lower curve of each cheek. She gasped. I spread her gently, the oil making everything slick, and lowered my mouth to the base of her spine.

“Daniel.”

“I’m here.” I kissed lower. And lower. My lips traced the impossible curve of her ass, my tongue finding the sensitive skin at her inner thighs before circling the anus she had reserved. A broken moan drove into the furs.

I spread her further and found her pussy with my mouth from behind: already soaking, the evidence of weeks of anticipation, days of training with Amara, and nights spent wanting. My tongue traveled from entrance to clit. She cried out loud enough for the witnesses to hear and bucked into my face.

“Don’t stop.” Raw honesty stripped the words of subtext or double meaning. “Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. My tongue worked her clit while two fingers slid inside her: easy, slick, her walls gripping immediately. She gripped my fingers with hungry urgency and rocked back for pressure.

My other hand found the oil. I let the slick oil drip between her cheeks, the thin golden stream running down the cleft of her ass. One rigid breath passed. Then she exhaled, long and deliberate, the way Amara had taught her.

And pressed back toward my touch.

“Yes,” she whispered. “There.”

One finger circled without entering. The muscle clenched around my fingertip and released until resistance became welcome.

“More.” Strength and certainty returned.

I pressed inside. Just the tip. The resistance, the give, the heat of her. She moaned into the furs: a startled moan that softened as she adjusted.

I moved with a gentle rhythm, in and out, following the motion of her hips. She rocked into the furs, seeking friction for her clit. Her pussy dripped untouched, the stimulation from behind radiating forward in waves.

“More,” she said again. Demanding now. “I need more. I’ve been training for this. I’m ready.”

I added a second finger. Slow. The stretch drew a sharp gasp, then a moan that was purely pleasure. She was opening for me, the days of preparation paying off as the muscle guarding her yielded.

I worked her with both hands: pressure behind, two fingers curled inside her pussy, one thumb over her clit. The first finish caught her in a startled snap of the hips and a short cry into the furs. She squeezed my fingers, laughed once in disbelief, then reached back to catch my wrist before the smaller pulses had faded.

“Amara’s lessons worked,” she said, astonishment breaking through her practiced voice. “I owe her an apology for complaining.”

“You can give it after I finish claiming you.”



I withdrew my hands. Stripped my own wrap. Positioned behind her where she lay face down, her massive ass raised and displayed in the firelight. The view had haunted me since the council chamber: the oil-gleaming curves she had teased, now held open for me.

I dragged my swollen tip along her oiled cleft, letting its heat and firm pressure tease every sensitive inch without entering.

Impatience rolled her hips toward me. “Daniel. Inside me.”

I entered her pussy. One deep stroke that buried me to the hilt in soaking, gripping heat.

Naia screamed. Months of waiting, weeks of teasing, days of preparing her body for what tonight would bring, and the first thing I gave her was my cock splitting her open to the root. Her pussy clenched around me like she’d been starving for this exact fullness, her walls fluttering, contracting, trying to pull me deeper even though there was nowhere deeper to go.

“Look at you,” I said, withdrawing halfway before I slammed back in. “Taking more after making me wait all this time.”

“Yours.” She met my next thrust with a sharp snap of her hips, her massive ass impacting my pelvis with a wet slap that rang through the hut. Aggressive. Greedy. Taking what she wanted with the same intensity she’d brought to every negotiation. “Look as long as you want. It’s all yours now. This pussy. This ass. Everything behind it.”

I locked both hands around the swell of her hips, fingers digging into the dramatic flare where waist became curve, and drove into her with deep, powerful strokes. Her oiled backside rippled under the impact, amber highlights racing over the curve before it settled. The slick plunge of my cock into her saturated pussy filled the hut, loud proof of how long she’d wanted this.

I fucked her from behind with months of patience spent in the rhythm. She took me without reserve, moaning openly, her massive backside pushing back with shameless hunger. The visual was staggering: my cock disappearing between those enormous, oil-gleaming cheeks, her pussy stretched around my girth, the pink of her inner lips clinging to my shaft on every outstroke. Fingers clawed the furs while her braids scattered petals over the platform. Her cries echoed off the claiming hut’s walls.

“Don’t stop.” Her voice half-gone, broken down to pure need. “Building. I’m building. I can feel it everywhere. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop. I gripped her hips harder and fucked her until her breathing fractured and the first helpless contractions started around me: her pussy drawing tight, the wet heat turning fierce around me. Then I slowed and withdrew until only the tip remained inside her. The swollen entrance gripped my tip, reluctant to release even an inch.

She whimpered at the loss. “Daniel. Please. Put it back.”

I leaned over her back, caught her chin, and turned her face enough that our eyes met. Naia turned toward me, flushed and streaked with tears, offering the final thing she’d saved.

“Are you ready for what tonight is for?”

She lifted toward me, trying to impale herself again. “Yes. Now. Take the last of me. Take my ass. I’ve waited so long. Please.”

I pulled free. She made a sound of loss that was almost a sob, then spread her knees wider and raised her hips with her gaze fixed on mine.



Face down with her knees spread wide, she raised the deep lumbar arch she’d used to tease me across a hundred council meetings and held it for me now. Her spine hollowed into a dramatic curve as her shoulders pressed into the furs and her ass lifted like an offering. Reaching back, she took her own cheeks in her palms and spread herself for me.

She held herself open for me, the polished copper of Kaya’s war-band clicking at her oiled hip.

I could see everything. The swollen, glistening lips of her pussy still flushed from being fucked. The oiled ring of her anus, relaxed by preparation but still narrow beside the girth she was about to receive. The dramatic sweep of her ass spread in her own grip, flesh dimpling beneath fingers that offered the narrow opening waiting for me.

“No man has ever touched me here,” she said, her voice breaking but certain. “This is only for you. I never traded it. Never used it. I kept this part of my ass as mine until I could give it freely.”

“And I know what that gift costs you.”

I oiled myself. Generously, deliberately. Let her hear the slick sound of my hand stroking oil along the full length of my cock, base to tip, until it gleamed in the firelight. She looked back over her shoulder, watching me prepare to receive her gift, and her words caught in her throat.

I positioned myself. My slick crown pressed to her anus. The ring flinched at first contact, then steadied as she loosened her thighs.

“Loosen for me,” I said. “Push back when you’re ready. You choose this. You give it.”

She lowered her shoulders and let her mouth fall open on the next breath, fingers tightening on her own cheeks to hold herself spread. She counted two breaths under her breath, started the third, and eased her weight toward me.

The resistance yielded in stages. The first stretch broke the third count into a gasp, whitening her knuckles where she gripped her own flesh. The head of my cock breached the ring, and the pressure was extraordinary. She gripped the slick crown with punishing pressure that tightened every muscle in my body.

I stilled and let her adjust while that pressure pulsed around me. A tiny adjustment of her hips traveled through my shaft.

“More,” she whispered. “Give me more. I trained for this. I’m ready for you.”

I gave her another inch. Oil eased the way while her body opened around my girth in grudging increments. She sobbed as the new, vulnerable fullness overwhelmed every reference her body had. This was nothing like her pussy, fingers, or the copper trainer. My girth forced her past every sensation she’d rehearsed, leaving her with only breath and the choice to meet the next inch.

“Give me time,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Let me feel it happening. Let me feel you claiming me.”

I advanced when she exhaled. My cock sank into the crushing grip of her ass, the ring stretched taut around my shaft while her own body urged me onward. Naia’s massive oiled backside remained spread in her hands until the pressure became too much for posing and her fingers clawed into the furs instead.

At halfway, wetness streamed from her untouched pussy. She tested a small backward movement, stopped to breathe, then tried it again with more confidence.

“I feel you behind everything,” she moaned. “God, that pressure.”

I gave her the remaining depth by patient degrees. Her gasps lost their rhythm, but she kept lifting her hips to receive me.

When my hips met the oil-slicked flesh of her enormous ass, the valley’s most practiced negotiator abandoned language altogether. A rough moan tore free, carrying years of bargains, staged smiles, and control she no longer needed in this hut.

Her thighs quivered against mine. Her empty pussy flexed and leaked while her ass held my cock in a dense, pulsing grip.

I reached around her. Found her clit: swollen, engorged, slick with the arousal that had run from her untouched pussy. Pressed.

“Oh, God.” The words came shredded. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know it could feel like this. Daniel, I can’t arrange any of it.”

“You don’t have to arrange anything. Give me the truth.”

I moved. I withdrew an inch. Her ass dragged along my shaft with crushing friction before I pressed forward again. A wet sound marked her body accepting me, oil and arousal making the return slide possible despite the incredible pressure.

She screamed into the furs.

“That’s real surrender.” My fingertip traced one slow circle over her clit, then I pulled my hand away. “Trusting me with everything. Taking my cock exactly where you chose.”

Then I withdrew my hand and planted both palms on her hips. From that point forward, the only stimulation came from my cock moving inside the last place she’d ever been touched.

“All of it.” She shifted her weight, discovered the angle, and chose how deeply to meet me. “What I held back from the men who watched me walk away is yours.”

I increased the pace. I set a controlled rhythm that reached deep and drew a whimper whenever her ass reluctantly released me. The wet sounds of oil and flesh meeting filled the hut. Her moans were continuous now: wordless, broken, raw. The polished phrases she used on the whole tribe collapsed into my name and blunt pleas.

“Do you understand?” she gasped between thrusts. “I chose you for this. This ass. This hole. I kept it untouched, and now it belongs to you.”

“Mine.” I drove deep and held there, buried in her crushing grip. Let her feel the complete possession of it: filled to capacity in a place that had never known anything before tonight. “This belongs to me now. Your ass belongs to me. When you walk away from now on, every man watching will never know what I own back here. But you’ll know. You’ll feel me for days.”

“Yours.” She was sobbing openly now, genuine tears of overwhelm and release breaking through the pleasure, running down her face onto the furs. But she pushed back against me harder, demanding more. Wanting the claiming to be complete and absolute. “Fuck my ass. Harder. Make me yours completely. Don’t stop until you fill me.”

Without warning, her ass locked around me.

Naia tried to say something clever. The first word broke into a scream against the furs. She laughed at the failure, sobbed my name, and kept pushing back while her untouched pussy spilled down her thighs and darkened the hides under her.

The sensation was impossible. The rhythmic crushing grip of her orgasm around my cock in that impossibly tight space pulled me over the edge with no resistance. I drove deep one final time, buried to the root in her virgin ass, and came with a groan that started in my stomach and tore from my throat.

Thick cum pumped into the place she had reserved for this vow. I held her hips flush while my cock jerked inside that crushing grip and she sobbed my name into the furs.

“Yes,” she wailed, muffled but unmistakable. “Fill my ass. Let me feel what I gave you holding your cum.”

I stayed buried while the release ebbed, my hands firm on her hips. Warmth gathered inside her and a little oil shone where our bodies met. Neither of us rushed the separation.

Her sob turned into a disbelieving laugh.

“Oh,” she said into the furs, her voice absolutely wrecked. “We are doing that again.”



I turned her over carefully and gathered her against my chest. The fur trapped warmth around us; Kaya’s war-band rested cool against my ribs, and crushed flowers clung to Naia’s braids.

The back of her hand wiped the tears from her face. “If you tell anyone I cried, I will reorganize your tools by color instead of purpose.”

“Cruel woman.”

“I warned you.” Her voice softened. “I would have settled for being valuable. You made me wanted instead.”

I kissed her forehead.

The faintest edge of imperiousness returned to her muffled voice. “Often. I still negotiate frequency.”

I laughed. Pressed my lips to her hair.

“We’ll negotiate.”

“Good.” She shifted. Found a more comfortable position. “Next time, I want it the other way too. Vaginal, then.” She shifted carefully against my chest, tested the soreness, and held my gaze. “Give me the child I stopped scheming for and started wanting.”

“Planning the next negotiation already?”

“What have you done to me, sky-man?” She smiled into my shoulder.

“Loved you.”

She was quiet. Then: “Yes. I suppose you have.”



Outside, Sela sat at the doorway with her loosened wrap gathered over her knees while Amara passed her a cup of water. Kaya had fallen asleep against the wall with one hand on her pregnant belly, still clutching the spear she’d brought to “guard” us. Her faint snore made Naia start laughing again.



Near dawn, the earth rolled.

This felt nothing like the quick tremors and grumbling of the past weeks. A long bass note that vibrated up through the furs and into bone. The coals shifted in their pit. A clay cup walked across a flat surface and fell. The hut’s lashed joints creaked.

Naia clutched me, still half-asleep, and pressed tight to me. The shake went on. Three seconds. Four. Five.

The final creak faded from the lashings.

The lake, visible through the hut’s entrance slit, sloshed over its banks in the grey predawn: small waves where the water had been flat. The stones along the rim were now dark and slick with displaced water.

Dogs howled in the village. A child cried somewhere. The alarm chain started: Kaya, awake instantly at the shaking, already counting from her position at the wall.

Claire’s voice came from outside. Flat, carrying, pitched to cut through confusion.

“That wasn’t a grumble.”


Chapter 9: Hazard Lines

The seismoscopes told the story in scratched soot. Three days after the strong tremor on Naia’s claiming night, the eastern jar’s bark collar looked clawed.

Claire carried it to the training ground during Kaya’s morning inspection. Families were already there checking assembly stones and water jars, so she held the evidence above her head instead of summoning anyone indoors.

“Daily movement,” she called in accented Vanu. “Sharp shakes and rolling ones. More each day. The springs are hotter, new fissures are opening, and gas is finding new paths.”

Mura stood beside the children’s line, staff planted. “Plainly.”

“A strong quake is likely. Rock will fall from the rim. Terraces may slide. Gas may surge. Springs may move.” Claire tapped the carved jar. “This is an ancient caldera, so eruption is unlikely. The ground itself is the danger.”

A mother pulled her two children away from the wall’s shadow. An elder reached up to test the roof stone above her usual seat.

I struck the copper alarm plate three times.

Half the training ground froze. The other half scattered toward whatever safe place came first to mind. Two children ran in opposite directions. A grandmother tried to retrieve a water jar while everyone else moved around her.

Kaya surged off her stool. “Stop!”

Every person stopped, mostly from terror of her voice.

“Look at this,” she said, sweeping her spear across the disorder. “A blind pig could kill fewer of you than your own feet just did.”

Her fury turned on me. “And you expect me to sit while this happens? I can fight men. I can hunt raiders. I can hold a wall with half my blood on the ground. I cannot stab the earth, and every person in this village treats lying down as my contribution.”

“So command them,” I said.

She stared.

I pointed at the mother clutching the wrong household stone, the separated children, the grandmother still holding her jar. “Two hundred people have to move in darkness while their homes shake. Someone has to turn this mess into a response: assembly points, runners, casualty teams, and counts.”

Kaya narrowed her eyes. “You’re giving me command because I can do it, not because you need somewhere harmless to put me?”

“I need the best person we have.”

“This is mine?”

“Make the village faster than the mountain.”

She pivoted toward the crowd. “Every household counts its own, then its neighbor. Water waits at the assembly point; nobody runs back for a jar. Children count to thirty and find their family stone. Lira, your bowwomen become signal runners.”

Lira glanced at Kaya’s belly. “You can’t run either.”

“I don’t need to run. I count very fast.” Kaya lifted the alarm striker. “Reset. We do it again.”

People scrambled back to their starting positions before she finished the sentence.



The drills set the village’s daily cadence.

Dawn and dusk, Kaya’s voice rang from her command position: a stool, raised on a platform the village builders had made overnight (nobody had asked if Kaya wanted it; they’d simply built it because the war-chief required elevation for sightlines), overlooking the central compound from the same angle a general would choose to survey a battlefield.

The second drill exposed different failures.

Kaya struck the plate. The eastern households reached their stones cleanly, but three western families bunched in a lane so narrow a falling roof would trap them. One signal runner arrived without the tally slate. A little girl found her family stone, then slipped away to retrieve her grass pig.

Seventy-eight seconds to complete the count. Kaya sent builders to widen the lane, put the slate on a neck cord, and made Kiru’s sister carry the grass pig through the next drill.

“Again,” she said.

They ran it again. Seventy-one seconds. One household miscounted.

“Again.”

The third drill: seventy seconds. Nobody miscounted, but a child was in the wrong spot.

“AGAIN.”

By sunset of the first day, the village was at sixty seconds and hating her. By the second dawn, fifty. By the third day, forty-five and smooth. The counting chain ran household to household: one family shouted its total, then the next answered, until the final tally reached Kaya’s platform.

“When the ground moves,” she told the village from her platform, every hard-earned note of authority carrying across the compound, “you count your family. Then you count your neighbors. If someone is missing, you tell the runner. You do NOT go looking alone. You do not go into damaged structures. You do not stop moving until you reach your stone.”

The children’s game: count to thirty in the Vanu nursery rhyme (a song about a bird who counted her eggs before flying), then find your family stone. Even the youngest understood it. Even the oldest households, whose members grumbled about being ordered around by a pregnant woman on a platform, found their places within two drills.

Naia’s system was the backbone: painted stones at each assembly point, household numbers scratched into wooden tags that hung from every doorway, a master list in Kaya’s possession that tracked every single person. If anyone was missing, the list knew who, and the runners knew where to look.

By the end of the first week, every household reached its stone in forty seconds. Kaya still found faults: a runner who cut too close to a roofline, a water cache with a loose lid, two children who knew the song but not their neighbor’s names. Dawn and dusk, without exceptions or excuses, under the seven-moons-pregnant woman on the platform with the voice that could be heard from any point in the valley.



On the seventh day of the drill regime, ten days after Naia’s claiming, the evening session had just finished. Forty-two seconds. Kaya’s face showed nothing like satisfaction, but the absence of her scowl was satisfaction enough.

The village dispersed to evening meals. I walked back toward the compound, rolling the tension from my shoulders. The retrofits were holding. The drills were working. The seismoscopes were scratching but Claire said the patterns hadn’t escalated past that tremor’s peak yet.

A hand caught my wrist. Iron grip. The same grip that had thrown me in the wrestling ring when we were still learning to trust each other.

Kaya pulled me into the narrow gap between the granary wall and the herb-drying rack. The space was barely wider than both our bodies side by side, the woven wall of the drying rack screening us from the main path, the granary’s stone foundation solid at our backs.

The drying rack barely hid us; anyone walking past the end of the gap would see everything.

“I need you.” The words came low and urgent, stripped of the command platform’s careful control. “Now.”

“Kaya. Here?”

“Here.” Her stare burned in the last evening light filtering between the structures. “I’ve been commanding all day. Sitting on that stool, watching everyone move, counting their steps, measuring their speed, correcting their positions. Being the general. Being patient.” The word came out like she was spitting poison. “Being good.”

She stepped closer. Her pregnant belly pressed against my stomach, the hard curve warm through our wraps. Her hands found my waist.

“I spend all day taking from people,” she said. “Speed. Obedience. Attention. Then I go to bed wondering whether I asked too much and wake up ready to ask for more.” Her jaw tightened. “For five minutes, I want to give you something that costs me effort and requires no decision from anyone else.”

I understood the difference. She wasn’t asking command to erase her. She wanted service to be hers by choice.

Kaya glanced down at the belly that ruled out her usual positions, adjusted her stance with military practicality, and sank to her knees.

The war-chief of the Vanu knelt on packed earth between the granary and drying rack, seven moons pregnant and looking up at me with chosen purpose. Her scarred jaw stayed set above the taut curve of her belly and the small, firm breasts whose dark nipples peaked in the evening air. Fading light caught the scar as her powerful thighs spread to accommodate the pregnancy.

She clasped her wrists behind her back by choice, held only by her own warrior discipline.

“Hold my hair,” she said. “Set the pace. I chose the task; you choose how I perform it.”

I wound my hand into her short hair. What there was of it gave me a firm grip and precise control, the close-cropped warrior’s cut that exposed the strong line of her neck and the scar along her jaw. She closed her eyes at the pressure on her scalp, then opened them again. “I want to watch you take what I offer.”

I freed myself from my wrap with my other hand. Already hard. Seven moons pregnant, belly stretched with my child, Kaya’s kneeling posture meant trust rather than defeat. She offered her mouth on an ordinary evening because she needed five minutes without decisions. Her lips parted when she saw me. Her tongue wet the lower one.

“Open,” I said.

She opened. Took me into the wet heat of her mouth with immediate, hungry aggression. No tease, no tentative lick. Her lips sealed around me and she sucked hard, pulling me across her tongue to hit the back of her mouth. She sucked me the way she fought: all-in, no half-measures, trying to conquer even from her knees.

The heat was instant and consuming. Her mouth wet, her tongue working the sensitive ridge under the head with aggressive precision. She pulled back to the tip, tongue swirling around the crown, collecting the bead of moisture there before driving forward again. Taking half my length in one stroke.

I tightened my grip on her hair. Controlled her pace. Slowed her when she tried to rush, pulling her back when she dove too deep.

“Ease up. Let me feel your tongue work.”

She whimpered, and my knees locked as the sound found every nerve. She kept her hands behind her back and watched my face, measuring my pleasure with the same attention she gave a drill count.

“That’s my wife. Giving exactly what she promised.”

She held my gaze and took me deeper on the next stroke and swallowed around the head, drawing a hard jerk from my hips.

I pulled her back. Let her gasp. Saliva ran from her lower lip, a thin string connecting her mouth to my slick tip and glistening in the dimming light. Her eyes blazed up at me: fury and hunger and desperation in equal measure. Her lips swollen already, flushed dark from use.

“Deeper,” she demanded, hoarse but unmistakably still in command of her own choice.

I guided her back and pressed forward with controlled force. Her jaw worked around my girth, tongue flattening to make room as saliva slicked my shaft and shone on her chin.

She kept her hands clasped behind her back. I changed the angle with two fingers under her jaw, and she followed without breaking eye contact.

I set measured strokes, commanding but never careless. Kaya answered by opening wider and holding her wrists together even when her fingers flexed with the urge to grab me.

I drew her back until only the tip rested between her swollen lips. “Tongue out.”

She obeyed. Extended her tongue, flat and wide, and I laid my cock against it. My cock rested hot and slick across her tongue, throbbing visibly. She watched me watch her, and the hunger in her scarred face was devastating.

“Beautiful discipline.”

Her nipples pushed visibly against the wrap. She shifted on her knees, seeking friction by pressing her thighs together. Flush climbed her chest beneath the wrap.

“Hands stay behind you,” I said.

She clasped them more tightly. The position opened her chest and forced her to receive without reaching for control. Her small breasts thrust forward, dark nipples straining through thin fabric. Her shoulders squared as she tightened her clasped hands and opened wider.

I rubbed the head across her extended tongue. Slow, deliberate strokes, painting her tongue with the moisture she’d drawn from me. Once. Twice. Then slid between her lips and deep into the wet cave of her mouth.

Kaya hollowed her cheeks with a suction that nearly buckled my knees. The seal was incredible: her lips locked around my shaft, her cheeks pulled inward, creating a pressure that dragged along every nerve ending as I pushed deeper. Her throat worked around the next inch, relaxing, accepting, and she moaned when my grip tightened in her hair. The vibration traveled through my entire length.

“You wanted me to hold your hair.”

She made an affirmative sound around me. Urgent. Needy.

“You wanted me to lead. To take your mouth.”

Another sound. Stronger. Her tongue working along my underside as she tried to suck and moan simultaneously.

I withdrew and let her breathe. Her gasp was ragged. A thick string of saliva connected her lips to the tip, stretching, breaking across her chin in a wet smear she wiped with a quick motion of her tongue that looked more warrior than seductress.

“Say it,” I ordered.

“Lead me.” Her voice came hoarse. Wrecked. Her lips swollen and shining with spit and my precum. “For five minutes, make the choices here. Use my mouth. Fuck my throat. Let me serve you without becoming less of what I am.”

“Open wider.”

She did. Her jaw stretching, her mouth a wet invitation.

I set a pace she could answer with instinct. Deep strokes pressed past her tongue and withdrew before the gag formed. Her lips supplied friction, her tongue stayed active beneath me, and tears gathered at the corners of her eyes.

The belly limited how far she could lean, so I shifted one foot forward and supported her jaw. Her spine stayed tall. The next thrust went deeper without folding her over the child she carried.

She noticed and tapped my thigh twice with her clasped fingers: our training signal for correct adjustment. Then hunger reclaimed her focus.

“Take me all the way. Hold it.”

Kaya opened for me with deliberate effort. I pressed forward until her nose met my stomach and felt one hard swallow close around the head.

Then I pulled her back.

She gasped, coughed once, and glared up through tears with fierce triumph.

“Deeper.”

“Ask properly.”

Her gaze lowered by choice. “Please. Use my mouth until I finish what I started.”

I gave it to her. The next stroke went deep; her throat closed once around the head before I withdrew far enough for air.

“That’s it. You take me beautifully.”

Her answering moan tightened every muscle across my abdomen. She rocked subtly on her heels, thighs pressing around the ache she had chosen not to touch.

I varied the pace: two shallow strokes for her tongue, one deep enough to make her eyes roll, then a pause with the head resting on her swollen lips. I kept my hand in her hair. She held her wrists together. For five minutes, she had handed me the choices.

“That’s it. You’re perfect on your knees for me.”

She moaned around me, the vibration traveling through my entire cock and settling at the base of my spine like a lit fuse. Her throat worked in the rhythm she’d mastered. The muscles in her arms stood out as she held the position, discipline carrying her through the urge to reach for me.

“I’m close,” I warned. “Choose where.”

She didn’t pull back. Her eyes locked on mine from below and said everything: don’t you dare stop. Don’t you dare waste it anywhere but in me. She pushed forward until her nose pressed my stomach and swallowed with focused determination. Her eyes never left mine.

I came with a groan I barely muffled against my own arm. The first spurt shot down her throat. She swallowed, then pulled back and caught the next on her tongue with a low sound of satisfaction. She held the head between swollen lips while the rest came, using tongue and suction to draw me empty with a warrior’s concentration.

She counted the bursts against my thigh with her fingertips. When the final weak twitch passed, she cleaned the head with one firm sweep of her tongue and sat back.

She released me. Sat back on her heels. Her face was a wreck of spit and tears, her lips swollen dark, her chin glistening. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, the gesture martial and final.

“Better,” she said with complete certainty.

I was breathing hard. My hand released her hair, and I cupped her scarred jaw instead. Tilted her face up. Fierceness still lit her face, tempered by loose shoulders and satisfaction softening her stare.

“You didn’t have to.”

“I know.” She used my hand for leverage to stand, the pregnancy making the motion slow. “I wanted to serve you my way, because I chose it.” While straightening her wrap, she smoothed the hair my grip had rumpled and leaned her scarred cheek into my palm for one brief second. “You gave me work that protects them.” Her palm covered the curve of our child. “I gave something back to the man who knew what I needed before I could say it.”

I caught her arm before she could walk away. Pulled her in. Kissed her forehead, then the scar on her jaw.

“Thirty-eight seconds tomorrow,” I said.

“Thirty-six.” She pulled free. “Or they drill through midnight.”

She walked back to her command stool and resumed drilling the evening watch without pausing.

“Thirty-six seconds tomorrow,” she shouted. “Or you run through midnight.”



The following days settled into Kaya’s cadence: drills at dawn and dusk, measurements between them, retrofit crews working while Claire’s steam column grew overhead.

Sometime after dusk on the eighth day, the birds left. I knew because their chorus didn’t wake me the next morning. The silence woke me: the absence of sound where sound should be. No trill from the canopy. No rustle of wings. No calls between the trees.

I walked to the eastern wall. Looked up at the jungle canopy that ringed the valley. Empty branches. Still leaves.

Oko found me there. The old scout’s face was drawn.

“They hear what we can’t yet,” he said. His flat warning carried sixty years of watching the valley. “When the birds leave, something is coming.”

“How long do we have?”

“When I was a boy, my father said the birds left three days before the big shake that took his grandfather’s hut.” Oko shrugged. “Three days. Or three hours. The birds know, but they don’t share their counting.”

I found Kaya. She was already on her platform, already counting heads, her voice carrying across the compound.

“Drill,” she said with the certainty of fact, as inevitable as the earth itself.

“Drill,” I agreed.

The alarm plate rang. The village moved.

Thirty-eight seconds.

Then the last echoes died, and not one bird answered from the canopy.


Chapter 10: Seen by Daylight

The village was braced. Joints flexed, stores sat dispersed, and Kaya had drilled the households until the alarm plate sent feet toward marked stones before thought caught up. Each morning Claire replaced the seismoscope collars and found longer scratches than the day before.

After eight days of drills and tension, children lay awake past midnight and woke crying about the ground swallowing them. Adults snapped at small provocations. Two Vanu women fought over water-jar placement until Naia told them, “The mountain does not care whose jar stands three fingers closer. Move both or carry water twice.” On night watch, a warrior jumped at her own shadow and sent the signal chain racing before anyone confirmed the false alarm.

Inside our household, eight days of waiting had wound every temper tight. Sela decided we needed one hour that belonged to desire instead of the mountain.

She found me at midday. The sun stood directly overhead, and the bathing pool scattered its light in diamonds across the steaming surface. She wore her simple wrap and nothing else, her dark hair loose over her shoulders, her petite body moving with the certainty she’d grown into over the past months.

“Now,” she said.

I looked at her. She planted both feet and waited for no permission beyond the promise already given.

“Sela, the timing…”

“Now.” Her chin lifted. Small jaw, determined. Pink lips pressed together in resolve. “I meant what I said. I’m done being polite about what I want.” She stepped closer, close until the herbs she’d been grinding that morning clung to every breath between us. “You promised me. The pool. Daylight. Everyone.”

I had promised. Twice. Once after the gas-hollow rescue, and once while she edged me before Naia’s claiming.

“Then let’s go,” I said.

Her smile flashed bright enough to answer every doubt.



The bathing pool at midday. Sun cut through the steam, and clear water lapped over smooth rim stones that shone like polished copper. The volcano’s gift: thermal springs that turned a natural basin into something sacred. Slightly warmer now than it had been two months ago, the shifted heat regime making the water almost uncomfortably hot at the deepest points.

Sela sent no announcements and made no arrangements. She simply walked to the pool in full daylight with her hand in mine, and the family followed.

Amara arrived first after leaving Maya safely with Tua in the healing hut. The matriarch chose a front-row stone at the pool’s edge. She met Sela’s eyes, nodded once, and leaned forward with her hands loose on her knees.

Naia came next, eleven days after her claiming. Her careful gait said her body was still learning new pleasures and finding them frequently. She settled beside Amara and tapped the open stone beside her. “About time,” she murmured. “I was starting to think I’d have to suggest it myself.”

Kaya last. Her stool carried by a warrior who deposited it at the pool’s far end with military efficiency and retreated at speed. The war-chief sat, planted her spear point-first in the soft earth beside her, rested one hand on her belly, and announced: “I’m supervising. Continue.”

Other bathers were already at the pool. Three adult women from the agricultural crew rinsed the morning’s soil from their hands and arms. A grandmother washing a child’s hair took one look at Sela’s purposeful entrance, gathered the child and their wraps, and left by the stream path before anyone undressed. Two adult Vanu women sharing a ledge stayed after Sela quietly confirmed they wished to remain.

The bathers who remained knew exactly what Sela intended. Nobody lingered by accident.

Their deliberate choice to stay was exactly what Sela wanted.

Sela stood at the water’s edge. The steam rose around her, softening the hard midday light into something golden, catching in her loose dark hair. She faced the pool, then turned toward me and the adults gathered around the water.

She untied her wrap with ceremonial care, pausing after each knot so the women around the water could follow her choice. The fabric sliding off one shoulder, revealing her delicate collarbone, the smooth medium-brown skin that had never been scarred or weathered. Off the other shoulder, pooling at her elbows, the swell of her small perfect breasts appearing inch by inch.

Her pink nipples stood vivid on brown skin, the feature she’d once hidden behind hair and loose cloth now presented to open sunlight.

The wrap dropped past her tiny waist, over the gentle curve of her slim hips, and fell to her ankles. She stood naked before the pool, before the audience, before me.

Narrow shoulders led to high breasts, a flat stomach I could span with one hand, slim hips, and the dark triangle between her thighs. She stood unashamed in open daylight, outside the shelter of ritual and before an audience nobody had arranged for her.

She made no move to cover herself. Chin high, she found my gaze across the steam and didn’t waver. Sela’s power lived in her steady gaze now, bright and deliberately wielded.

“Come here,” she said, her full voice carrying across the pool.

I shed my wrap. Entered the pool. The mineral water rose to mid-thigh at the edge, deepening toward the center. The water enveloped my legs, the mineral smell of it clean and sharp.

Sela followed. Stepped down the natural ledge into the shallows with a dancer’s grace, the water lapping at her calves, rising past her knees, settling at her slim hips. Her breasts sat above the waterline, steam beading on their vivid tips.

She came to me. Close enough to touch. The water reached only her waist, leaving her body displayed in the noon sun.

“They’re watching.” Her gaze moved from Amara to the two women on the far ledge. “I want to give them a reason.”

I lifted her.

My hands found her waist, that impossibly small span I could nearly close my fingers around, and raised her from the water. She was light in my arms. She locked her legs around my waist, ankles crossing at the small of my back, while her breasts rubbed over my chest and her slick pussy ground into my stomach.

“They can see us,” she said, wonder sharpening into excitement. She shifted in my arms, grinding until she found my hardness between her thighs. The length of my cock pressed along her slit. Her slickness clung to my shaft despite the water as she rubbed herself on me. “The eyes that chose to stay.”

I adjusted my grip, supporting her small, round ass with one hand and holding her waist with the other. Then I positioned myself and pressed my tip to her entrance. She was already soaking: her arousal felt distinct from the water, hotter and thicker, slicking my tip in a flood of need that had nothing to do with the pool.

“Tell them what you want,” I said. Intimate in tone. Clear across the steam.

Sela steadied herself and looked past my shoulder at her co-wives on their stones and the two women who had chosen to remain.

“I want him inside me.” Her voice rang clear across the water. “I want the women who stayed to see him put his cock in me.”

I slid into her.

Sela’s gasp became a cry as her head fell back and dark hair trailed across the water. She arched in my arms, throat exposed to the sun, face showing the strain and pleasure of taking me.

She gripped hard around me, the stretch pulling a sharp breath through her teeth before pleasure softened her mouth. Her narrow body took me by determined degrees until my hips met hers.

At the far ledge, one woman braced both palms behind her while the other’s hand disappeared under the waterline.

I moved inside Sela. Slow, deep strokes, lifting her with my arms and lowering her back onto my cock. The water resisted each thrust, making the slow rise and drop visible above the surface. Her legs locked tighter around me, her fingernails leaving crescents in my shoulders. The motion lifted her against my chest, breasts catching sunlight as water streamed down her ribs.

The pool broke into widening ripples with every thrust. The waves washed over the far ledge. Sela felt weightless in my arms, but her pussy closed fiercely whenever I lowered her fully onto me, dragging a groan from my chest.

One bather murmured appreciation in the trade language, naming the way Sela opened around me. Sela heard it. Her eyes flashed brighter. Her pussy clenched harder.

“Look at them,” I said.

She turned her head toward the women studying the place where our bodies joined through the clear water. My cock visible through the surface, stretching her small pink pussy lips, disappearing into her with each downward motion.

“Tell Amara who you belong to.”

“You.” Her answer carried across the pool like a declaration. “I’m Daniel’s wife. This pussy is his. He fucks me whenever he wants and I beg for more.”

“Show them how much you want it.”

She tightened around me so hard my vision wavered.

“Tell Naia what you want me to do.”

Heat darkened her medium-brown skin from chest to cheeks, but she kept her body open. She raised her voice deliberately, turning the silence she’d once worn into a spoken display: “Fuck me where they can see. Make the pool hear how wet I am for you. Let Amara watch me come. Then fill me so Naia knows exactly what happened here.”

A soft, choked gasp came from the ledge. Sela smiled and rolled her hips harder, drawing strength from the attention.

“The water can’t hide how wet you are,” I said into her ear. “Your pussy is shining around my cock in full daylight.”

“Yes.” The answer came stronger with each thrust, the reality of her choice carrying her beyond the doorway girl, though a tremor still touched her voice. “I love it. I love being watched. I can feel their eyes on the place you’re stretching me open. Their eyes make me push down harder. Listen to how wet I am.”

“Good girl. Letting them hear how brave you are. Showing Amara what you sound like getting fucked.”

She cried out at the praise. A full-throated moan replaced the quiet gasps she’d once smothered in doorways and echoed off the pool’s stone walls. She rolled with my thrusts, grinding down onto my cock with the desperation of a woman discovering her own power.

I lifted her higher. Carried her to the pool’s edge, the smooth stone heated by the midday sun, and set her on the rim. She went willingly, eagerly: stomach laid over the sunlit stone, legs still in the water, round ass presented above the surface. The position put her entire body on display: bent over the pool’s edge, face turned to the side so she could see the watching wives, her slim back, narrow hips, and breasts exposed to the bathers.

Amara pressed a hand to her own heart and smiled.

Sela smiled back. Then pressed her hips backward, offering.

I entered her from behind. Deep, immediate, the new angle driving me into the spot inside her that made her eyes lose focus and her mouth fall open. The warm stone compressed her pink nipples, and every thrust dragged them over its smooth surface. Each stroke jolted her small round ass, the flesh rippling beneath the slap of my hips. Water splashed between us, thrown from our bodies with the force of the rhythm.

“Harder,” she said to the whole pool, her voice ringing off stone into the steam-thick air. “I want the women on those stones to hear what you do to me.”

I tightened my grip on her slim hips, my fingers spanning most of her waist, and drove into her until the wet slap of our bodies cracked across the water like an announcement. My thumbs dug into the dimples above her ass, pulling her back onto my cock with each thrust. She was impossibly tight from this angle, her walls compressed by the position, the friction maddening, the grip of her little body around my cock like nothing else existed.

The sounds filled the pool area: the slap of flesh, the squelch of her soaking pussy, her cries, and water splashing over stone. From the far ledge came one strangled moan that did not belong to Sela.

“Daniel.” Her voice climbed, shaking and desperate. “I’m going to come. Amara will see it. Those bathers will hear me. I want that.”

“Then let them see. Come on my cock without hiding your face or swallowing the sound.”

Her pussy seized around me. She kept facing the ledge, refusing the instinct to hide while pleasure shook her. One of the bathers whispered her name.

Sela answered in a ragged, carrying voice.

“Yes. That’s me. Watch what he does to me.”

Her coherent performance broke my control more completely than any helpless cry could have. I drove to the root and came inside her, thick spurts leaving my cock while she narrated them to the pool.

“He’s filling me now,” she said, voice ragged but clear. She pressed back to hold me deep. “I can feel the next one. There. And another. Remember how I look with his seed in me.”

The woman at the ledge repeated Sela’s name. Sela smiled through her finish, triumphant and shaking only in the legs.

I stayed inside her while her grip eased. Sun beat over my back, steam rose around us, and the pool held only our breathing and water lapping over stone.



Sela sat naked on the pool’s warm stone rim, legs dangling in the water. Sunlight dried her dark hair and warmed her distinctive pink nipples while she kept her shoulders back.

My seed glistened between her thighs. She left the evidence untouched, exactly as she’d asked, but her fingers quivered once on the stone when she noticed the two bathers still looking.

Amara joined her on the stone. “Proud of you,” she said simply. Pressed a kiss to Sela’s damp temple. “So proud.”

Naia, from her seat: “Adequate staging. The positioning was acceptable. The volume excellent.” She paused. Dropped the imperial assessment. “You were beautiful, Sela. Truly.”

Kaya, from her command stool, fingers gripping the armrests and cheeks slightly darker than usual: “Are we done? The afternoon drill is in an hour and I’m not moving this stool again.”

Sela laughed without lowering her voice or checking who heard, a freedom I’d rarely seen in her before this year. She caught my eye and grinned with new ambition.

“How many people attend the harvest festival?” she asked.

Naia began counting aloud until Kaya threatened to throw her stool into the pool.



Night fell. The village settled into its evening quiet, the drills done, the fires banked. I walked the perimeter out of habit, checking lashings, checking stakes, checking the torch-test stations at each dead-ground hollow.

At the granary, Lira’s watch was doubled as it had been since Oko found Raku’s tracks at the abandoned mining camp. Four women, spaced at intervals, bows strung, eyes on the dark jungle beyond the palisade.

The canopy gave us no bird calls, only insects and the soft click of bow grips as Lira’s women shifted their hands.

Near midnight, brush moved beside the north cord.

Lira’s arrow sang from the dark. A deep, solid thud struck wood. A human yelp broke from the shadow, sharp with pain and surprise, before it scrambled backward through the brush and vanished ahead of the torchlight.

I was there in thirty seconds. Lira kept her bow drawn and scanned the tree line. She’d put arrows through Koru shields at forty paces; nothing escaped that focus.

“One,” she said. “Maybe two behind him. Thin. Fast.” She pulled her arrow from the granary post. The tip gleamed with something dark in the torchlight. Blood. “Cut the watch cord on the north side. Would have been inside the stores before the next patrol turn.”

In the morning, the tracks confirmed three sets of bare feet with short, dragging strides.

Lira studied them and lowered her voice. “Starving. And they’ll come back.”


Chapter 11: Thin Wolves

The severed watch cord lay beside the granary post when Kaya arrived with her spear.

I crouched with Oko and Lira to study three sets of tracks in the dawn light. Their short, dragging strides suggested fatigue or weakness, though packed earth could tell us no more than that. They’d come from the east, following the dead-ground zones’ edges with a precision that spoke of long observation. Through the gap where the rebuilt palisade met the old rockfall: a seam I’d been meaning to reinforce, a weakness I’d noticed but hadn’t prioritized.

I marked the seam for a bracing crew before we left the granary.

And the cut on the fence post. I ran my finger along the clean edge where the watch-cord had been severed. The cord was braided vine: tough, fibrous, and resistant enough to require sawing with a stone blade. No one had sawed through it. A single clean stroke had parted the fibers like thread.

“He came himself,” Kaya said.

I looked up. She had abandoned her stool and crossed the compound to stand at the granary with her spear in hand and seven moons and change of pregnancy doing nothing to diminish the lethal intensity in her eyes.

“The stride pattern matches one taller man and two shorter,” Oko confirmed from his crouch, fingers tracing the impressions like a man reading script. “The tall one favors his left leg. Steps shorter on the left. Pushes off harder on the right.”

Raku’s old wound. The thigh I’d kicked, the leg Kaya’s spear had pierced during the first raid, the leg that had never fully healed because the Koru had no healer worth the name. His signature, written in dirt.

“I want the hunt.” The words came cold as winter steel. “Now. Today. He was inside my walls. He was twenty paces from where my daughter sleeps.”

“I know.” I stood. Faced her. The scarred jaw, the dark eyes burning with nine years of accumulated hatred. “And you’ll collect what he owes. But not today.”

Her jaw clenched. The tendons in her neck standing out. Her hand tightening on the spear until the wood creaked.

“He is MINE.” She drove the butt of her spear into the dirt as if marking the claim. “This has been owed since Raku killed Tano. Kito’s fever left me alone with that debt, nine years of watching and waiting and never being able to reach him.”

“And you’ll reach him. When the time is right.” I held her eyes, neither yielding nor dismissing her anger. “Not today. Not with the mountain building toward something. Not with you seven moons and change along, the retrofit crews still working an unfinished seam, and every healthy warrior needed inside the village.” I gestured at the tracks, the thin desperate marks of starving men. “He came for food, Kaya. Not a fight. Not glory. He sent three men who can barely walk to steal grain because his people are dying.”

“That doesn’t make him less dangerous.”

“It makes him MORE dangerous. A wolf with a full belly is predictable. He circles. He tests. He calculates whether the risk is worth the reward.” I pointed east, toward the ridge that hid the dying Koru valley. “A starving wolf doesn’t calculate. He jumps. He takes risks that make no sense because the alternative is lying down and not getting up.”

She stared at me. Every muscle in her body screaming to disagree. Her left hand on her belly, the baby kicking against her palm as if sensing her fury and matching it.

“Chasing him into broken country while the ground shakes, while the passes narrow toward the rains, while half our warriors are on repair crews and the palisade has a hole in it: that’s exactly the trade he’d want.” I lowered my voice without yielding to her anger. “You know this. The war-chief in you knows this.”

Her grip tightened until the spear shaft creaked. Rage brightened her eyes, trapped by the tactical truth she already understood.

“One season.” I stepped closer and put my hand over hers on the spear shaft. “The rains close the passes within a moon. He can’t cross the high ridge in the wet season. Nobody can. Not even him. Once the baby’s here, the mountain’s quiet, and the wall is solid, we finish it together.”

“After the rains,” she said.

“After the rains,” I agreed.

“And if he comes back before then? If he reaches a child, or a woman alone at the water?”

“Watches doubled. Lira’s bowwomen on every store, every night, every approach. The dead-ground zones make his approach routes predictable.” I held her gaze. “He comes back, he eats an arrow before he clears the tree line. I promise you that.”

Her left hand covered the kick beneath her wrap. She stared east for several breaths before forcing her spear hand to loosen.

“Then nothing stops me.” The words came rough, each one conceding another season to the man who had destroyed her first life.

“Nothing stops us.”

She nodded once. Sharp as a blade being driven into wood. She turned and walked back toward her command post, planting each step as firmly as the promise she’d made.



Oko reported what his wider circuit had found over the following days. The picture he painted was worse than the probe suggested, and it kept getting worse.

“The Koru as a tribe are ending,” he said at the evening fire. He delivered it flatly, then drew four dying cook-fires in the dirt with one finger. “Cook-fires down to three, maybe four. The main settlement is half-abandoned: huts collapsed from the quake and not rebuilt. Their crop terraces destroyed by the same shaking that hit us, but they had no flexible joints, no bracing, no prepared dispersal.”

He accepted water from Sela. Drank slowly. The firelight caught the grey in his close-cropped hair, the lines of a life spent ranging in all weather.

“Their great spring runs black mud now. Stinking. Whatever the quake shifted in the rock beneath them, it poisoned the only clean water they had left.” He set the water skin down. “Women grinding bark for food. Stripping cambium from the trees the way desperate animals do. Elders left where they fall because no one has the strength to carry them to shelter.”

He paused. The fire crackled.

“The children are quiet.”

Quiet children. I’d seen it in the worst places in Afghanistan. In the refugee camps where hope had gone and survival was mechanical. Children who’d stopped crying because they’d learned, at some primal level, that no one was coming. That making noise changed nothing.

“Raku holds perhaps a dozen warriors,” Oko continued. “The strongest. The ones too afraid of him to leave, or too angry to have anywhere else to go. He feeds them from whatever he can steal, and they follow because the alternative is grinding bark beside the women.” He turned his cup toward the Vanu cook-smoke rising in the west. “The women won’t look at him anymore. They watch our fires instead.”

Across the ridge, those thin columns promised food, clean water, and children loud enough to complain.

Amara was in the doorway of the healing hut, Maya on her hip. She’d been listening: the matriarch’s ears never missed a council conversation, even the informal ones held at cooking fires after dark.

“We were dying too,” she said. Quiet. Her voice roughened around the memory. “Before Daniel fell from the sky. Our men too few, our children too few, our future a slow shrinking that everyone could see and nobody could stop.” She shifted Maya to her other hip, the baby grabbing at her wrap with possessive fists. “Nobody came for us. For two generations, nobody came.”

Mura stopped on her evening circuit, staff planted beside the fire. “Some of those women blessed the war paint on men who came to kill our sons. I remember their voices.”

Amara shifted Maya higher. “And I can hear their children have stopped crying. I remember that sound too.”

Lira stopped turning the arrow shaft between her fingers. “My bowwomen will remember the dead if those families appear at our wall.”

“So will I,” Amara said.

The fire cracked between them. Kaya sat at its edge with one hand over her belly. She drew her whetstone down the copper knife once, tested the edge with her thumb, and returned it to its sheath.

“They’re not here yet,” she said. “Save the argument for faces. Hunger looks different when it has a child’s name.”

Mura resumed her circuit. Amara carried Maya inside. Lira kept the arrow in her lap. Nothing had been solved in advance.



The days continued. The village rebuilt and braced and drilled and watched. Between the shakes, ordinary life kept forcing its way back:

Kiru’s little sister presented me with a new grass creation: a pig, detailed and surprisingly lifelike, its curled tail rendered in fine grass-stem spiraling. “For the mountain,” she said seriously. “So it takes the pig instead of us.” I set it on the shelf in our hut, between the machete and the copper circlet. A child’s prayer. Worth as much as any engineering.

Claire teaching two Vanu children to read the seismoscope soot. Making a game of it: count the scratches, are they bigger or smaller than yesterday? Smaller! The children cheering when the answer was smaller. Science as reassurance.

Naia cornering Amara beside the herb racks to request another private preparation lesson, then announcing to anyone within earshot that advanced study showed admirable discipline. Amara laughed so hard she nearly dropped the drying tray.



That night, Claire and I took the second watch because neither of us could sleep and the wall needed bodies.

The steam column on the north rim stood pale against the dark sky, catching starlight and the faint reflected glow of village fires. The stars were thick above us: no light pollution for a thousand miles in any direction, the Milky Way a river of white across the black.

We spent the first hour trading the temperature slate and scanning the steam column. Claire finally rested both forearms on the wall.

“I staged my death,” she said.

I turned my head. Her profile in the starlight: the straight nose she’d broken falling off a ridge once and never set properly. The freckles invisible in the dark but present in memory. The blonde ponytail silvered by starlight.

“I know,” I said. “The gear at the ravine. The closed missing-person file.”

“You know the mechanics.” She kept her eyes on the steam column. Her fingers tightened against the wall after each omission. “You don’t know why it was easy.”

“Who would have looked for you outside the company?” I asked.

Her mouth opened, closed, and the answer took longer than the question deserved.

“My parents died when I was twenty-three. Car accident on the highway outside Perth. Nobody’s fault. Just physics and timing.” Her fingers whitened against the wall, and the next sentence took two attempts. “No siblings. I married my work because work was the only thing that didn’t leave when I needed it. Colleagues, not friends. A supervisor who signed my performance reviews and couldn’t tell you my middle name.”

“Claire.”

“When GeoSpec filed my disappearance as a tragic field accident, I guarantee you the memorial consisted of my supervisor signing a form and my desk being reassigned by Friday.” Her voice didn’t waver. That was the worst part: the steadiness of it. “My flat in Brisbane. Six months of rent in advance: nobody would notice until the lease expired. One cat, left with a neighbor who’d been feeding him anyway.”

“What’s the cat’s name?”

That interrupted her clean delivery. “Basalt.”

I stared.

“I’m a geologist. Of course he’s called Basalt.” A dry laugh escaped her and failed almost immediately. “Mrs. Keene downstairs loved him more than I did by the end. She’ll keep him. She may be the only person who checked my door twice.”

The steam column pulsed above the ridge.

“I’m not asking for pity,” she said, almost angry at the vulnerability she was showing. “I staged my death because there was no one to grieve it. That was supposed to be practical: this woman doesn’t exist anymore, so no one comes looking.”

“But.”

“My Brisbane flat could stay empty for six months before a landlord noticed,” she said. “Here, if I’m ten minutes late to the eastern station, three children arrive at the hut asking whether the mountain ate me.”

She turned to face me, pale green eyes catching starlight. Her shoulder almost touched mine.

“They wait at my station each morning with their soot samples. They look for me when the scratches change. Nobody anywhere else ever waited for me to come home. Here, people do.” Her voice roughened on the last word. “I’ve never had that. Anywhere. In thirty-two years of being alive, no one has ever needed me to exist.”

“I need you,” I said.

Claire went still. Color rose along her freckled throat.

“I know.” Her dry precision deserted her for two words. “That’s what makes this terrifying.”

She looked up at me. I leaned closer.

Her palm stopped me at the chest.

“The mountain might kill us all, and fear is making every decision feel urgent,” she said. The hand trembled but held. “I don’t want disaster choosing this for me. I want to answer you on an ordinary day, when wanting you is the only reason.”

“When the mountain sleeps.”

“Yes.” Her thumb moved once over the pulse beneath her palm. “Ask me then.”

I closed my hand around hers on my chest. Her fingers tightened once beneath mine.

“I’ll ask.”

“I know you will.” She pulled free and reached for the temperature slate. The first number went down wrong. She scraped it away, muttering about sleep deprivation, and started again.

A buried impact surged through the wall before the charcoal touched bark.

The shock traveled through my teeth, skull, and the soles of my feet. Claire caught the stone lip with both hands. Far below, water slapped hard at the lake’s bank.

We ran to the eastern seismoscope. Its weighted cord still swung, carving fresh white arcs through the soot until the old marks vanished under them. At the shore, the water had fallen a hand-span below its stone marker. Fish crowded the inflows in frantic silver masses.

Claire checked the western jar, came back, and measured the lake again. Charcoal blackened her thumb when the pencil slipped.

“The swarm is accelerating,” she said. Her face had lost every trace of the flush I’d put there. “Another strong one may be close. Get everyone to their stones.”


Chapter 12: Thirty Seconds

One week passed after Claire’s warning. The tremors continued, sometimes sharp, sometimes rolling, while Kaya drilled the village until every household could reach its stone in darkness. Her belly grew lower and heavier as she approached eight moons.

Then the strongest quake came at night.

I dreamed the lake had climbed over its rim stones and filled the village lanes, carrying silver fish between the huts.

A subterranean tearing sound ripped me awake. Bedrock ground against bedrock somewhere miles below us, too deep to hear cleanly and powerful enough to feel through my teeth.

Then the floor moved.

The ground went sideways with a violence no earlier tremor had approached, and kept going. The packed earth under our sleeping platform lurched left with a force that would have thrown me from a standing position.

I was on my back in the dark. Amara’s arm across my chest. Maya’s basket within reach, my hand finding the edge of it by instinct before my eyes were fully open. Kaya’s pregnant bulk on the far platform, the sound of her gasp cutting through the roar. Sela curled near the medicine stores, already moving, already awake. Naia at my feet, her voice a sharp “what” that got swallowed by the sound.

Rock ground on rock far below, a bass vibration that rattled my teeth before my ears made sense of it. The floor rolled sideways against my spine, pitched back, and denied every attempt to stand.

One second. Two. Packed earth rippled under the furs while the roof posts walked in their sockets.

I grabbed Maya’s basket with one hand and Amara’s arm with the other.

“Get to the door!” My voice cutting through the roar. “Low and fast! Don’t stand up!”

Three seconds. Four. A clay vessel shattered outside, probably in one of the unretrofitted huts. Sela’s medicine jars stayed secured in padded baskets on the floor where we’d moved them. Wall plaster and bits of old thatch rained around us instead. A roof beam groaned under stress while the lashed joints flexed the way I’d designed them to, walking in their sockets, bending, and holding.

Five seconds. Six. Seven. The shaking kept going.

I counted. Automatic. Combat training: count the duration of an explosion, count the seconds of incoming fire, count because your body wants to panic and counting prevents it. One-Mississippi. Two-Mississippi. The counting kept me sane while the world tried to shake itself apart.

Maya was screaming. Amara had her, was moving toward the door on all fours, one arm cradling the baby against her massive chest, the other dragging her forward. Tension carved deep around her mouth, but she shielded Maya against her chest and drove toward the door without losing her grip.

Kaya was on her feet somehow. Bracing in the doorframe, one arm hooked over the lintel, the other wrapped over her belly. Her legs wide, her stance the same she used to take in a wrestling ring: low center of gravity, immovable. Eight months pregnant and she’d found her balance before any of us.

Ten. Eleven. Twelve seconds. Sela was at the medicine stores, grabbing the emergency bag she kept packed by the door. Her supplies for exactly this moment: bandages, splints, the copper tools she’d laid out every night for a week. She moved like she’d drilled this a hundred times.

Naia was crawling toward the door. Her braids, still elaborate from the claiming, caught on something. She cursed, fluent and creative, and yanked free.

Fifteen. Sixteen.

The violence eased into a rolling motion. The floor kept moving but stopped trying to throw us.

A crack from outside: the sick, final sound of a structure failing. Something heavy coming down. Shouts in the dark. A child’s scream, sharp and terrified.

Twenty. Twenty-five.

The rolling faded. Became a vibration. Became stillness.

Thirty seconds by my count, long enough to make the old world feel impossible.

Ringing filled my ears. Maya’s next cry cut through it.

The aftershock hit. Sharp, vicious, like the mountain’s parting shot: three seconds of renewed violence that sent dust cascading from the thatch above us, that made Naia yelp and Kaya curse, that threw Maya’s screaming up another octave.

Then the renewed violence ended.

I moved.



I reached open ground before the next aftershock. Fallen debris choked the lanes, scattered coals glowed under dust, and torchlight appeared at the assembly stones exactly where the drills had placed it.

Kaya’s drills. Kicking in before conscious thought engaged.

The counting chain rippled through the dark. One household shouted its number; the next answered, and the tally crossed the compound faster than panic.

I scanned the structures in the light of the torches appearing at each assembly point.

The council chamber: standing. Its cracked floor likely worse, but the building upright, the flexible joints having done their work. The walls had walked an inch in each direction, visible in the gaps between panels, but they hadn’t broken. They’d BENT.

The granaries: all five visible in the scattered torchlight. Dispersed across the village, each one groaning but standing. Their new lashings stretched but intact.

A runner reached Kaya’s platform from the southern stone. “South households counted. One injured. No missing.”

Another came from the lake assembly point. “Lake households counted. Two burns. No missing.”

Naia stood under the central alarm plate with her master list pressed to a board. Each runner’s report earned a charcoal mark. Her braids were full of dust, one side of her wrap torn, but her voice never shook.

“Western bluff next. Then eastern terraces. Say the names, not only the number.”

The next aftershock trembled through the open ground. People crouched at their stones and covered their heads exactly as drilled. Nobody ran back toward a hut. Nobody broke the counting chain.

Claire moved between assembly points with a torch held high, checking the low ground after every vent of steam. “Flame steady here. Keep children uphill. Do not enter any new crack, even if it looks shallow.”

Kaya commanded the whole field from the center. She could not sprint, so she made everyone else her legs.

“Lira, two bowwomen to the eastern breach. Oko, inspect the lake path for slumping. Tira, kill the forge draft and count every ember. Nobody fights a fire while the ground is moving. Smother it and leave.”

Orders traveled outward. Reports returned. The chaos acquired lanes, names, and priorities.

A flare of orange rose behind the lake households. One of the fallen cook fires had rolled into a reed sleeping mat, and two women were beating at it with their wraps while sparks climbed toward the thatch. Tira reached them with a basket of wet clay before anyone tried to carry water across the shaking ground. She slapped the clay over the coals, sealed the edges with both forearms, and stayed crouched when the next tremor passed under her.

“Fire contained,” she called. “Two burned. Both walking.”

Naia kept her eyes on the slate as she marked the injuries. “Send them to the clean-water station. Move that household to the lake stone until their roof is checked.”

At the western bluff, a family count came back wrong, then corrected when an old woman shouted that her grandson had reported with the forge crew. Naia made both stones repeat their names anyway. No assumptions. No missing child dismissed as a counting error.

Kaya heard the correction and changed the system while the ground still twitched. “Runners give names with every transfer. If you move a person, you move their name with them.”

The next reports included both. Names and numbers, moving together through the dark.

Two old huts: down. Collapsed flat, the rigid construction of buildings I hadn’t gotten to yet, the ones whose occupants had said “our grandmothers built these, they’ll hold.” They hadn’t held. But their occupants were at the assembly points. Counted. Alive.

Half the healing hut lay under its own roof.

One wall had folded inward: old construction, one of the last buildings braced but not fully rebuilt from its original rigid design. The thatch roof sagged where the wall had given way, creating a triangular cave of rubble and woven panels, pinning everything underneath in a space that could still collapse further with the next aftershock.

“Tua’s inside!” Sela’s voice. Running toward the wreckage, her emergency bag already open in her hands. The healer’s instinct overriding everything: her patient was in that rubble.

I followed.



The healing hut’s collapsed wall created a lean-to of debris: woven panels, broken shelving, thatch, roof poles, and the accumulated weight of decades of stored medicine and tools. Somewhere underneath all of it: an eighty-year-old woman with bones like bird-hollow reeds.

“Tua!” I shouted into the gap. My voice echoed in the cramped space. “Tua, can you hear me?”

A muffled curse. Extremely creative, anatomically specific, and very much alive.

“The good needles!” Tua’s voice, thin and furious. “If you’ve crushed my good needles, I will haunt every one of you!”

Alive. Stuck. Angry. The best possible combination.

Claire appeared at my shoulder. Her face was calm, her voice pitched to cut through the post-quake confusion. She’d been at her seismoscope when it hit: the one person in the village who’d been awake and measuring when the world moved.

“Strong aftershocks can hit at any moment,” she said. “Post spotters. The instant anyone feels movement or hears another boom, call us out. Do not trust a quiet minute.”

She caught Oko’s shoulder before he moved. “I cannot predict the next one. The count is a work limit, not a promise of safety. Count from the boom. Work for twenty heartbeats, then freeze while the spotters reassess the roof. If the ground moves at any point, everyone clears immediately.”

No clock. One person in rubble. A solo crawl would only give the mountain a second victim.

I put Oko and Dala on the two safe edges of the fallen beam. Kaya took command of the carriers outside, assigning replacements before fatigue could make a hand slip. Claire posted two roof spotters and began the count.

On the first work window, Oko fed a rope under the cracked beam while Dala cleared loose shelves with a hooked pole. I stayed at the entrance, reading the load path and calling which pieces could move. One wrong pull would bring the old roof down.

“Daniel!” Kaya’s voice cut through the dust. “The left brace is walking.”

I saw it: the lashing inching along the post. “Wedge it. Two people, no more. Oko, freeze. Dala, back out.”

Kaya sent the right hands without leaving her command point. A carpenter drove paired shims under the brace while Claire counted the safe interval. The roof settled against them and held.

The second window opened a passage wide enough for Sela. She tied a rope around her waist, slung the emergency bag across her back, and crawled between Oko and Dala.

“I’m going to her,” she said. No tremor. “You make the path stay open.”

I started to object, then saw the truth: Tua needed a healer before she needed lifting. “Stay under the braced shelf. If Claire calls movement, come out.”

Sela disappeared into the herb-scented dark. Kaya caught the doorway post in both hands and stayed outside, directing the next pair of carriers while her jaw worked with the effort of obeying her own rule.

“Ten,” Claire called. “Roof unchanged. Keep moving.”

Sela’s voice came back from the pocket. “I found her. Left arm broken. Legs free. She’s awake and insulting me.”

Tua lay under a fallen shelving frame that had taken the wall’s weight like a cage. Her left forearm bent at the wrong angle, but her voice retained enough strength to curse the roof, the quake, and Sela’s choice of knot.

“Twenty,” Claire called. “Freeze.”

The team went still. I kept both hands on the cracked beam while the roof spotters checked the wedges and called the braces unchanged.

“Next window,” Claire said.

Oko and Dala resumed clearing the sling path.

“About time,” Tua said. “I’ve been counting. You took four minutes.”

“Can you move your legs?” Sela asked.

“Everything except this arm. And my dignity, which died during the shaking. We will never speak of that.”

Sela bound the broken arm to Tua’s chest inside the protected pocket, then threaded the rescue sling under her hips. “We speak of the arm. Nothing else.”

“The good needles,” Tua snapped. “If the roof crushes them…”

“You can insult us while we recover them later.”

At my signal, four people shared the pull. Oko and Dala guided the sling through the passage. Two carriers outside took the rope without jerking. Sela crawled beside Tua, one hand protecting the splinted arm and the other keeping her head clear of broken shelves. I held the cracked beam against its wedge and called each movement.

“Movement!” Claire shouted. “Clear now!”

Kaya took over the count. “Pull on three. One. Two. THREE.”

The team hauled. Tua slid into grey dawn light with Sela shielding her head. Oko rolled clear. Dala followed. I released the beam and backed out last. A broken panel scraped a shallow line down my back before hands caught my shoulders.

The aftershock rolled through three seconds later. The remaining wall groaned and dropped another six inches, crushing the passage our team had just emptied.

Kaya stood ten feet away with ash streaking her dark face and both fists trembling at her sides. Eight months pregnant, her belly made a tight curve under the wrap she’d thrown on in the dark. Her jaw stayed clenched around everything it had cost her to obey her own rule and remain outside.

“We’re out,” Sela said, already checking the splint on Tua’s arm with quick efficient movements, her fingers finding the break, aligning, wrapping. “Daniel, are you hurt?”

“Scratched.” The pain was registering now: a line of fire across my back where the panel had caught me. Shallow. Bleeding but superficial. “How’s Tua?”

“Broken arm. Clean break, I think. Ulna, mid-shaft.” Sela’s hands moved without hesitation, without trembling. “She’ll set properly. I’ve got her.”

Torch-bearing adults watched from the assembly points while the counting chain finished its last verification. When Sela ordered space, grown warriors moved back. When she asked for light, three torches rose at once.

Tua, white with pain and dust, looked up at Sela from the ground. Said nothing. Then, very quietly: “The break is mid-shaft. You’ll want the straight splint, not the curved. And bind it to the chest, not hanging.”

“I know.” Sela adjusted. “I know, Tua.”

A woman arrived carrying a burned child. Another limped behind her with blood running from the scalp. Sela did not look toward Amara for permission.

“Burns to the clean-water station. Scalp wound sits here. Anyone who can walk waits beyond the red cord. Anyone dizzy lies flat where I can see them.”

The adults obeyed.

Amara appeared with Maya bound securely to her chest and took the far end of the treatment line. “I have the breathing injuries and shock. You keep trauma.”

Sela nodded once.

Tua watched from the ground while her former apprentice organized a disaster ward in torchlight.

“Stop staring,” Sela told her, attention fixed on the splint. “Drink this.”

For once, Tua offered no correction. She drank.

The old healer’s hand relaxed around Sela’s wrist. Her eyes closed.



By dawn, Naia’s slate held the count: the whole village present, dozens injured, none dead. The drills had brought families to their stones before collapsing roofs or scattered coals could turn confusion into a body count.

The worst injuries were Tua’s arm, one dislocated shoulder, cracked ribs, and two children burned by cook-fire coals. Sela’s treatment line ran without pause.

Mura found Old Sena sitting wrapped in a blanket with her granddaughter, both dust-covered and alive. She pointed her staff at the collapsed house Sena had abandoned weeks earlier.

“Your grandmother’s roof would have buried you,” Mura said. “Remember who made you move.”

Sena pulled the blanket higher. “My granddaughter made me move.”

Mura looked at me across the open ground. That was praise enough.



Full light showed the three failures that mattered most. Half the healing hut was down. A fissure had folded the eastern palisade flat. Three terrace faces had slumped toward the lake.

The forge and five granaries still stood. Steam poured from one ruptured fire-trap line, which Claire marked red before anyone approached it. Sela directed the medicine salvage while Tira checked her intact crucibles with both hands.

Claire held up a seismoscope collar scratched through to bare wood. “Strong aftershocks may continue for days or weeks. Damaged roofs remain empty unless spotters clear them.”

Mura struck her staff against the earth. “You heard her. Rebuild outside first.”

Crews moved at once, slower now from pain and exhaustion but still following the assignments Kaya called.

Naia turned assembly points into tool and water stations. Kaya assigned crews while keeping Lira’s watch on the breach. Amara caught a warrior sliding into delayed shock and showed Sela the color around his mouth. Claire walked the new cracks with her torch held low while Maya slept against Amara’s chest.

I lifted beams, dug rubble, carried the injured, and reached the cracked water joints before runoff could flood the central assembly ground.

By noon, the healing hut was cleared and shored. We salvaged the copper needles, medicine packets, and low storage baskets in timed teams, one spotter watching the roof and another watching the ground.

At the water channels, I found two cracked joints and one diverted flow cutting toward the central assembly ground. We built a temporary spillway from woven panels and packed clay before it could turn the safe ground into mud. Three crews worked in rotation: dig, haul, rest. Nobody spent more than twenty minutes under a damaged terrace.

By evening, stakes and rope blocked the palisade gap, Lira’s archers watched beyond it, and two households had moved off the eastern fissure. Cooking fires returned under guarded roofs.



By full dark, the fires were banked and exhaustion had slowed every repair crew.

Lira had posted bowwomen outside the eastern weak line at dusk. At full dark, the first pair came inside for food and dry bowstrings. Their replacements were delayed when an aftershock dropped part of the north spillway shoring and every nearby hand ran to keep the diverted water from cutting through an assembly point.

For a few minutes, the breach had only the eastern tower watching it. Steam from the ruptured fire-trap line drifted across the tower’s view in white sheets. A gap in coverage. Short. Accidental.

I was at the eastern wall, checking the temporary barrier one more time, making sure the lashings were tight, when the light caught my eye.

Foreign firelight moved through the breached palisade section.

Figures walked upright through the eastern gap, moving with controlled purpose instead of the headlong rush of men who had stumbled upon an opportunity.

I grabbed the nearest torch and held it high.

Raku.

The torchlight caught his filed teeth. His ritual scars. The necklace of finger bones rattling over his chest. And in his right hand, catching the orange light with a gleam no copper could match: the stolen steel machete.

A dozen warriors followed him. Gaunt, painted in red and black, armed with whatever they’d scraped together. They stepped through the breach in single file, steel and stone catching the firelight.

They were inside.

“ALARM!” I shouted. “Eastern breach! Warriors inside the wall!”


Chapter 13: The Fifth Store

They came for the granaries, a dozen gaunt men scrambling through a breached palisade and snatching food with the frantic speed of bodies near starvation.

Starvation had pared Raku down to bone and tendon, but he still moved through the breach with old efficiency. In his right hand, the stolen steel machete flashed clean and sharp, the modern world’s leavings weaponized by the oldest hatred.

Behind him: a dozen warriors. Gaunt didn’t cover it. These men were skeletal: ribs showing through taut skin, faces hollow, the wasted muscle of bodies that had consumed their own reserves weeks ago. They spent their last reserves in a burst of speed their starved muscles could not sustain for long.

The alarm spread faster than the raiders. Kaya’s system, drilled and re-drilled, engaging before conscious thought: the watch-chain, the signal copper, the cascading alert that ran household to household like fire through dry grass.

Lira’s bowwomen materialized from the dark. Four bows rose together. Each woman chose a separate approach to the granary without waiting for shouted orders.

But Raku’s men hit the nearest granary before the arrows could fly. Door smashed open with a single machete stroke that would have taken three blows with stone. Inside: sacks of grain. Dried fish. Preserved fruit.

One fifth of our total stores. Because I’d dispersed them.

Raku’s men grabbed sacks and filled their arms, then stared into the half-empty structure in confusion. They’d mapped our old central store and found only enough food here for days, not weeks.

Lira’s first arrow flew for Raku’s throat. An aftershock kicked the granary post sideways at release, and the shaft struck wood close enough for the fletching to brush his ear.

“Next one’s in your throat,” Lira called from the dark. “Drop the grain and walk.”

Raku’s answer was a snarl. He grabbed a sack in his free hand and ran.



Starving men scattered inside the broken perimeter, grabbing enough food to survive another week while defenders scrambled to contain them. There were no formations or coordinated flanks, only desperate pairs running between caches.

Aftershocks shattered even that desperate pattern.

The first aftershock hit mid-melee and jumped clay jars off their shelves. Both sides dropped their weight. A Vanu woman and a Koru raider crouched three feet apart with lowered weapons, watching each other’s hands until the ground steadied. She rose first and drove her spear butt into his jaw. He answered with a desperate club swing that clipped her shoulder and sent both of them skidding in quake-loosened dust.

At the western cache, two starving men tried to drag a grain sack between them. Another aftershock rippled through before they made three steps. One released the sack to catch himself. The other refused, fell under it, and screamed when the weight pinned his ankle. A Vanu warrior could have killed him. Instead she kicked his club away and hauled the grain off his leg.

“Run,” she told him in the trade language.

He ran.

Near the water trough, a raider lunged for Lira while the ground moved. His stone knife scraped her copper bracer. She trapped his wrist, waited through the rolling motion rather than gamble her balance, then broke his grip the instant the earth steadied. Her bowwoman beside her put an arrow into the dirt between his feet.

He looked at the shaft. Looked at them. Dropped the knife.

The battle kept changing shape. It was lethal at one corner and almost merciful at the next, because hunger had brought these men inside and hunger made surrender possible in a way Raku’s pride never would.

The mountain kept interrupting the fight. Loose footing ruined lunges, weapons struck dirt, and people who ignored the first twitch went down before their enemies touched them. Would the ground hold for the next swing? Would the footing shift mid-lunge? A Koru warrior swung a stone club at a Vanu defender, missed wide as the earth shuddered, stumbled, and took Lira’s arrow in the shoulder for his trouble.

The dispersed caches meant there was nothing concentrated to defend. No single point where the Vanu could mass and hold. Raku’s men scattered through the compound, each group of two or three going for a different store, and the defense became a running battle of interception.

I came from the eastern wall at a dead run. Machete in hand: my salvaged blade, the one I’d carried since the crash, its edge maintained weekly by Tira’s grinding stone. Steel against steel, if it came to that.

But first: the scattered raiders.

Three of them at the irrigation head, grabbing at a cache of dried root vegetables stored in a woven bin. I hit them at full sprint: my blade caught the first one’s club mid-swing, deflecting it, the shock of the impact jarring up my arm. He was so thin the force of the deflection spun him. I drove my shoulder into the second one’s chest and he went down like he weighed nothing, because he nearly did. Eighty pounds of starving man doesn’t absorb a tackle from someone who’s been eating three meals a day.

The third ran. Dropped his sack. Fled toward the breach.

The first man recovered enough to swing again. His club came low this time, aimed at my knee with the ugly intelligence of someone who knew he could not match my reach. I stepped into the irrigation cut and let the blow pass over my thigh. Mud swallowed my ankle. The channel wall caught his heel when he followed, and his starved leg folded under him.

I hooked his wrist with my empty hand, turned the club across his own forearm, and forced his fingers open. He fought for the weapon long after leverage had made the outcome obvious. Hunger had stripped away judgment before it took the last of his strength.

“Leave it,” I said in the trade language.

His eyes ignored me and my machete, fixing instead on the root bin.

I kicked one spilled root within his reach. “Take that and go.”

He snatched it against his chest.

An aftershock rolled through. Two seconds. Everyone froze. I crouched, one hand on the ground, watching the Koru warrior I’d tackled try to stand and fail as the earth bucked under him. The first man curled over the root as loose clay pattered across his bare back.

It passed. The tackled warrior crawled away. His companion dragged him upright with one arm, still clutching the root in the other. They staggered toward the breach together. I let them.

Behind me, a Vanu defender hauled the woven bin away from the cracked channel edge while another swept the spilled roots into her wrap. We were defending food from men whose ribs showed through their skin. I let the men carry one root away, then ordered the remaining bin moved behind the healing line. Two hundred people still depended on those stores through the coming wet season.

More fighting across the compound. Lira’s arrows tracking the raiders with lethal patience: not killing where warning would serve, but not missing where killing was required. One Koru warrior caught an arrow in the thigh near the water cache and dropped, his stolen sack spilling grain across the packed earth like golden blood.

Another roll sent attackers and defenders against the same trough. When it passed, they shoved away from one another and reached for their weapons.



Then I saw Kaya.

She had left both her stool and the safe center assigned to pregnant women. Now she stood in the healing line’s doorway with her spear leveled, her sleep-wrap stretched over her huge belly, her bare feet planted wide on the packed earth.

Behind her: the treatment area where Sela worked. The children’s sleeping spaces. The elderly. Everything vulnerable.

Kaya between them and the dark.

Twenty feet away, Raku saw her across the torchlit compound.

Their eyes met through drifting smoke. Kaya’s knife hand steadied, and Raku’s attention abandoned the food as nine years of blood narrowed the world to the two war-chiefs.

Raku bared a starving man’s bloodless gums and sharpened smile, a grin with nothing human in it. His gaunt warriors rushed past toward the grain, but he planted his feet and watched only Kaya.

His eyes locked on the swelling under her wrap. The grin vanished, and obsession narrowed into murder aimed at the child.

“First your husband,” Raku said. Low, carrying across the twenty feet between them. Every word deliberate. “Then your new man.” He stepped toward her. The stolen blade catching light with each movement of his arm. “I was going to take you, war-chief. Drag you to my valley and make you my weapon, the way I made his skull my drinking bowl.”

Kaya didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Her spear point tracked him with lethal precision, honed by killing his people since she was twenty-three years old.

“Now I’ll take the child he put in you.” Possession twisted his starved face. “The child first. Then you. Then your sky-man.” He smiled wider. “Then I’ll burn every wall he built and leave his family nothing but ashes.”

Kaya’s spear stayed level. She held the doorway while watching the side entrance Raku expected her to forget.

Kaya’s arm snapped forward.

The spear passed Raku and struck the warrior inching toward the healing hut’s side entrance while his chief held her attention. She’d watched the flanker instead of Raku’s mouth.

Her spear took the warrior through the shoulder. He screamed, high and thin, and dropped his stone club. Crumpled sideways into the mud.

In the same motion, Kaya drew her copper knife. She kept herself between Raku and the people she protected.

She did not charge or duel.

Eight months pregnant, she held the line. Her knife hand shook once, then steadied as she shifted to block the doorway more completely.

My counter-charge hit Raku from the side.

He’d been fixated on Kaya, every sense tuned to the woman he’d obsessed over for nine years. He didn’t see me coming from his right. My shoulder caught him in the ribs, driving him sideways, the stolen blade slashing at the space where I’d been rather than where I was.

We grappled. Three seconds of brutal close-quarters: his bloodied mouth snapping at my face, close enough that I smelled his breath (sour, the smell of a body eating itself). His free hand clawing at my eyes. His strength diminished by months of starvation but still dangerous, still enough to kill if his steel found flesh.

I drove a knee into his old thigh wound. The old spear wound. The one that never healed right.

He buckled. Screamed. The machete came around in a wild slash.

I blocked with my forearm guard: the copper bracer every warrior wore, the one that had saved my arm a dozen times in training. The steel bit through the copper’s edge and found flesh below the edge. A line of fire across my forearm.

But I was inside his reach now. Too close for the machete to swing properly. I drove my forehead into his nose. Felt the crunch. Blood on both of us.

Lira’s arrow caught the warrior rushing up behind him, driving through the man’s upper arm and spinning him away. Raku released me and stumbled backward, but the machete stayed locked in his fist.

His warriors were running. The raid had become a rout. Sacks dropped across the compound. Clubs and knives followed as the raiders fled through the breach, leaving grain in the mud rather than dying beside it.

Raku retreated toward the breach with the steel still locked in his right hand. He dragged one wounded warrior by the collar, the single sack of grain still over his shoulder, blood running from his nose and the reopened thigh wound. He moved fast despite it all. The predator’s survival instinct operating below conscious thought.

At the breach, he turned.

Kaya’s voice caught him. She’d followed, knife in hand, advancing in a murderous waddle, eight months pregnant and fully intent on killing. Her eyes were death. Her belly was irrelevant.

She snatched Lira’s bow as the archer ran up beside her, nocked an arrow, and drew with her belly forcing the stance wider than training.

The shot took Raku through the meaty part of his shoulder. He staggered but did not drop the machete. The grunt that escaped him was raw with pain.

“The next one is your throat,” Kaya called.

Blood coated Raku’s mouth. He looked once more at Kaya’s belly before the jungle swallowed him and his surviving warriors.

Gone.



The machete tip began to quiver in my hand. My knees loosened next, and pain returned all at once: the cut on my arm, my throbbing forehead, bruised ribs from Raku’s elbow.

Sela arrived with bandages before I could sit down. She cleaned and wrapped the cut without a tremor. The wound was shallow: the copper bracer had taken most of the steel’s edge, leaving a cut that needed cleaning and binding but no stitches.

“He’ll live,” she told Kaya, who’d materialized at my shoulder like a dark-eyed ghost.

Kaya didn’t respond to Sela. She was looking at the breach where Raku had disappeared. The hand around her knife quivered like a bowstring pulled back and held. Blood dripped from the spear she’d recovered, yet her copper knife still occupied the other hand.

The baby kicked hard enough to knock both her hands from the weapons to the tight drum of her pregnancy.

“He kicked.” She sounded startled, as if combat had hidden the pregnancy until that kick brought it back. “He kicked through the whole thing.”

I put my arm around her. Pulled her against me. She checked the breach once before allowing herself to sag into me, forehead against my shoulder and fists closing in my wrap.

“Kito.” She said the name into my chest. The name that still cost her to speak.

I held still. Let her say it.

“I did everything right last time too.” The words shook raw against my skin. “I had a strong son and a living husband and a whole tribe that needed me. Then Raku took Tano, and the fever took Kito. Neither cared what I did right. Neither asked permission. Neither waited for me to be ready.”

She tightened both hands in the fabric of my wrap. The baby kicked into my stomach through the thin barrier of her belly.

“What if I do everything right this time and it still doesn’t matter?” Her voice broke. “What if loving something can’t protect it?”

I made no promise about safety, health, or survival. Kaya could smell a lie before I finished telling it.

“Then we get ready for what we can,” I said. “And I stay beside you through what we can’t. I won’t make you carry either outcome alone.”

Another kick moved under her wrap. I felt a heel or elbow drag slowly across her belly beneath my palm, and Kaya covered my hand with hers.

“Kito kicked like this,” she said. “Tano used to tell him to save his strength for hunting. After the fever, I still woke at the hour Kito called for water. I’d sit up reaching before I remembered.”

She pressed my palm harder against this child’s movement.

“I thought carrying another would feel like getting him back. It doesn’t. This one is angrier. Greedier. And ours.” Her voice steadied on that word. “If fear comes with loving all of you, I can’t cut it out like an arrowhead.”

“No. But you can prepare the birthing hut, choose the safest hands, and keep your knife near the bed. Let me carry the part that has no task.”

Her voice was rough but steadier. “I am absolutely keeping the knife.”

“I assumed.”

Her forehead rested against me again.

“I want to kill him so badly it scares me,” she said. “The need has lived under my skin for nine years.”

“I know.”

“He won’t see another wet season.”

“I’ll be beside you.”

“And then I put an arrow through his heart and feed his bones to the pigs.”

“Romantic.”

A brief, unwilling laugh stirred against my shoulder.

She let me hold her for a moment longer, then straightened and wiped her face with the back of her hand.

“The wall needs reinforcing before dawn,” she said. “I want every approach to the breach covered by archers. And I want the grain collected. Every sack they dropped.”

She went to check on her warriors. I stayed where I was, blood spotting through Sela’s bandage, and watched the breach until the grey dawn light finally revealed it empty.



Grey dawn over the broken wall.

I was still at the eastern perimeter, directing a repair crew in securing the temporary barrier with additional stakes, when Rena’s signal came.

Three short whistles and a long signaled neither alarm nor combat. Something had been seen but not identified. The confusion signal.

I crossed to her position at the wall’s corner. She pointed east.

On the trail from the Koru valley. Movement. Not the quick darting of warriors. Slow. Heavy. The gait of people carrying burdens too precious to drop and too heavy for their starving frames. Dozens of them, strung out along the trail in a straggling line.

Women. Old men. Children on backs and hips. Walking in the grey morning light with the determined, shuffling pace of people who’d made a decision and wouldn’t stop until it was done.

Carrying nothing at all except their children and each other.

Rena sounded flat rather than hostile. Mostly confused.

“Not warriors. Refugees.”


Chapter 14: At the Eastern Gate

They arrived at the wall just as the sun cleared the eastern rim. Thirty-one people moved in a ragged line: women with babies bound to their chests, hollow-cheeked children with wide quiet eyes, and old men barely upright on their staffs. Among them walked a scattering of faces I recognized from Oko’s intelligence: Taku remnants, the twice-scattered eastern river tribe that had allied with Raku during the second-wall battle and been routed for it.

Their leader walked at the front. She carried nothing. Her spine might have been forged from the same copper as our weapons.

Kesa stopped outside the gate and kept both feet on Koru ground. Her gaze swept the watching Vanu: the spears, the bows, the faces of people who’d been raided by her people for generations.

Kesa kept her spine straight and spoke in the trade language. The oldest form, the one law older than either tribe.

“Water for the children.”

A Koru child stared at the water trough beyond the gate and licked cracked lips.

Kesa looked directly at the spear points and added: “My husband died inside this wall, in the season of the second-wall battle. I know what we were. I’m asking anyway.”



Water could not wait for trust, and trust would take longer than a morning.

Mura’s caution came first. She stood at the wall with her staff planted, her weathered face set.

“Wolves at the fire are still wolves. Some of these women watched their men paint for war against us. Some waved them off with blessings.” She looked at the refugees, hard with the memory of everyone that war had buried. “We owe them nothing.”

Amara’s mercy came second. From the healing line, Maya on her chest, her voice carried the authority earned by tending every wound these raids had left.

“Look at the children standing there,” Amara said. “They are hungry now. Thirsty now. Whatever their fathers did at this wall, those small hands did not hold the spears.” She faced Mura without yielding. “Give them water before we decide anything else. That boy keeps staring at the trough because he no longer has enough spit to swallow.”

I stood between them. Deliberately did not speak. This was not my decision to make.

The village turned to Kaya.

She stood at the gap in the eastern palisade: the very breach Raku’s warriors had charged through hours ago. Her copper knife still at her hip. Her wrap stretched over her huge belly. No one present had more cause to hate every Koru breathing. Koru hands had killed her husband and shaped her years of war. Her son’s fever belonged to a different grief, but both losses stood with her at the gate.

Kesa shifted a thirsty child higher on her hip. Kaya’s grip creaked against her spear shaft.

Kaya studied the cracked lips of the child in Kesa’s arms, then checked the adults’ hands for weapons.

“We don’t become Raku. Feed them. Count the knives first, but feed them.”

Amara carried the first water skin out herself. Naia counted heads at the trail edge while Sela assessed the worst cases.

Weapons went into a guarded basket. The water skins went beyond the threshold while the refugees waited outside under guard.

Kaya stayed at the wall, watching the refugees drink beyond the gate.

A child, maybe four, approached the water line and saw me beside the gate. The sky-man had been named as his enemy for as long as he could remember. His face twisted. He spat across the threshold at my feet.

Then he burst into tears.

I crouched and held a strip of dried fish through the open gate. He flinched, stared at it, then grabbed fast enough to make the exchange look like a strike. The fish vanished into his mouth whole, cheeks bulging while tears kept running.

“You’re safe for tonight,” I said. He couldn’t understand the words. The food required no translation.

I rose and went to Kaya.

“That couldn’t have been easy,” I said.

“It wasn’t.” She didn’t look at me. “I saw Kito in the boy who spat at you. Anger first, tears after. I won’t punish him for the men behind him.”



Yara came before noon, carried to the gate on her litter. The refugees waited outside under woven rain awnings hastily raised by our repair crew, drinking measured cups while Lira’s bowwomen guarded the stacked weapons.

Kesa knelt beside the litter in recognition between leaders.

Yara took her own copper cup from Naia. She drank, then extended it through the gate with her working hand.

“Your children sleep dry tonight,” she said. “Near my fire. Tomorrow we speak names, work, and old blood.”

Kesa accepted the cup with both hands. She drank from the place Yara’s mouth had touched and passed it to the nearest child.

Mura’s expression stayed hard, but she moved aside from the gate.

The refugees crossed the gate under dozens of Vanu eyes. Dala recognized one woman and turned her face away; Lira counted the guarded weapons again.



Naia recorded names, children, illnesses, and skills under the gate awning. She assigned the newcomers to three temporary shelters along the eastern wall, separate from Vanu sleeping compounds and close enough for Lira’s watch to count every exit.

Hands were needed for quake repair, but nobody mistook labor for trust. A Koru boy joined a beam crew; the Vanu forewoman searched him for a knife twice. One refugee mother refused food from Dala because she recognized the woman who had killed her brother at the second wall. Dala set the bowl beside her anyway and returned to her own fire.

By evening the bowl was empty. The women still had not spoken.

Kesa found me while Naia assigned the final shelter. She waited until no Koru child stood close enough to hear.

“I have knowledge to trade,” she said. “About Raku. About the sky-people. I will speak when my people are settled and no child can hear me.”

Rain threatened beyond the rim, but had not yet closed the northern passes. I searched her face for panic and found calculation instead: a leader choosing the right ears for dangerous news.

“Does anyone need to run tonight?” I asked.

“No. But after you hear me, you will watch the north differently.”

I sent Rena to Oko with orders to maintain the northern watch, then returned to the shelters. The quake recovery did not pause for a warning I didn’t yet possess.

Kiru offered to guide the refugee children. Kesa refused until two Koru adults could walk with them. He accepted the escort with injured dignity and limited his tour to the forge and central well.

At dusk, the refugees ate around one guarded fire of their own. Dala sat at the nearest Vanu fire with her back to them and her spear across her knees.

That night the refugees slept dry, with Lira’s guards between their fire and the nearest Vanu household.



Four days passed before the household had enough strength to gather without stealing it from the crisis.

Sela cleaned my forearm each morning until the shallow cut sealed. The refugees’ shelters gained latrines, water guards, and a watch schedule. Emergency braces closed the worst gaps in the palisade, injured villagers moved out of the open treatment line, and aftershocks dwindled enough for the repair crews to sleep through half a night. Kaya still tired faster than she admitted, but Amara examined her daily and found the child active and steady.

On the fourth afternoon, I found the wives together at the repaired water trough. Kaya sat with both feet in the runoff channel while Amara worked a knot from her thigh. Sela was washing blood from a stack of wraps. Naia counted refugee blankets, lost her place, and started again with language that made two nearby children giggle.

“Amara says tonight,” Kaya told me.

“Amara says you need rest.”

“I have rested for four days. I am becoming furniture.”

Amara pressed a thumb into the cramped muscle. “She has rested for four hours spread across four days. Different measurement.”

Naia lowered the blanket tally. “Then tonight we close the door early, eat first, and let Kaya choose every position that involves Kaya. Nobody proves endurance.”

Sela looked at me over the wet cloth in her hands. “I don’t want to forget what happened. I want one memory from this week that isn’t screaming and dust.”

Amara nodded. “We stay together because we choose comfort, not because danger frightened us into haste. If anyone is too tired when the door closes, we sleep.”

Kaya leaned back on both palms. “And if nobody is too tired, we make enough noise to annoy the mountain.”

That earned the first easy laughter our household had managed since the quake.

On the fourth evening, after every work crew had eaten and Lira reported the wall secure, an uninjured attendant settled Maya in a basket beside Tua’s occupied recovery hut. Amara closed our hide door behind us.

Dried repair clay rimmed our nails and bandage stains marked Sela’s wrap, but the wounds were clean and the work crews had been fed.

“Nobody takes a turn,” she said. “Tonight we stay together.”

Naia glanced at her. “You say that as if we held a planning meeting.”

“We did. While you were counting blankets.”

“Conspiracy in my own household.”

Kaya lowered herself carefully onto the furs. “Undress before I fall asleep. You can complain while naked.”

I stood over them. “You heard her. Undress each other.”

Desire sharpened through the room as hands reached for knots and ties.

Sela went to Amara first, untying the nursing wrap and freeing breasts heavy enough to fill both her hands. Amara sighed as Sela lifted the weight and kissed the damp underside, a healer checking for soreness before a lover closed her mouth around one dark nipple.

Naia knelt behind Kaya and loosened the knot at her hip with practical care. She eased the cloth under the pregnant curve and rubbed both palms over the deep grooves the tie had left.

“You have been wearing this too tight,” she said.

“You have been talking too much.”

“I am First Wife of Logistics. Wrap tension falls within my domain.”

Kaya caught Naia’s wrist and kissed the inside of it. Naia stopped talking.

I stripped while they worked on one another. Four sets of eyes found me at different moments. Sela’s gaze lingered openly. Amara smiled as Sela guided one heavy breast toward my waiting mouth. Kaya reached for my cock without rising. Naia watched Kaya’s scarred hand close around me and licked her lips.

“Come here,” I ordered.

They formed around me instead of lining up.

I sat against the wall with Kaya on my left, supported by stacked furs so her belly rested without strain. Amara settled behind her, one thick thigh bracketing Kaya’s hip, massive breasts pressed along the warrior’s back. Sela knelt between my knees. Naia took the other side and kissed me while Sela’s tongue traced the underside of my cock.

Too much sensation arrived at once. Naia’s full lips. Sela’s soft mouth at my head. Amara’s hand reaching around Kaya to cup her small breast. Kaya’s fingers buried in Sela’s long hair, guiding rather than taking over.

“Slower,” I told Sela.

She obeyed, drawing me between her lips one inch at a time. Naia kissed down my throat and spoke against my skin.

“She likes being directed where we can all see.”

Sela moaned around me.

“And you like narrating,” I said.

“I have gifts.”

“Use your hands. Get Kaya ready.”

Naia moved at once. She slid down beside the pregnant warrior and reached between Kaya’s thighs while Amara kept Kaya supported against her softness. One of Naia’s hands circled the clit. The other entered her slowly, palm upward.

Kaya’s fingers dug into the furs.

“Relax,” Amara murmured into her scarred shoulder. “Let us carry you.”

“If either of you says careful, I bite.”

“That’s my war-chief,” I said. “Strong enough to let us carry her.”

Her pussy clenched visibly around Naia’s fingers.

Sela released my cock with a wet sound and looked from Kaya to me. “She wants you.”

“Tell me yourself,” I ordered.

Kaya’s eyes burned through the firelight. “Inside me. Sideways. Keep the belly free. And make them touch me while you do it.”

Amara lowered Kaya onto her left side and stayed behind her, arm supporting her neck, breast pillowing the warrior’s cheek. Naia lifted Kaya’s upper thigh. Sela knelt at Kaya’s front, mouth finding one small dark nipple while her fingers returned to the clit.

I entered from behind.

Kaya opened around me with a low groan. The side angle kept every ounce of pressure away from her belly while letting me drive deep. Naia held her thigh exactly where I wanted it. Amara stroked the taut curve of the pregnancy and whispered to the child whenever a kick rolled against her palm. Sela sucked Kaya’s nipple and watched my cock disappear into her from below.

“There,” Kaya gasped. “All of you. Stay there.”

I set the rhythm. Each deep stroke shut her eyes, while the controlled angle ensured her body never twisted under the belly. Every thrust pushed Kaya’s breast farther into Sela’s mouth. Naia’s thumb worked her clit in time. Amara held her through it, murmuring the count of each stroke like one of Kaya’s drills.

“Ten,” Amara whispered.

“Don’t stop at thirty,” Kaya warned.

Naia laughed. “She negotiates too. I feel vindicated.”

“Twenty,” Amara continued.

Kaya came before thirty. Her pussy seized around my cock, powerful contractions pulling me deeper while her heel locked behind my calf. Sela held the nipple between her lips through every shudder. Naia kept two fingers on the clit until Kaya grabbed her wrist.

“Enough,” Kaya growled, shaking. Then softer, to Naia: “Good. Do that again later.”

Naia’s delighted expression drew a tired curse from her.

I withdrew from Kaya and rolled onto my back.

“Sela. Over my mouth. Face the family.”

She climbed above me with immediate enthusiasm, knees braced on either side of my head and pink pussy open inches from my lips. The position displayed every twitch of her small body to the women around us. I caught her hips and pulled her down until my tongue reached her clit.

Sela cried out. Naia knelt between my spread legs and wrapped one hand around my wet cock while Kaya, still recovering, covered Naia’s hand with her scarred one and set the stroke.

Amara sat behind Sela and drew the petite healer back against her abundance. One heavy breast pressed along Sela’s shoulder while Amara’s hands cupped both small breasts from behind.

“Tell us what his mouth is doing,” Naia said.

Sela’s eyes moved around the circle. “His tongue is on my clit. Kaya and Naia are stroking the cock that was inside her. Amara has my nipples between her fingers.” Her voice strengthened as I sucked. “All of you can see my pussy grinding on his face.”

“Keep showing them,” I said against her. “Let your wives see everything.”

The vibration made her hips jerk. I pinned them and set the pace, tongue circling, then flattening for long strokes while she obeyed my grip instead of chasing her own rhythm.

Naia bent and drew my slick crown between her lips. Kaya guided her hand on the shaft, the two of them finding one shared motion. Amara squeezed Sela’s nipples in time with my mouth.

Sela came facing her wives. Her thighs clamped around my ears, but I held her open enough that nobody lost the view.

“Look at me,” she gasped. “All of you. Don’t look away.”

Nobody did.

Amara caught Sela when she sagged backward, kissing her temple while Naia licked Kaya’s slick from my cock.

“My turn,” Naia said. Her wit remained, but her fingers trembled as she touched the war-band on her arm. “And I want what I asked for. Differently. I don’t want to repeat my claiming.”

“Tell us how,” Amara said.

Naia touched my chest. “I don’t want to sit and count my way down again. Put me across them. Let my wives hold me while you take me from behind.”

“Ask for the act.”

Her flush deepened. “Fuck my ass in front of my family.”

“Beautiful. Trust all of us with what you saved.”

Amara and Kaya sat knee to knee, making a broad cradle of thick maternal thighs and scarred warrior muscle. At my order, Naia lay face down across both pairs of legs, her dramatic hips raised between them. Kaya gathered the elaborate braids away from her back. Amara spread Naia’s cheeks and kissed the small of her spine while Sela knelt below, mouth finding Naia’s clit.

The arrangement was nothing like the solitary arch of her claiming. She couldn’t perform even if she tried. Three women held her weight, heard every sound, and felt every muscle answer.

I cleaned myself, added fresh oil, and worked one thumb into her with slow pressure. Naia pushed back at once.

“Enough rehearsal,” she said. “I know what I want.”

I replaced my thumb with the broad tip of my cock. Her ring tightened, then yielded as Amara murmured against her back and Sela sucked her clit. Kaya’s palm closed over the war-band on Naia’s arm.

I entered in one controlled glide, stopping only when her body demanded it. Naia used Kaya’s thighs for leverage and pressed back for the rest.

“All the way,” she gasped. “They have me. You take me.”

I buried myself to the root.

Naia’s moan shook against their legs. Amara kept her spread for me. Kaya held her braids in one fist at Naia’s request. Sela’s tongue worked below while I set a firm rhythm that made Naia’s massive ass ripple against my hips.

“This family meeting is still inefficient,” Naia managed.

“Then stop talking.”

I tightened my hand on her waist and drove harder. Naia obeyed for perhaps three strokes before my name tore out of her. Her fingers locked around Kaya’s knee. Amara praised her into one ear, Kaya told her to take it into the other, and Sela refused to let her clit escape.

The collision of voices broke whatever control Naia had left. Her ass clamped around me while her body bucked across her wives’ laps, held securely by all three.

I stopped short of release and stayed deep until the spasms eased.

“Often,” she whispered into Amara’s thigh.

Kaya snorted. “We know.”

That made all four women laugh, including Naia.

Then they turned on me together.

I lay back and gave orders. Sela closed her lips around my tip. Kaya worked the shaft with her scarred hand. Naia cupped my balls and kissed the inside of my thigh. Amara stretched along my chest, heavy breasts pressed into my skin while her hand moved between Kaya’s legs.

The arrangement kept changing without breaking apart. Naia kissed Sela while Sela sucked me. Kaya’s fingers slid into Amara as Amara kissed the milk still lingering from Sela’s mouth. Sela traded places with Kaya at my cock, then reached back to rub Naia’s wet pussy.

“Look at me,” I commanded.

Four faces lifted.

“Tell me what you want tonight.”

Amara smiled with quiet certainty. “Hold us close. I want all five of us pressed together.”

Kaya’s scarred hand tightened on my thigh. “Make me forget the breach for one hour.”

Sela lifted her head from my cock. “Keep looking at me when I lose control.”

Naia kissed my thigh. “The blankets. And you in them after these women exhaust you.”

Laughter shattered the last of my control.

Cum erupted across their joined hands and waiting mouths. Sela announced the first hot stripe on her tongue. Kaya gave a clipped, satisfied “more” as she stroked the next over Amara’s breast. Naia tried to critique the distribution until another spurt striped her lips and ruined the sentence. Amara laughed, kissed it away, and anchored the tangle with one arm around all three women.

When my cock softened in Kaya’s scarred hand, she offered her wet knuckles to Naia.

“Family,” Kaya said.

Naia licked her clean and answered, “You still snore.”

Maya cried from the next compound.

Amara groaned, grabbed her wrap, and stepped over three naked wives with the speed of a mother whose daughter had just ended the evening on her own terms.

“Complete family,” Sela said, laughing as she helped Kaya sit up. “Terrible timing included.”



Before dawn, I stepped outside to find Kesa feeding the refugee watch from a shared pot. She glanced north, where Rena and Oko now tracked every viable trail.

“Raku has nothing left but his oath to kill you,” she said. “He watched the sky-people’s road for a season. He told his last warriors that if he cannot have this valley, he will sell it to them.”

The road north had just become another weapon in Raku’s hand.


Chapter 15: What Raku Knows

At noon, the cloud wall broke over the northern rim. Weeks of scattered showers became the wet season in minutes: water hammered the roofs, erased the far terraces, and turned every path into runoff.

Within an hour, the paths had become streams. The repaired terraces channeled water into the new irrigation heads: the channels I had built after arriving, extended and refined through more than a year of practice, working as intended. The lake began to rise, creeping back toward its stone-marked level, reclaiming the hand-span it had lost before the quake. The steam column on the north rim vanished behind grey curtains of rain, invisible for the first time in weeks.

The wet season. Locked in. The high passes drowning under water that turned trails into streams and ridges into waterfalls.



Oko met us at the north approach while repair crews hauled rope away from the rising stream. He had returned from the first pass soaked to the skin, one sandal missing, blood running from a scrape along his shin.

“That crossing was knee-deep at dawn,” he said, pointing into the brown torrent. “Chest-deep now. The next river is worse.”

Kaya watched from under a hide awning, eight months pregnant and furious at the weather. Claire kept one hand on the rope anchoring her to the path. Naia had come to move two refugee shelters away from runoff. Mura stood with her staff braced against the current.

I gave them Kesa’s intelligence while we worked. Raku knew the sky-people’s road, the landmarks, and the direction of the abandoned camp. He meant to trade the valley for weapons or revenge.

“If he reaches GeoSpec, their own records protect us,” Claire said over the rain. “The site is filed dry, unstable, and uneconomic. Regional networks logged the swarm exactly where our report predicted it. Legitimate operators will see a confirmed hazardous site and stay away.”

Oko drove a peg beside the flooded trail. “And men who do not care about records?”

“Illegal miners care about gold and guns,” Claire said. “They could listen.”

Kaya’s hand tightened around her spear. “Can he cross?”

Oko pointed at the torrent. A section of bank tore free while we watched and vanished downstream with two young trees still rooted in it.

“A healthy man might reach this water and turn back,” he said. “Raku is starving, wounded, and carrying steel. The high ridge will kill him if he tries now.”

“Might,” Kaya said.

“The mountain never signs guarantees.”

I tied off the final shelter rope and tested it with my full weight. “We use the season. Repair the village. Keep scouts on every route that remains visible. When the passes open, we hunt.”

Kaya looked north through the rain. “If the river leaves me anything to kill.”

“It will,” Oko said. “Men like him make even rivers regret trying.”

Naia ordered the shelter crews uphill before another strip of bank could fail. The discussion ended because the rain had given every person a physical job.



The rains changed the village’s daily rhythm.

Work moved under roofs during downpours and spilled outside during brief golden clearings. Fires burned longer as evenings darkened early. Conversations tightened around the few dry hearths, shoulders touching because nobody had room to waste.

Koru and Vanu hands rebuilt the terraces together, carrying the same stones and raising shared retaining walls. Under a covered porch, a Koru grandmother named Tevi worked a tight double-knot at her loom until six Vanu girls drew close enough to copy the grain-proof weave.

The shifted spring, rerouted by the quake from its old channel, now ran along the eastern edge of the village in a new bed it was cutting for itself. I directed a mixed crew: Koru and Vanu, men and women, the language barrier breached by gesture and demonstration and the occasional hand sign that had developed spontaneously over three weeks of shared labor. We channeled the new watercourse into the irrigation heads: the old system extended by a hand that had learned from every previous build.

The first diversion wall failed before noon. Rainwater pushed under the fresh clay, lifted a whole woven panel, and spun it sideways into the trench. Vanu workers jumped back. Two Koru women jumped in, drove their shoulders against the panel, and held it while muddy water climbed to their thighs.

Kesa shouted a Koru word I did not know. Six refugees moved at once: one fetched stone, two packed reeds into the undercut, and three cut a narrow relief groove that bled pressure away from the wall. They had survived harsher water in their eastern valley. Their channels were smaller than ours, but they knew how floodwater hunted weak seams.

I crouched beside Kesa and traced a second outlet through the mud. “If we widen this, the panel holds.”

She studied the slope, then shifted my line half a hand toward the lake. “There. Your way sends it through Tevi’s shelter when the rain doubles.”

I followed the fall with my eye. She was right.

“There,” I agreed.

The Vanu crew heard me accept the correction. So did the Koru. They moved the stakes, cut the outlet, and rebuilt the wall where Kesa had marked it.

When we opened the temporary gate, water struck the panel, divided cleanly, and entered the irrigation heads without chewing at the bank. One of the Vanu diggers offered Kesa the tamping pole. She used it, returned it to the shared rack instead of the refugee tool pile, and stayed at the gate until dusk, checking the bank after every heavy burst of rain and teaching two Vanu workers the Koru word for undercut.

Tira’s forge crew hammered palisade brackets from the new hotter vents. The heat that had worried us, that had signaled the mountain’s waking, was now an asset: cleaner smelting and faster production. Repeated cold hammering after each heat work-hardened the copper brackets beyond anything from our first runs. Tira hummed while she worked and judged each bracket by the clear note it gave under her hammer. Two Koru women had joined her crew: strong-armed, fast learners, their eyes alight with the same forge-love that drove Tira. Within a week they’d stopped needing instruction.

The eastern palisade was rebuilt across the old breach with flexible joints and double bracing. Koru and Vanu crews pulled the ropes together.

The work did not erase old blood. On the fourth day, Dala recognized a Koru woman who had carried water for Raku’s raiders.

“You stood behind the men who killed my brother,” Dala said.

“Raku held my youngest son with the warriors,” the woman answered. “I carried water. My son died anyway.”

Naia split their peg bundle and sent them to opposite ends of the wall. The next morning Dala refused the same crew entirely. Nobody forced her back. They worked separate sections, slept at separate fires, and watched each other whenever tools went missing.

A coil of rope changed hands on the seventh day without a word. The distance between their work stations remained.

At the treatment shelter, Amara paired Koru herb knowledge with Vanu remedies while Sela catalogued injuries. Tua, arm bound to her chest, insulted everyone’s technique equally.

The seismoscopes trended quieter without becoming harmless. On the twelfth night, an aftershock collapsed the temporary spillway and sent mineral-fouled water through the eastern shelter row. Nobody died, but two families lost bedding and the nearest spring tasted of metal for six days. We dug a replacement channel in rain while Claire tested every drinking source twice.

After that, the scratches grew smaller day by day, though nobody stopped sleeping beside packed bags. Each morning, families came to Claire’s station for the latest marks. She told them whether the mountain had rolled, twitched, or rested during the night.

The old names faded until a child ran up with a fresh soot collar and called, “Woman who hears the mountain, this one scratched twice.”

Claire looked over her shoulder before realizing the child meant her, then crouched to inspect the marks.



The recovery feast came three weeks into the rains. The first communal celebration since the quake: food in abundance (the dispersed caches had preserved a feast’s worth), the fermented fruit drink that burned pleasantly going down, drums for the first time since the earth’s violence had made everyone too nervous for rhythm.

The whole village gathered in the covered feast shelter I had helped raise after the second-wall battle, its flexible roof swaying in the wind but holding the rain off roughly two hundred and thirty people packed tight. Torches everywhere. The smell of roasting pig and something sweet baking in clay ovens.

Claire entered the feast carrying her broken field watch and the last locked case from the mining camp. The compound fire sharpened every freckle on her fair skin. Her blonde hair hung loose past her shoulders, and she wore a tribal wrap over field trousers because that combination had become ordinary.

She crossed to Yara’s cushioned bench and stopped before the chieftain. The Vanu words had clearly been rehearsed; each one arrived careful and formal.

“I came from the sky-people and helped bring danger here. Then I helped hide this valley. I read the mountain, but these people taught me why the reading matters.” Claire tightened both hands around the dead watch. “My old home believes I died. I choose to live here. Chieftain Yara, I ask for hearth-right among the Vanu.”

The feast shelter quieted around her.

Yara let one heartbeat pass too long. The working side of her face stayed severe.

“You hear our mountain, carry our water, and lose arguments to our children,” she said. “The Vanu grant you a fire of your own. Sit beside Daniel’s household until you decide where to build it. Beside, not inside. A promise waiting for spring is still a boundary.”

Claire’s ears went scarlet. “Yes, Chieftain. Thank you.”

Yara extended her copper cup. Claire drank, and the gathered Vanu stamped their feet once in welcome.

Naia pointed toward a dry space near our household fire where a rolled mat and storage basket already waited. “Nearby quarters. Excellent traffic flow. I measured twice.”

Laughter broke the formality. Claire sat at the neighboring fire and took off the dead watch she’d worn since arriving, placing it in Maya’s curious hands.

“For when she’s old enough to ask what the sky-people measured,” Claire said in careful Vanu. “I will be here to explain why it stopped.”

Maya immediately tried to eat it.

Across the narrow space between the fires, Claire pressed her palm to the new hearth cord Yara’s attendant had tied around her wrist. A smile came slowly, without the old reflex to hide it.



Late evening. The rain settling to a steady drumming on the thatch. The feast winding down into the quiet conversations and gentle drunkenness that followed celebration. The compound smelled of rain and food and the fermented drink and woodsmoke.

Kaya found me at the wall, standing instead of using her stool, her spear planted in the mud beside her like a declaration, rain running down her face and the tight drum of her belly.

Near term now. Eight moons and change. The baby had dropped lower this past week, her belly’s shape shifting, her gait widening. The preparations of a body readying for what came next.

I put my hand on the swell. The skin was taut and warm even in the rain. A foot or knee pushed back against my palm. Strong. Impatient.

“Do you remember the custom?” she asked. Rain on her lips. Her dark eyes soft in a way she showed only me.

“Mother names daughters. Father names sons.”

“What will you name him?”

“I don’t know yet.” The baby shifted under my palm and settled lower. “When we meet him, we’ll know.”

Kaya rubbed the place where the baby had pushed against my palm before she spoke.

“Not Kito.” The name roughened in her throat. “He was his own. His name stays his.”

“Of course.”

She put her hand over mine on her belly. “Maybe something he would have liked. A strong name. I don’t know.” Her fingers fumbled between mine before settling. “I want to remember him without asking this child to replace him.”

I turned my hand. Laced our fingers together properly.

“We’ll find the right one,” I said. “Together.”

“Together.”

The baby rolled against our joined hands, and Kaya leaned her weight against my shoulder.



Inside, near the dying feast fires, I found Yara and Naia together. The chieftain on her cushions, being prepared for the return to her hut by two attendants. Her daughter beside her, the elaborate braids still perfect despite the humidity, her war-band gleaming on her arm.

Yara’s voice, nearly lost under the rain: “When your child comes, I can let go.”

Naia’s head turned. Sharp. Fierce.

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m tired, daughter. I want to see your child before I rest.” Yara’s good hand found Naia’s. “I’ve held on to see you ready. For you. For the tribe that needed to know its chieftain still breathed behind those flowers.” She smiled: the asymmetric expression that was half warmth and half paralysis, all love. “When you give me a grandchild, my work is done. I can rest knowing the line continues.”

Naia’s grip closed around Yara’s weakened hand, and her next words came with dangerous precision.

“Then hold on a while yet, Mother.”


Chapter 16: The Season We Keep

Rain whispered on the new-lashed roofs through the long wet-season nights. Fresh braces stood pale against weathered posts, new clay sealed the crack across the council chamber floor, and healing cuts pulled at half the village whenever the weather cooled.

At the eastern terrace, the first permanent Koru home already stood among Vanu houses. Its broad roof sheltered a widow and her three children, and no guard tower aimed at the door.

The work that morning was smaller and stranger: building the first shared hearth between that home and Sori’s Vanu household next door.

Kesa wanted a deep Koru fire bowl that held coals through rain. Sori wanted the Vanu smoke channel Daniel had taught the village the year before. They had spent half the morning arguing over draft, stone depth, whether pepper leaf belonged in breakfast stew, and which woman had misunderstood the other’s gestures first.

I arrived prepared to mediate. Neither allowed it.

“Your channel enters too high,” Kesa told Sori. “Smoke comes back in rain.”

“Your bowl eats twice the wood. We have roofs now, not caves.”

The Koru widow watched from her doorway with both hands over her mouth. Her oldest boy, the child who had spat at me on arrival, carried stones from the terrace and rejected every one with a visible crack.

“Bad,” he said, holding one up.

I checked the grain. A fissure ran through its center.

“Bad,” I agreed. “Where does it go?”

He tossed it into the drainage fill and immediately chose another on his own.

Kesa crouched over the half-dug pit and drew a Koru fire bowl in the mud. Sori added the side channel with one dirty finger. Their lines collided, were erased, and appeared again at a shallower angle.

“There,” Sori said. “Your deep coals. My draft.”

“The outlet turns away from the sleeping wall,” Kesa added.

They looked at the slope together. Rainwater ran from the new roof in thin streams, showing exactly where smoke and runoff would travel.

Kesa shifted the outlet by a hand-span. Sori grunted agreement.

They built it without my count. The widow laid the first foundation stone. Sori packed clay around it; Kesa set the second against the prevailing wind. The boy crawled into the smoke channel with a scraping tool because he was the only person narrow enough, then emerged black to the elbows and outrageously proud.

When Sori touched flame to the kindling, smoke drew sideways through the buried channel and rose beyond both roofs. Kesa fed in a fistful of damp grass to test it. The draft swallowed the thick smoke without spilling any into the house.

The widow laughed unexpectedly and covered her mouth again.

Sori set her lunch basket beside the new hearth. “Too much pepper leaf for you, probably.”

“Your people may learn restraint one day,” Kesa said, already opening the basket.

The widow brought out a Koru stew pot. Sori fetched water. Their children settled around the same fire before either woman formally invited them.

From her stool under a hide awning, Kaya pointed at the soot-covered boy. “You missed a spot on your forehead.”

He scrubbed at the wrong side. Maya yelled from Amara’s sling as if correcting him, and the widow laughed again.



The shared hearth had barely drawn its first clean breath when a cry came from the reed stacks.

A Koru girl had opened her calf on the hooked end of a copper bracket. The cut gaped along the outer muscle, dirty with wet grass and clay. Her mother carried her toward the treatment shelter and, before crossing the threshold, called for Sela by name with the healer’s title before it.

She came out with Tua’s copper needle case at her belt and pointed without slowing.

“Clean table. Boiled water. Lamp closer.”

Three assistants moved.

I followed far enough to see whether she needed another pair of hands. She didn’t.

Sela cut away the muddy wrap, irrigated the wound, and checked the girl’s toes, ankle, and sensation before touching the needle. Her long hair had been tied back with a strip of red cloth. No curtain to hide behind. No glance over her shoulder for permission.

“Deep cut,” she told the mother in trade language. “Muscle holds. She will walk after it closes. Not today.”

Tua slept in her recovery hut after the morning pain draught, and Amara was tending a fever across the village. Neither absence slowed Sela.

The injured girl laughed nervously when Sela threaded the curved needle, then hissed as the movement pulled at her leg.

“Laugh after I finish,” Sela ordered.

The girl obeyed. Her mother held the lamp and followed every instruction Sela gave, never glancing toward the path for an older healer.

When the final knot held, the Koru mother pressed both palms together and bowed her forehead toward Sela. The old form of thanks offered to a healer.

Sela accepted it without looking around for someone older.

After Sela washed the blood from her hands, one of Tua’s assistants arrived carrying the old healer’s remaining copper probes.

“Tua says these belong with the needle case now,” the woman said. “She also says your knot is probably ugly and she will inspect it tomorrow.”

Sela laughed, then arranged the probes in her own case while the Koru mother watched with open relief.



By evening, rain had returned in silver sheets.

Our compound compressed around the central fire. Wet wraps hung from every spare peg. Kaya’s stool blocked half the doorway. Naia had moved the grain jars three times to improve traffic flow and declared the latest arrangement permanent until breakfast.

Claire sat beside Sela’s medicine chest, repairing the shoulder of her old field jacket with a bone needle. Tribal patches covered most of the original fabric. Only one corner of the GeoSpec logo remained visible near the hem.

The hearth cord Yara’s attendant had tied around Claire’s wrist had darkened with rain.

Maya lay across Amara’s lap, milk-drunk and furious about sleep. One tiny fist held a silver streak of her mother’s hair. The other opened and closed at the fire as if trying to grab flame.

Amara needed both hands to retie her nursing wrap, so she held Maya toward Claire.

Claire set down the jacket. “Why me?”

“Because your hands are empty.”

“Daniel’s hands are empty.”

“Daniel encourages her.”

Claire accepted the baby with the rigid care of someone receiving an unstable sample. Maya stared up at the fair face and loose blonde hair, considered the contrast, then seized a fistful close to the scalp.

Claire’s eyes watered. “Strong grip.”

Kaya glanced over from the doorway. “Warrior.”

“Hair is not a weapon,” Claire said.

Kaya touched the cropped hair above her scarred jaw. “That is why I removed the weakness.”

Naia passed Claire a folded strip of cloth, her attention still fixed on the inventory. “Shoulder. She spits when content.”

“You might have mentioned that before handing her to me.”

Maya demonstrated.

Sela laughed as Claire stared at the pale streak across her field jacket. Amara rescued the cloth, wiped Maya’s mouth, and retied it over Claire’s shoulder with quick maternal efficiency.

“Now she has marked you,” Amara said.

Claire looked down at Maya. “Is there an appeals process?”

“No,” all four wives answered.

“She needs a safer hobby,” I said.

“She needs a father who stops teaching her to reach for dangerous things,” Amara replied.

“I haven’t taught her anything.”

“She watches you. That is worse.”

Naia lowered a clay inventory tablet. “For accuracy, Maya watches Amara’s breasts, Daniel’s hands, and Kaya whenever Kaya shouts. Her priorities are excellent.”

Kaya grunted from the doorway. “She’ll be a warrior.”

“She tried to eat a copper ring this morning,” Claire said.

“Advanced weapons training.”

Sela came in from the rain with the needle case still at her belt. Amara saw it first.

Her whole face softened.

“Tua?”

“Said I keep it tonight.” Sela tried for casual and missed by a mile. “Because the Koru girl may pull her stitches.”

“Of course,” Amara said.

Amara kissed Sela’s temple and returned to Maya without summoning an audience. Sela hung her wet wrap, sat beside the fire, and kept touching the expanded case with two fingers as if confirming its reality.

Naia slid a bowl into her hands.

“Eat, Healer. You can corrupt the harvest festival after supper.”

Claire looked up from her jacket. “Corrupt it how?”

Sela glanced down, then met Claire’s eyes with a boldness that made the fair woman’s ear-tips redden.

“I have plans,” Sela said.

Naia’s satisfied hum made Claire resume stitching with violent precision. Her mouth tried not to smile and failed.

Naia distributed the evening chores through the laughter. Claire had morning water. Sela would check the stitched leg before sleeping. I took the final wall inspection. Kaya was ordered to stay under cover and ignored the order before Naia finished speaking.



The rain softened to mist near dusk.

I climbed the eastern watch platform and found Kaya already there.

She stood instead of using her stool. Eight moons and change had lowered her belly and widened her stance, but nothing had bent the line of her shoulders. Her spear rested against the wall within easy reach.

Below us, the new Koru roof shed rain cleanly from both slopes. Smoke rose from its first cooking fire. The widow’s children sat inside the open doorway eating Sori’s pepper-heavy stew while their older brother inspected every visible peg.

Beyond them, sixteen fires burned across the village. I started counting, lost track when two new ones flared near the refugee shelters, and chose not to begin again.

Kaya followed my attention.

“More mouths,” she said.

“More hands. More children.”

“More warriors eventually.”

“You can turn anything into warriors.”

“A tribe should be useful.”

I put my hand on her belly. The child answered immediately: one hard kick against my palm, then a slower roll that shifted the whole taut curve.

“A warrior,” Kaya said.

“Or a healer.”

“A warrior.”

“Sela carries needles like knives now. Could be both.”

Kaya considered that, then gave me a brief, full smile.

“Both,” she allowed. “Ours will be greedy.”

She covered my hand with hers. For a moment we stood with the rain cooling our skin and our child moving between our palms.

Then Kaya’s fingers tightened.

Her focus had gone past me. North.

Beyond the rim, against the grey wall of rain, a thin column of smoke rose from high country Oko had called impassable. Too straight for mist. Too dark for steam. A fire where no Vanu fire should exist and no sensible man could have reached.

Kaya reached for her spear.

“He’s trying anyway,” I said.


Thanks for reading.
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On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc22K.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc22J.jpg
MY TRIBAL






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Copyright


    		Chapter 1: The Restless Season


    		Chapter 2: What the Water Says


    		Chapter 3: Low Ground


    		Chapter 4: The Chieftain’s Door


    		Chapter 5: The Standing Frame


    		Chapter 6: What the Sky-People Left


    		Chapter 7: The War-Band


    		Chapter 8: The Vow


    		Chapter 9: Hazard Lines


    		Chapter 10: Seen by Daylight


    		Chapter 11: Thin Wolves


    		Chapter 12: Thirty Seconds


    		Chapter 13: The Fifth Store


    		Chapter 14: At the Eastern Gate


    		Chapter 15: What Raku Knows


    		Chapter 16: The Season We Keep


    		Thanks for reading.


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195






