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Chapter 1: The Wrong Kind of Ready

There are eight million people in Chicago, and at six forty-five in the morning, only four of them had drunk Kira’s coffee yet.

I was one of the four. I’d earned it by being awake — incubus circadian rhythms ran on the Constellation’s clock, not the sun’s, and the Constellation had not slept in weeks. The other three were Morgana, who treated sleep as an enemy combatant, Raven, who had emerged from her shadow-closet to steal ice cream and stayed for caffeine, and Aldric, who had given up on his fold-out couch the moment Kira started grinding beans because, in his words, “the sound is the same as a bone saw and I cannot relax.”

The coffee was good. Rough and honest and a little burnt around the edges, like the woman who made it.

I held my mug with both hands and looked at the apartment.

Two bedrooms. Ten people. One dog. A fern that had grown another inch overnight and now leaned toward the kitchen like it wanted to be part of the conversation.

It did not look like a place that was about to send six of its residents to stand trial in front of an interdimensional court.

It looked like a place that had run out of clean spoons.

“Jake.” Mia was sitting on the arm of the couch, watching me pack a duffel I’d already packed twice. She had her brown hair in a ponytail and her arms crossed and the look of a younger sister who hated every available answer and had decided to glare at the nearest one. “Stop folding that shirt. You’ve folded it four times.”

“I’m being thorough.”

“You’re spiraling. There’s a difference. Thorough has fewer hand tremors.”

I put the shirt down.

She was right, which was the worst thing about Mia. She’d been the worst thing about Mia since she was nine and caught me lying about the broken lamp. She knew the truth — all of it, now, the whole supernatural mess, the seals, the bonds, the war I’d married into without a wedding — and knowing the truth had not made her gentler. It had made her sharper. Like a knife you’d handed someone for their own protection and immediately regretted.

“You don’t know how long this takes,” she said. “Nobody will tell me. Voss won’t tell me. Morgana won’t tell me. The walking dictionary in the corner—” she meant Nia “—won’t tell me anything except things that don’t make sense.”

“It’s a hearing,” I said. “We present evidence. We answer questions. We come home.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No,” I admitted. “I don’t.”

That landed harder than I meant it to. Mia’s jaw did the thing our mother’s jaw used to do. She looked away, out the window at the gray December sky, and I let her, because there was nothing I could say that would help and at least three things I could say that would make it worse.



The household woke in its usual cascade.

Cherry’s shower came first — forty minutes, every surface coated in pink product, a soundscape of off-key singing that had, since the road trip, developed an unaccountable country-western influence. She emerged in a towel, pink hair dripping, tail swishing, and immediately spotted the duffel bags Priya had labeled.

“Why does this one say ‘Things Jake Will Pretend Are Not Sex Toys’?”

Priya looked up from her hot chocolate. She’d labeled all three with a black marker, serene about it, because to a Lore Class archivist accurate cataloguing outranked every earthly concern. “Because it is the most accurate possible description of the contents.”

“Some of those are evidence,” Kira said from her corner. She was reassembling her duffel with the muscle memory of someone who’d lived out of it for six months. “One of them carried a memory stone across five states.”

“That is the worst legal defense I have ever heard,” Raven said, “and I once watched you try to pay for gas with rocks.”

“They were not rocks. They were daemon pearls.”

“They were rocks, Kira.”

Kira’s tail twitched. She didn’t argue. She’d learned, in the short time she’d been here, that some battles were better lost loudly than won quietly, because losing loudly meant Cherry would defend you, and getting defended by Cherry felt a great deal better than winning ever had.

Lyra was making breakfast for ten, which in this apartment was less a meal than a logistics operation, and she was doing it the way she did everything — with total devotion and a slightly furrowed brow, her tail keeping time against the cabinet, periodically tasting from the pan with the focused joy of a succubus who’d learned that feeding people food was a different kind of feeding and she liked it better. Cherry kept drifting through to steal bacon and getting her hand smacked with a spatula. Priya was eating cereal and narrating the nutritional content of everyone else’s plates without being asked. Morgana had organized the toast into a system. Kevin sat at the precise midpoint of the kitchen, head swiveling, calculating optimal dropped-food trajectories with the patience of a sniper.

Sera moved through it all like a cool current. She was helping Lyra with breakfast, which mostly meant standing where Lyra needed things to be before Lyra knew she needed them, the courtly anticipation of a woman who’d spent her life reading rooms full of people who could kill her. Her seal pulsed soft violet on her shoulder, exposed where her sweater slipped. She caught me watching and gave me the almost-smile that had taken her months to learn.

“The tribunal,” she said, “is not as terrible as it sounds.”

“You said it convenes in a chamber older than the demon realm’s current civilization.”

“That part is terrible.” She set a plate down. “But the protocol is survivable. They will posture. They will pretend the outcome is decided. Then they will be surprised, because they always underestimate how much a person will fight for the people they love.” She paused. “I have seen this firsthand. The Crimson Court ran on the same fuel as a barn fire. Outrage and bad faith and the occasional act of genuine courage that ruined everyone’s careful plans.”

“That supposed to be comforting?”

“It is supposed to be accurate. Comfort is Lyra’s department.”

On cue, Lyra appeared at my elbow with a mug of the good coffee and a worried crease between her eyebrows. She was wearing one of my hoodies — sleeves shoved up, blonde hair loose around her ivory horns, tail curled around her own ankle in the I-am-staying-here posture. She reached up and fixed my collar, even though my collar didn’t need fixing.

“There,” she said.

“Thanks.”

She didn’t move her hand. It stayed at my throat, fingers light against my pulse, and her sky-blue eyes searched my face the way they did when the Soulbound bond told her one thing and my mouth was about to tell her another.

“You’re scared,” she said quietly. “I can feel it. You’re scared and you’re doing the thing where you stand up straighter so nobody notices.”

“I’m fine.”

“Jake.” Just my name. The bond hummed between us, gold and steady, and there was no hiding inside it. She could feel my heartbeat from across a city. She could feel it from the inside. “You don’t have to be the calm one. Not with me. I will hold the scared part for you if it’s too heavy. That’s what I’m for.”

“That’s not what you’re for.”

“It’s part of what I’m for.” Her thumb moved against my throat. “Let me carry some of it.”

So I let her. I dropped my shoulders half an inch and let the fear show, just for her, just for the second it took for her to feel it and absorb it and give me back something warmer in its place. The bond did that — took the worst of what I felt and ran it through her like water through a filter, returning it cleaner.

Then she squeezed my collar once, businesslike, and went back to the eggs.

I caught Cherry watching us. Her pink eyes were too bright. She was joking too much this morning — even for Cherry, the patter was relentless, a wall of words she was building between herself and the thing she didn’t want to feel. She saw me notice and grinned harder.

“Does the tribunal have a dress code?” she asked the room. “Because I need to know whether the theme is ‘accused supernatural catastrophe’ or ‘and his five girlfriends,’ and those are VERY different outfits.”

“Both,” Morgana said without looking up from her clipboard.

“Both is HARD! Both requires LAYERS!”

“You will wear what I give you,” Morgana said, “and you will look respectable, and you will not, under any circumstances, try to charm the presiding tribunal.”

Cherry gasped, betrayed. “I would NEVER—”

“You charmed a Greyhound bus driver into the most emotionally honest ride of his career. You charmed a uranium prospector into crying about a dog that died in 2007. You charmed a Frito-Lay vending machine.”

“The vending machine was IMMUNE, that doesn’t COUNT—”

“You will not charm the tribunal.”

Cherry pouted. Her tail lashed. But she didn’t argue further, which told me everything about how scared she was. Cherry only stopped arguing when she was holding something heavier than the argument.

Nia, in the center of the room, said suddenly, “You should bring something small and silly. All of you.”

Everyone turned. Cherry blinked. “Like what?”

“I don’t know,” Nia said, in the faraway voice she used when she was reading the world’s hidden shapes instead of looking at it. “I see a thin place ahead. And on the other side of it, one of you is holding something small and ridiculous, and it’s helping. More than anything magical does.” She shrugged, and the faraway focus broke. “Ignore me. I see too many things. Most of them never happen.”

“That’s so COMFORTING, Nia,” Cherry said. “‘Most of them never happen.’ I’m going to embroider that on a pillow.”

“You don’t know how to embroider,” Raven said.

“I’ll LEARN. For the pillow. The pillow is important now.”

Sera helped me load the evidence bag, and as she worked she walked me through the tribunal one more time — seating, witness order, when to speak and when to let Voss speak, the courtly choreography of a place that would smile while deciding whether I walked out free. “Do not let them rush you,” she said, folding a deposition with precise hands. “Silence is a weapon there. If you stay quiet, they fill the silence, and people reveal themselves filling silence. Let them. Watch who speaks when no one has asked them to.” She paused, and something old moved behind her eyes. “I learned that in the Crimson Court, watching my own family decide my worth. It is the single useful thing they ever taught me. Use it against them.”



Voss arrived at seven on the dot, which for Voss meant seven on the dot to the second, because four hundred years in the same job had given him opinions about lateness that he expressed exclusively through the medium of perfect punctuality.

He set his briefcase on the kitchen table — his table, the one with the topographic map of pizza-grease stains — and snapped it open. His suit shifted from charcoal to deep iridescent blue as he moved into the light, and his face arranged itself into the too-perfect symmetry of something that had studied human expression very carefully and almost gotten it right.

“Good morning,” he said. “The transfer window opens at oh-nine-hundred. We must be at the staging site by oh-eight-thirty. I will recite the procedure once. Interruptions will be logged but not honored.”

“Logged where?” Mia asked, because Mia could not help herself.

“Form 221-W. ‘Record of Procedural Interruptions During Pre-Transit Briefing.’” He produced it. It was already partly filled in. The first entry read: Subject M. Morrison — preemptive interruption — 0700:14.

“You wrote that down before I asked the question.”

“I wrote it down because you were going to ask the question. I have known you for some time, Ms. Morrison.”

Mia opened her mouth, saw the pen poised, and closed it. Voss made a small, satisfied note anyway.

Kith and Lane stood near the door. They did not come in. They never came in — they orbited the household at the precise distance of professional courtesy, close enough to remind everyone that the Stability Division’s containment authority was a real thing with real teeth, far enough that nobody had to offer them coffee. Kith had no scent. Lane had no scent. Lyra had told me once that their emotional signatures read like two people holding their breath, controlled all the way to the edges, and the edges were tight.

Kith inclined her head when she caught me looking. “Mr. Morrison. The ambient reading in this apartment is eight point six. That exceeds the containment threshold.”

“I’m aware.”

“I am not acting on it. Yet.” She let the word sit. “But I want it on the record that I could. The tribunal will want to know whether you understand the gravity of your situation. I am giving you a chance to demonstrate that you do.”

“I understand it.”

“Good.” She glanced at Lane. Lane was not listening to either of us. He was looking at the air over my left shoulder, where Nia was looking, and he had gone very still, the way you go still watching a needle climb on an instrument only you can read.

Nia stood in the center of the room with her hands loose at her sides, indigo skin almost glowing in the gray light, white-silver hair falling past her shoulders. She had been staring at empty air for ten minutes. She did that now — saw too much, all the time, the twelve-socket pattern laid over the world like a second map nobody else could read.

“Nia,” I said. “What do you see?”

“The route.” She didn’t blink. “The one Voss made. It is clean. It is well-built. I can see it from here, threaded out through the staging site, out and down and across into the place they will judge you.” Her head tilted. “And I see the tenth.”

The room went quiet.

“It is across the water,” she said. “Very far. It is not awake. But it is — listening. It has been listening since Tonopah. When the route opens, it will hear the route, and it will lean toward the sound, the way a plant leans toward a window.” A pause. “The Constellation is leaning too.”

“Leaning,” Morgana repeated. She’d come to stand beside me, glasses on, pen still. “Routes don’t lean, Nia. A route is a fixed geometry. It goes where it’s built to go.”

“This one leans,” Nia said simply. “I do not know why. I only see that it does. The frame is pulling toward something it wants more than its destination.” She finally blinked, and the strange faraway focus broke, and she looked at me with something I didn’t like. “Be careful at the threshold, Jake. When you cross, you will see all the empty places at once. Do not look too long at the ones that look back.”

“That’s not ominous at all,” Raven said.

“It is extremely ominous,” Priya agreed, “and I find that I cannot make it less ominous through observation, which is rare for me and which I dislike.”



We had thirty minutes before we had to leave, and we spent them the way the household spent every important moment: badly, and close together.

Cherry tried to add a seventh outfit to her bag and Raven physically sat on the zipper. “Six is ENOUGH, you absolute disaster, it’s a TRIBUNAL, not a fashion week—” “You don’t know what they’ll JUDGE me for! What if they have a sixth-day outfit emergency and I’m UNDERPREPARED—” “There is no sixth day, the whole thing takes an afternoon, Voss SAID—” “Voss says a lot of things, Voss has a FORM for everything, Voss probably has a form for FASHION emergencies—” Raven bounced once on the zipper to seat it shut. “If you need a seventh outfit at an interdimensional trial, the trial has gone so wrong that clothing is the least of your problems.” Cherry considered this. “…That’s actually terrifying and now I want the seventh outfit MORE.” “NO.”

Morgana confirmed for the third time that the four-page version of her paper was in the evidence duffel and not the original forty-page version, which she still grieved like a lost child. Kira checked the memory stone’s plug housing, then checked it again, then put it in the evidence bag and immediately took it back out.

“It’s safer on me,” she said.

“It’s evidence,” Voss said. “It must be in the evidence container during transit.”

“It’s safer on me.”

“Form 47-K specifies—”

“Voss.” Kira looked at him. The flat, level Wayfinder stare that had survived six months of men who’d wanted things from her. “It rode inside my body for two thousand miles. It is going in the bag for nine hundred feet of hallway and then it is coming back out. That’s the deal.”

Voss considered. Then, to my genuine surprise, he made a note and closed his pen. “Acceptable. I will classify the transit as a continuous chain of custody given the bearer’s bonded status.” He looked almost pleased. “You argue like a clerk, Ms. Kira. It is a compliment. I do not give it often.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Noted.”

Raven shoved me against the kitchen counter.

It came out of nowhere — one second she was lacing her combat boots, the next she had a fistful of my shirt and her mouth on mine, hard and fast and a little furious, the kiss of a woman who’d rather break a glass than say goodbye. Her tail wrapped my thigh. Her teeth caught my lower lip. When she pulled back her violet eyes were too bright and her chin was set in the way that meant if I commented on it she’d deny everything.

“That’s for luck,” she said. “And if they touch you, I will turn that entire chamber into a crime scene. I have the skills. I have a list.”

“I believe you.”

“Good.” She let go of my shirt. Smoothed it down with two rough pats. “You look stupid in this shirt.”

“You just kissed me in this shirt.”

“That’s how I know it’s stupid. It tastes stupid.” She stalked off before I could answer, tail lashing, which was the most love Raven could communicate before nine in the morning.

Lyra came back to me last. She didn’t kiss me. She put her hand flat over my heart, the way she had at the airport, the way she did when words were too small. The bond pulsed. I felt her steady me through it — not the panic, just the steadiness underneath it, the thing she’d promised to carry.

“Whatever happens,” she said, “we go together. All of us. That’s the only rule that matters today.”

“All of us,” I agreed.

And then it was time.



The staging site was a basement two buildings over — a sub-basement, technically, a concrete room Voss had requisitioned and warded until it held the kind of silence you only get where reality has been talked into bending. A brass frame stood in the center, the same Constellation anchor we’d used for the demon realm, a delicate cage of metal holding a portal the size of a dinner plate that was not, currently, showing anything but a faint gold shimmer.

Kevin had gotten there first.

He was lying directly on the transfer mark. Fifty-three pounds of golden retriever, red sweater with the embroidered K, body planted on the exact spot where the route would open, and when Voss approached he lifted his head and produced a sound I had never heard from him before. Not a growl. A low, sustained note of refusal.

“Kevin,” I said. “Buddy.”

He looked at me. His tail did not wag. He understood, in the way Kevin understood everything, that the people he loved were about to go somewhere through this spot, and he had decided that the way to stop it was to be where the spot was.

“He cannot come,” Voss said gently — and it was gentle, which from Voss was a tectonic event. “Tribunal transit is restricted to named witnesses, presented evidence, and bonded seal-bearers. A dimensional familiar requires separate authorization and a stable formal route. This route is neither separate nor — entirely — stable. To pull him through would be dangerous and, more importantly, against three regulations.” He crouched, joints folding with that mathematically precise economy, until he was at Kevin’s level. “I am sorry. I filed for an exception. It was denied at four this morning by someone who has never met you and is, in my professional assessment, a coward.”

Kevin’s ears went down.

Kira knelt. This cost her — I could see it cost her, the way her jaw set and her hands went careful. She’d known Kevin only a handful of days, but he’d slept against her calves every night since she arrived. He’d been the first warm thing on Earth that hadn’t wanted anything from her.

“Hey,” she said, very quiet, the voice she used for almost nothing. “I need you to stay. Sera’s staying. Mia’s staying. They need you more than I do. You’re going to guard the spot, okay? You’re good at guarding the spot. You’re the best at it.”

Kevin licked her face. Once.

She let him. Her eyes did something complicated and then stopped doing it through pure force of will.

She stood, handed his leash to Sera, and did not look back, which was how I knew it had nearly broken her.

“All right,” Voss said, rising. “Bonded seal-bearers to the mark. Evidence to the mark. The route will recognize you by your bonds and your registration. The transit lasts under two seconds. You will arrive at the tribunal’s neutral receiving chamber, where I will join you through my own authorized channel. Do not deviate. Do not reach for anything you see during transit.” He looked at me when he said it. “Anything.”

“Got it.”

Mia grabbed my arm one last time. “Come back,” she said. Not good luck. Not be safe. Just the command, the only thing she wanted, delivered like a threat. “You come back, Jake. I am not doing your eulogy. I haven’t prepared remarks and I refuse to wing it.”

“I’ll come back.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

I stepped onto the mark. The five of them gathered around me — Lyra at my heart, Cherry pressed warm against my side, Raven at my back with her tail already curled possessive around my wrist, Morgana with one hand on my shoulder, Kira at my other side with the evidence bag clutched to her chest and her duffel strap crossed over her body and her chin up.

Voss touched the brass frame. The portal flared from shimmer to gold to a deep, ringing light.

“Transit in three,” Voss said. “Two.”

The route opened.

It was clean. It was exactly as clean as Nia had said. I felt it take hold of us — gentle, formal, a hand closing around six bonded points and beginning to fold us out of the room toward the place we were going.

And for one heartbeat, in the space between here and there, I saw them.

Twelve empty positions. Hanging in the dark around me like the negative space of a constellation that had lost its stars. Nine were nearly full — I could feel the women pressed against me filling five of them, the wider four glowing distant. Three were empty. Three sockets, three gaps, three places where something should be and wasn’t.

And one of the empty places was looking back.

Across an ocean of dark, across a distance that made my Wayfinder-adjacent senses scream, the tenth point turned toward me. Not awake. Not reaching. But aware, the way a sleeper is aware of a hand on the door.

It looked at me.

And then the route — the clean, formal, well-built route — leaned.

I felt it go. Like a table tilting. Like a floor deciding it would rather be a wall. The careful geometry Voss had built shuddered sideways toward something it wanted more than its destination, and Nia’s voice came back to me one half-second too late — the frame is pulling toward something —

“Jake—” Lyra’s hand was on my heart and then it wasn’t —

The route folded the wrong way.

And the gold light went out.


Chapter 2: Human Traffic

I came back to myself face-down on wet asphalt, and I knew at once that I’d landed wrong.

Not wrong as in off-target. Wrong as in off-self. The first thing I noticed wasn’t the cold pavement against my cheek or the smell of garbage and rain. It was the silence.

The Constellation was gone.

I’d lived with it for months: a second heartbeat behind my own, the constant gentle pressure of nine points and twelve sockets and five women I could feel like warm spots on a map. It had become so much a part of me that I’d stopped hearing it the way you stop hearing your own pulse. And now it was gone, and the absence was a roar. A scream of nothing where everything used to be. My incubus senses, the hearing that caught conversations three floors down, the scent-reading that told me who was in a room before I opened my eyes, the bond network that held me to the people I loved, all of it, silent.

I pushed up onto my hands and knees and I was tired.

Not drained. Tired. The flat, ordinary tired of a man who hadn’t slept enough, with an ordinary heartbeat thudding in an ordinary chest, and when I reached for the incubus hum that should have been answering it, there was nothing.

I was human.

“Jake.” Lyra’s voice, cracked with panic. “Jake, I can’t — I can’t feel you. The bond. It’s not—”

I turned.

The five of them were sprawled across the alley in the gray dawn light, and they were — God, they were —

They were human.

The clothes had partly survived. Whatever the route had done, it had taken the parts of their outfits shaped for bodies they no longer had (the tail-slits, the wing-seams, the horn-clearance) and left the rest in tatters and gaps, so they were half-dressed and half-bare and shivering in a cold that, in a way they’d never once had to before, they couldn’t simply burn through.

Lyra had no horns.

That was the thing my eyes caught on and couldn’t release. No delicate ivory curve at her temples. No tail. No vestigial winglets. Just a young woman with golden blonde hair and sky-blue eyes and a face I knew better than my own, kneeling on the wet ground with both hands pressed to the sides of her head where her horns should be, feeling the smooth skin again and again like she could find them if she looked hard enough.

“They’re gone,” she whispered. “Jake, they’re — and the bond, I reach for you and it’s just quiet, it’s so quiet, I’ve never—” Her voice cracked and her fingers pressed harder against her smooth temples, hunting for horns that weren’t there. “I can’t feel anyone. I can’t feel any of you. I’m alone in here.”

I crossed to her and got my hands on her face. Skin warm. Human warm, not succubus warm, the difference shocking. The cold hit me a half-second later, the lake-wind December cold cutting straight through the torn remains of my clothes, and I understood for the first time in a year what cold actually was, because for a year I’d had an incubus body that simply didn’t care about weather. Now I cared. Now my teeth wanted to chatter. “You’re not alone. I’m right here. Look at me. I’m right here.”

“But I can’t FEEL you—”

“Then I’ll tell you.” I held her gaze. “I’m here. I’m scared too. I love you. Now I have to say it out loud instead of you feeling it, and that’s going to be true every single time, okay? Every time.”

She nodded, fast, eyes wet, and grabbed my wrist with both hands and held on.

Around us, the others were discovering their own losses.

Cherry was on her feet, both hands reaching behind her, grabbing fistfuls of air where her tail should be. “Where’s my — JAKE, where’s my TAIL—” She spun, trying to catch it, the way she always could, the prehensile spade that had knocked over a thousand soup displays. There was nothing there. She spun again. “It was RIGHT here, it’s always right HERE—” Her pink hair was just pink hair now, no candy-spiral horns above it. She locked eyes with a man at the mouth of the alley, opened her mouth, and pushed. I saw her do it, the aura-flare she’d done ten thousand times, the move that turned a room into her stage.

Nothing happened.

The man kept walking.

Cherry’s face went through about six emotions and landed on pure, scandalized betrayal. “I FLARED at him! I FLARED and he just — he just KEPT WALKING—”

“Cherry—”

“My AURA, Jake! Where’s my AURA—”

Raven tried to stand and pitched sideways into me, hard, grabbing my shirt to stay up, and tore it, because her grip was still strong and her balance was gone. The tail she’d used for balance her entire life was not there. She caught herself against the wall, breathing hard, jet-black hair falling across her face, and her horns, the sharp obsidian horns she was proud of, the dangerous ones, were gone, and without them she looked younger and rawer and absolutely furious about it.

“I’m not dizzy,” she said immediately, which is the thing people only say when they are extremely dizzy. “I’m FINE. The ground is just—” She put a hand flat against the wall. “The ground is acting weird.”

“The ground’s fine, Raven.”

“The ground is acting WEIRD.”

Morgana had gotten to her feet with more composure than the rest of us, which lasted exactly until she snapped her fingers.

She did it the way she always did, a small, contemptuous gesture, the prelude to a ward or a working or some two-century-old piece of magic that would make whatever was threatening us reconsider its life choices.

Nothing.

She snapped again. Nothing. Her amber eyes went wide, then narrow, then to a place I’d never seen them go: genuinely, deeply offended. Not afraid. Offended. As though the universe had committed a breach of etiquette.

“My magic,” she said, in the tone of a queen informing a servant that the wine was corked, “is not responding.”

“None of it’s responding,” I said. “Look around.”

She looked. Wings gone from her back, the gilded sigils gone from her hips, the easy ancient authority of a being older than mortal systems reduced to a tall, voluptuous woman in a torn silk blouse, cold and powerless in a dirty alley.

“Oh,” she said softly. “Oh, this is going to be insufferable.”

And Kira.

Kira had gone completely still.

She was turning in a slow circle in the center of the alley, and at first I thought she was scanning for threats, the surveillance sweep she ran on every new place. But her face was wrong. Her amber eyes were fixed on nothing, searching for something that wasn’t there, and her hands had come up slightly from her sides like a person feeling for a wall in the dark.

“There’s no route,” she said.

“Kira—”

“There’s no route.” Her voice climbed half an octave — for Kira, an avalanche. “I always know. I always know where the wrong way is, I always know the shape of where I am, it’s the one thing — it’s ALWAYS there, it’s been there since I woke up in the desert, even when everything else was gone there was the Path—” She spun again, faster. “It’s gone. The Path is gone. I don’t know where anything is. I don’t know where the danger is. I can’t—”

I got to her before she could spiral all the way down. Took her by the shoulders. “Kira. Look at me. I know where the danger is.”

She focused on me. Barely.

“The danger,” I said, “is that we’re cold, we’re half-naked, and we’re standing in an alley. That’s the whole danger. I don’t need a Path to see it. We can see it with regular eyes. Okay?”

She swallowed. Her chin came up by a degree. “Human eyes are terrible instruments.”

“They’re the instruments we’ve got.”

“They have a range of about a hundred feet. The Path was — the Path was everything, all at once, the whole shape of where I was, every wrong turn lit up like a warning sign. And now—” She turned her head, slow, taking in the alley with eyes that only saw what was in front of them. “Now there’s a brick wall. And another brick wall. And I don’t know what’s behind either of them. There could be anything behind a wall, Jake. Do you walk around all the time not knowing what’s behind walls?”

“All the time,” I said. “That’s just being a person.”

“It’s horrifying.”

“You get used to it.”

“I don’t WANT to get used to it.” But her chin stayed up, and her breathing slowed, because giving Kira a concrete danger to manage was like handing a drowning person a rope. She’d grab the practical thing every time.

“They’re what we’ve got,” I said.

“They’re TERRIBLE. I can see maybe a hundred feet. There could be anything past that. There could be ANYTHING.” She looked down at her own feet, planted on the asphalt, and her expression curdled. “And these. Human feet. I’ve had them for thirty seconds and I already hate them. They’re soft. They report pain. Mine never reported anything.”

“Welcome to the species,” Raven muttered from the wall.

“I don’t want to be welcomed to the species. I want my Path back.” Kira flexed her bare toes against the asphalt and grimaced. “And shoes. The species apparently requires shoes. There’s a whole — there’s a whole infrastructure of requirements I’ve been ignoring for a year because my succubus body didn’t care. It cared about nothing. It was magnificent. I never appreciated it.” She looked down at herself, at the human body she’d been poured into without warning. “I’m cold. I’m hungry — no, I’m not, I don’t know what that one is yet, my stomach is doing something and I don’t have a name for it. My feet hurt. There’s a — there’s a draft. I have so many problems now and none of them are the danger, the danger I could handle, it’s all these little—”

“They’re called needs,” I said. “Welcome to having a body that needs things.”

“My body never needed things. My body ran on spite and direction.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I want it back. I want the spite-and-direction body back.”

Cherry, who had finally given up screaming at the empty space behind her, turned around and caught sight of her own chest and went very still. “Wait,” she said. “Wait wait wait.” She looked down. She looked at me. She looked down again, and her hands came up to cup the front of the torn crop top that no longer fit a body it had been shaped for. “They got SMALLER. Jake. My — they’re SMALLER. The human body made them—” She bounced experimentally, scandalized. “They still bounce but they bounce DIFFERENTLY, this is — this is a downgrade, I have been DOWNGRADED—”

“Cherry, they’re enormous, they are objectively—”

“They’re enormous for a HUMAN. I was enormous for a SUCCUBUS. There’s a SCALE, Jake, and I’ve fallen DOWN it—”

“This is the crisis you’re focusing on,” Raven said. “We’re stranded in another dimension with no powers and you’re upset your tits got a regional reassignment.”

“They’re my whole PERSONALITY, Raven! What am I without—” Cherry stopped, and something flickered across her face, fast, there and gone, a real fear under the comedy: what am I without the things that made everyone want me. She covered it instantly with more noise. “—without my SIGNATURE SILHOUETTE. People KNOW me by my silhouette.”

I filed that one away too. There were going to be a lot of things to file away.



I helped Lyra up. We gathered ourselves into a knot in the center of the alley, six humans in ruined clothes, and for the first time in months I had to do leadership with nothing behind it. There was no incubus presence to make people defer, no bond to feel my way through, none of the senses or system readouts or quiet proof that I belonged anywhere. Only a guy with a torn shirt and five women who needed him to not fall apart.

So I didn’t.

“Okay,” I said. “We landed. We’re alive. That’s the win. Now — where are we?”

I looked past the mouth of the alley, and the answer arrived all at once and made no sense.

It was Chicago.

It was my Chicago. The brick of the building behind us was the brick of my building, close enough, the same vintage, the same fire escape bolted to the same kind of facade. The street beyond was a Chicago street, gray and wet, with an elevated track running overhead and the lake-cold wind coming down it with ice in its teeth.

But it was wrong in every detail, the way a face in a dream is wrong.

The skyline past the rooftops had the right buildings, and then, on top of the tall ones, platforms. Flight platforms. Spires of metal scaffolding crowning the skyscrapers, and as I watched, two figures launched off one of them into the gray sky on dark spread wings and banked toward the lake.

The elevated track had a sign at the platform. I couldn’t read it from here, but the pictogram was clear enough: a silhouette of a tail, looped through a rail, and beneath it the universal red slash of do not.

And the people.

A group of commuters crossed the mouth of the alley, five or six of them, coats and scarves against the cold, ordinary morning faces. Every single one had horns. Tails swayed under long coats cut with slits to let them through. One of them had wings folded tight to her back under a tailored wool wrap with seams down the spine to accommodate them. They moved through the cold like the cold was nothing, because for them it was.

They were succubi. They were incubi. Every adult I could see.

And they were staring at us.

A man slowed. He had short dark horns and the polished, well-fed look of someone who’d never missed a meal in his life, and he peered into the alley at the six of us with an expression of dawning, fascinated concern.

“Excuse me,” he called, polite, his voice carrying. “Is your performance group all right? Do you need medical assistance? That looked like a difficult landing.”

“Performance group?” Cherry whispered.

A woman stopped beside him. She wore a fitted dark uniform with a badge: security of some kind, a tail looped neatly through a slot in her trousers, small efficient horns. She took in our state (the torn clothes, the bare backs, the absence) and her professional face shifted toward something gentler.

“Have you lost your registered guide?” she asked. “If your handler abandoned you, there are resources, you don’t have to—” She stopped herself, and actual color rose in her cheeks. “I’m sorry. That was patronizing. You’re adults. You don’t need a handler. I just — we don’t see many of you out here unescorted, and you look like you’ve had a rough morning.”

“Many of who?” I said.

She blinked at me. Looked, very deliberately, at my forehead. At where my horns weren’t. At the smooth foreheads of all five women beside me. At the empty space behind us where six tails should have been swaying.

“Humans,” she said, like it was obvious. Like it was the most natural word in the world. “We don’t see many humans.”

The bottom dropped out of the morning.

I looked at the staring incubus. At the apologetic security officer with her looped tail. At the flight platforms and the tail rails and the city that was my city wearing a stranger’s face.

“It’s Chicago,” I said slowly. “But it’s not my Chicago.”

“It’s a Chicago where they’re normal,” Morgana breathed beside me. The scholar had taken over. I could hear it, the fear converting itself into analysis because analysis was the one tool she had left. “Succubi. Incubi. The dominant population. And humans are—”

“Rare,” the officer supplied helpfully. “And honestly kind of a big deal? No offense. People love humans. You generate desire without any feeding mechanics at all, it’s considered very intense, there are whole — sorry. I’m being weird. You’ve clearly had a hard morning.”

“You have no idea,” I said.

The officer kept looking at us, and I watched her work through it (six humans, no guide, no registration, no obvious explanation) and decide that whatever was going on, we were people in distress and that was enough. “Look,” she said. “I’m off-shift in ten minutes, but I’m going to flag this to the human-welfare desk, and they’ll—” She caught the way all five women tensed at the word desk, the way Kira’s eyes went to the exits. “Or not. Okay. No desk. You clearly don’t want institutions.” She let it go without arguing, which I was grateful for. She fished in a pocket and came up with a card. “Renn. Officer Renn. If anyone gives you trouble — and I mean the kind of trouble those two were about to give you — you find a public box and you call that number, and I will come, and I will be delighted to make an example of them. We take human-consent law seriously here. Some of us take it personally.”

“Why personally?” Morgana asked — the scholar, even shaken, even cold, unable to stop gathering data.

Renn’s face did something complicated. “My grandmother was human,” she said. “Pocket population, up north. People weren’t always good to her. So.” She tucked the card into my hand and didn’t elaborate. “Be careful. Stay in lit places. And get inside before dark — humans draw the wrong kind of attention after sundown, and not everyone in this city is me.” She glanced at the alley mouth where the two creeps had fled. “Most are. But not everyone.”

She left, and I held her card, and it was the first kind thing this world had given us, and I held onto it.



Cherry was still trying to find her tail.

She’d given up on the man and gone back to grabbing at the air behind her, getting angrier with each grab, until she rounded on the empty space like it had personally wronged her. “Where ARE you,” she demanded of nothing. “You’re ALWAYS RIGHT HERE. You’ve been right there my whole LIFE—”

“Cherry, it’s gone, it’s—”

“I KNOW it’s gone! I’m YELLING at where it USED TO BE!”

Lyra kept touching her hair. Reaching up, fingers finding smooth skin, dropping her hand, reaching up again, a loop she couldn’t break.

Morgana was, against all reason, more disturbed by her own lack of intimidation than by being stranded in another dimension. “I have walked into rooms,” she said to no one, “where the most powerful beings present quieted when I entered. For two centuries. And now I am — what. A woman in a torn blouse. With a cold.” She’d started to sniffle, the first human cold of her enormous life setting in, and she looked at the moisture on her own knuckle with such betrayal that I almost laughed.

Kira said, “I have never felt this quiet inside my own skin.” She said it to the asphalt. “There’s no — hum. No pull. No anything. Just me, in here, with nothing telling me what to do.” A beat. “I hate it. And I also — there’s something. It’s very quiet. It’s almost—” She frowned. “No. It’s nothing. Human feet. Did I mention human feet are terrible?”

“You did.”

“I’m mentioning it again.”

That was when the two incubi came down the alley.

They came from the other end, where the security officer couldn’t see them, and they came the way men come when they’ve spotted something they’ve decided is theirs. Both tall, both horned, both moving with the predatory ease of the apex species in their own city. Their eyes went straight past me, past the human male, irrelevant, and locked onto Cherry’s curves and Raven’s hips with naked, ugly hunger.

“Now this,” the bigger one said, “is a treat. Wild humans. Unregistered.” He grinned, fangs out. “You shouldn’t be out here without protection, sweetheart. The city’s not safe for things as pretty as you.”

“Back up,” I said.

He looked at me for the first time. Looked me over — no horns, no presence, no power radiating off me, nothing. His grin widened. “And what are you going to do, little man? You don’t even have a tail.”

The body doesn’t remember the system. It remembers smaller things: three days a week under a barbell, one bar fight broken up and lost and learned from, the fact that a man twice your size still has a throat and a knee and a center of gravity.

And it remembers the five women behind you.

“I’m going to be a problem,” I said, and stepped between him and Cherry.

He swung. Lazy, contemptuous, sure of himself. I’d watched a lot of fights I couldn’t be part of over the last year (watched Raven move, watched Morgana read a room, absorbed more than I’d realized) and I got my forearm up and ate the blow on the muscle instead of my face. It hurt. It hurt a lot, a flat human pain with no incubus body to shrug it off, and the impact rocked me back a step.

But it landed. And while it landed, I drove my heel down on the side of his knee.

He went sideways with a snarl. And then Raven was there.

She couldn’t shadow-step. She couldn’t use her tail. She fought like a furious human woman who’d spent months learning to fight without powers because powers could be taken away, and she put an elbow into the second incubus’s nose with a crunch that I felt in my own teeth. Morgana grabbed a fallen length of pipe from the alley trash and brought it across the big one’s shoulders with two centuries of accumulated contempt behind the swing. Cherry, bless her, couldn’t fight, so she did the only thing she had left and started screaming at the absolute top of her considerable lungs, which turned out to do more damage than any of us: the security officer came around the corner at a dead run.

“HEY!” the officer roared. “HANDS OFF! THOSE ARE PEOPLE—”

The two incubi scrambled up. The big one took one look at the badge and the rage behind it and ran, dragging his bleeding friend. The officer chased them three steps, then stopped, breathing hard, and turned back to us with fury and apology fighting on her face.

“I am so sorry,” she said. “That is NOT — that is not how we treat anyone, human-consent law is the FIRST thing they teach, those two are going to wish they’d stayed in bed.” She caught her breath. “Are you hurt? Any of you?”

“We’re okay,” I said, cradling my forearm, which was already bruising. “Thanks. We had it, but — thanks.”

She looked at me, at the human man who’d stepped in front of a creature twice his size with nothing but his arms and his nerve, and something in her face changed to a kind of respect she clearly hadn’t expected to feel.

“You’re not from around here,” she said. “Are you.”

“No,” I said. “We’re really not.”

I felt it then: the only thing the system gave me in that whole strange morning. Not a panel of stats. Not a bond ping. Just a single broken pane of text flickering at the edge of my vision, faint and gray and wrong, like a message scratched on a fogged window:

SYSTEM NOTICE Anchor state: unreadable Bond network: muted Vessel state: locally overwritten Constellation contact: denied

And then it was gone, and I had nothing again.

“Jake,” Lyra said quietly. She was looking past me, down the alley, to where a figure had appeared at the lit end. A man, tall, broad-shouldered, well-dressed against the cold, dark horns catching the gray light, moving toward us with a confidence I recognized because I’d been working on it for a year and never quite gotten there.

He stopped ten feet away. He stared at me. I stared at him.

“Jacob Andrew Morrison,” he said, in a voice that was almost mine.

I was looking at my own face.


Chapter 3: The Other Jake Problem

There’s a particular horror to looking at your own face and watching it react to you.

Mirror Jake had my jawline and my brown eyes, except his eyes had a faint gold glow I recognized from my own reflection during seal resonance, except his were always on, the steady light of an incubus comfortable in his own skin. He had my dark hair, styled where mine was just messy. My height, my build, more or less, except he carried himself like the room belonged to him, and the room always would, because in this city it did. Two obsidian-edged horns swept back from his temples. A tail moved behind him with the unconscious ease of a thing that had never once been gone.

He looked at me the way you look at a magic trick you’ve already figured out and resent anyway.

“Okay,” he said. “Either this is the single most committed prank anyone has ever played on me, or somebody put a very expensive curse on me overnight, or—” His gaze swept the five women behind me and stuttered. “Or you’re a Constellation event, and I’m having the worst Tuesday of my life.”

“You know what a Constellation event is,” I said.

“Everybody knows what a Constellation event is. It’s a children’s story. It’s a thing scholars argue about at parties to seem deep.” He stepped closer, studying my face, and his confidence flickered for just a second into something more human. “You have my face. You have my actual face. Do you understand how disturbing that is? I have looked at that face in a mirror for thirty-one years and it has never once looked back at me with — that. That bewildered everyman thing you’ve got going. Is that what I look like when I’m scared? God. No wonder Mia says I’m bad at poker.”

“Jake,” Lyra said carefully. “Is this—”

“It’s me,” I said. “It’s a — different me.” The word mirror arrived in my head and stuck. “A mirror me.”

“Oh, GROSS,” said a new voice.

A woman came around the corner at a brisk clip, and my stomach lurched, because she had Mia’s face. My sister’s face, the one I’d just promised to come back to, except framed by candy-dark horns and tipped with a confidence Mia was still growing into. A tail flicked behind her with sibling-grade attitude. She took one look at me, one look at Mirror Jake, and recoiled like she’d bitten foil.

“There are TWO of you,” she said. “There are two of you and one of you is — what is that. What’s wrong with his head.”

“He’s human,” Mirror Jake said.

“He’s HUMAN? You brought a HUMAN that has your FACE? Do you have any idea what this is going to do to family dinners? Mom is going to have QUESTIONS. There is no normal way to introduce this. ‘Hi, this is my brother, also my brother, one of him is a snack.’” Mirror Mia pointed at me. “And these five. Are they—”

“Human,” Mirror Jake confirmed. “All of them.”

Mirror Mia’s eyes went huge. She looked at Cherry — at the pink hair and the proportions and the bare shoulders. At Raven’s hips. At Morgana’s figure under the torn silk. At Lyra and Kira. Then back at me. Then she made a sound that was half whistle and half disbelief.

“You have FIVE human girlfriends,” she said. “FIVE. Do you know what people PAY for one human’s company for an EVENING? You’re walking around with a — you’re a one-man—” She stopped. Held up both hands. “I’m being weird. I’m being so weird. Sorry. Hi. I’m Mia.” She caught herself. “Obviously not your Mia. I’m assuming you have a Mia. Everyone has a Mia. The Mia is load-bearing.”

“I have a Mia,” I said. My voice came out rough. “Yeah.”

Something in my face must have shown, because Mirror Mia’s needling smile softened a fraction. She glanced at her brother, some sibling-channel communication passing between them, and when she looked back at me her tone had changed.

“You miss her,” she said. “Your one. You’re looking at me like I’m a ghost.”

“A little.”

“That’s — okay. I’m going to need you to not do that, because it’s making my chest weird, and I don’t do chest-weird before noon.” She cleared her throat and rebuilt her armor with visible effort. “Right. So. Six humans dropped out of a Constellation misfire into an alley in Lincoln Park and got jumped by two absolute garbage incubi who I sincerely hope Officer Renn arrests into the next decade. You can’t stay out here. You’re freezing, you’re half-naked, and every collector and curiosity-creep in the city is going to smell — well, not smell, you don’t smell like anything, that’s the problem, you smell like nothing, like a hole in the air, and that’s almost worse, that’s fascinating, people are going to follow you home like ducklings.”

“We have a place,” Mirror Jake said. “Above the lounge. Come on. Before Renn comes back and writes me up for loitering with a human delegation.”

I looked at the harem.

Lyra had her hand in mine. Cherry had drifted to my other side, and Raven had positioned herself slightly in front of me — bodyguard reflex, even powerless, even cold. Morgana was studying both counterparts with the cataloguing intensity of a woman who had already decided they were a resource. Kira watched the exits.

They didn’t trust him. Good. Neither did I, all the way. But he had my face and a warm room, and we were six humans in a December alley with no powers and a tribunal slipping further out of reach every second.

“Lead the way,” I said.



The lounge took up the ground floor of a brick building that, in my Chicago, would have been a coffee shop and a vacant retail space. Here it was something warmer and stranger: low golden light, deep booths, a long bar where a bartender with curling ram-horns was polishing glasses, and an architecture I kept misreading until I figured out the pattern. Everything was built for bodies that weren’t human.

The ceilings were high, wing-height, room for someone to mantle their wings without clipping a light fixture. The bar stools had a slot at the back of the seat for a tail to drop through. By the door hung a rack I first took for coat hooks and then realized was a horn rack, a place to hang ceremonial horn ornaments the way you’d hang a hat. Discreet screens partitioned some of the booths, and Mirror Mia, catching my look, said, “Feeding screens. For privacy. You don’t feed in public unless you’re trying to make a statement, and the people who make that statement are exhausting.”

The apartment upstairs was the same logic scaled up. A vast bed (vast, big enough that Cherry stopped dead and said “is this for a PARTY”) built wide and low for group arrangements and wing-spread. A sitting area with more tail-slot furniture. A kitchen that ran on the assumption nobody really cooked, because food was a hobby here, not a need.

The six of us misused every single piece of it within four minutes.

Cherry sat in a tail-cradle chair, found the tail-slot with her not-tail, and got nothing but a hole in the seat that let cold air up her back. “There’s a DRAFT,” she complained. “In a CHAIR. Why is there a draft in a — oh. The tail goes through the hole. The hole is for the tail. I don’t have a tail. I’m just sitting on a hole.” She stood up, deeply betrayed. “This whole world is HOLES for TAILS we don’t HAVE.”

Raven leaned against what she thought was a wall and discovered it was a wing-mantle, a padded vertical pad designed for someone to lean their folded wings against, and it gave way under her weight and she swore and nearly went down. Morgana lowered herself into a low, elegant lounger and found it cradled a spine that ended in a tail, which she did not have, so it cradled nothing and left her tilted at an undignified angle that she refused to correct on principle. She sat in the wrong-shaped chair with the bearing of an empress on a throne, tilted thirty degrees, and dared anyone to comment.

Kira found the one piece of furniture that worked for a human, a plain bench by the door, and sat on it with her back to the wall and a sightline to the exit, and looked more relaxed than she had since we’d landed, because a plain bench asked nothing of her and hid nothing from her. “This one’s honest,” she said, approvingly. “No tricks. No holes. Just a bench. I like the bench.”

Lyra tried to perch on a barstool and discovered the tail-slot the hard way — sat back, expected the contoured support a tail-cradling stool gives a succubus, found a gap where her spine met nothing, and slid backward off it entirely, landing with a yelp and a laugh on the floor. “It’s like the whole world is built to catch a part of me I don’t have anymore,” she said, from the floor, and the laugh in it was real but so was the small sad thing underneath. “Everything reaches for the tail. And the tail’s gone. So I just keep — falling through.”

I hauled her up. She came up into my arms and stayed there a second longer than the help required.

Cherry, having abandoned the draft-chair, discovered the horn rack by the door and decided it was a hat rack and hung her one remaining accessory on it — a borrowed scarf — with enormous satisfaction. “See, THIS one I figured out. It’s for hanging things. Humans have these. We call them — hooks.” She beamed. Then she leaned closer and read the small engraved plate beneath it. “‘CEREMONIAL HORN ORNAMENTS ONLY. NO OUTERWEAR.’” Her face fell. “It’s a SNOB rack. It’s a rack that’s too good for my SCARF—”

“It’s a horn rack, Cherry, you don’t have—”

“I KNOW I don’t have horns, that’s why I’m using it for my SCARF, and it’s JUDGING me—”

Mirror Mia narrated.

She did it from the doorway, with her arms crossed and her tail flicking, in the calm, devastating voice of someone hosting a nature documentary. “And here we observe the human female attempting to operate a tail-cradle. She has no tail. She is confused. She does not understand that the chair is confused too. Now the dark-haired one — magnificent hips, by the way, that’s a compliment, take it — has discovered the wing-mantle the hard way. Note the swearing. The swearing is a territorial display.”

“I will end you,” Raven said, “and I won’t even need shadows to do it.”

“She THREATENS the documentarian. Bold. Misguided. The documentarian has horns.”

“The documentarian,” said Raven, “has a face I’m going to rearrange.”

“Mia,” Mirror Jake said, mild. “Let them sit down.”

“I’m building rapport!”

“You’re building a fistfight.”

She subsided, grinning, and dropped onto the arm of a couch, and I watched Lyra watch her, watched my Lyra’s face do something soft and sad at the sight of a Mia who was so close and so wrong, sibling energy crackling off her exactly like the real thing, aimed at the wrong brother.

“It’s uncanny,” Lyra murmured to me. “She is Mia. The shape of how she loves you is the same. It just—” She shook her head. “It’s like hearing a song you know played on the wrong instrument.”

“Yeah.” I squeezed her hand. “That’s exactly it.”



Mirror Jake got us blankets, water, and the first real warmth we’d had since landing, and while the women thawed I sat across from him at a low table and got the lay of the world.

“Humans are real,” he said, “but rare. There’ve always been a few. Pocket populations, mostly. Some live in the city openly, some keep to human districts where the buildings are scent-muted and quiet and nobody’s flaring at you across a coffee shop. You’re not illegal. Nobody’s going to arrest you for existing.” He turned his glass in his hands. “But you are — and I want to be careful how I say this, because I can see your whole crew tensing up — you are desirable. To us. In a way that’s complicated.”

“Complicated how.”

“We feed. You know what that means?”

“I know what it means.”

“Right. So for us, desire and feeding are tangled together. There’s always a — current. An exchange. With another succubus or incubus, when there’s want, there’s also the hunger underneath it, the feeding mechanic doing its thing.” He set the glass down. “Humans don’t feed. So when a human wants something, it’s just — want. Pure. Nothing taking from it. Nothing balancing it. And to a lot of people here, that’s the most intense thing they’ve ever felt. A want with no exit.” He met my eyes. “It makes humans fascinating. It also makes some people stupid and grabby, like your alley friends. Which is why the consent laws around humans are the strictest laws we have. Touching a human without explicit consent isn’t a fine. It’s a crime. A real one.”

“That’s why the officer was so angry.”

“That’s why Renn would’ve happily walked those two into a wall.” He nodded. “The city’s not a trap, okay? I need you to understand that, because your women keep looking at me like I’m about to sell them. Most people here would be kind to you. Curious, maybe rude about it, but kind. The danger isn’t the city. The danger is the specific assholes who see six unregistered humans touched by a Constellation event and start doing math about what you’re worth.”

“Walk me through the rest of it,” Morgana said, settling into a chair — a normal human-cut chair Mirror Mia had dragged over, since the tail-furniture defeated her. The scholar had taken over fully; she’d decided the way to survive this world was to map it, and mapping was a thing she could do with empty hands. “Government. Law. How the city is run. Where the records are kept. Everything.”

Mirror Jake gave it to her in broad strokes, and it was strange and familiar at once: a city like mine, with institutions like mine, except every assumption shifted one notch sideways. There were courts, but the most serious crimes were feeding-related: feeding without consent, feeding on the unwilling, draining someone past safety. There was a welfare system built around the reality that feeding was a survival need, not a vice. There were human-rights statutes — actual statutes, named and enforced — because humans were a vulnerable minority and the society had, at some point in its history, been ashamed of how it once treated them.

“You have human-rights law,” Lyra said softly, “because you used to be cruel to humans, and you decided to stop.”

Mirror Jake’s jaw tightened. “Yeah. That’s about the size of it. Not our proudest history. There are still people who’d rather collect a human than respect one. But the law’s the law now, and most of us mean it.” He looked at her. “Why?”

“Because that’s hope,” Lyra said. She wrapped her arms around herself, in the borrowed blanket, the empath with no empathy left, reaching for the thing she could still do — find the kindness in a hard story. “Where I come from, succubi were exiled for things they didn’t choose. A whole system that decided some of us were errors and threw us away.” Her voice was soft. “And then you tell me there’s a Chicago somewhere that used to be cruel and wrote it into law that it had stopped. That a world can decide to grow up. I’m going to hold onto that even if everything else here is terrible.”

Mirror Jake looked at her for a long moment, at the human woman with no horns finding hope in his world’s ugliest history, and the easy showman’s confidence dropped off his face, leaving something younger underneath. “You’re going to be a problem for me,” he said. “Not a bad one. You’re someone with no power who makes me feel like I’ve been wasting mine, and I don’t love that.” He cleared his throat and looked away. “My sister’s right. The human one of you really is going to make family dinners unbearable.”

“How do they even know we’re touched by a Constellation event?”

He hesitated. And there it was: the first crack, the thing he didn’t want to say.

“Because there are people in this city who watch for it,” he said. “Pattern cultists. Collectors. People who believe the Constellation stories aren’t stories.” He glanced at his sister. “Mia knows more of the old phrasing than I do. She got obsessed with it for a semester.”

“It wasn’t an obsession, it was an ELECTIVE—”

“It was an obsession.”

Mirror Mia rolled her eyes but slid off the couch arm and crouched by the table, and her voice, when she spoke, lost its needle.

“There’s an old line,” she said. “Older than the city. The scholars who study Constellation events use it like a creed. ‘When the pattern remembers, the body corrects.’”

I felt Morgana go rigid across the room.

“Say that again,” Morgana said.

“‘When the pattern remembers,’” Mirror Mia repeated slowly, “‘the body corrects.’”

Morgana stood. The blanket fell off her shoulders. She crossed to the table, cold and human and utterly focused, and the scholar in her had eaten the fear whole. “Corrects. Toward what?”

“Toward what it’s supposed to be.” Mirror Mia shrugged. “That’s the theory, anyway. The idea is that the Constellation doesn’t move things from one place to another. It fixes them. It pushes a vessel toward the form and the world-state it’s actually meant to occupy. You showed up here human, in a world full of succubi, which the theory would say means…” She trailed off, suddenly hearing herself, and her tail went still. “Means the Constellation thinks human is what you’re — supposed to be.”

The room had gone very quiet.

“No,” Kira said.

She’d been silent so long I think the counterparts had forgotten she was there. She was sitting cross-legged against the wall with her duffel against her hip and the evidence bag in her lap, and she’d gone pale.

“No,” she said again. “I don’t like that. I don’t like the word corrects. A route that lies about its destination still feels like a route. That phrase feels like a route that lies about its destination.” She looked at me. “It feels wrong. Not wrong like — not Wayfinder wrong, I don’t have that anymore, I checked, it’s gone. Wrong like — it’s a sentence that’s been polished so smooth you can’t find the edge where the truth used to be.”

“It feels,” Lyra said softly, and she had her hand pressed to her sternum, to the empty place where the bond used to live, “like someone telling grief to wear a crown.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

Mirror Mia looked at my Lyra, at the human woman with no horns and tears standing in her eyes, who’d just said something that hung in the air like incense, and her sibling armor cracked clean through.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “That was — yeah. That’s the thing about that phrase. It sounds wise. And then someone says it about people you love and you realize it’s just cruelty with good posture.”



Mirror Jake found us clothes.

It was harder than it should have been, because every garment in his world was cut for bodies we didn’t have (tail-slits and wing-seams and horn-clearance hoods) and Mirror Mia took it as a personal mission, dragging armfuls of human-cut clothing she sourced from “a human-district boutique I’m choosing not to explain how I have a key to.”

The fitting was a circus.

Cherry held up a bra — an actual structured human bra — and stared at it like it had insulted her ancestors. “This,” she announced, “is going to OBEY physics. I can FEEL it from here. This is going to make my chest do what it’s TOLD.” She put it on under a borrowed sweater, looked down at her newly disciplined silhouette, and was genuinely upset. “I hate it. It’s a PRISON. My whole personality lived up here and now it’s been CONTAINED—”

“You’ve never worn a bra in your life,” Raven said.

“And I was RIGHT not to!”

Raven got handed a pair of human jeans and held them up like a forensic exhibit. “These have no give,” she said. “These are structurally hostile to a body with hips. Who designed these? Someone who hates hips. Someone with a personal vendetta against the lower half of the body.” She tried them on behind a screen and emerged furious. “They FIT. That’s worse. They fit and they’re still hostile. My ass is being — contained. It’s being editorialized. These jeans have an OPINION about my ass and the opinion is HOSTILE—”

“Your ass looks great,” Cherry offered.

“That’s not the POINT, Cherry, the point is consent, the JEANS didn’t ASK—”

Morgana pulled a soft gray sweater over her head — human-cut, no wing-seam, plain — and made a small, involuntary sound of comfort that she immediately tried to swallow.

“Comfortable?” Mirror Mia asked, far too innocently.

“It is adequate,” Morgana said, “for a garment designed by people who have never needed to look impressive while doing anything.”

“You sighed.”

“I did not sigh.”

“You absolutely sighed. The sweater got you. Two-hundred-year-old sorceress, brought down by fleece.”

Morgana pulled the sweater closer around herself with as much dignity as it is possible to muster while losing an argument about fleece, and said nothing, which was its own confession. She’d grown attached to it. We all knew. We let her have the lie.

Lyra had the hardest time, and not because of fit. Mirror Mia held up a soft blue blouse, human-cut, no wing-seam, the kind of ordinary lovely thing Lyra would have grabbed at home, and Lyra reached for it and then froze, her hand hovering, because the blouse was made for a body without wings, and putting it on meant admitting her wings were gone, and Lyra had been not-admitting that for hours.

“It’s pretty,” she said, in a voice that wasn’t.

“You don’t have to,” Mirror Mia said, gentling. She’d clearly clocked it; the sibling-energy radiating off her included a sister’s quick read of pain. “We can find you something looser, or—”

“No.” Lyra took the blouse. Put it on. Stood there in a garment with no place for wings that no longer existed, and her chin trembled, and she said, very quietly, “It fits. That’s the problem. It fits perfectly. Human clothes fit me perfectly now.” And she turned away to compose herself, and I went to her, because that one, that one I wasn’t going to let her carry alone.

Kira refused clothes entirely at first, on the grounds that she’d “assess the tactical situation” before committing to an outfit, and then put on the most practical thing in the pile — dark, layered, easy to move in — and Mirror Mia watched her do it and said, “You dress like someone who’s planning to run,” and Kira said, “I’m always planning to run,” and Mirror Mia said, “…yeah, okay, that’s fair,” and gave her an extra layer without comment.

By the time we were dressed (human, warm, ordinary, conspicuous in a city that read us as a fascinating absence) the gray morning had gone grayer and the cold outside had teeth, and Mirror Jake stood at the window looking down at his street and said the thing that turned the night.

“If you came through a Constellation misfire,” he said, “and you actually want to understand what happened to you, there’s a place you need to see. A private collection. Old records. Sensory archives going back further than the public histories.” He turned. “It’s the only place in this city that documented the last time bodies corrected. It’s a risk to get in. But it’s where your answers are. If your answers are anywhere.”

“And if the answers there are wrong?” I said.

He looked at me with my own face and didn’t have a reply.


Chapter 4: Lyra Without the Song

We couldn’t move at night.

Mirror Jake was firm about it, and Renn (Officer Renn, who’d swung by the lounge off-duty to check on “the human delegation” with the protective intensity of a woman who’d taken our welfare personally) backed him up. Six unregistered humans walking the streets after dark, no powers, no scent, drawing every collector and curiosity-creep in a ten-block radius. We’d be a parade. We’d be prey.

So we stayed. And the first night as humans turned out to be a string of small disasters, each one a fresh lesson in everything we’d lost.

The first lesson was cold.

I’d never seen the harem cold like this. Not the brief, terrible cold of Raven starving, or the chill that came over her in a moment of shock. This was ordinary, ongoing cold, the kind that just stayed. They ran warmer than human, all of them, a low constant heat I’d stopped noticing until it was gone. Now they were just bodies in a December city, and the lounge apartment’s heating was set for people who made their own warmth, which meant it was set to cold, and within an hour they were all shivering.

What followed was not romantic, and I mean that literally. It was a blanket pile, and it was deeply unsexy, and it cracked something tender open in my chest just to stand there and watch it happen.

Cherry got into the big bed first and demanded everyone join her “for SCIENCE, body heat is SCIENCE.” Raven held out for exactly nine minutes on the grounds that she didn’t cuddle, and then her teeth started chattering and she crawled in muttering threats. Morgana lay down with the stiffness of a queen accepting a peasant’s hospitality and within five minutes had migrated, in her sleep, into the warmest available position, which was the middle. Kira lay at the very edge, on her back, where she could see both the door and the window, because some habits survived even the apocalypse of becoming human.

They fought over blankets. They actually fought, a low, vicious, half-asleep tug-of-war between Raven and Morgana over the good thick one, and Cherry resolved it by lying on top of both of them, and Lyra laughed, the first real laugh since we’d landed, and I stood in the doorway watching the women I loved learn to be cold together and felt my chest do something I didn’t have a word for.

The second lesson was hunger.

It hit Cherry first, because Cherry felt everything first and loudest. She sat bolt upright in the blanket pile around midnight with both hands on her stomach and an expression of pure existential alarm.

“Something is WRONG with me,” she announced.

“What kind of wrong,” I said, already moving.

“My STOMACH is — it’s MAKING NOISES. It’s eating ITSELF. It HURTS. Jake, my body is attacking me from the INSIDE, this is a BETRAYAL—”

“That’s hunger, Cherry.”

“That’s HUNGER? This is what hunger FEELS like? You all walk around with THIS? All the TIME? And you don’t TALK about it?” She clutched her middle. “How do humans get ANYTHING done? I would simply think about my STOMACH all day!”

“You kind of do anyway.”

“Not like THIS!”

We ordered food. Mirror Jake helped, which is a sentence I never expected to say, navigating a delivery menu that listed “human-safe” boutique items in a special box at the bottom like a curiosity. Cherry, given access to ordering, ordered everything. She ordered like a woman who had just discovered hunger and intended to never feel it again, a tower of human takeout that arrived in eleven separate bags and that she then sampled with the wide-eyed wonder of a child and the appetite of a survivor.

“This,” she said through a mouthful of what the menu had called “rustic mortal bread,” “is the best thing that has ever happened to me. I take back everything bad I said about being human. Hunger is BAD but FOOD is the SOLUTION and that’s BEAUTIFUL—”

Raven discovered human ice cream and was personally offended by it. “It’s not — it doesn’t hit the same. There’s no… my whole body used to react to this. Now it’s just cold sugar in my mouth and a stomachache I can apparently get now.” She ate the entire pint anyway, glaring at it the whole time, and when Cherry pointed this out Raven said, “I’m conducting research,” with such fury that nobody pressed it.

Morgana, who had accepted a single glass of something from Mirror Jake’s bar “to be civilized,” discovered the human hangover in real time, two glasses later, and was so deeply, personally affronted by it that the rest of us forgot to be scared for almost ten minutes. “My head,” she announced, with the gravity of a woman reporting a war crime. “Something is wrong with my head. It is — pounding. In rhythm. With my own pulse. Why would a body do that to itself. Why would the wine punish me, I drank it in good faith.” She pressed two fingers to her temple. “I have consumed demon-realm vintages that could strip the enamel off a god’s teeth and never once felt this. Two glasses of human wine and I am being executed from the inside by my own circulatory system.” She glared at the offending glass. “Humans do this on PURPOSE. For FUN. This is a recreational injury. Your species is insane and I am one of you now and I hate it.”

“Drink water,” Kira said, from the edge of the bed, without looking up.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Water. It’s a hangover. You’re dehydrated. Drink water, you’ll feel less murdered in the morning.” She finally looked over. “I learned that the hard way in a bar in Elko. The water’s the trick. Nobody tells you the water’s the trick. They just let you suffer.”

Morgana stared at her, then drank the water Kira poured, with the wounded dignity of a sorceress accepting medical advice from a twenty-six-year-old who’d learned it in a place called Elko, and it was, in its small way, another brick in the wall of Kira knows how to be human and I do not that the whole detour kept building.

The third lesson was Kevin.

It came in flashes, all night, small and quiet and worse for it.

Raven reached down beside the bed for a dog who slept against her ankles every night for months, and her hand closed on cold floor, and her fingers curled slowly back into her palm.

Kira, half-asleep on the edge, patted the empty space where a golden retriever should have been, the automatic gesture of a woman who’d grown used to fifty-three pounds of warmth against her calves, and found nothing.

Cherry said, at one point, into the dark, “I keep wanting to tell Kevin something,” and then didn’t say what.

Each time, somebody noticed, and each time, Raven snapped at whoever noticed — “I wasn’t reaching for anything, my hand was cold” — which is how I knew it was hitting her hardest. Raven, who pretended to hate the dog. Raven, who’d sat frozen for hours rather than disturb him when he slept on her lap. Raven, who had no powers to hide behind now and so had only the snarl, and the snarl was wearing thin.



And then there was Lyra.

She was unraveling, and she was doing it quietly, and she was doing it in the worst possible way: by being relentlessly, perfectly fine.

She smiled too much. She helped everyone too much. She fluffed pillows and refilled water and fussed over my bruised forearm, wrapping it in a cold cloth, fingers gentle, and she kept reaching up to touch her own hair where her horns should be and dropping her hand when she caught herself. The Lyra who could feel my heartbeat from across a city was locked outside her own heart, and she’d decided the way to handle it was to take care of everyone so hard that nobody would notice she was drowning.

I noticed. Because I knew her. Because that was the whole point: even without the bond, I knew her.

She tried to cook.

That was what cracked it. Around one in the morning, restless and useless and desperate to be useful, she went into Mirror Jake’s mostly-decorative kitchen and decided to make a real human meal, a proper one, from the groceries Mirror Mia had grabbed. She’d watched human cooking a hundred times. She’d helped a thousand times. How hard could it be.

It was hard. Because she had no enhanced senses. She couldn’t smell the exact moment the butter turned. She couldn’t hear the change in the sizzle that meant now, flip it now. She’d been navigating cooking by a constellation of small supernatural cues her whole time on Earth without realizing it, and now they were gone, and she stood at the stove squinting at a pan she couldn’t read, and she burned it.

Not badly. Just burned. A pan of eggs and vegetables gone gray and acrid, smoke curling up, the smell of failure.

And that, that stupid, small, human failure, was what finally broke her.

I came in as she was scraping the ruined pan into the trash, and her shoulders were shaking, and she was crying without sound, fast and helpless, the way you cry when you’ve been holding it all day.

“Lyra.”

“I burned it,” she said. “I can’t even — I’ve made this dish a hundred times, and I burned it, because I couldn’t feel it, I couldn’t feel when it was ready, I can’t feel anything—” She put the pan down with exaggerated care, like if she set it down gently enough she could keep from screaming. “I can’t feel you, Jake. I keep reaching and it’s just — silence. And I know you love me. I know it. But I can’t feel it, and I’ve gotten so used to feeling it that not feeling it is like — it’s like being told the sun still exists but you’ll never see it again. You just have to take it on faith. Forever. And I don’t know how to do that. I’ve never had to do that. From the first night, I could always feel you.”

“Come here.”

“I don’t want to fall apart on you. You have enough—”

“Come here.”

She came. I caught her against my chest and she shook, and I held her, and over her shoulder I could see the doorway, where the others had heard the smoke alarm and come to look, and Cherry started forward and Morgana put a hand on her arm and held her back. Not yet. Let him. They retreated. They gave us the room.

I walked Lyra out of the smoke, to the wide windows on the far side of the apartment, where the city spread below us: Mirror Chicago at night, alive in a way my Chicago never was. Dark winged silhouettes crossed the gaps between buildings. Tail-light glowed in a hundred windows. Somewhere down on the lakefront, the moonlit feeding lanes Renn had mentioned cast soft light across the water. It was beautiful and strange and not ours.

“Talk to me,” I said.

“It feels like being locked outside my own heart,” she said, finally, the truth she’d been hiding behind the fussing. “Everything I am is built around feeling. I’m an Empath, Jake. It’s the first thing I ever was. And now I can’t feel my own bond, I can’t feel my own sisters, I can’t feel you, and if I can’t feel any of that, then who am I? What’s left of me if you take away the feeling?”

“Everything,” I said. “Everything’s left.”

“That’s a nice thing to say—”

“It’s not a nice thing to say. It’s true and it’s annoying and I’m going to keep saying it until you believe it.” I cupped her face. Made her look at me. “Listen to me. The first night I ever met you, you had horns and a tail and wings and a magic I couldn’t begin to understand, and I loved you anyway, when everything about you was impossible. And now you’re standing here with smooth skin and a burned pan and a runny nose, painfully, beautifully human, and I love you more. Not despite it. I love that you tried to cook us dinner. I love that you cried about it. I love that you’re standing here telling me the truth instead of fixing pillows.”

“Jake—”

“You don’t get to make this a noble sacrifice,” I said. “You don’t get to decide you’re broken now and pull away to spare me. That’s not how this works. You chose me when the bond made it easy. Now I’m asking you to choose me when it’s hard. When you can’t feel a thing. When all you’ve got is my word and my hands and the fact that I’m not going anywhere.”

She stared at me. Her sky-blue eyes were red-rimmed and her nose was running and she’d never looked more human or more like herself.

“Tell me again,” she whispered. “Without the bond. Say it where I have to just — believe it.”

“I love you,” I said. “I want you. Right now, like this, with nothing covering us. Let me prove it to you the only way the silence allows — with my hands, where you can’t argue with it.”

She kissed me.



It was different, and the difference took my breath.

When I kissed Lyra normally there was always the bond underneath it: her pleasure feeding back into me, my response amplifying hers, a loop that made everything louder. Now there was none of that. There was just her mouth on mine, warm, human, the salt of her tears, and I had to pay attention in a way the bond had let me get lazy about. I had to feel her with my hands and read her with my eyes and listen to her breathing, because I had nothing else.

It was slower. It was more.

I pulled the borrowed sweater over her head, and there she was.

I made myself look. The whole of her, a full pass over her human form, every place the absence lived. Her shoulders, bare and pale, free of the wing-roots that used to flare when she came. Her hair, loose and golden, falling around a face with smooth temples where two delicate ivory horns used to curve. Her breasts, perfect, the perky C-cups that fit my hands like they’d been measured for them, her nipples already tight in the cold and tighter when my gaze landed on them. Her slim waist. The line of her hips. And at the base of her spine, when I turned her gently to look, smooth skin where her spaded tail used to curl around my wrist, and smooth skin lower where her seal used to blaze gold.

All of it gone. All of it her.

“You’re staring,” she said, half a sob and half a laugh, arms coming up to cover herself out of an old reflex she’d never needed with me.

“I’m always staring.” I caught her wrists. Pulled them away, gently. “You don’t hide from me. Not ever, but especially not now. Let me see you. There’s no tail telling me you’re happy. No bond telling me you’re wet. So you have to let me find out the human way.”

I kissed her throat — and the first touch of my mouth on her bare skin made us both go still for a beat. That was the thing about the silence: it made every touch land harder, because there was nothing softening it, nothing translating it, just nerve endings meeting nerve endings without the bond as a buffer. Her pulse hammered under my lips. Her breathing snagged and went shallow. I felt the flush start, the Lyra progression, cheeks to neck to chest, the blush spreading down her like spilled warmth, and it was the only telegraph she had left, and I’d never paid such close attention to it in my life.

“I can feel your heartbeat,” I murmured against her throat. “With my mouth. That’s how I’m going to read you now. Every beat.”

“It’s so fast,” she whispered.

“I know. I can feel it.”

I followed the flush down. Closed my mouth over one tight nipple and felt her hands fist in my hair, heard the sound she made — a sharp, broken gasp, high in her throat. I lingered there. The bond used to tell me when she liked something. Now I had to learn it fresh, by sound, by the arch of her back, by the way her thighs pressed together.

I rolled the stiff little peak with my tongue, drew it deep, sucked until it pulled tight and aching against the roof of my mouth. Her whole chest heaved up to chase the pressure.

I worked her there, slow, switching from one breast to the other, lavishing each one wet and thorough, dragging my teeth lightly across her. Every reaction was a discovery. Her nipples were so sensitive she whimpered when I sucked, the flesh going hot and flushed where my mouth had been.

She liked it when I used my teeth. I learned that from the way her hips bucked up against nothing, grinding at empty air, desperate already.

She loved the slow buildup more than the bond had ever let me realize. The bond had always rushed us toward the loud part. Now there was no loud part. There was just this: the careful human attention of a man relearning a woman he thought he knew by heart, cataloging every gasp and shiver like I’d be tested on her later.

I got her onto the wide bed. Stripped off the rest of our clothes and stretched out over her, skin to skin, all that warmth, and she made a sound at the full contact like she might cry from it. I took my time, because we had nothing but time, because the quiet sat heavy between us and I was going to fill it with everything else.

I kissed down her stomach. She trembled the whole way, anticipation building with no bond to confirm what was coming, just my mouth moving lower and lower and her breath turning rough and shallow. I turned her gently onto her side, just enough, and pressed my mouth to the small of her back, to the smooth skin where her seal used to live, deliberate, a kiss to the empty place. “I miss it,” I said against her skin. “Your seal. I’m not going to pretend I don’t. But you’re here, and that’s what matters.” I felt her shudder. Then I eased her onto her back again and settled between her thighs. And here was the proof, the human proof: she was soaking, slick and swollen and dripping for me with nothing magical about it, just want, the same pure want Mirror Jake had tried to explain, a want with no exit. I dragged my tongue up the length of her and she cried out and her hips bucked into my mouth.

“Oh — oh — Jake—”

“Tell me,” I said against her. “I can’t feel it anymore. You have to tell me. What do you want?”

“That. That. Don’t stop, please don’t stop—”

I didn’t stop. I worked her with my mouth, slow and thorough, learning her all over again: the way she liked the flat of my tongue laid broad against her, dragging from her slick entrance up over her clit, better than the flicking tip, the way she sobbed when I closed my lips around that swollen little bud and sucked it into my mouth, the way her hands fisted in my hair and tried to pull me closer and push me away at the same time when it got to be too much. She was drenched, her whole slit slippery and open against my mouth, the taste of her flooding my tongue, sweeter than any human, and I lapped it up and went back for more. Two fingers slid into her tight wet heat — she clenched around them instantly, gripping, pulling me in — and curled up to find the spongy spot that made her thighs clamp around my head, and I worked that spot while my tongue worked her clit, relentless, the wet sounds of it filling the quiet room, and she started to climb fast, too fast, the human nervous system overwhelmed without the bond to pace it, with nothing to spread the sensation out, all of it landing raw and direct.

“I’m — Jake — something’s — what is —” Panic threaded through the pleasure, the old embarrassment, the squirter’s fear she’d half-conquered and now had to face fresh in a body that felt new. “It’s too much, I can’t—”

“Let go,” I said against her. “I’ve got you. Whatever happens. Let go.”

She came apart, and she squirted, a hot rush of her soaking my hand and my chin and the sheets, her whole body seizing, and immediately tried to apologize through her shaking.

“I’m sorry, I — I couldn’t—”

“Don’t you dare apologize.” I came up over her, dragged my soaked hand up her stomach so she could feel what she’d done. “You did that with no magic. Just you. That’s all you. Now tell me what you want next.”

“You,” she gasped. “Inside me. I want you inside me. I want — I need to be close, I need to be as close as I can get—”

I pushed into her slow, sinking inch by inch into that tight wet grip, watching her face the whole way: the way her mouth fell open, the way her breath stuttered as I filled her, the way her body stretched to take me. She clenched around me, hot and snug and human, her walls fluttering along my length, slick enough that I slid deep on the first stroke, and she clung to my shoulders with her nails and stared up at me with her whole heart in her eyes because she had nowhere else to put it.

“There,” I said. “Look at me. You feel that?”

“Yes—”

“That’s real. No bond. No song. Just me, inside you, choosing you.” I started to move, slow and deep, her hands clasped in mine and pinned beside her head, missionary and as close as two bodies can get. “You don’t need to feel my heartbeat to know it’s yours. I’m telling you. It’s yours.”

She wrapped her legs around me. We moved together, slow and building, eye to eye, and the absence of the bond meant I had to say everything (good girl, that’s it, you’re so wet for me, I’ve got you, you’re mine) and she answered every word with a broken little sound and a tighter grip and the flush climbing higher up her chest.

When I felt her getting close again I broke the rhythm, pulled out, ignored her cry of protest, and rolled onto my back, lifting her over me. “Ride me. I want to watch your face. I want to see you take it.”

She braced her hands on my chest and sank down onto me and her head fell back and I got my hands on her hips and guided her, watched her ride me upright in the city light, her breasts swaying with every roll of her hips, her hair falling around her smooth-templed face, beautiful and bare and entirely human and entirely mine.

“Look at me,” I said. “Don’t close your eyes. I want you to watch me watching you. That’s how you’ll know. No bond — just my face. Look at what you do to me.”

She looked. She rode me with her eyes locked on mine, and I let her see all of it, every bit of the want she could no longer feel through the bond, and her flush climbed higher and her rhythm went ragged as she watched it land. Outside the window the winged silhouettes crossed the dark, the strange city going on, and inside it was just us, a man and a woman who’d lost every supernatural thing between them and found this: the oldest thing, the human thing, two bodies and two stares and the truth passing between them with no magic to carry it.

I thumbed her clit and she sobbed and ground down harder and I felt her start to come, the clench of her around me, the way her thighs trembled and her breath came in those high broken catches I was learning to read like a second language.

“Claim me,” she gasped. “Say it. Even in the silence. Especially in the silence—”

“Mine,” I said, gripping her hips, driving up into her. “You’re mine. Bond or no bond. Silence or no silence. You hear me? You’re mine.”

She came with a cry that shook the bed, soaking us both again in a hot rush that slicked our joined thighs, her whole body wracked and shuddering, her pussy clamping down on me in rolling waves that milked at my cock, and the sight and the clench of her finished me. I drove up deep, as deep as I could get, and held her down on me and came, my cock pulsing hard inside her, spilling thick and hot, pumping every drop into her in long shuddering bursts while I groaned her name, my hands locked tight on the soft flare of her hips, holding her down on every pulse. She felt it happen — I watched her feel it, the heat flooding into her, her breath catching at the sensation — and she ground down to take all of it, to keep me locked deep while I emptied into her.

We stayed like that, shaking, joined, her collapsed onto my chest.

And then she started to cry again, but different this time, the relief-crying, the crying that comes out the far side of fear, and then she started to laugh through it, wet and undignified.

“I hate this,” she said into my neck.

“Hate what?”

“Human crying. My nose is running. There’s no graceful way to — I can’t even cry pretty anymore, it just — it goes everywhere—” She laughed harder, lifting her face, eyes streaming, nose a disaster, and the sight of her wrecked and laughing went straight through me like nothing supernatural ever had. “I felt that. Jake. I felt that and the bond didn’t tell me a single thing. I just — I believed you. I chose to believe you. And it held.”

I pressed my forehead to hers and didn’t say anything, because there was nothing to add to that.

“The silence isn’t absence,” she whispered. “You were right. I hate that you were right.” A shaky breath. “And it held anyway. The whole way down, it held.”



The others knew without being told, because Lyra came back to the blanket pile devastated and radiant, and you don’t need a bond to read that face.

Raven pretended not to be moved and failed, her jaw working, her eyes suspiciously bright as she yanked the blanket up. Cherry hugged Lyra too hard and held on. Morgana watched her come in and I saw the scholar’s gears turn: human intimacy. Chosen, with no feeding, no magic. And the system stirred. Kira, from the edge of the bed, said quietly, “Can the Path be made of choices?” and then immediately scowled. “I hate that sentence. It sounds like something a shrine would charge admission for.”

I lay down at the edge of the pile, between Lyra and the window, and for the first time noticed my own body.

Just a body. An ordinary heartbeat, no incubus hum behind it. An ordinary tiredness, the bone-deep human kind, no surplus energy generating itself in my chest. I lay there in the dark and let myself feel it, the fear of being plain again, ordinary, a man with no proof he belonged in any of this, and it was bigger than I’d let myself admit.

And then, faint, gray, at the edge of vision, the only system message I’d get all night flickered up:

SYSTEM TRACE Soulbound signal: not absent Soulbound signal: occluded Union integrity: persistent

I stared at it until it faded.

“Morgana,” I said into the dark.

“I saw it,” she said, instantly awake, because Morgana. “Through the edge of the bond, before it went quiet. I felt the trace.” A pause. “Not absent, Jake. Occluded.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the bonds aren’t gone.” Her voice was very steady, which is how I knew she was holding something enormous. “Something is covering them. And what is covered,” she said, “can be uncovered.”


Chapter 5: Tail Etiquette for People Without Tails

We went into the city in daylight, which Renn said was safer, and dressed as humans, which Mirror Mia said was the only way to keep us from being followed home like ducklings.

It did not keep us from being stared at.

Six humans moving through Mirror Chicago drew eyes the way a parade draws eyes. People didn’t gawk, exactly; they were too polite for that, a society that had clearly drilled human-courtesy into its citizens the way mine drilled fire drills. But heads turned. Conversations paused. A child pointed and was gently shushed by a parent who then looked at us anyway, with naked curiosity. We were exotic. We were a thing you told people about later. I saw six humans on the L today, a whole group of them, can you imagine.

“This,” Cherry said, walking down the sidewalk with her chin up and her newly disciplined chest, “is what I always WANTED and I HATE it.”

“You wanted to be stared at,” Raven said.

“I wanted to make people stare! With my AURA! On PURPOSE! This is — this is them staring at me because I’m WEIRD, not because I’m HOT, and I can’t tell the difference anymore and it’s RUINING MY LIFE.” She glared at a passing incubus who was very obviously checking out Morgana. “See! He’s looking at Morgana! And I can’t even tell if he wants her or if he wants to put her in a MUSEUM!”

“Both, probably,” Morgana said. She was studying the city as we walked — reading the architecture, the signage, the flow of foot traffic, with the intensity of a woman who intended to understand the place into submission since she could no longer intimidate it. “Note the building setbacks. Wider than home. They’re leaving room for wing-launch off the lower roofs.” She touched a limestone facade as we passed, the old sommelier gesture, and her hand came away and she frowned. “Even the stone is laid differently. They expect things to land on it.”

Raven hated that she couldn’t hide. She kept drifting toward shadows out of pure habit (a doorway, the gap between buildings, the shade under an awning) and arriving in them with nothing, just a human woman standing in some shade. “I keep going to step into them,” she muttered. “And there’s no into. They’re just dark spots. I forgot shadows were ever only dark spots.”

Kira kept reaching for routes and finding street signs. I watched her do it: the small lift of her chin, the unfocusing of her eyes, the search for the wrongness in the air, and then the flat disappointment as nothing came, and she’d read a street sign instead like it had personally insulted her by being all the navigation she had left. “NORTH CLARK,” she read off one, with contempt. “It just tells you. There’s no skill to it. A child could do it. It’s cheating.”

And me, I was the strangest one in a city full of strange, because I was the least supernatural person in a world where being supernatural was the baseline. People looked at me and saw something rare and breakable and intense, and I’d spent a year getting used to being the anchor everyone deferred to, and now I was a curiosity, and the whiplash kept catching me off guard.



The L was a masterpiece of inversion.

We took it because Mirror Mia said the private collection was on the South Side and walking would take all day, and the moment we stepped onto the platform I started laughing and couldn’t fully stop.

There were tail rails: low brass rails running along the platform edge at tail height, so you could loop your tail through one while you waited and not get jostled toward the tracks. There was a HORN CLEARANCE sign over the train doors with a little diagram of horns at the maximum safe height. The automated announcement, as the train pulled in, said: “Please fold wings fully before boarding. Mind the gap. Do not feed across the aisle — feeding screens are available in the rear car.”

“Do not feed across the aisle,” Lyra repeated, delighted despite herself. “Is that a real problem? Do people just—”

“Constantly,” Mirror Mia said. “Rush hour, somebody’s hungry, they make eye contact with a stranger and start a little maintenance feed right there over somebody’s lap, it’s a whole thing, the etiquette boards are full of it. ‘AITA for feeding on the Red Line.’ Yes. Yes, you are. There are screens for a reason.”

Cherry found a tail cradle on the train, a contoured seat with a slot and a soft cup at the base for a tail to rest in, and sat in it, and the cradle, designed to gently support a tail, supported her tailbone instead in a way she found unexpectedly perfect.

“This is COMFORTABLE,” she said, scandalized. “This is the most comfortable seat I have ever — I’m not getting up. I live here now. This is my seat. This is Cherry’s seat.”

“That’s a tail cradle,” Mirror Jake said. “You don’t have a tail.”

“And YET.” She wiggled deeper into it. “It supports me EMOTIONALLY.”

Raven, meanwhile, found a public courtesy poster and took it as a personal insult. It showed a friendly cartoon figure helping a smaller figure balance, and the caption read: NEW TO BALANCE? Tailless transit can be disorienting. Ask any rider for a steadying hand.

“It’s for people who LOST their tails,” Mirror Mia explained. “Injury, medical stuff, it happens. It’s a kindness.”

“It’s PATRONIZING,” Raven said. “It assumes I can’t stand up. I have been standing up my entire life. I stood up before I could—” The train lurched. Raven, with no tail to counterbalance, staggered into a pole and caught herself with a death grip and a snarl. “THAT DOESN’T COUNT. THE TRAIN MOVED.”

“Ask any rider for a steadying hand,” Cherry said sweetly from her cradle.

“I will end you in this metaphysical train, Cherry.”

The car itself was a parade of the thing my harem had lost. Across from us a succubus dozed against the window, her wings folded under a coat with seams down the back to let them through, one delicate horn catching the light each time the train surfaced. Two incubi stood by the doors with their tails looped casually through the rail, talking sports, their tails swaying in unconscious counterpoint the way mine used to feel Lyra’s sway when she was happy. A mother three seats down had her toddler in a special harness with a tail-hole, and the toddler’s tiny tail kept whacking the seat in delight, and the whole car was full of the easy supernatural ordinariness that my harem had worn their whole lives and now watched from outside, like exiles pressing their faces to a lit window. Lyra watched the dozing succubus’s horn catch the light and reached up, automatically, to touch her own smooth temple, and dropped her hand.

A genuinely kind older incubus across the aisle, hearing only the words and not the context, leaned over and offered Raven his arm. “Here, dear, the next stop’s a sharp one, I’ve got you—”

Raven stared at the proffered arm like it was a snake. “I am NOT—” The train hit the sharp stop. Raven, tailless, went into the pole again, caught the incubus’s arm purely on reflex, hung there for one humiliating second, and then released it like it had burned her. “—accepting help,” she finished, with what was left of her dignity, which was not much.

“Of course not,” the incubus said warmly, and patted her hand, and went back to his newspaper, which had a headline I couldn’t read and a photo of a winged politician shaking hands over what was apparently a “feeding-lane infrastructure bill.”

Mirror Jake, beside me, was watching my harem with open fascination. “I genuinely don’t understand it,” he murmured. “They have no powers. None. They’re as vulnerable as anyone in this car. And they feel — dangerous. All five of them. More dangerous than half the armed incubi I know. Why is that?”

“Because they survived being made human,” I said, watching Raven recover her composure through pure spite. “You’re dangerous here because you have power. They’re dangerous because they don’t, and they’re still not afraid of you. That’s a different thing. Nobody can strip it off them. It’s not in the magic.”

Mirror Jake thought about that the rest of the ride, and didn’t have a comeback, which I was starting to learn was the difference between us: he was quicker, and I was more sure.



We stopped for lunch at a place that called itself a “desire café,” which turned out to be exactly as advertised and intensely uncomfortable.

The menu had two sections. The main section was all desire-rich drinks and feed-safe dishes, things designed to enhance or accompany feeding, listed with little flame icons indicating intensity, a whole culture of consumption I didn’t have the biology to understand. And then, at the bottom, in a smaller box with a politely apologetic header, was the HUMAN-SAFE section: bland, simple, “gentle on delicate mortal systems,” the menu equivalent of a kids’ table.

I ordered coffee. What I got was something that tasted like espresso that had taken a seduction workshop — it was flirting with me: a warmth that built and a sweetness that lingered and a finish that made the back of my neck prickle, and I put it down after one sip and said, “What is in this.”

“Desire-infusion,” our server said cheerfully. She had lovely curling horns and a tail that swayed as she talked. “Just a base level. Takes the edge off a cold morning! Oh — oh, you’re human, I’m so sorry, that’s going to feel very strong to you, let me get you the human-safe version—” She whisked it away, mortified, and brought back plain coffee that tasted, blessedly, like nothing but coffee.

Kira got the human-safe energy bar and read the wrapper out loud with rising fury.

“‘AppetiteLite,’” she read. “‘For delicate mortal appetites. Gentle, mild, and easy to digest — perfect for the sensitive human metabolism.’” She turned the bar over. “‘Now with extra softness.’” She set it down on the table like it was evidence in a trial. “It’s calling me delicate. It’s calling me sensitive. I crossed a continent on gas station hot dogs and stolen change. I am not delicate. I want to fight this wrapper.”

“You can’t fight a wrapper, Kira.”

“I want to fight whoever WROTE the wrapper. I want to find the person who decided humans need ‘extra softness’ and I want to make them eat a Tonopah gas station burrito and then we’ll TALK about delicate.”

Cherry, denied a desire-drink on safety grounds, ordered the most aggressive thing on the human-safe menu out of spite — a “mortal indulgence sundae” that arrived the size of her head, a tower of human ice cream and human syrup and a human cherry on top — and the irony of a succubus named Cherry being served a cherry was not lost on the server, who placed it down with a small flourish and said “and a cherry, for the — oh. Oh, is that your name? That’s — that’s adorable, I’m so sorry, that’s so adorable—” and walked away charmed without Cherry doing anything at all, which made Cherry stare at the sundae like it had betrayed her by making her likeable for free.

“I keep getting LIKED,” she muttered, attacking the sundae. “On accident. With no aura. It keeps just — HAPPENING. It’s exhausting. Do you all live like this? Being liked for no reason and not knowing why?”

“That’s just being a person, Cherry,” I said.

“It’s HARROWING.” She ate a spoonful the size of a fist. “This is good though. The species got ONE thing right and it’s this. Cherries are eating cherries. It’s a perfect closed loop. I’ve achieved harmony.”

Lyra ate her human-safe soup and watched the café around us — the couples sharing desire-drinks, the small intimate exchanges of a feeding culture conducted with the ease of people pouring wine, a succubus at the next table tipping her head back as her partner’s energy flowed into her, her horns catching the café light, her wings shivering with pleasure — and her face was wistful in a way I recognized. She missed feeling. She missed the bond. And here was a whole café full of people feeling everything, openly, while she sat in her own skin alone, an empath with the empathy switched off.

I put my hand over hers on the table. She didn’t need the bond to feel that.

“At home,” she said quietly, watching the couple at the next table, “when you walk in the door at the end of a day, I feel it. Before you even speak. I feel whether it was a good day or a hard one, and I get to decide how to meet you before you’re even through the door. I’ve done it so long I forgot it was a gift.” Her thumb moved against mine. “Now I’d have to wait for you to tell me. Like everyone else. Like all of them.” She nodded at the café. “And I keep thinking — that’s how humans do it. They just ask. They look at a face and they ask. And they still find each other, every day, with no bond at all. So maybe I could learn. If I had to.” She squeezed my hand. “I’d rather not have to. But I could. That’s new. Knowing I could.”



The clothing shop was Cherry’s idea, because Cherry could not let a city full of clothes go unexplored even mid-crisis, and it produced the morning’s best comedy.

The staff was relentlessly helpful and worked from assumptions that did not apply. Every garment came with the offer of tail-hole alterations. The attendant kept holding things up to Morgana and saying things like “and we can let out the wing-seam for you, no charge,” and Morgana kept declining with increasing frost until finally she said:

“My missing tail does not require a grief consultant. I am aware of where it is not. I do not need a hole left for it.”

The attendant, deeply confused, said, “Is — is your tail recently lost? Because there are support groups—”

“My tail,” Morgana said, with the dignity of two centuries and the patience of about four seconds, “is on a completely different plane of existence, along with my magic and my self-respect, and I would like to buy this coat without discussing any of them further.”

Cherry, meanwhile, tried on a dress with decorative tail-slits — vestigial fashion, slits cut for a tail that would never go through them — and turned in the mirror, assessing.

“It’s tragic,” she announced. “The slits don’t DO anything. They’re just — holes. Cold holes. For a tail I don’t HAVE.” She turned again. The dress was, in fairness, doing remarkable things to her human-disciplined figure. “But it’s slutty enough that I respect it. I respect its commitment to the bit. We’re keeping it.”

“You can’t pay for it,” I pointed out. “We don’t have local money.”

Cherry’s face fell. Then she brightened. “I’ll charm the — oh. Right. No aura.” She deflated entirely, the most fundamental loss of all hitting fresh. “I can’t even steal it right. Being human is a SCAM. They take away your aura and don’t even refund you.”

Mirror Mia paid for the dress, muttering about expense reports, and we moved on.



The private collection was not what I expected.

I’d braced for an archive — shelves, records, the bureaucratic smell of preserved paper. Instead Mirror Mia led us down a quiet South Side street to an unmarked brownstone, knocked a specific pattern on the door, and got us in on what she made very clear was a personal favor and a real risk.

“This isn’t paperwork,” she said before we went in. “This is somebody’s life’s work, and they could get in serious trouble for showing us. So we’re quiet, we’re respectful, and nobody, Cherry, touches anything.”

“Why are you looking at ME—”

“Because I have eyes.”

Inside was a hush like a held breath. The collection wasn’t books. It was sensory records: crystal nodes on velvet stands, each one holding a captured impression you could touch and experience, memory-glass the way Kira’s stone was memory-glass, a whole gallery of preserved moments stretching back further than the public histories admitted to.

And many of them were about Constellation events.

A spare, silver-horned scholar (the collector, ancient even by demon-realm standards) walked us through it in a whisper, touching nodes to bring up impressions in the air: shimmering half-images, fragments of sensation, the residue of long-ago witnesses. Body-state correction. Missing species markers. Misplaced flesh. The phrases recurred across centuries of records, a vocabulary I was learning to hate.

Morgana drank it in. She’d produced a scrap of paper from somewhere (even powerless, the woman could not stop taking notes) and she mapped the terms as they appeared.

“Vessel,” she murmured, writing. “Correction. Pattern memory. Flesh as temporary format.” She looked up at the collector. “This phrasing. ‘Flesh as temporary format.’ It treats the body as packaging. As a container the pattern uses and discards.”

“That is the prevailing interpretation,” the collector whispered. “Among those who study these things. Mirror-state displacement, what happened to you, is believed to be the Constellation attempting to restore an original form. To put a vessel back into its true shape.”

“Restore,” I repeated.

I didn’t mean to say it out loud. The word came out flat and ugly.

“You dislike the term,” the collector observed.

“I dislike a theory,” I said, “that calls the people I love a mistake that needs fixing. That’s not restoration. You don’t restore a person by erasing what they are.”

The collector inclined his silver-horned head, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, the careful neutrality of a scholar who’d survived a long time by not having opinions where they could be overheard.

Kira couldn’t stay near the nodes. I noticed it halfway through. She kept drifting toward the door, the survivor’s instinct, except this time it wasn’t about exits. The records made her sick. Every time the collector brought up another impression of correction, of bodies losing their features in ghostly silence, Kira flinched like the word itself had a taste.

“They’re lying,” she said, low, to me, when I came to stand with her. “Not the collector. The records. I can’t explain it. I don’t have the Path anymore, I can’t read wrongness in a route, but I can still feel it in these. They’re shaped wrong. Like a road that’s been resurfaced to hide where it used to fork.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Whatever the truth was, somebody paved over it. And then built a theory on top of the pavement. And everybody’s been driving on it for so long they forgot there was ever a fork.”

“You sure?”

“No,” she admitted. “That’s the worst part. I’m not sure of anything without the Path. But I was sure for six months and it kept me alive, and the part of me that was sure is screaming, even with the Path gone. Some things you learn deeper than the magic.” She looked at the oldest node, the one the collector hadn’t shown us yet. “Don’t trust the smooth records, Jake. Trust the ones with a rough edge on them. Anything that looks too clean got sanded down by somebody who wanted it that way.”

But Lyra was the one who said the thing that stuck.

She was standing in front of a node the collector had brought up, a shimmering impression of some long-ago humanization event, a group of figures losing their features in slow ghostly silence, and she had her hand pressed to her chest again, to the empty place.

“If this is restoration,” she said quietly, “why does it feel like theft?”

Nobody had an answer for her.

Morgana, who’d been writing furiously, stopped writing. She looked at her own notes (the elegant structure she’d been building, vessel, correction, pattern memory, flesh as temporary format) and for a moment the scholar and the woman warred openly on her face.

“Because it might be both,” she said finally, and it cost her. “That’s what I’m afraid of. That it could be restoration and theft. That the universe could be putting us back to a true shape and stealing everything we became to get here, and call the stealing kindness. A theory you can argue with frightens me far less than one that’s cruel and airtight in the same breath, and this one is airtight.” She closed her notebook. “I don’t want it to be reasonable. I want it to be wrong. And I can’t make it be wrong just by wanting it. That’s not how I was built.”

The strangers in the gallery (a few other quiet visitors, succubi and incubi with the focused look of researchers) had drifted closer to us as we moved, the way everyone drifted closer to us in this city, fascinated. One of them, a tall incubus with elegant horns, caught Cherry’s eye and gave her a slow, appreciative once-over that, at home, would have ended with him eating out of her hand.

It got him nothing, because Cherry had no aura. And it got him a step closer to me, because I’d put myself between them without thinking.

“She’s with us,” I said.

He raised both hands, polite, backing off, but Cherry leaned into my side and whispered, with a wobble in her voice I didn’t like:

“I used to be able to make a whole room want me, Jake. The whole room. I’d walk in and it was just — mine. And now I can’t even make one guy back off. You had to do it.” She looked up at me, and her pink eyes were too bright. “How do you know if anyone wants you, when there’s no aura making them?”

“They want you,” I said. “I want you. I’ve been watching you in that ridiculous dress for ten minutes and I forgot we were in a crisis.”

She blinked. “You — really?”

“Really. No aura. Just you.”

She didn’t have a comeback for that, which from Cherry was practically a religious experience, and she pressed closer and went quiet, and I made a note of the silence, because I knew Cherry, and I knew this was going to need more than a sentence by the window.



We almost left without the thing that mattered.

It was the collector who stopped us. At the door, as Mirror Mia was thanking him and ushering us out, he held up one thin hand and said, “There is one more. The oldest. You should see it, since you came so far.”

He led us to a node alone on its own stand, behind glass, older than the rest. He touched it.

A voice rose in the air. Ancient, degraded, barely there, a recorded fragment from so far back that most of it had decayed into static. But three words came through, and Kira made a sound like she’d been hit, because she knew those three words. She’d carried them across a continent inside her own body.

“The vessels were never meant to be—”

And then static.

The final word was missing here too.

Exactly where it would matter. Exactly the same place. The same sentence Kira’s memory stone had given us, the same broken edge, the same wound where the truth should be, found again, an ocean of reality away, in a parallel Chicago that had no business holding the same gap.

“That’s not possible,” Kira whispered. “That’s my message. That’s the same words. The same missing piece. How is it here too?”

The collector looked at the node, and then at the six humans standing in his gallery with no horns and no tails and no answers, and for the first time his careful neutrality slipped, and what showed underneath was fear.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I have studied this fragment for ninety years. And I have never been able to find a complete copy. Anywhere. In any record.” He met my eyes. “Someone took the ending. Out of every copy that exists. In every world I can reach.”

“Why?” I said.

“Because,” the collector whispered, “the ending is the only part that ever mattered. And someone decided no one should have it.”


Chapter 6: Cherry, No Aura

We came back from the archive shaken, all of us, in our separate ways.

Morgana was electric with it, the false theory feeding her hungry mind, every term lining up into a structure she half-wanted to believe and half-feared. Kira had gone quiet and inward, carrying her plug-housed memory stone against her chest like it might disintegrate. Lyra was wrung out from the gallery, from saying the thing about theft, from a day spent watching a whole city feel what she couldn’t.

And Cherry was too much.

She was too loud on the walk back. Too funny. She narrated the city in a relentless stream, she flirted with strangers who couldn’t be charmed and laughed when it didn’t work and flirted harder, she filled every silence before it could form. She was building a wall out of words and standing behind it, and I’d watched her do it before, on the worst night of the road trip, on the morning we left for the tribunal, and I knew it meant she was holding something too heavy to set down.

She dragged us into a shop on the way back, because of course she did.

It was a “human-curiosity boutique,” a small bright store that sold human-novelty items and “mortal delicacies” at insulting prices to succubi who found human culture quaint. Tiny jars of human jam labeled like artifacts. A display of human pens. A whole wall of “authentic mortal trinkets” that were, on inspection, the kind of dollar-store junk a human would never look at twice, sold here for the price of a nice dinner because it was exotic.

Cherry was enchanted. “It’s a store about US! Look — look, Jake, they think a PEN is fancy! They have a pen in a CASE! Like it’s JEWELRY!” She floated through the displays, narrating each absurdity at full volume. A jar of human jam, displayed on velvet with a hand-lettered card reading AUTHENTIC MORTAL PRESERVE — CRAFTED WITHOUT MAGIC, priced like a bottle of good scotch. A single human paperclip, framed, labeled MORTAL FASTENING DEVICE — INGENIOUS IN ITS SIMPLICITY. A six-pack of socks that the store had somehow turned into a luxury good by adding tissue paper and a ribbon and the words COMFORT FOR THE FRAGILE FOOT.

“Sixty for SOCKS,” Raven said, reading a tag. “These are gas station socks. I have worn these exact socks. Kira’s WEARING these exact socks right now.”

“I am,” Kira confirmed, from the door, where she was keeping a sightline. “Three dollars. Reno. They’re falling apart. They are absolutely not worth sixty of anyone’s anything.”

“They’re EXOTIC here,” Cherry said, defending the store for no reason. “It’s all about CONTEXT. A sock is boring at home and FASCINATING in a dimension where everyone has tails. It’s — it’s like how I’m fascinating here for free.” She paused, that thought catching on something. Then she shook it off and picked up a ridiculous trinket — a small snow globe with a tiny generic city skyline inside — and held it up, and her chatter cut off mid-breath. “Oh. Nia said. Nia said bring something small and silly. She SAW this. Across the thin place.” She shook the globe and watched the fake snow settle. “She told me to embroider a pillow about it being comforting. I should learn to embroider.” Her tail would have swished, if she’d had one. “I want this. It’s so DUMB. I love it. And Nia saw it, so it’s IMPORTANT now, which means I HAVE to have it.”

“You can’t pay for it,” I started, and then stopped, because Cherry had already turned to the shopkeeper.

She had no aura. None at all. The thing that had made her irresistible her entire life, the magic that turned every room into her stage, was gone. So she couldn’t make the shopkeeper want to give it to her.

She just — talked to him.

She told him the snow globe reminded her of home, even though it didn’t, even though home was a pink window seat in a Chicago that wasn’t this one. She asked about his day and actually listened. She made him laugh, a real laugh, surprised out of him, by telling a true story about a vending machine that defeated her. She was warm and bright and genuinely, helplessly herself, with nothing magical underneath it, and the shopkeeper, an older incubus with kind eyes, wrapped the snow globe in tissue and pressed it into her hands and said, “On the house. You’ve made my whole week. We don’t get many of you, and never one so… bright.”

Cherry walked out of the shop holding the snow globe like it was made of glass and grief.

She didn’t say anything for a block. Which, for Cherry, was a five-alarm emergency.

“He gave it to me,” she said finally. Small. “Because he liked me. Not because of the aura. Because of — me.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“That’s worse,” she whispered. “Why is that worse? It should be better. It should be the best thing. And it’s worse.”

I didn’t answer. Some questions you have to carry a person to the place where they can answer themselves.



Back at the lounge apartment, the others read the room.

They were good at it, better than I’d realized, a team that didn’t need bond-pings to know when one of them was cracking. Lyra caught my eye and gave a small nod toward the private room with the big window, the one that overlooked the city. Morgana steered the conversation elsewhere. And Raven, gathering up the takeout containers, said loudly to nobody, “Some of us are going to go be loud and obnoxious in the other room for a while, so if anybody needs privacy—” she pointed two fingers at Cherry and then at me “—now’s the time.” Crude, but it landed. It always landed.

Cherry stood in the middle of the room holding her snow globe, and for once didn’t have a comeback.

“Cherry,” I said. “Come here.”

She came. The private room had a wide bed and a wall of glass that looked out over Mirror Chicago: the winged silhouettes, the tail-lit windows, the lakefront glowing in the distance. The city was full of strangers who would never understand us, and the window was tall and uncurtained, and I watched Cherry clock the visibility of it and a familiar spark flicker through her dimmed eyes.

“Talk to me first,” I said. “Before anything else. What happened in that shop?”

She set the snow globe down on the nightstand, very carefully, like it might break if she said the wrong thing.

“The aura made everything easy,” she said. “My whole life. Everyone always wanted me, everywhere, all the time, and I could tell myself it didn’t count. Because it was the aura, right? It wasn’t me. If a whole room wanted me and I knew it was the magic, then I never had to wonder if they’d want the real me, because I never showed them the real me, I just showed them the show.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “And if it didn’t count, then it couldn’t hurt me. Nobody could really reject me, because nobody was ever really choosing me. They were choosing the aura. I was safe.”

“And now there’s no aura.”

“And now there’s no aura.” Her voice cracked. “And that man gave me a snow globe because he liked me. And you said you wanted me by the window, no aura, just me. And it counts, Jake. Everything anyone feels about me is real now, and that means it can be real if they DON’T, and I don’t — I don’t know how to live with wanting that lands for keeps. It’s too much. It’s too big. I’ve never had to actually be wanted before. Just desired. There’s a difference and I never knew it and now I can’t unknow it.”

I crossed to her. Took her face in my hands. Made her look at me.

“Then let me tell you something true,” I said. “I have wanted you since the night you fell into my life and stared at my microwave like it owed you money. I wanted you when your aura was at full blast and I wanted you on every ordinary morning when it wasn’t doing anything special. And right now, with no aura, no tail, no horns, no magic, standing in a borrowed room in a city that isn’t ours — you are the hottest woman in this dimension or any other. And I’m going to prove it. The human way. Where it counts.”

Her breath shook. “Don’t be nice to me, I’ll cry, and human crying is DISGUSTING, Lyra told me—”

“I’m not going to be nice to you,” I said. “I’m going to ruin you. Those aren’t the same thing.”

That got her. A flicker of the real Cherry, the spark catching. “…Okay. Yeah. Okay. That one I can work with.”



She tried to perform.

It was reflex, the only vocabulary she had for being wanted. She stepped back, put a hand on her hip, and started a slow tease, the lapdance opening, the body-roll that had brought a thousand rooms to their knees. But it was hollow, and she knew it was hollow, because there was no aura amplifying it, and her face flickered between the performance and the fear underneath it.

I caught her hips and stopped her.

“No,” I said. “Not the show. I don’t want the show. I’ve seen the show. I want you. Ask me for what you want. Plainly. No performance.”

“Jake—”

“Plainly, Cherry.”

She froze. Her hands fluttered, looking for the routine, the armor, the aura, and finding none of it. And then, very quietly, in a voice I’d almost never heard from her:

“I want you to want me without me trying. I want to be — looked at, and wanted, and treated like the hottest woman in the room, and have it be true. Because I’m me. Not because magic made you.” She swallowed. “And I want to do it by the window. Where this whole world that doesn’t understand us could see. I want — I want to be SEEN.”

“Then take the dress off,” I said. “Slowly. And let me look at you. No performance. Just so I can see you.”

She reached back and unzipped the ridiculous tail-slit dress and let it fall.

And I looked at her, the full pass, the way she’d asked to be seen.

She was a fantasy made of human flesh and I let it hit me visibly so she could watch it land. Bubblegum pink hair tumbling around a face that needed no horns to be hers. Hot pink eyes, no heart-pupils now, just wide and vulnerable. Her breasts. God, her breasts, the massive heavy fullness of her even disciplined into a human shape, spilling over the top of a bra she immediately reached back and unhooked and threw across the room with a flash of the old defiance. They fell free, heavy and soft and perfect, her nipples already hard, and I felt my mouth go dry and my heart kick and I let her see all of it. Her impossibly tiny waist. The flare of her wide hips. The round bubble of her ass, no tail above it now, just smooth skin and curve. No shimmer to her skin, no candy glitter. Just a woman, naked in the window light, watching me watch her.

She held still under it longer than she ever had, and that was the tell: Cherry, who lived to be looked at, going quiet and uncertain in the look. Her arms twitched like they wanted to cover her and didn’t dare. “Is it — is it landing?” she whispered. “Without the aura? Can you even — do I still—”

“Look down,” I said, low, and let her see exactly what the sight of her had done to my body, no magic anywhere in the room to take credit for it. “That’s all you. No aura. Just you, standing there, and me not able to think straight.”

I crossed to her and got my hands on her, on those breasts, the heavy human fullness of them, more than my hands could hold, and I lifted them and weighed them and felt the soft weight spill over my fingers, dragged my thumbs across her nipples until they stiffened into hard little points, and Cherry’s breath stuttered, because this was new, being touched with nothing buzzing in the air to soften it, every sensation arriving clean and undiluted. I bent and took one nipple in my mouth, sucked it deep, swirled my tongue around the tight peak and grazed it with my teeth, and she cried out, her hands flying to the back of my head, holding me to her like she was scared I’d stop. I buried my face in the soft heat of her cleavage, mouthed across to the other breast, sucked that nipple too until it was wet and aching, and her loud helpless gasps filled the room.

“That’s — oh — that’s so much MORE without—” She broke off, gasping, as I sucked and switched to the other breast. “Without the aura it’s all just — real, it’s all just happening to my actual body, I can FEEL it—”

“Good,” I said against her skin. “Feel it. Feel me wanting these. I’ve wanted these since the first night, aura or no aura. You think I needed magic to want the most incredible tits in any dimension?” I worshipped them like they were the only thing in any world worth my mouth, the way Cherry deserved, slow and thorough, until she was writhing and clutching my head and making sounds that came from somewhere real. Then I pushed her gently back onto the bed, knelt between her thighs, and put my mouth on her, and Cherry’s hips bucked off the mattress.

“Jake — Jake —” She fisted the sheets. “I can’t — there’s no aura helping, it’s just your tongue and it’s — it’s so MUCH—”

I went at her the way she went at everything: no finesse, all appetite, my whole mouth open against her, messy and loud and greedy. She was already soaked, already swollen, the taste of her flooding sweet over my tongue, and I didn’t pace it, I just devoured, licking broad and sloppy, sucking her clit hard and then letting her go to lap the slick down her folds and back up again, the wet sounds of it as shameless as she was. I gripped one heavy breast in my free hand and rolled the nipple between my fingers while I ate her, keeping that connection to the part of her she lived in, and she rocked her hips down to ride my face, grinding herself against my mouth, chasing it with no restraint. I worked her like that until she was right at the edge, my whole chin slick, her thighs shaking around my head, her cries spilling out of her unfiltered and unashamed (that part of her had never needed the aura) and then I pulled back before she could finish, my mouth dripping with her, and she wailed in protest.

“Not yet,” I said, standing, looking down at her wrecked and flushed and desperate on the bed. “Not like that. You wanted to be seen. So get up. By the window. On your knees, facing the glass.”

Her breath came short and uneven. The window-risk, the visibility, the knowledge that this whole strange city was out there, it lit her up the way the aura used to, except this was real. This was her exhibition, her choice, nothing supernatural doing the work for her. She climbed onto the bed on her knees facing the glass, and I came up behind her, and I ran my hands up her sides to cup those heavy breasts and watched our reflection in the dark window.

“Look at you,” I said into her ear. “Everyone out there thinks humans are fascinating. Fragile. Intense. And here you are, in the window, the hottest thing this city has ever seen, and you don’t need a single drop of magic to prove it.” I rolled her nipples between my fingers and she moaned and arched back into me. “Tell me you want to be seen.”

“I want to be seen,” she gasped. “I want them to see me wanting you and you wanting me and have it be — real, all of it real—”

I bent her forward against the cold glass.

She gasped at the temperature, her breasts pressing flat to the window, her ass pushed back against me, and the visibility of it — the dark city, the lit room, anyone who happened to look up — drove a shudder through her that had nothing to do with glamour and everything to do with the realness of being exposed and chosen at once.

I took my time before I gave her what she wanted, because Cherry’s whole life had been people wanting her instantly, automatically, the magic deciding it for them, and I wanted her to feel the build of being wanted slow. I ran my hands down her sides, over the flare of her wide human hips, around to cup those heavy breasts where they pressed flat against the cold glass, and I dragged my cock against her without entering her, sliding the head up and down through her slick folds, bumping it against her swollen clit, notching it at her dripping entrance and then pulling away again, teasing, slow, until she was rocking back trying to take it, trying to impale herself, until she was begging in that loud unfiltered voice.

“Jake — please — stop TEASING, I can’t — I need—”

“Need what?” I dragged against her again, my mouth at her ear, watching her wrecked reflection in the dark glass. “Say it. Loud. Let the whole city hear what the human girl wants.”

“I need you INSIDE me, I need you to FUCK me against this window where everyone could see, I want them to SEE—”

I pushed into her from behind, slow, sinking into the tight wet clutch of her until my hips met the soft round cushion of her ass, and she cried out and pressed her palms flat to the glass, her pussy gripping me like it didn’t want to let me back out.

“Yes — oh — Jake — you’re so DEEP—”

I gripped her hips and fucked her against the window, and she was loud (Cherry was always loud, never needed an ounce of magic for that, her voice was its own force of nature) and I watched her face in the reflection, mouth open, pink hair stuck to the glass, her breasts dragging against the cold surface with every thrust, the soft heavy fullness of them flattening against the glass and spilling around the edges of her own pressed weight. I reached around and found her clit and worked it and she keened.

There was something almost unbearably hot about it without the aura. At home, Cherry’s exhibitionism came wrapped in glamour, the corruption haze that made everyone want her, so the watching was guaranteed, the desire mechanical. Here it was bare. If anyone out in that strange city looked up, they’d want her on their own, or not at all, and the not at all was a real possibility for the first time in her life, and that risk (the human risk, the genuine vulnerability of being seen without the magic to ensure the outcome) was what made her shake.

“Cold,” she gasped against the glass, “it’s cold and I can feel EVERYONE who isn’t even there, it’s so — I’ve never been this — it’s REAL—”

“It’s real,” I agreed, snapping my hips into her. “That’s the whole point. No aura. Just you, in the window, wanting to be seen, and not knowing for sure that anyone’s looking. Brave girl.”

She whined and pressed her palms flat to the cold glass, hips pushing back to meet me.

“They could see you,” I told her, driving in deep. “Anyone out there. Looking up at the human woman getting fucked against the window. And you’d let them. Because you want to be seen. Say it.”

“I want them to SEE me—” Her voice broke high. “I want them to see I’m wanted, I want them to see you want ME, the real me, no aura, just ME—”

“I want you. Every world. Every version. With magic or without it.” I sank my teeth into the curve of her shoulder, marking her, human skin bruising up red, and she came apart at the bite, at being marked, at the visible proof. “You feel that? That’s me wanting you. That’s all me. There’s no aura making me do a single thing.”

She was getting close, I could feel it in the clench of her, and I pulled her up off the glass, her back to my chest, so she could see herself in the window: both of us, her breasts in my hands, my body behind hers, the city beyond.

“Look,” I said. “Look at how wanted you are. Look at it and believe it.”

She looked. And as she looked, as she watched herself being wanted, plainly, with nothing covering it, she came, hard, her pussy clamping down around me in fluttering waves, a full-body wave that buckled her in my arms, and it wasn’t the show she’d put on for a thousand rooms. It was raw. It cracked something open. She sobbed through it, real human tears, snot and all, her whole body shaking and clenching around my cock, and clung to my forearm where it crossed her chest. I held her up and fucked her through it, drove up into the clutching heat of her until I couldn’t hold back, and I buried deep, as deep as I could get with her ass cushioned soft against me, and let go. My whole body locked around her from behind. I watched it happen in the dark glass: my own face going slack over her shoulder, her mouth falling open as she felt me flood her, the two of us reflected and joined and lit by the strange city. I spilled into her in heavy throbs, grinding up to keep myself buried, growling her name against the bite-mark on her shoulder. She felt every pulse and rolled back to take it, gasping, watching our reflection take it too.

We stayed there, shaking, her back against my chest, her reflection crying and glowing in the dark window.

“It counts,” she said, wrecked. “It counts now. You wanted me and there was no aura and it COUNTS.”

“Every bit of it,” I murmured into her hair.

“I hate it,” she whispered. “I love it. Both. It’s both. That’s the trap nobody warns you about, Jake — being human hands you all these feelings and not one single safe place to set them down—”

“You put them right here,” I said, tightening my arms around her. “You put them with me.”

She turned in my arms and buried her face in my neck, and for a long minute she just breathed, and I held her, and outside the city went on full of strangers, none of them any the wiser.

When we came out, Cherry’s hair was a disaster and her snow globe was clutched to her chest and her eyes were red. The others took one look and knew everything, because you don’t need a bond to read a face that wrecked and that radiant.

Raven, sprawled on the couch, surveyed her. “You look like you got hit by a truck made of feelings.”

“I DID,” Cherry said, with feeling. “The feelings truck. It got me. There’s no aura to hide behind so the feelings just — they HIT, Raven, they hit your actual body—”

“Yeah,” Raven said, quieter than usual. “I know.” She looked away, toward the window Cherry had just been pressed against, and added, gruff, “For what it’s worth — you were gorgeous. The whole — being-seen thing. You didn’t need the aura. You never did.” A beat. “If you tell anyone I said that, I’ll say the human one of me made me soft and then I’ll deny that too.”

Cherry’s whole face crumpled toward tears. “Raven—”

“Don’t. Don’t do the thing. I will leave.”

Cherry did the thing. She crossed the room and hugged Raven, snow globe and all, and Raven sat rigid for one second — the old reflex — and then, slowly, put one hand on Cherry’s back.

Kira, watching from the corner where she was reassembling her duffel, said, “She made the room point north for a second.”

Everyone looked at her.

“I don’t have the Path,” Kira said, not looking up. “I checked. It’s gone. But for a second, when Cherry — when whatever happened in there happened, the room had a direction. Like a compass finding something. I don’t know what it means. But it happened. I’m sure of it.” She shrugged. “Filing it under things that are true.”



Something happened in the middle of it that I didn’t understand until later.

When Cherry came — at the very peak, the realest moment — I felt a warmth bloom behind my sternum. Not the system. Not a bond-ping; the network was still dead. Just a pressure, a heat, located, deliberate, like an ember flaring in a cold hearth.

And across the city, in the other room, Lyra sat up sharply.

She told me afterward. She’d felt it too, faint, the first thing she’d felt since we landed, a whisper of warmth through the occluded place where the bond lived. “Cherry,” she’d said to the others. “That was Cherry. I felt her for a second.”

When I asked Morgana about it later, she was quiet for a long time.

“The system is responding to chosen intimacy,” she finally said. “Not feeding. There’s no feeding here. Not magic. There’s no magic. Just — choice. Want with no exit. The human kind.” She looked at the wall, toward the room where Cherry had finally fallen asleep against my chest with her snow globe clutched in one hand. “It’s the only thing that’s gotten through the occlusion at all. Not power. Not need. Choice.”



Mirror Jake knocked on the door near dawn, and his face was grim.

“We have a problem,” he said. “I just got word. Local watchers have noticed a cluster of six anomalous humans moving through Constellation sites.” He looked at me. “Six. They’ve tagged all of you. And these aren’t authorities; Renn’s people would protect you. These are the other ones. Collectors. Fetishists. Pattern cultists who believe the old stories are real and think six Constellation-touched humans are the find of a lifetime.”

“What do they want?”

“To own you,” he said simply. “To display you. To sell access to you. Or—” he hesitated “—to use you. Some of the cultists think a cluster like yours could be made to trigger another correction event. On purpose. As a — sacrament.”

In the other room, Cherry stirred and pulled the snow globe closer in her sleep.

“They know we’re here,” I said.

“They know you’re in the city,” Mirror Jake said. “They don’t know where yet. But six humans don’t stay hidden long.” He met my eyes. “We need to find what you’re looking for fast. Because they’re going to find us first if we’re slow.”


Chapter 7: Morgana with Empty Hands

The next record we needed was in a private collection, and the collectors were closing in, which meant we had to get it before they did.

It belonged to a wealthy succubus dealer who bought and sold Constellation artifacts the way humans bought wine: an investment, a status symbol, a hedge. Mirror Jake knew of her. Mirror Mia knew where she kept the collection. And the piece we wanted, Mirror Mia said, was a sensory record of a prior humanization event, except this one ran in reverse: a group of humans who’d temporarily become succubus and incubus in another world-state.

A mirror of our mirror. Evidence that whatever was happening to us had happened before, in both directions.

Morgana planned the approach.

This was the worst part for her, and the best part for the rest of us to watch. The woman who had walked into rooms and made the most powerful beings present go quiet, the sorceress who fixed problems with knowledge and a snap of her fingers, had to plan a heist. Using social reading. Using memory. Using lies and posture and timing, the toolkit of a con artist instead of a scholar.

She was appalled by every minute of it.

“In a properly ordered reality,” she said, studying the floor plan Mirror Mia had sketched, “I would simply ward the door, dampen the alarms, and walk in. The entire operation would take ninety seconds and require nothing but competence.” She tapped the sketch. “Instead I must — bluff. Lie. Manipulate a receptionist. It is beneath me, and I am furious that I am good at it.”

“You haven’t done it yet,” Raven pointed out.

“I will be good at it,” Morgana said. “I have read three thousand years of human and demon political memoir. I have watched courts rise and fall on a misplaced word. I simply resent that the skill is now load-bearing.”

The plan was this: Mirror Mia would create a distraction at the front, drawing the dealer and her aide. Mirror Jake would provide cover and local credibility. And Morgana, in a borrowed human coat that made her look — her word — “like a tax assessor,” would talk her way past the aide and into the collection room, where she’d copy or steal the record.

The rest of us were backup and lookouts. Cherry’s job was to stay outside and not charm anyone, which she found deeply insulting given that she couldn’t charm anyone anyway.



It went sideways, then it went right, in the most Morgana way possible.

Mirror Mia was delighted by the whole operation in a way that made me trust her more and worry more, both at once. “I have ALWAYS wanted to do a heist,” she said, on the walk over, bouncing slightly. “My brother won’t do heists. He’s all — legitimate channels, Mia, I have a reputation, Mia. You’d think being an incubus would make him fun. It does not. He’s the most boring powerful person I know.” She shot Mirror Jake a look. “Present company a little bit excepted, human one, you rolled into my city through a dimensional misfire with five girlfriends, you at least have flair.”

“I would prefer,” Mirror Jake said, “if we did not call this a heist.”

“It’s a heist.”

“It’s a recovery.”

“You steal a thing from a person who has it. That’s a heist. Recovery is what you call it on the forms after.”

Cherry, banned from charming anyone and stationed outside as a lookout, took the assignment as a personal tragedy. “I’m a LOOKOUT,” she said, the way another person might say I’m dying. “I’m the one who stands outside and looks. That’s the whole job. Looking. At the OUTSIDE.” She slumped against a wall. “At home I’d be the distraction. I’d walk in there and the dealer would forget her own NAME and hand us the whole collection and ask if we wanted a bag. And now I’m — looking. At a door.”

“You’re a very good looker,” Lyra offered.

“That’s the saddest sentence anyone’s ever said to me and I’ve been told I have the brain of a ‘beautiful trout.’”

“Who said that?”

“Raven. Last Tuesday. I’ve decided to take it as a compliment because trout are very pretty and I assume excellent at swimming, which is a metaphor for life.”

“That’s not what I meant by it,” Raven said.

“I KNOW. I CHOSE peace.”

The only sign of how much Morgana hated needing to do this without magic was a single muscle ticking in her jaw as she went over the floor plan one final time, lips moving, committing the angles to memory the slow human way instead of simply knowing them. “If anyone tells the others at home that I ran a con,” she murmured, “I will simply decline to acknowledge the accusation. Dignity is a posture I have held longer than most of the kingdoms in my notes have existed. It does not require the truth to defend it, only an unbroken expression.”

Her distraction — Mirror Mia’s part — worked. Mia walked into the front gallery and started a loud, confident argument about provenance and pricing that pulled the dealer away within minutes, a performance Raven watched through the window and grudgingly admired. “She’s good. I hate that she’s good. She’s got your sister’s whole — thing. The thing where you can’t tell if she’s serious.”

Morgana made it past the aide on pure posture. I watched it happen, from across the street through the window. I saw her draw herself up in the tax-assessor coat, saw her say something crisp and cold that made the aide straighten and nod and step aside, the ghost of an age’s worth of authority operating with no magic at all behind it. She’d told us afterward what she said. It didn’t matter what she said. It mattered how she said it: like a woman who had never once in her long life been questioned, and who would regard being questioned now as the aide’s personal failure.

It worked. The aide let her into the collection room.

And then she hit the inner door, and the inner door had a lock.

Not a magical lock. Not a ward she could have dismantled in her sleep if she’d had her magic. An ordinary, mechanical, human-style tumbler lock, the kind a locksmith installs for a few coins, the kind that had kept honest people honest for a thousand years across a thousand worlds.

And Morgana, two-century sorceress, Lore Class powerhouse, keeper of rituals that could transform a man’s biology, could not open it.

I was in the doorway by then; we’d moved up when Mirror Mia’s distraction peaked. I watched her crouch over the lock with a hairpin she’d improvised, jaw set, and try, and fail, and try again, and I watched her face cycle through every shade of a lifetime’s worth of competence meeting a four-coin tumbler and losing.

“This,” she hissed, “is humiliating. I have warded the gates of the Crimson Court. I have crafted barriers that held against siege magic. And I am being defeated by a piece of bent metal a child could—”

“Move,” Kira said.

She’d come up behind me, silent, even without Shadow Class, just highway-quiet, and she crouched at the lock, and she had a pin of her own out, one she’d apparently never stopped carrying, and she did not say anything else.

Four seconds. Maybe five. The lock clicked open.

Morgana stared at her.

“I picked real locks,” Kira said, not looking up, “in real gas station bathrooms, when the door wouldn’t lock from the inside and I needed to sleep without someone walking in. You learn. No magic to it. You just learn or you don’t sleep.” She pushed the door open. “Turns out the boring stuff still works when the rest of you quits.”

Morgana’s face — all that ancient pride, the offended dignity, the humiliation of the hairpin — went through something complicated and landed somewhere I’d never seen it land before. Respect. Real respect, scholar to survivor.

“Teach me that,” she said. “When we are home. Whatever else happens. Teach me how to do that.”

“One lesson per week,” Kira said. “In exchange for wine.”

“Done.”



Morgana got the record. A sensory node, palm-sized, and she didn’t have time to experience it there so she did the next best thing. She pressed it to a copying crystal Mirror Mia had brought, transferred the impression, and we were out the back before the dealer finished arguing about provenance.

We didn’t experience the record until we were safe.

And when we did — when Morgana touched the copy and let the impression rise into the air — it showed exactly what Mirror Mia had promised. A group of humans, somewhere, somewhen, becoming. Horns rising from smooth foreheads. Tails unfurling. Wings spreading from backs that had never had them. The reverse of what had happened to us. Humans, corrected — the theory’s word — into succubi and incubi to fit a world that ran on feeding.

Morgana watched it three times. And with each viewing, the false theory built itself higher in her eyes, because the data fit.

“It changes the vessel to match the world,” she said, quietly, to the room. “Here, succubi became human, because this world has humans and a Constellation event needed us to be — survivable here. There, in that other state, humans became succubi, because that world needed them to feed.” She set the copy down with hands that weren’t quite steady. “The Constellation isn’t moving things. It’s fitting them. Reshaping the vessel to the destination. And if ‘the Remembering’ is the pattern coming back to consciousness, then ‘remembering’ might mean — selecting. Choosing the correct final form. For all of us.” She looked at me. “It fits, Jake. Every piece. I hate that it fits.”

“It doesn’t fit,” I said.

“It fits.”

“It accounts for the mechanism,” I said. “It doesn’t account for the truth. A theory that calls the women I love incorrect versions of themselves — that says Lyra is a mistake the universe is trying to fix, that says Cherry’s body is the wrong format — that theory can fit every piece of data in the world and still be wrong, because it’s missing the one thing that actually matters.”

“Which is?”

“That they chose this. That they chose me. You don’t get to correct a thing somebody chose on purpose.” I held her gaze. “Your theory has no love in it, Morgana. And anything about these women that has no love in it is missing data.”

It wasn’t a cruel argument, whatever it looked like from outside. We weren’t fighting. It was two people who loved the same five women, terrified in different directions: Morgana toward structure, because structure was what had carried her safely across every century she’d lived, and me toward defiance, because defiance was all I had left. Fear wearing different clothes.

She heard me. I saw her hear me. And I saw it not be enough, because the data was so loud, and the structure was so seductive, and being right had kept Morgana alive longer than I’d been a species.

The others drifted away to give us the room. They were good at that now.



I found her alone an hour later, in the small study off the lounge apartment, with the copied record and a borrowed pen and a sheet of paper covered in her cramped, furious handwriting. She wasn’t taking notes anymore. She was arguing with the data, line by line, and losing.

“It’s a good theory,” she said, without looking up. “That’s the horror of it. It’s elegant. It explains the humanization, the prior events, the missing-flesh phrasing, the whole shape of the thing. And for as long as I have been thinking at all, the elegant theory has almost always been the true one. That’s how I survived. I found the elegant explanation and I trusted it and it kept me alive.” She set the pen down. “And now the elegant theory says the people I love are formatting errors, and I can’t make myself stop believing it, because believing it has never failed me before. So either I trust the data and betray them, or I trust them and betray two hundred years of how I think. I don’t know how to do either.”

“Morgana.”

“I’m useless here,” she said, and her voice finally cracked. “Do you understand that? Without magic, without my power, I am a woman who knows a great deal and can do nothing. I couldn’t open a lock. Kira opened it. Kira, who’s barely been here a week, opened the lock I couldn’t open, with a skill she learned in a gas station bathroom. And I sat there and watched and realized that my whole long life I thought I mattered because I was powerful. And now I’m not powerful and I don’t know if I matter.”

I crossed the room and took the pen out of her hand and set it down.

“Stand up,” I said.

“Jake—”

“Stand up.”

She stood, because Morgana respected a clear instruction even when she pretended not to, and I backed her against the desk and put my hands on her waist (her lush human waist, soft and warm under the borrowed sweater) and looked at her until the scholar receded and the woman underneath looked back.

“You think you matter because you’re powerful,” I said. “You’re wrong. You matter because you’re you. The way you read a room. The way you mother the others without ever admitting it. The way you tried to teach Cherry the washing machine when nobody else could. The way you take notes during the apocalypse because organizing the world is how you love it. None of that is magic, Morgana. You’d be exactly as essential to me with your hands empty as you are with them full.”

“You don’t know that—”

“I do know that,” I said. “Because right now your hands are empty, and I want you so badly I can’t think straight.”



She tried to retreat into competence one more time.

“We should be reviewing the record,” she said, even as her breath went shallow. “The collectors are close, and I should be cross-referencing the—”

“No.”

“Jake, there are at least four lines of inquiry that—”

“Morgana.” I pulled the borrowed sweater over her head. “You’re hiding in the work. I can see you doing it. Stop.”

And there she was — even human, even powerless, an imposing, lush figure, the voluptuous body that had screamed experienced woman on the first day she fell into my life. Her massive natural breasts, heavy and full and soft, spilling over the top of a bra she reached up and unhooked herself with a small defiant motion. The slim waist that made the bust and hips look even more outrageous. The generous curve of her hips, the long legs. No gilded sigils on her ribs now, no wings at her back. Just Morgana, more woman than any one body should hold, and her amber eyes — no glasses, she’d taken them off without my noticing, the surrender signal even with nothing left to surrender — watching me look at her.

“Come here,” she said — and even stripped of everything, even with empty hands, the command landed, low and certain, the one register the apocalypse hadn’t been able to take from her. She crooked two fingers. “Let me look at what I’ve still got to work with. Closer.”

“You’re giving orders again,” I said, crossing to her anyway, because the part of me that obeyed that voice had never needed magic either.

“It’s the one thing I’m still good at.” Her mouth curved. “Sit on the edge of the desk? No. I’ll sit.” She moved past me and settled back against it, and the careful, frightened academic thinned out of her face, replaced by something older and surer. “And you’ll let me do the thing only I do.”

A flicker of the old confidence returned to her face — because this, this, she knew, powers or no powers. She reached for me, and she pulled me close and freed my cock — already hard, already aching — and pressed those heavy breasts together around it, swallowing my shaft in the deep soft valley of her cleavage, and the sensation of it — warm, pillowy, enveloping, her plush human flesh closing over me until only the head showed at the top — made me groan and my hips jerk forward into the velvet grip of her tits.

“There,” she purred, and the commanding voice came back even as everything else had been stripped away, because this was hers and always had been. “That’s it. Let me take care of you. No magic required for this.” She moved, working me between her breasts with the practiced confidence of a woman who’d never once doubted her own hands, her amber eyes locked on mine, her tongue flicking the head each time it pushed up through the soft press of her tits. “Good boy. Look at you. You don’t need me powerful. You just need me here.”

“That’s right,” I managed, my hands fisting in her chestnut hair. “Right here. Just like this.”

She built it slow, the way only Morgana could, pressing her breasts tighter around me, dragging them up and down, her thumbs working her own nipples to keep herself wet and pliant, never once breaking eye contact. Even human, even cold and powerless and frightened, this was the thing she was sovereign over, and I watched the fear leave her face beat by beat as she remembered it. There was spit slicking the path now, her own and mine, the wet slide of it, and every time the head of my cock pushed up out of her cleavage she dipped her chin and caught it with her tongue, a flick, a swirl, a soft suck, and then let me sink back into the soft heat of her.

“You missed these,” she murmured, and there was nothing uncertain in it now, the mommy-warmth and the command braided together. “I can tell. You’ve been so good, so patient, carrying all of us through this. Let me give you something. Let me take care of my good boy.” She squeezed her breasts tighter and quickened the pace, watching my face for every reaction, reading me the human way since she had no other. “There it is. There’s that look. You’re close. You can come like this if you want. I’d let you. I’d love it.” A pause, a slow lick. “Or you can have the rest of me. Your choice. It’s always your choice with me, you know that.”

“The rest of you,” I growled, gripping her hair tighter, my hips losing rhythm against the soft drag of her breasts. “But not yet. Don’t stop yet.”

She didn’t stop. She read the order in my grip and obeyed it, holding me right at the brink with that low, devastating voice and the slow, merciless rhythm of her mouth, backing off whenever my breath started to tear, returning the instant I steadied, two centuries of knowing exactly how long to keep a man strung between almost and not yet. The cold powerless alley, the lock she couldn’t pick, the theory she half-believed: all of it had fallen away. What was left was only this: her hands, her mouth, her certainty, and the look on her face that had stopped being frightened entirely.

“You like watching me take care of you,” she purred, her amber eyes tracking the tells my body gave up to her now that the bond couldn’t. “Even like this. Empty hands and all. I don’t need a single working to do this, do I. I just need my good boy to hold still and let me.” She quickened, and I was so close my whole body was tight, and that was exactly when she eased off, deliberate, leaving me hanging, because Morgana never gave a man the finish until she’d decided he’d earned it.

I gripped her hair and stopped her instead, took control of the timing out of her hands the way she secretly wanted me to.

“Up,” I said. “On the desk. I’m not finishing like this.”

She slid back onto the desk and I shoved papers aside (her furious notes, the copied record, all of it) and got between her thighs and spread them wide, and she was soaked, glistening, her arousal slick and human and pure, dripping for me with nothing supernatural behind a single drop of it. I dragged the head of my cock through her wet folds and notched it against her and pushed in, sinking deep into the tight clenching heat of her in one long slow stroke, and she threw her head back and moaned, her heavy breasts heaving with it, her pussy gripping me as I bottomed out against her.

She tried to take charge — of course she did, she rolled her hips to set the pace, the powerhouse choosing the rhythm — and I let her for exactly thirty seconds, let her ride me with her hands braced behind her and her breasts swaying, commanding even now. And then she said something — started to turn it back to strategy, mid-thrust, “once we’ve finished here we should—” — reaching for the work even with me inside her, and I took over.

I pinned her wrists to the desk and changed the pace to mine, hard and deep, and the words died in her throat.

“No,” I said. “No retreating. You don’t get to hide in being useful. Right now you’re not the strategist. You’re not the powerhouse. You’re just a woman getting fucked on a desk in a borrowed world, and you’re mine. Stop running the world for one minute and let me have you.”

“Jake—”

“Let go. Let me hold all of it for you.”

“Hold it, then—” Her composure broke completely, every careful year of it falling away, just a woman gasping under me. “Take it, take all of it, I’m yours, I — oh — I don’t know what we are, Jake, I don’t know what any of this means—”

“I don’t know either.” I drove into her, holding her wrists, watching her come apart. “And not knowing doesn’t make us less real. You hear me? We don’t have to understand it for it to be true.”

She came at that — at for it to be true — clenching hard around me, her pussy spasming along my length in deep rolling pulses, her whole lush body arching off the desk, her breasts thrust up and shaking with each wave. The grip of her dragged me over the edge with her. I drove in to the hilt and stayed there, pressed flush, and came with a low groan torn out of my chest — emptying into her in deep, slow surges that I felt all the way up my spine, her wrists still trapped under my hands so she couldn’t take a single thing back, every roll of her clenching heat coaxing more out of me. The strategist was gone. There was just a woman pinned and full and finally, completely held.

We stayed there, both shaking, her breasts heaving, my forehead against hers.

“I still believe the theory,” she whispered. “Part of me. I can’t help it. It’s too elegant.”

“I know.”

“But I believe this more.” She freed a hand and pressed it to my chest. “Whatever we are. I believe this more than the elegant thing. And I have never, in two hundred years, believed anything more than the elegant thing.” She almost laughed. “You’ve ruined my epistemology, Jake Morrison.”

“I’ll take it.”

“You don’t even know what an epistemology is.”

“I absolutely don’t. I’m choosing to be flattered anyway. It sounded expensive.” I pressed a kiss to her temple, where her horns weren’t, where they’d come back someday. “Empty hands and all,” I said against her skin, and felt her breathe out, because she knew exactly what I meant and didn’t need it spelled out twice.

She was quiet for a moment, her cheek against my chest, an ancient woman who’d measured her worth in capability lying in the arms of a man who insisted she’d misjudged the whole accounting. “I’m extremely set in my ways,” she said finally. “One afterglow will not undo two hundred years of mismeasurement.”

“Then I’ll keep saying it until you do,” I said. “For as long as it takes. I’ve got the time. You’ll see to that.”

“…That was almost smooth.” She lifted her head, the scholar’s poise reassembling around the softness. “Don’t let it go to your head. We have a record to review and a city full of collectors who want to put us in a glass case. Romance later. Survival now.” But she didn’t get up right away, and her hand stayed on my chest, and that was the truth under the briskness.



In the afterglow, with the room still warm and the copied record knocked half off the desk where I’d shoved it, something happened to the node.

A line of text bled across its surface. Light, faint, written in the air above it — a line that had not been there when Morgana copied it. The record changed, the way the archive fragment had matched Kira’s stone, the way impossible things kept matching across impossible distances.

Two words.

Not original.

Kira had wandered in to check on us (she did that, the survivor’s perimeter sweep) and she saw the words bleed up out of the copied record, and she went gray.

“That wasn’t there,” she said. “I watched Morgana copy it. That word — original — that’s the mirror theory’s whole word. They keep saying this is restoring an original form. And the record’s saying—” She pressed a hand to her stomach like she might be sick. “It’s saying not. Not original. The record is arguing with the theory it’s supposed to prove.”

Morgana sat up, sheet pulled around her, scholar fully reawakened.

“Records don’t change,” she said slowly. “That’s the bedrock of the discipline. A sensory node is fixed at the moment of capture. It cannot spontaneously generate new text.” She looked at the bleeding words. “Unless something is reaching through it. The way Cherry’s flicker reached through the bond occlusion. The way the system trace got through.” Her amber eyes came up to mine, and for the first time since we’d landed, the elegant theory had a crack in it. “Something is contradicting the local explanation. From outside the local explanation. And I don’t know what.”

Kira stared at the two glowing words until they faded.

“The route we’re following,” she said quietly, “is starting to pretend it’s always existed. That’s what this feels like. Fresh asphalt poured over fresh asphalt and dressed up to look a thousand years old. And I don’t have my Path anymore, so I can’t prove it. But I learned to feel that kind of wrong in my feet long before I had any magic to explain it.” She looked at me. “And I’m feeling it now, Jake.”


Chapter 8: The Empty Chair at the Tribunal

[Home reality. The apartment.]

The transfer should have taken two seconds.

It had been hours.

Mia knew the exact number because she’d been watching the clock on the microwave since the gold light went out, and the clock on the microwave did not care about her brother, it just counted, indifferent, the way clocks do. Four hours and twenty minutes since six people stepped onto a mark in a basement and did not arrive where they were going.

She was cleaning the apartment.

Not because it needed cleaning (it always needed cleaning, ten people and a dog in two bedrooms guaranteed entropy) but because cleaning was something her hands could do while the rest of her screamed. She scrubbed the counter where Jake had folded the same shirt four times. She washed dishes nobody would eat off of. She was working her way toward his bedroom with a basket of laundry, and she was holding it together by the specific human method of refusing to think.

In the living room, the supernatural professionals discussed her brother’s disappearance in a language designed to make her insane.

“The route did not collapse,” Nia was saying. She sat cross-legged on the transfer mark, or rather, she sat cross-legged next to the transfer mark, because the transfer mark was occupied by a dog. “It folded. There is a difference. A collapse leaves debris. A fold leaves a… seam. I can feel the seam. I have been feeling it for four hours.”

“And does the seam have my brother on the other side of it?” Mia called from the kitchen.

“I cannot read bodies through it,” Nia said. “I can read the seam. The seam is real. The seam is… sideways.”

“SIDEWAYS.” Mia set the laundry basket down hard. “He went SIDEWAYS. You keep saying that. Sideways isn’t a place. Sideways is a direction. Why does everyone in this room give me directions when I ask where my brother is?”

“Because direction is what we have,” Lane said.

Lane was standing by the window with his Stability Division scanner, and Lane had said exactly nothing comforting in four hours, because Lane was incapable of it. He was fascinated. That was the unbearable thing. Jake was gone, possibly dead, and Lane was fascinated, taking readings off the seam with the bright absorbed focus of a man watching a phenomenon he’d waited his whole career to see.

“The Constellation has not disappeared,” he said. “This matters, and I find it reassuring, and I think you might too. If it had disappeared, that would indicate destruction. It has not disappeared. It has gone sideways. Laterally. Into an adjacent—”

“If you say adjacent I’m going to throw the scanner out the window,” Mia said.

Lane looked at his scanner. Looked at the window. Calculated, visibly, whether she meant it.

“The reading is consistent with a variant-state displacement,” he said, choosing different words with the care of a man defusing a bomb he didn’t understand. “Which is — survivable. Theoretically. I have never observed one resolve. But the theory says survivable.”

“The theory,” Mia repeated. “Has anyone ever survived one?”

A pause.

“There is insufficient data,” Lane admitted.

“So no.”

“There is insufficient data.”

“That’s a no with extra steps, Lane—”

“It is not a no. A no would require negative data. We have no data. No data is not the same as negative data. Negative data is informative. No data is — an absence. You are treating an absence as a negative, which is statistically—”

“Lane.” Mia’s voice had gone dangerously flat. “If you say one more sentence with the word ‘data’ in it, I am going to take that scanner, and I am going to teach you a new variant-state displacement, and there will be insufficient data on whether you survive.”

Lane considered this. “That would generate a great deal of data, actually—”

“GO STAND BY THE OTHER WINDOW.”

He went and stood by the other window, where he continued taking readings, but quietly, with the specific wounded dignity of a man who believed he had been helping.

“Mia.” Priya’s voice, gentle, from the kitchen table, where she’d built something that was making everything worse. “Come look at this. I think it will help.”

It did not help.

Priya had made a chart. A color-coded chart, on the back of one of Voss’s forms, titled SURVIVAL PROBABILITY: J. MORRISON & PARTY, PRELIMINARY MODEL. It had axes. It had a confidence interval. It had a small, terrible curve.

“The math is sound,” Priya said, with the earnest pride of a Lore Class who believed that accurate information was always kindness. “Given the variant-state hypothesis and the documented persistence of bond occlusion versus destruction, I calculate a survival probability of—”

“Don’t,” Mia said. “Do not tell me a number.”

“—but you see, the number is actually fairly encouraging, relatively speaking, which is why I—”

“Priya. If you tell me a percentage chance my brother is alive, I will know that means there’s a percentage chance he’s dead, and I will not be able to un-know it, and I will think about that number every day for the rest of my life. So please.” Her voice broke. “Please don’t make my brother into a number.”

Priya stopped.

She looked at the chart she’d made, at the sound math, the careful curve, the colors, and behind her spectacles her face slowly fell, a Lore Class realizing that information and comfort were not, in this case, the same thing.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly, and she turned the chart face-down. “I forget. Sometimes. That a true thing can still be a cruel thing. I’ll stop.”

She got up and made hot chocolate instead, because it was the only other thing she knew how to do, and she made Mia hold the warm mug with both hands the way Sera had taught her, and that, the warm mug, the not-talking, helped more than the chart ever could have.



Sera was on the floor with Kevin.

Kevin had not moved from the transfer mark in four hours. He lay directly on the spot where Jake had vanished, his red sweater rumpled, his head on his paws, and he had not eaten. Sera had brought him his bowl. He’d looked at it and looked away. She’d brought him a piece of chicken, the thing he’d sell his soul for, and he’d put his nose against it and then put his head back down.

When Aldric had tried to move him, gently, just to get him off the cold floor, Kevin had growled. A low, sustained, heartbroken sound, the same note he’d made when Jake first stepped onto the mark, and Aldric had backed off and not tried again.

So Sera sat on the floor beside him. She didn’t try to move him. She didn’t try to feed him. She put one hand on his back, between his shoulder blades, and she sat, because she understood, in a way the others didn’t, what it was to wait for someone the world had decided was gone.

“I know,” she told him, very quietly, in the measured voice she’d built out of three years of captivity and one of recovery. “I know. They told me my sister was dead. For three years. I lay on a gray floor and I waited and everyone said there was no one to wait for.” She stroked his back. “And then there she was. So we wait. You and I. We’re good at waiting. It’s the only thing being held in a terrible place ever taught us.” Kevin’s tail moved once, a slow thump against the floor. “Yes. We wait.”

She brought him water and set it where his head was, so he wouldn’t have to leave the spot to drink. She brought a blanket and draped it over the cold floor under him, working it beneath him an inch at a time so he wouldn’t have to move. She did the small things you do for someone keeping a vigil you understand: not trying to end the vigil, just trying to make it survivable, the way no one had made hers survivable when she’d kept it on a gray floor for three years. Kevin let her. He understood, in whatever way Kevin understood things, that she wasn’t trying to take him off the spot. She was just sitting the watch with him.

It was the steadiest thing in the apartment, the woman who’d been broken and the dog who refused to give up, sitting together on the spot where the people they loved had disappeared.

Mia watched them from across the room, the dog and the princess, both of them experts in waiting for the impossible, and something in her chest cracked, the way it kept cracking all day, in waves.

“How are you so calm,” she said to Sera. It came out raw, almost accusing. “He’s your — he’s everything to you, isn’t he? To all of you? And you’re sitting on the floor petting the dog like it’s a Tuesday.”

Sera looked up. Her seal pulsed soft violet at her shoulder. “Because I have already survived the worst version of this,” she said simply. “You learn, in a place like the one I was in, that you can keep believing the unsurvivable thing and keep your heart beating anyway. The two are not enemies. I lived inside that contradiction for a very long time.” She stroked Kevin’s back, and only now did Mia notice the white-knuckled set of her other hand, fisted hard in the fabric of her own skirt, hidden against her thigh. “You think I am calm. Look closer. Inside, I am screaming. I have simply had practice screaming and waiting at the same time. It is the only skill that place gave me worth keeping.”

Mia stared at her. Then she came across the room and sat down on the floor on Kevin’s other side, three of them now, the dog between two women who loved her brother, all of them keeping vigil on the spot where the gold light had gone out, and she put her hand on Kevin’s back next to Sera’s, and she didn’t say anything else, because there wasn’t anything else, and Sera let her share the screaming-and-waiting, which was its own kind of mercy.



The brownstone repair crew called in the middle of everything.

Mia answered because her hands needed a task, and it was the foreman, and there was a problem with the ward-compatible stone, something only Morgana could answer, a question about which sigil-grade mortar to use in the third-floor ritual space, and there was no Morgana to ask, because Morgana had gone sideways.

“Can you ask the lady?” the foreman said. “The one who does the — special requirements?”

“She’s not available,” Mia said.

“When will she be back?”

Mia stood in the middle of the apartment, holding the phone, and could not answer the question, because nobody could answer the question, and that was the whole nightmare condensed into one foreman’s reasonable request.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

She hung up before her voice could do the thing it was about to do.

Mrs. Peterson came by twice. The first time with cookies — the Saturday batch, the good ones, then upgraded an hour later to the pecan emergency batch, her cookie threat-level rising with the household’s distress the way it always did. Nobody could eat them. They sat on the counter, plate after plate, an accumulating monument to a neighbor’s helplessness.

Priya, who had been raised in a world without Mrs. Peterson and had spent a year being baffled and charmed by her in equal measure, examined the plates with scholarly intensity. “She brings food when there is grief,” she said, “even though no one can eat during grief, which means the food is not for eating, it is a signal, a deployment of caloric resources as an expression of solidarity, and I find it genuinely beautiful and also completely irrational and I have been trying to understand it for a year.” She picked up a cookie, considered it, put it down. “On my world we would simply share the emotional load directly. Here you bake. I have come to prefer the baking. There is something to holding the warm object.”

The second time Mrs. Peterson came, she didn’t bring cookies. She just stood in the doorway, took in the scene (the dog on the floor, the girl with the laundry basket, the strange professionals with their instruments) and said, “It’s not a commune. It’s a family. I can tell the difference. I taught for forty years.” And then she said, “Your young man is coming back. I don’t know how I know. I knew when my Harold’s heart stopped before the phone rang, and I know this. He’s coming back.” And she left.

Mia stood holding the laundry basket and finally, finally let herself sit down on the floor of her brother’s room and pull out one of his shirts and fold it, and the folding was what did it. The familiar motion. His shirt, his smell, the ordinary domestic act of folding a shirt for a brother who might not come back to wear it. She folded it once and pressed it to her face and broke completely, silently, the way she’d been refusing to all day, and nobody saw, and that was how she wanted it.



Aldric was the unexpectedly steady one, which unsettled everybody.

He’d lost people to dimensional events. He didn’t say so, not in those words, but it was in how he moved through the crisis: calm, efficient, making coffee, keeping Voss supplied with whatever he needed, occupying the space of a man who had survived this particular kind of waiting before and knew the only way through was to keep your hands busy and your fear filed somewhere it couldn’t run the show.

He received the demon-realm messages.

They came through the inter-realm channel he maintained, short bursts of text from across the dimensional gap, and he read them privately and did not read all of them aloud.

The first was from Velvet. Aldric translated it carefully, his face neutral: “Velvet reports unusual heat. Appetite changes. Mood swings she describes as ‘undignified.’” He paused. “She refuses to call it proof of anything. She is, I believe, the single most stubborn being I have ever served, and I served a war council.”

“Is she—” Mia started.

“She refuses to confirm,” Aldric said. “Repeatedly. With increasing venom.”

The second was from Zara, and Aldric read about half of it before his face did something and he stopped.

“Zara sends — a competitive message,” he said diplomatically. “Regarding monitoring changes in her body. She is, ah. She is framing it as a contest. With Velvet. As to whose — outcome, should there be an outcome, which is not confirmed — would be the more impressive.”

“Read the whole thing,” Mia said.

“I will not,” Aldric said. “It is vulgar, it is aggressive, and there is a section comparing the theoretical strength of a theoretical infant’s kick to the structural integrity of a load-bearing court official, and I do not believe it is appropriate for this room, this moment, or possibly any room or moment.” He folded the message away. “No pregnancy is confirmed. By either of them. They both refuse to confirm. They are extremely consistent on that point, which is the only thing they agree on.”

“Read me ONE line,” Mia said. “Just one. I need — I need something that isn’t this. Give me one Zara line.”

Aldric considered her for a long moment, weighed the cruelty of the day against the cruelty of the message, and chose the message. “Against my better judgment,” he said, and unfolded it, and read, in the flattest possible diplomatic monotone: “‘Tell the human that if his seed took, mine will be the firstborn, and it will be loud, and it will be insufferable, and it will be correct, the way I am correct, and Velvet’s will be second and will know it.’” He folded it back up. “There. That is the printable portion. It goes on. It gets anatomical. I will not.”

And Mia, who had been holding herself together with cleaning and dread for four hours, laughed. A real one, startled out of her, ugly and helpless and exactly what she needed. “She’s deranged,” she said, wiping her eyes, the laugh tipping toward tears and back again. “My brother is — across a dimensional rift — possibly — with a deranged woman who’s already trash-talking an unborn baby’s sibling—” She pressed her hands to her face. “I love it. I hate it. It’s the first thing today that felt like the world was still the stupid normal world. Thank you, Aldric.”

“Do not thank me,” Aldric said gravely. “I have now read that sentence aloud. It is in the room. It cannot be unsaid. We all live with it now.”

It was a thin thread of something other than dread, and the room grabbed at it the way you grab at anything in a flood, and then let it go, because nothing was confirmed and Jake was still gone.

“If he’s a father,” Mia said, latching onto the absurdity because the absurdity was easier than the fear, “if my brother is somehow becoming a father across a dimensional boundary to two women who are having a contest about it, and he’s not even here to know, and I find out before he does—” She put her face in her hands. “I’m going to kill him. The second he’s back. I’m going to hug him and then I’m going to kill him.”

“Those are difficult to do in sequence,” Priya observed.

“I’ll find a way.”

“I believe you,” Aldric said, and there was real warmth in it, the steadiness of a man who’d lost people and learned that the ones who threatened murder out of love were the ones who held a household together. “For what it is worth — and I have served beings far older and more powerful than your brother — I have rarely seen anyone fight harder to get back to the people who threaten to kill him. He will return, if returning is possible. I have staked my own life on that assessment by being in this room.”

It didn’t fix anything. But it helped, the way Aldric helped, by being calm in a way that made his calm feel earned rather than naive.



Voss burned every delay he had.

He’d been doing it for hours, on his phone, on his forms, in three different bureaucratic registers: postponements, procedural objections, requests for clarification, every legitimate mechanism a four-hundred-year practitioner could deploy to keep a door from closing. He looked, for the first time in anyone’s memory, strained, his too-perfect face holding an expression that didn’t quite resolve.

“The transfer occurred during the pre-hearing window,” he said. “Hours before the tribunal formally convenes. That is the only mercy in this. I can delay the convening. I have delayed it three times. I can delay it perhaps twice more.” He set down his pen. “But once the doors open — once the tribunal is formally in session — I have minutes, not hours. The procedural delays only work before the gavel falls. After that, lateness becomes evidence. And I cannot stop that. I can only buy time on this side of the threshold.”

“So buy it,” Mia said.

“I am buying it,” Voss said. “I am buying it at a cost I will not itemize, because some of these delays will be noticed, and being noticed has a price, and I am paying it.” He looked at her, and there was something almost human in it. “I want him back too, Ms. Morrison. He is the most interesting case of my career and the closest thing I have to a—” He stopped. Recalibrated. “He is important. To the work.”

“You were going to say something else.”

“I was going to say something else,” Voss agreed, and did not say it, and went back to his forms.

Kith stood apart from all of it, by the door, where she always stood. She had a document open on her own device — containment language, drafted and waiting — and she had not yet acted, but the document was open, and she made sure I would have known it was open, if I’d been there to see.

“I am preparing the order,” she said, to the room. “I am not filing it. The distinction is not cosmetic. The moment a Constellation event sends six people sideways and exceeds containment threshold, I have grounds. I have had grounds for hours. I am choosing not to act because I want to see how this resolves.” She closed the device. “But the grounds do not expire. When Mr. Morrison returns — if he returns — that order will still be sitting in my queue. He should know that.”

“He’s not here to know it,” Mia said.

“No,” Kith agreed. “He’s not.”

There was something almost honest in the way she said it: not cold, exactly, just clear, a woman who’d decided her job required her to be the worst possibility in the room and had made her peace with it. “I do not enjoy this,” she added, unprompted, and Kith volunteering anything unprompted was rare enough that Sera’s head came up. “Everyone here looks at me as the thing that might take Mr. Morrison away. I am also the only reason it hasn’t happened yet. Both are true.” She looked at the transfer mark, at the dog, at the bleeding Junction, at the girl with the laundry basket. “I would rather he come back and face the grounds than not come back at all. I am not required to tell you that. I am telling you anyway.” Then she closed her device and went still again, the breath-holding stillness, and said nothing else for a long time.

Mia stared at her, recalibrating. It was the first thing Kith had ever said that sounded like it came from a person.



It was Nia who broke the waiting.

She’d been holding the listening route open for four hours, sitting beside the seam, reaching through it, straining to hear anything in the sideways place where Jake had gone, and it cost her. Priya had noticed first: the nosebleed, slow and steady, that Nia ignored; the tremor in her hands; the gray cast under her indigo skin. Listening was not free. Holding a route open against a fold in reality was burning her like a candle lit at both ends.

“You need to rest,” Priya said, pressing a cloth to Nia’s nose, abandoning the chart and the math for the simpler work of tending a body. “You’re bleeding. You’ve been bleeding for an hour. Whatever you’re doing, it’s hurting you.”

“A little longer,” Nia said. Her voice was paper-thin. “One of the twelve points is reflecting itself. Through Jake’s route. I can almost — there’s a wall. The sideways place has a wall, and I keep listening at it, and there’s nothing, there’s been nothing for hours, just the wall and the silence—”

She went rigid.

The cloth fell from her hand. Her white-silver hair lifted, very slightly, the way hair lifts near something charged, and her eyes — which saw too much, all the time — went wide and fixed on the empty air over the transfer mark.

“There,” she whispered.

The whole room stopped breathing at once. Even Lane lowered his scanner. Even Kevin lifted his head.

“There,” Nia said again, and tears were running down through the blood on her face, and she was smiling, the broken exhausted smile of a woman who had listened at a wall for four hours and finally, finally heard something on the other side. “It was Cherry. I felt — something. A flicker. Warm. Cherry, almost-Soulbound, reaching up through the silence. It left a mark. Just for a second.”

She pressed her own hand flat against the empty air over the mark, against the seam only she could feel.

“He touched the wall,” she said. “From the other side. They’re alive, Mia. They’re alive, and they’re trying to reach us, and Jake just touched the wall from the other side.”

Mia came across the room and dropped to her knees beside Nia and Kevin and the transfer mark, and Kevin, for the first time in four hours, got up, walked the two feet to Mia, and pressed his whole body against her side, and thumped his tail once, because if Nia said they were alive, then they were alive, and Kevin had decided to believe her.


Chapter 9: Raven in the Light

The collectors made their move in a service corridor under a transit station, and they did not want to kill us, which was somehow worse.

We’d gone out to chase the lead from the archive (Mirror Mia knew a place that might hold a complete copy of the fragment, the one with the missing word) and we’d taken the L, and we’d come up through a maintenance level to avoid the open platform, and that was where they were waiting. Six of them. Tall, horned, well-dressed, with the soft expensive cruelty of people who’d never wanted for anything and had decided they wanted us.

Their leader stepped into the corridor light with his hands spread, palms out, the gesture of a man who thought he was being reasonable.

“Please,” he said. “Don’t be alarmed. We’re not here to hurt anyone. Hurting you would ruin you, and you’re far too valuable to ruin.” He smiled. “Six Constellation-touched humans. Do you understand what you are? You’re the find of the century. We’re prepared to be very generous. Comfortable accommodations. The best of everything. You’d be — cared for.”

“Owned,” I said.

“Cared for,” he repeated, like the distinction mattered to him. “Displayed, perhaps, to a discerning audience. Studied. Cherished. Some of my associates believe a cluster like yours could be guided toward a — second event. A correction. They’d pay extraordinarily for the privilege of witnessing it.” His eyes moved over the women, cataloguing, pricing. “You’ll come to see it as a kindness. Most do.”

“Most,” Raven said.

“I’m sorry?”

“You said most do. Like you’ve done this before. Like there’s a most.” Raven’s voice was very quiet and very flat, and I knew that voice, and I started moving toward her. “You’ve collected people before. Put them in comfortable accommodations. Displayed them to a discerning audience.” She smiled, and it was terrible. “I’ve been collected before, you know. By people who held my hand while they did it. So I have a very specific thing I want to say to men who think being owned is a kindness.”

“And what’s that?”

“This,” Raven said, and threw the first punch.



The fight was ugly and human and there was no magic in it anywhere.

Raven couldn’t vanish into shadow. She couldn’t use her tail for balance, couldn’t shadow-step behind an enemy, couldn’t merge into the dark. She had to fight the way a furious human woman fights, close, dirty, all elbows and knees and momentum, and she was good at it, because she’d spent months learning to fight without powers, but she was human now, and humans break, and I watched her take a hit that would have bounced off her old supernatural body and send her staggering into the wall, and my heart stopped.

The corridor became chaos.

And the thing about fighting as humans against creatures who’d never once been weak was that we were better at being weak than they were. That was the secret nobody on their side understood. The collectors had power and had always had power; they fought like people who’d never had to improvise, who expected the world to bend. We fought like people the world had been trying to break for a year, who’d learned every dirty trick desperation teaches. They were stronger. We were meaner, a year of nearly not surviving sharpened down to something feral, and meaner won more of the exchanges than it had any right to.

Morgana grabbed the leader. Couldn’t ward him, couldn’t curse him, so she read him, found the flicker of doubt in his eyes when his perfect plan met actual resistance, and exploited it, getting in his face and saying something low and cutting that made him hesitate for the half-second the rest of us needed. Cherry, with no aura, did the only thing she could and made herself a target on purpose, screaming and waving and drawing two of them toward her so they’d be out of position. Lyra couldn’t project calm or read intent, but she could grab the two terrified transit workers caught in the corridor and pull them to safety, get the civilians out of the line of fire, because protecting people was who she was with or without the power. And Kira — Kira couldn’t read routes anymore, but she’d spent six months reading rooms full of dangerous men with nothing but human eyes, and she pointed at the one corridor branch nobody was guarding and said “There. Now.” and she was right, because some skills aren’t magic, they’re just survival.

I fought my way to Raven.

A collector had her against the wall, a big one, reaching for her with the grabbing confidence of a man who’d never been refused, and I got there and put my shoulder into him and we both went down hard and I took the hit meant for her, his elbow across my face, a flat human pain, blood in my mouth, and I gave it back, three times, ugly and graceless, until he stopped reaching for anything.

Raven stood over me, breathing hard, blood on her lip, her jet-black hair stuck to her face, and she looked at me on the floor with a punch I’d eaten for her, and her face did something I’d never seen it do.

Fear. Real fear. Not for herself.

“Get UP,” she said, hauling me to my feet. “Don’t you DARE—”

“I’m fine—”

“You took that for me, you IDIOT—”

“Later,” I said. “Run.”

We ran. Kira’s corridor was clear; she’d been right, the way she’d been right about ice on a Wyoming highway, except this time with nothing but human eyes and six months of reading dangerous rooms. “How did you know that one was clear?” Cherry panted as we pelted down it.

“Because the leader kept his eyes off it,” Kira said, not slowing. “People don’t guard the way out they’re saving for themselves. He left himself an escape route. So I took it. Made him choose between chasing us and keeping his own exit. He kept his exit. They always keep their exit.”

“That’s — that’s so SMART, that’s like, criminal-genius smart—”

“It’s just being hunted for six months,” Kira said. “You learn how predators think. You become a worse predator’s prey expert.”

We came up through a maintenance door into the cold December night and didn’t stop until we’d put six blocks between us and the station, ducking into a quiet human-district side street where the buildings were scent-muted and nobody flared, and we leaned against the wall and counted heads. Six. All present. Bruised, bleeding, shaking. But all six.

“Everyone okay?” I said.

“Define okay,” Morgana said. She had a split knuckle and a look of profound offense. “We won a fight by being coordinated. Like soldiers. Like humans. It worked, and I am furious that it worked, because it means I never needed the magic to do it, I just preferred the magic.”

“We need to keep moving,” Mirror Jake said, appearing at the mouth of the street with Mirror Mia, both of them grim. “Renn’s people will sweep the station, but the collectors will regroup. There’s a safe room two blocks from here. Come on.”



The safe room was small and warm and secure, a human-district apartment Mirror Jake kept for exactly this, and the moment the door locked behind us Raven rounded on me.

She was wired. Keyed up past breaking, all the adrenaline of the fight with nowhere to go, no shadow to vanish into, no powers to burn it off. She had blood on her lip and fury in her eyes and she shoved me against the wall hard enough to rattle the frame.

“You took a hit for me,” she said. “In front of everyone. You let them see me stumble. You let them see me get hit. You let them see I can be—” Her voice cracked. “I can be hurt, Jake. I’m human and I can be hurt and you SAW it and you put your stupid face in front of an elbow to keep me from getting more of it like I’m something that needs—”

“You don’t need protecting,” I said. “I’ll do it anyway. Not because you’re weak — because you’re mine, and you don’t get to talk me out of it.”

“DON’T.” She shoved me again. “Don’t be reasonable. Don’t be calm. I can’t — I need—” She was shaking, the words too soft, the fear too big for her vocabulary, and Raven only had one language for feelings this size when words wouldn’t hold them.

She kissed me. Furious. All teeth.

“Tell me you still want me,” she demanded against my mouth. “Human. Breakable. Tail gone, shadows gone, all of it gone. Tell me I’m still—” Her voice broke completely. “Tell me I’m still dangerous. Tell me I’m still worth wanting when I’m just meat like everyone else.”

“You want proof?” I gripped her jaw. Made her look at me. “Then stop daring me into it. A fight’s an exit. You always leave yourself an exit. Not tonight.”

She glared at me, chest heaving, and for a second I thought she’d swing again. And then the wall came down, not because I’d pried it open, but because she shoved it down herself, the way she did nothing in her life except all the way or not at all, and she put it into words before I could ask her for them, because asking would have let her pretend I’d dragged it out.

“I want you to fuck me,” she said, and it wasn’t a dare anymore, it was a decision. “The way I like it. The way that means you trust me to take it and I trust you not to break me. I want—” she swallowed “—I want what I always want. I want you in my ass. I want to feel claimed where I can’t run. Because I can’t run anyway. I’m human. I can’t shadow out, I can’t vanish, I can’t escape. So make me not want to. Make me want to stay. There. I said it without you making me. Don’t you dare look smug about it.”

“Consent,” I said. “Clearly. Once more.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I want this, I’m asking for it, now stop being a gentleman about it—”



I turned her around and bent her over the back of the couch.

Raven’s ass was her glory and always had been, and human or not, it was magnificent: thick and round and full, two perfect heavy globes, the curve of her hips a thing I’d worshipped a hundred times, and I peeled her torn leggings down over the swell of it and ran my hands over the plush cheeks, kneaded them, spread them apart and let them fall back together, and she pushed back into my palms with a hiss of need, arching her spine to offer it up higher.

“There it is,” I said, gripping her, spreading her. “You think being human took this from you? This is still the best ass in any world I’ve been to. Tail or no tail. Look at you. Presenting for me like you can’t help it.”

“Shut up,” she gasped, pushing back harder, which was Raven for don’t stop.

I got down behind her and put my mouth on her, and Raven, who had spent the whole walk insisting she was fine, who’d insulted three pieces of furniture and refused two acts of kindness, came apart at the first touch of my tongue with a sound she’d never have allowed herself to make if she’d had time to brace. I worshipped her ass like it was the altar it deserved to be, the way she’d never quite believe she deserved, because she still thought her best feature was too much. I dragged my tongue over her, spread her thick cheeks wide with both hands and buried my face between them, and licked her from her clit to her ass and back: long flat strokes through her wet slit, then circling the tight pucker of her asshole with the tip of my tongue, pressing against it until she shuddered and opened, working her there wet and slow until she was gasping. She dropped her forehead to the couch cushion and stopped being able to be sarcastic, just held herself open for my mouth and rocked back against it.

“This is too much,” she breathed. “Being human is too much, I feel EVERYTHING, there’s no — there’s no buffer, it’s just your mouth and it’s—”

“Good,” I said against her, and went back to it, until she was shaking and slick and her hips were rocking back into my face with no shame at all. Only then did I reach for the lube. There was lube in the safe room’s kit, Mirror Jake’s apartments were apparently stocked for every contingency, and I’d remember to thank him for it later in a way that would make us both uncomfortable, and started to work her open.

I took my time, because anal with Raven was always about the trust as much as the act, and I wasn’t going to rush it just because she was wound tight. I drizzled the lube down the cleft of her ass, watched it slide slick over that tight little hole, and worked her open slow: one slick finger circling and then pressing in to the knuckle, her body gripping it, then two, scissoring gently, stretching her, my other hand reaching around to find her clit and roll it in tight wet circles to keep her loose and wanting. She turned her cheek flat against the cushion, fingers curling into the upholstery, and made the sounds she only made when the bratty armor was dissolving, the low, helpless ones, the ones that had no performance in them, her tight ring clenching and relaxing around my fingers as her body learned to take it.

“You’re so greedy for it,” I said, working her open. “Look how you take my fingers. You’ve wanted this since the fight, haven’t you. Couldn’t run, couldn’t fight it off, so you decided to want it instead.”

“I always want it,” she breathed. “Stop narrating and—”

“I’ll narrate as much as I want.” I curled my fingers and she keened. “You don’t get to be in charge right now. You asked me to make you want to stay. So I’m going to make you want to stay. Hold still and take it.”

She held still. She took it. The brat went quiet and the woman underneath came up, and I kept working her open until I was sure, three fingers, slow, her body relaxing around me bit by bit, her breathing falling into the rhythm I set instead of fighting it. Only then did I slick myself and line up, and I leaned over her back and put my mouth at her ear.

“Tell me to,” I said. “You don’t get this unless you ask. I’m not taking it. You’re giving it.”

“Give it to me,” she gritted out, and then, when I didn’t move fast enough, raw: “Jake. Please. I asked. I’m asking. Now—”

And when I finally pushed into her, slow, careful, the head of my cock breaching that tight ring of muscle, her ass gripping me impossibly snug as I sank in inch by inch, working past the resistance while she breathed through it the way I’d taught her, her body opening for me a fraction at a time until I was buried to the hilt in the searing tight clutch of her, she let out a long shuddering moan that had no sarcasm in it at all.

“Oh — Jake — God—”

“Easy. Breathe. Let me in.” I held still once I was seated deep, gave her body time to take it, my hand sliding around to her clit to keep her loose and wanting. “There. You feel that? You took all of it. Human and breakable and you took every inch.”

“Move,” she breathed. “I can take it, move—”

“That’s it.” I gripped her hips, those wide human hips, and started to move, slow at first, deep, drawing almost all the way out until just the head stretched her rim and then pushing back in, watching my cock disappear into that tight ass over and over, the snug drag of her gripping me on every stroke while she keened. “There she is. No shadows. No tail. No escape. Just you and me and you taking exactly what you asked for. You’re not getting away from this. You’re not getting away from me.”

“I don’t want to,” she gasped, and it cost her to say it, I could hear what it cost. “I don’t want to get away. I keep — I keep thinking I should be able to run if it’s too much, and I can’t, and it’s terrifying, and I—” Her voice climbed. “And I don’t care. I don’t want to run. Fuck me. Please. Just—”

I fucked her. Harder now, the way she liked it, my hips snapping against her ass, my hand fisting in her short black hair to pull her head back, and she begged. Raven, who never begged, who’d rather die than ask, she begged for it, the sarcasm completely gone, replaced by raw open want.

I reached around and worked her clit while I drove into her, and she shattered fast, clenching around me, crying out, her whole body shaking against the couch. And before she could come down I pulled out, turned her over (she was boneless, pliant, the walls all the way down now) and lifted her, set her down to ride me reverse, facing the room, her back to my chest.

“Now you do the work,” I said, hands on her hips, guiding her down onto me. “Show me you want to stay. Ride it.”

She did. She braced her hands on my thighs and rode me reverse, sinking that thick ass down onto my cock and rising up again, working herself on me, the heavy cheeks of her spreading and bouncing with every drop of her hips, and I gripped those hips hard enough to bruise (human bruises now, slow to heal, marks that would last) and watched over her shoulder as she fucked herself on my cock, taking every inch into that tight hole, her head fallen back against my collarbone.

“Look at you,” I growled in her ear. “Begging to stay. My bratty girl who couldn’t run if she tried. You feel claimed now? You feel wanted? Human and breakable and mine?”

“Yours,” she gasped, the word torn out of her, the most naked thing Raven could say. “Yours, I’m yours, I don’t want to run, I want to stay—”

She came again, harder, her ass clenching down so tight around my cock it pulled me right over the edge. I locked my hands on her hips and held her down on me and let go, buried to the root, the tight ring of her gripping and milking, no shadow for either of us to hide in. It hit in hard, jolting waves, each one punched out of me as she clenched, and I pressed my open mouth to the back of her neck and just breathed her in while it happened. No name, no growl. Just the two of us shaking, joined, nowhere left to run and neither of us wanting to.

We collapsed sideways onto the couch, tangled, breathing hard.

For a moment she let herself be held. That was the thing about Raven that nobody outside this family would ever believe: that the bratty goth with the shadow powers and the kill-list was, post-intimacy, the clingiest of all of them, that the walls came down so completely they left a person underneath who just wanted to be held and would never, ever say so. She tucked herself against my chest and I felt her heartbeat slowing, human-fast, and her fingers traced the bruise on my forearm where I’d taken the hit for her, light, almost apologetic.

“You scared me,” she said, into my chest, so quiet I almost missed it. “Out there. When you went down. I’ve watched you walk into a demon court and a Banisher ritual and I never once thought you’d — but you’re human now, you’re breakable now, same as me, and I watched you take a hit that could’ve—” She stopped. “I don’t have a word for it. The thing I felt. I’ve spent my whole life making sure I never felt it about anyone, because feeling it means you can lose them. And I felt it about you in that corridor and it hollowed me out worse than anything ever has, and I’d feel it again. Don’t make me explain it more than that.”

“You don’t have to explain it,” I said, holding her. “I felt it about you too. Watching you stumble. That’s why I stepped in.”

“…Yeah.” Her hand flattened over the bruise. “Yeah.”

And then, because she was Raven, because the walls couldn’t stay down for long, she pulled a thread of armor back over the rawness, but only a thread, only enough to function.

“That was acceptable,” she said, voice wrecked. “Adequate. I’ve had better.”

“You’ve never had better and you know it.”

“…Shut up.” A pause. Her hand found mine in the tangle of limbs, gripped it, and she didn’t let go, and that was the truth under the lie. “Thank you. For the — for the hit. The one you took. I’m not saying it again. But. Thank you.”



The others were waiting in the safe room’s main space when we came out, and Raven walked with a slight limp she dared anyone to comment on.

Cherry took one look at the limp and beamed, far too pleased with herself, her whole face announcing I know exactly what you just did without a single word, and Raven threw a pillow at her head with deadly accuracy.

“Not a WORD.”

“I didn’t say anything!”

“You SMILED. Your smile said words.”

“My smile is INNOCENT. My smile said nothing. My smile is a beautiful trout smile, you said so yourself—”

“I never said your smile was a trout, I said your brain—”

“And I CHOSE to hear it as a compliment, and now my smile is a trout, and trout don’t gossip, so I can’t POSSIBLY have implied anything about you walking like you spent twenty minutes—”

Raven threw the other pillow. Cherry caught it, delighted, and added it to a small fort she was apparently now building on the couch out of throw pillows and one of Jake’s borrowed jackets, the household instinct following her even into a safe room in a parallel dimension. Within a minute Lyra had wordlessly handed her a third pillow and Kira, despite everything, had reached over and squared a corner of it, and Raven watched the whole thing happen with the expression of a woman whose people were insane and whom she would die for without hesitation.

“You’re all children,” she announced, and then, because nobody was looking, pulled one of the fort’s pillows over to lean on. For research.

Lyra came to me first, checking my bruises with gentle hands (the split lip, the bruise blooming across my cheek, the older bruise on my forearm) and she didn’t have the empathy to feel my pain anymore, so she did the human thing and just looked, carefully, at every mark, and her eyes were wet.

“You keep getting hit,” she said. “You keep putting yourself in front of things. And I can’t feel anymore whether you’re really okay or just saying you are.”

“I’m really okay.”

“I have to take that on faith now,” she said, and pressed a kiss to the corner of my bruised mouth, gentle. “I hate it. But I’ll take it on faith.”

Morgana surveyed the room (six humans, increasingly bruised, increasingly worn) and her scholar’s face was grim. “We’re accumulating physical costs faster than we can recover from them,” she said. “Without supernatural healing, every fight leaves a mark that stays. Every injury is real now. If this keeps up, we’ll be too damaged to do anything by the time we find the way home.”

Kira, who’d been quiet, who’d been searching the air for a route she didn’t have, spoke up.

“The way home,” she said slowly, “is closer. I can’t feel routes anymore, but I can feel — something. It’s not the Path. The Path is gone. It’s more like—” she frowned, searching for it “—it’s like a locked door I’ve kicked once. There’s a give to it now. A bruise in the wall. The fight knocked something loose, or Cherry’s flicker did, or—” She shook her head. “Something’s giving. I can almost feel where.”

“Where?” I said.

She turned, slowly, oriented on something none of us could sense, the ghost of a Wayfinder reaching for a Path that had been taken from her, and for one second her absent seal ached, I saw it cross her face, a flash of pain on her hip where the seal-map used to be.

“The lake,” she said. “It’s pointing at the lake.”



It was Mirror Jake who saw the thing that mattered, when we searched the collectors’ fallen leader for anything useful.

He held up a small object, a pendant the leader had worn under his collar, that had come loose in the fight. A symbol, etched in dark metal. Twelve points arranged around an empty center.

Mirror Jake’s hand stopped halfway to his pocket, the pendant held up to the light, his jaw tightening.

“This symbol,” he said quietly, “should not exist in public circulation. This is — this is cult-deep. This is the kind of thing you only see in the oldest restricted records, the ones the collector won’t even show you.” He turned it in the light, the twelve points catching gray. “Six humans touched by a Constellation event, and the people hunting them are wearing the twelve-point pattern. That’s not a coincidence. That’s not collectors who got lucky.” He looked up at me. “They’ve been waiting for something like you. For a long time.”

Morgana took the pendant from him, turned it over, counted the points the slow human way because she couldn’t simply know them anymore. “Twelve,” she murmured. “Twelve positions around an empty center. The exact structure Nia perceives. The exact count she gave us before we left — nine seals, three junctions, twelve active points.” Her amber eyes came up. “A symbol from this dimension’s deepest restricted records matches a structure my Junction perceives at home, that no one in either world should have been able to draw from the outside. Which means the pattern isn’t local. It’s not a Mirror Chicago thing. It’s the same pattern, in both worlds, known to the same kind of people in both worlds.” She handed the pendant back like it had burned her. “Whatever the Constellation is, it has the same shape here as it does at home. And the same people have been studying it. Which means whoever’s been hiding the truth has been doing it in both places, for longer than either world remembers.”

“Both,” Kira said quietly, from where her seal-ache was pointing her toward the lake. “It’s always both with this place. You dig up one answer and there’s a worse question sitting right under it. Always is.”

And on Kira’s hip, where her seal used to be, the ache flared once more, and pointed, unmistakably now, toward Lake Michigan.


Chapter 10: Kira with No North

“It’s the lake,” Kira said, for the fourth time, and for the fourth time nobody else had felt anything.

We were standing in the safe room at dawn, and she was the only one who could feel the pull, and I watched her hate it. Because being right about a route had always been the one thing her pain had bought her. The horns she’d filed bloody, the tail she’d held rigid for sixteen hours at a time, the six months of hunger and fear: all of it had at least made her a Wayfinder, given her a sense nobody else had, a usefulness carved out of suffering. And now the Path was gone, and she was being asked to trust a feeling she couldn’t prove, and if she was wrong, then the suffering had bought her nothing at all.

“I might be wrong,” she said. “I don’t have the Path. I can’t verify it. It might just be — I might be making it up because I want there to be a route. Because being the woman who finds the way is the only thing I—” She stopped.

“I trust you,” I said.

She looked at me.

“You don’t have the Path,” I said. “Okay. So you’re not a Wayfinder right now. You’re a woman with good instincts and six months of survival experience who feels something pulling at her toward the lake. That’s enough. That’s more than enough. We go to the lake.”

“What if I’m wrong?”

“Then we’ll be wrong together, and we’ll try something else. But I’d rather be wrong following you than right doing nothing.” I took her hand. “You don’t have to earn being trusted, Kira. I already trust you. It’s not contingent on the Path.”

Her jaw worked. She didn’t have a comeback. She squeezed my hand once, hard, and led us out into the cold.



Mirror Chicago’s lakefront was the strangest, most beautiful thing I saw in that whole strange world, and it nearly broke each of the harem in a different place.

We came down to the water as the gray morning brightened, and it was alive. The lakefront of my Chicago, but transformed. Public terraces ran along the shore, and on them couples openly shared energy, soft golden exchanges, a whole culture of feeding-as-intimacy conducted in the cold morning air with the unselfconscious ease of people sharing coffee. The human crew didn’t know where to look. We’d grown up with privacy norms that didn’t apply here, and watching strangers feed each other openly on a public terrace was so far outside our understanding that all five women suddenly developed an intense interest in the horizon.

There were flight platforms.

Long piers extended into the lake, and at their ends, incubi and succubi launched off into the gray sky on spread wings, banking out over the water in lazy arcs, a morning flight the way humans take a morning jog. And Cherry stopped dead and watched them, and her face, the face that was built for joy, did something quiet and grieving.

“I had wings,” she said softly. “They were decorative, mostly, I couldn’t really fly, but I had them. And I could feel the wind in them. And those people just—” She watched a succubus launch off the pier and climb into the sky, free and weightless. “They just go up. Whenever they want. And I’m down here. With no wings. Watching.”

I put my arm around her. There wasn’t anything to say. Some losses you just stand next to someone for.

Morgana wasn’t watching the sky at all. She’d crouched at the edge of the promenade where a low decorative ward-stone was set into the stone railing (a public charm, the kind any practitioner could read with a glance) and she was running her bare human fingers over the carved sigil like a blind woman reading a face, getting nothing.

“I used to be able to read this from across the street,” she said, not looking up. “What it does. Who set it. Whether it was decaying. Now I have to touch it, and even touching it, it’s just cold stone. Dead under my hand.” She straightened slowly, and her grief was a different shape than Cherry’s. Not a longing aimed at the sky, but a hollowness aimed at her own hands. “I had functional wings, you know. Real ones. Two hundred years of flight. And it’s strange — I thought that’s what I’d miss most, standing here. The sky. But I don’t. I miss this. Knowing things. Walking into a room and understanding it before anyone spoke. The competence was the wing. The flying was just the part people could see.” She closed her fist around nothing. “And the thing that frightens me is that I could live without it. With all of you, I could be a grounded, ordinary, mortal woman and be happy, and two days ago I’d have called that idea pathetic.” She glanced at me. “Two centuries I spent certain an ordinary life was beneath me. Then I met you, and now I’d trade all of it for it. I don’t know whether to thank you or never forgive you.”

Raven hated the lakefront for a third reason entirely. “There’s nowhere to hide here,” she muttered, scanning the open promenade. “At home there are shadows everywhere, even in daylight, I’m never more than a step from somewhere I could vanish. Here it’s just — open. Lit. Exposed. I feel like a target the whole time. My skin won’t stop crawling.” She’d positioned herself, I noticed, with her back to the lake and the crowd in front of her, the survivor’s geometry, the same instinct Kira had. The two of them did it without discussing it, two damaged women covering the angles, and it would have been touching if it weren’t so sad.

There was a cuddle terrace.

That was the actual sign, HUMANS WELCOME: COMFORT TERRACE, and a polite attendant intercepted us the moment we got close, a succubus with a warm professional manner and an armful of weighted blankets, who took one look at six humans and went into full hospitality mode.

“Oh, you poor things, you must be freezing, humans find the lakefront so overstimulating — here, weighted blankets, they’re scent-muffled, and let me get you some calming tea, the desire-density out here can be a lot for delicate mortal systems—”

“We’re not delicate,” Kira said automatically.

“Of course not!” the attendant said, pressing a weighted blanket into Kira’s arms anyway. “But just in case. The tea is very gentle. We get a few human visitors and they always say the open feeding is so much to process, so we keep the comfort station stocked—”

She kept pressing things on us (blankets, tea, a quiet corner of the terrace, the relentless gentle hospitality of a culture that had decided humans were fragile and needed managing), and Kira accepted a weighted blanket and a cup of tea while visibly wanting to fight the entire concept.

Cherry, predictably, loved the comfort terrace. She accepted three blankets, two teas, and a small plate of “human-safe lakefront treats” (the attendant’s words), and within five minutes had befriended the attendant so thoroughly, no aura, just Cherry, that the woman sat down to chat and confessed, unprompted, that she’d always wanted to meet a real human and was a little starstruck and hoped that wasn’t weird. “It’s not weird,” Cherry told her, with the gravity of a queen granting a boon. “I get it. I’m very meet-able. People meet me all the time and they’re CHANGED by it.” The attendant laughed, delighted, and gave her a fourth blanket.

Lyra, by contrast, sat very still on the terrace and watched a couple two benches down share a slow, open feed, the golden exchange of energy passing between them, intimate and unhurried, the kind of thing this whole city did in public the way mine drank coffee. And her face went soft and sad, because she was an Empath who couldn’t feel a thing, watching two strangers feel everything. I sat down beside her and didn’t say anything, just took her hand, the human substitute for the bond she’d lost, and she leaned into me and watched the feeding lanes and let herself grieve quietly for a minute before she put it away.

“She thinks I need a weighted blanket,” she muttered. “I slept in ditches. I slept under a truck once. I do not need a weighted blanket.” She wrapped herself in it. “…It’s actually very nice. I hate that it’s nice.”

And there was a vendor selling horn polish next to energy gels, a little cart at the edge of the terrace, and the vendor, an older incubus with a friendly face, clocked me, looked at my smooth forehead, and said with total sincerity, “Nice commitment to the look, friend. You don’t see many people willing to file down completely for a human cosplay. Real dedication. The smooth forehead, the no-tail, you really sell it.” He offered me a horn polish sample. “For when they grow back.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll, uh. I’ll keep it for later.”

“Smart. They always grow back patchy if you don’t condition.” He leaned in, conspiratorial. “My nephew did a human cosplay for a costume thing last winter, glued his horns down, didn’t condition, came out looking like a molting bird. Tragic. Don’t be my nephew.” He pressed a second sample on me, free, and waved off Mirror Mia’s attempt to pay. “On the house, for the dedication. Tell your friends about the cart.”

We walked away with two free horn-polish samples for horns I didn’t have, and Cherry, despite everything, despite the grief at the flight platforms and the cold and the hunger creeping up on all of us, started giggling and couldn’t stop. “He thinks you FILED them DOWN. For a COSTUME. He thinks you’re so committed to looking like us that you mutilated your own SKULL—” She wheezed. “Jake, you’re cosplaying as a human, and you ARE one, and HE thinks you’re a succubus cosplaying as a human, which means you’re cosplaying as the thing you actually are, which means—” She stopped, overwhelmed by the recursion. “I’ve gone cross-eyed. The logic ate itself. This city BROKE me.”

“Welcome to my entire week,” I said.

A few feet down the promenade, two incubi launched off a flight pier in tandem, banking out over the gray water with their wings spread wide, and an attendant nearby called cheerful safety reminders after them (mind the crosswind off the lake, keep your altitude over the feeding lanes), and I watched Cherry’s giggling falter as she tracked them up into the cold sky, the wings, the freedom, the thing she’d lost, and I put my arm back around her before the grief could fully land, and she leaned into me, and we kept walking.



Kira’s hunger spiked at the worst possible moment.

She’d been ignoring it. Of course she had; six months of survival had trained her body to suppress hunger, to ration, to push it down and keep moving. As a succubus that habit hadn’t mattered, because she didn’t run on food. As a human, it was dangerous, and I watched her go gray and sway on her feet halfway down the lakefront, her hand going to a railing, her vision visibly swimming.

“Kira—”

“I’m fine,” she said, and nearly went down.

I caught her. Her skin was clammy, her hands shaking, and I recognized it: low blood sugar, the body’s reserves gone, the survival-rationing instinct meeting a body that actually needed to eat now.

“You haven’t eaten since last night,” I said.

“I don’t need—”

“You’re human now. You need food. Real food. You’re shaking.” I sat her down on a bench and looked around, and the only food in sight was a boardwalk vendor selling, of all things, pretzels, a human-curiosity item sold at insulting prices, and I bought one with the last of Mirror Mia’s local money and pressed it into Kira’s hands. “Eat. Now. Before anything else. Eat the whole thing.”

She looked at the pretzel. Looked at me. And something in her face cracked, because the thing I was doing, making her eat, taking care of her body, not navigating with her or using her sense or asking anything of her, just feeding her because she needed it, was a thing almost no one had done for her in six months.

Dale at the Tonopah Gas & Go had done it. Given her a sandwich without asking why she was hungry. She’d told me about it once, called it an emotional landmark. And here I was doing the same thing, and I watched it land somewhere deep in her, quiet and permanent, the way the few kindnesses she trusted always did.

She ate the pretzel. The whole thing. The shaking eased. And when she was done she leaned her head against my shoulder — voluntarily, which Kira almost never did — and said, very quietly, “Thank you. For not making it about the route. For just — making me eat.”

“You’re a person,” I said. “Not an instrument. Not a map. Not a compass. A person who needs to eat a pretzel sometimes. I’m always going to make you eat the pretzel.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“I want—” she started, and stopped, and started again, because asking for things was the hardest thing in the world for her. “When we get somewhere safe. I want you to help me feel my body as mine. Not as a route. Not as a container for a memory stone. Not as a Wayfinder. Just — mine. A body that gets to feel things because I choose to feel them. Can you do that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can do that.”



We didn’t go back to the others. Kira steered us instead to the small second room off the safe house, a storeroom someone had cleared down to a narrow bed and a lamp, and shut the door behind us, and the click of it was its own kind of statement, coming from her. She didn’t want the harem to drift away around her and grant her privacy. She wanted to walk into a room and close a door on purpose, the asking and the choosing all in one motion. She laid out her toys on the narrow bed.

They were ordinary here. That was the strange, important thing. At home, with my incubus energy, her toys had become artifacts: the wand and the plug and the vibrator tuned to her frequency, amplified, resonant, capable of cracking a bed frame. One of them had carried a memory stone two thousand miles. Here they were just toys. Just well-made objects, mundane, powerless, the way they’d been when she bought them in a Henderson adult shop from a woman named Dominique who had opinions about motor quality.

And that made them safer. And stranger. And exactly right.

“They’re just toys here,” Kira said, looking down at them. “No incubus energy. No resonance. No memory stone. Just — what they actually are.” She picked up the rechargeable vibrator, the good one, the one she’d spent her last twenty dollars on. “I think that’s the point. When I use them at home, there’s all this — meaning attached. The Path, the seal, your energy, the whole — system. Here it’s just me and a vibrator and a choice. I want to feel what that’s like. My body, my choice, nothing riding on it.”

“Then let’s do that.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “Lie down. Take it slow. And I want you to tell me everything you feel. Out loud. Not for the Path. Not for anyone. Just so you know it’s yours.”

She undressed, slowly, and I made myself look: the full pass, the human form of her. Kira was survival-lean, toned arms and strong shoulders, the musculature of a woman who’d walked across a continent. Her skin was sun-bronzed even in mirror December, freckles across her nose and cheekbones, more freckles on her left shoulder than her right because she’d ridden passenger-side on buses facing the sun. Her amber eyes, guarded but present. And her hip, smooth now, no seal-map, no glowing lines of geography. Her horns gone from her forehead. Her tail gone. Just a woman, lean and scarred and watchful, lying back on the bed and trusting me with the one thing she’d never trusted anyone with: pleasure for its own sake.

She tracked my eyes the way she tracked everything — clocking exactly where my attention landed and for how long, the guarded reflex that never fully switched off. “You’re cataloguing me,” she said, half-wary, half something softer. “I can feel you doing it. Mapping me.”

“Mapping you,” I agreed. “Not for a route. Just because I can’t look anywhere else. Now relax. I’ve got you. Tell me what you feel.”

I started slow. My hands first, learning her, the slopes and planes of her, the places that made her breath catch. I kissed the scar on her forearm, the newer pink one from the early careless weeks. I kissed the freckles on her left shoulder, the ones the sun had given her across a thousand miles of passenger-side bus windows. I worked my way down, no rush, taking longer over every inch of her than I’d ever taken with anyone, and she narrated in a low unsteady voice.

“Your hand. There. That feels — warm. I can feel it spreading.” A breath. “Lower. There’s a — there’s a pull. Not a route-pull. A body-pull. I want—” She caught herself, the old habit of suppressing want. “I want more.”

“Then tell me where, and tell me how much,” I said. “Put a number on it if it’s easier. You’re the one reading the terrain in here, not me. I just follow the route you call. And whatever you call, you get.”

She swallowed. This was the hard part for her, harder than the climbing or the coming: the asking. Six months alone had taught her that wanting things out loud got you nothing but disappointment, that the safest want was a silent one. And here I was handing her the wheel and waiting to be told which way to turn.

“More,” she said. Quiet. A test.

I gave her more. My mouth on her, slow, while my hands kept mapping, and she made a sound and gripped the sheets.

“See,” I murmured against her. “You asked. You got it. Try again.”

“…Lower. Use your mouth lower. Please.” The please cost her something, I could hear it. I rewarded it immediately, and she gasped, and her thighs fell open, and the asking got a fraction easier each time because each time it worked, the world rearranging itself to a shape she’d never trusted: a place where saying what she wanted got her the thing she wanted.

I took the vibrator and turned it on its lowest setting and touched it to her, to the slick swollen bud of her clit, slow circles, watching her face, watching her hips twitch up to chase the buzz. She gasped.

“That’s — that’s a lot. Even on low. Without your energy it’s just—” Her hips lifted into it. “It’s just the motor, but it’s—” Her voice climbed. “Higher. Go higher.”

“Not yet,” I said. “I want you to feel every level. I want you to feel how much your own body can do with nothing helping it. No incubus energy. No resonance. Just a motor and your nerves and your choice. Stay here a minute.”

I held it there, low, and watched her try to chase more and then make herself stop chasing, because I was making her feel it instead of rush through it, and her hips rolled against the toy and her breathing turned uneven and her hands fisted in the sheets. I dragged my free hand up her stomach, mapped her ribs, cupped one breast and rolled the nipple between my fingers, and Kira, lean and scarred and watchful, let her eyes fall shut at last, let herself trust the room enough to stop watching the door.

“There,” I murmured. “You stopped guarding. You feel that? You’re safe enough to close your eyes.”

“Don’t make it a thing—”

“It’s a thing. You closed your eyes. That’s a thing.” I kept the vibrator slow and added my mouth to her other breast, and she made a sound she clearly hadn’t planned to make. “Where are we on your scale? Call it.”

“More.” Less of a test this time. A want. “Higher, please—”

I took her up slow, level by level, her rating system that she’d told me about once (one through four acceptable, five recreational, six religious, seven theoretical) and I worked her through them with the vibrator, varying it the way she taught me to without saying a word: the broad flat head pressed firm against her clit, then just the tip flicked light over the hood, then dragged slow down to circle her dripping entrance and back up, reading her narration and the roll of her hips and adjusting like she was a frequency I was tuning by hand. She narrated all of it, every sensation, her voice losing its careful control word by word. She was dripping, slick running down to the cleft of her, her hips chasing the toy on every pass.

“Three — that’s three — okay — keep it, keep it right there—” Her hips moved with the toy now, not fighting it. “Four. That’s four. God. I can feel everything. There’s no Path drowning it out. There’s no system. There’s no — there’s nothing telling me where to go or what it means, it’s just—” Her back arched off the bed. “It’s just me, feeling this, because I want to feel this, because I decided to lie down on this bed and ask for it. Higher. Five. Take me to five, I want five—”

I took her to five. I added the wand, the old reliable Hitachi she’d hauled across a continent, the one with opinions about motor quality baked into every setting. Both toys now, one buzzing hard against her swollen clit and one I slid slow into her wet heat, easing the smooth shaft of it into her tight clenching pussy inch by inch until she took it all, then drawing it back and pushing it deep again, working them in counterpoint while my mouth stayed on her breast and my free hand pinned one of hers to the mattress. Gentle, but holding, so she’d know I was there, so she’d know she wasn’t navigating this alone. She bucked up into both toys, her body stuffed full and stimulated at once, narrating in broken pieces — that’s five, that’s five, oh, that’s — six, is this six, I think this is six — and her thighs started to shake around the toy buried in her.

“You said six was religious,” I said against her skin.

“I LIED, six is — six is — Jake—”

And Kira came apart with a sound she’d never made before: not the trained silence of motel rooms, not even the quiet she’d learned to allow at home, but loud, open, unguarded, because here there was no danger and no audience and nothing riding on it and she was choosing to be loud.

“I’m — I’m coming, I choose it, I CHOOSE—”

She came hard, clenching around the toy buried inside her, her pussy spasming and gushing slick over my hand, soaking the toys and the sheet beneath her, her whole lean body shaking, and she kept saying it as she came, I choose it, I choose it, like the choosing was the point, like the coming mattered less than the fact that she’d decided to have it.

I didn’t stop. I eased the toy out of her, slick and dripping, and brought her down and then back up with my mouth and fingers, and she let me, trusting now, fully — and when she came the second time, gasping and arching, she pulled me up and over her and said “you, now, I want you, I choose you” — and I notched my cock against her swollen, soaked entrance and slid into her, sinking deep into the tight wet grip of her, and we moved together slow, her clenching around me on every stroke, and she watched my face the whole time, and I watched hers, and there was no Path, no seal, no system, just two people choosing each other in a borrowed room.

When I came inside her — driving deep one last time and spilling hot and thick into her clenching heat, my cock pulsing as she wrapped her legs around me to keep me there — she held me locked inside her and said, wrecked and wondering, “Better than the Hitachi.”

I laughed against her neck. “High praise.”

“Highest I’ve got.” Her arms tightened around me. “I felt all of it. My body. Mine. Not a route. Not a container. Mine, choosing, the whole time.” Her voice caught. “Nobody ever taught me my body could just be mine. Thank you.”



In the afterglow, something happened on her hip.

A seal appeared. For half a second: a human-shaped afterimage, the ghost of her Wayfinder seal-map flickering up out of the smooth skin, faint as a watermark. But it was wrong, or right, or both: it didn’t point north, the way it always had, the way every route she’d ever read had pulled outward toward a destination.

It pointed inward.

The lines of the map curved in on themselves, toward a center, toward her own heart, and then it was gone.

And a broken line of system text scratched up at the edge of my vision, gray and faint:

WAYFINDER TRACE Route not found Route chosen

Kira saw it too (she could see the traces now, the way the system was bleeding through the occlusion in fragments) and she froze, her hand pressing flat to her hip where the seal had flickered.

“Route chosen,” she whispered. “Not found. Chosen.” She looked at me. “That’s — that’s the whole thing, isn’t it. That’s what the false theory gets wrong. It keeps saying we’re being put back to where we’re supposed to be. Like there’s a found route, a correct destination, a place we belong by default.” Her amber eyes were bright. “But the route isn’t found. It’s chosen. You don’t find your way home. You choose it. Every time.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think that’s it.”



We went to the lakefront one more time before dark, because Kira’s ache had grown insistent, and what happened there changed everything.

She led us to the end of a flight pier, out over the water, and the inward-pointing pull in her had become a thing even I could almost feel now, a wrongness, a giving, a bruise in the wall of the world. The lake stretched out gray and cold, and the winged silhouettes wheeled overhead, and Kira stood at the end of the pier and pointed down at the water.

“There,” she said. “It’s right there. Under the water. The door.”

And the lake opened.

Not literally; the water didn’t part. But the fabric of the place opened, a vertical seam in reality hanging just above the surface of the lake, and through it, for one impossible second, I saw —

The tribunal chamber.

Home. Our home reality. A vast old chamber of red and gold crystal, witness tables, tiered seating, a presiding dais. And in the witness positions: empty chairs. Six empty chairs. Our empty places, waiting for us, in a room we were supposed to be in and weren’t.

We were close enough to see exactly where we should be standing.

And then the seam closed, and the lake was just a lake, and Kira sat down hard on the cold pier and put her face in her hands.

“We’re right next to it,” she said. “We’re right next to home. We can see it. And the door won’t open for us. Because—” she looked up, and the dread on her face was the dread of a navigator who’d just understood the road “—because we’re the wrong shape. We’re human. The door’s built for what we really are, and we’re wearing the wrong bodies, and it won’t let us through.”


Chapter 11: The Theory That Almost Works

We spread the records across the safe room floor, and before we could even start, the human bodies got in the way.

That had become the rhythm of the whole detour. Every time we tried to do something supernatural and urgent, the mundane needs of being human interrupted like a heckler. Morgana sat down to lay out the records and immediately sneezed three times, because the cold she’d caught on the first day had matured into a full head cold, and she was personally, cosmically offended by it. Cherry’s stomach growled loud enough to stop the conversation, because Cherry had discovered hunger and now lived in fear of it, and she’d already eaten twice that morning. Raven’s feet hurt, actual human feet, in actual boots, after days of walking a city she couldn’t shadow-step across, and she’d taken the boots off and was glaring at her own blistered heels like they’d betrayed her.

“I have blisters,” she announced, to nobody. “Do you understand. I have walked across this entire stupid mirror city on these stupid human feet and now there are fluid-filled sacs on my body that I have to just — live with. They don’t heal. They just stay. Kira, how did you do this for six months?”

“Badly,” Kira said, from her corner. “You wrap them. You keep walking. You learn which shoes lie to you.” She was reassembling her duffel for the fourth time, the habit that meant she was anxious. “Human feet are terrible instruments. I’ve been saying it since we landed. Now everyone believes me.”

“I believe you,” Morgana said, with feeling, and sneezed again.

“You all complained when I said it,” Kira said. “Now you have the data.”

“We have the blisters,” Raven corrected.

Lyra had been trying, the whole time, to make tea — real human tea, in Mirror Jake’s mostly-decorative kitchen — because tea was something her hands could do while her heart was somewhere else, and she’d burned the first kettle dry because she couldn’t hear the change in the boil the way she used to, and now she set down the second cup, steaming and successful, in front of Morgana, and pressed the back of her hand to Morgana’s forehead the way a human would, because she couldn’t read fever through empathy anymore.

“You’re warm,” Lyra said. “Human warm. You have a fever. You should be in bed, not on the floor with the doom records.”

“The doom records,” Morgana said, “do not wait for fevers,” and wrapped both hands around the tea anyway, the way Sera held hot chocolate, the way they were all learning to seek warmth from the outside since they made none of their own.

It took us twenty minutes of human maintenance (tea, food for Cherry, a bandage Mirror Mia produced for Raven’s heels, a blanket for Morgana she pretended not to want) before we could even start. And that was the lesson this whole detour kept teaching, the one I was starting to love even as it terrified me: being human was fragile, and they’d chosen each other inside the fragility anyway.

There was a tenderness in the maintenance that snuck up on me. Cherry, hunger sated, ended up cross-legged on the floor feeding Raven bites of something off her own plate — you have to eat, you skipped lunch and you got blisters, that’s two human disasters, you need fuel — and Raven, who would have bitten anyone else who tried to hand-feed her, just ate it, scowling, because it was Cherry and Cherry had decided. Lyra wrapped Morgana’s feet in a spare blanket without being asked, then sat on them, the human radiator she’d become, while Morgana pretended to be doing serious work and was actually just letting herself be warmed by a woman who could no longer feel how grateful she was for it. Mirror Mia watched the whole thing from the doorway with an expression I was learning to read on her sister’s face — the look of someone seeing something they didn’t expect to find moving and resenting it slightly.

“You’re a weird group,” she announced. “I keep waiting for one of you to be the mean one. There’s always a mean one. Five girlfriends and a guy, statistically one of you should be sabotaging the others over a slight from three weeks ago. Instead you’re sharing a plate.” She frowned. “It’s unnatural. I don’t trust it. I love it. I don’t trust how much I love it.”

“We had the mean one,” Cherry said brightly, pointing at Raven. “She got better.”

“I did NOT get better. I’m exactly as mean. I’m just mean AT people now instead of mean AT all of you. It’s called aim, Cherry, it’s a skill—”

“She got better,” Cherry confirmed to Mirror Mia, in a stage whisper.

“I will fight you with a blister on each heel, do not TEST me—”

Then we spread the records, and the false theory almost ate us alive.

Morgana led it, because Morgana couldn’t not. She laid out everything (the copied humanization record, the impressions she’d memorized from the archive, the twelve-point symbol from the collector’s pendant, Mirror Mia’s old phrasing, the missing-flesh language, all of it) and she built the structure piece by piece while Mirror Jake and Mirror Mia added local context and Kira sat in the corner getting paler.

“Look at the shape of it,” Morgana said, kneeling over the spread records, glasses on, the scholar fully ascendant. “Body-state overwrite — confirmed, we’re living it. Local reality matching — confirmed, succubi became human here, humans became succubi in the reverse record. The phrasing, ‘the vessels were never meant to be flesh’ — present in both Kira’s stone and the archive fragment, an ocean apart. Twelve-position symbols, in the oldest cult records and around a collector’s neck. Prior correction events, documented.” She sat back on her heels. “Every piece fits one explanation. The Constellation forces vessels into the form that matches their destination. And ‘the Remembering’ is the pattern coming back to consciousness, and remembering means selecting. Choosing the correct final form. For all of us.”

“Say the ugly version,” I said. “The one you’re not saying.”

She looked at me. And she said it.

“The ugly version is that the Constellation is trying to remember what each vessel was before flesh. That the bodies, the horns, the tails, the seals, the women I love, the women you love, are a temporary format. An error. A wrong shape the pattern intends to correct. That being a succubus was never the destination. That being anything with a body was never the destination.” She delivered all of it without a single crack in her voice, and the flatness was the tell. Morgana only went that level when the words underneath were tearing her apart. “And the data fits, Jake. I have built theories for two hundred years, and I have never seen data fit a theory this cleanly. It is the most elegant explanation I have ever assembled. And I want to be wrong so badly I can barely think.”

The room had gone silent.

“It’s wrong,” I said.

“I can’t prove it’s wrong—”

“I don’t need to prove it. I know it.” I crouched across the records from her. “Here’s the thing your theory does that you’re too close to see. It calls the body a format, a wrong shape the pattern wants back. But a format’s empty. A format’s a container you can rewrite without anybody being home. And these women are home, Morgana. There’s a person living in every one of those bodies right now. Lyra’s grief is happening in hers. Cherry’s loud in hers. Raven’s healing bruises in hers. You’re standing in yours, terrified, an entire long life deep. You can’t correct a house with somebody living in it. That’s not correction, that’s eviction with the lights still on. The most elegant theory in the world doesn’t get to call a thing a mistake while it’s still breathing in front of you, and yours is so busy being clean it forgot the bodies aren’t empty.”

“You agree with him,” Mirror Jake observed, watching me, “and you can’t prove it either.”

“No,” I said. “And I don’t care. The universe can come call them errors to my face.”

The room didn’t answer one at a time. That was the thing: it broke open all at once, the way a real argument does when everyone’s scared.

“Anything that calls my body a mistake can get in line to be punched,” Raven said from the couch, where she was nursing her bruises and her limp. “The theory included. It can get in—”

“But it’s not just a punching problem,” Cherry cut across her, and her voice came out wrong, too high, because the theory hit her exactly where she lived. She was hugging her snow globe like it was the only solid thing in the room. “It says my body’s the wrong format. All of me — the me everyone wants, the me you said counts now — is just a costume the pattern’s going to peel off me. Like I’m not even real. I’m just a shape it’s borrowing for a while.” Her lip wobbled. “I JUST learned my body counts. I learned it two days ago, in a window, and now there’s a clean smart theory that says it never did—”

“You’re real,” I said. “All the way down, and you’re staying. The theory’s the costume here, Cherry. We take that off you. Never the other way around.”

Raven didn’t reclaim her thread. She reached over instead and gripped Cherry’s ankle, hard, the closest thing to comfort she’d offer in front of people, and Cherry grabbed her hand and held on.

Lyra hadn’t said anything through any of it. She was sitting very still with her hand pressed to the empty place over her heart, and when she finally spoke it wasn’t a round-the-circle line. It was quiet enough that everyone stopped to hear it, and certain enough that it ended the argument.

“The theory has no love in it,” she said. “I can’t feel anything anymore. The bond’s gone. But I know what love feels like and I know what its absence feels like, and that theory is shaped exactly like absence. It explains every gear and forgets the whole reason the machine is running.” She looked up. “It’s a true thing with the heart cut out of it. Like the missing word in the fragment. Polished smooth right where the truth should be. Whoever built that theory didn’t make a mistake. They made an omission. On purpose. The way you’d hide a thing by describing everything around it.”

Morgana’s hand stilled over the spread records at that. I watched the scholar in her catch on the word omission and turn it over, watched her start, for the first time, to look at her own beautiful structure as something that had been built for her to find.

Kira, in the corner, made a small wounded sound, and she didn’t wait her turn either. She talked over the silence because she couldn’t hold it in.

“Routes don’t love you,” she said. “That’s what scares me. A road’ll take you somewhere whether it cares about you or not — and where it dumps you can be the worst place you’ve ever been. This theory could be dead right and still get us killed. I’ve walked enough roads that were right about the distance and dead wrong about the destination. The ones that lie don’t lie about how far. They lie about what’s at the end.” She looked at me, and her amber eyes were raw. “I don’t want to be corrected. I don’t want to be remembered into something I’m not. I just got to be me. I just learned my body’s mine. I’m not giving it back. Not to a road. Not to a theory. Not to anyone with good posture and a smile.”

“You’re not giving it back,” I said. “None of you are. We’re going home as ourselves or not at all.”



The collectors found us an hour later, because six humans don’t stay hidden long, and they’d come back with better information.

Mirror Jake got the warning — a contact, a tip, the cult-deep network lighting up — and we had maybe two minutes before they hit the safe room. “They’re tracking your desire signature,” he said, grabbing weapons, gear, anything useful. “You don’t have scent, but six humans generating want with no feeding mechanic — that’s a beacon to the right sensors. And they’ve got the right sensors now. Their leader thinks—” he hesitated “—he thinks if he can get all six of you to one of the Constellation sites, he can force a correction event. Use you to trigger it. As a — as a sacrament. He wants to watch you get corrected and sell tickets.”

“Then we don’t go to a Constellation site,” I said.

“The lakefront breach is a Constellation site,” Mirror Mia said grimly. “It’s the realest one in the city. And it’s the only way home. So either you stay away from it and you’re stuck here forever, or you go to it and walk into exactly the thing he wants.”

“We go to it,” Kira said. “We go to it and we don’t let him be the one who decides what happens there.”

We went out the window.

What followed was a chase through Mirror Chicago that came at us in flashes, the city itself turned into an obstacle course, every piece of its strange inverted infrastructure a hazard or a hiding place.

Wing traffic blocked an escape route: a flock of commuters launching off a low roof right across the alley we needed, a wall of bodies and wingbeats, and we had to double back through a building whose doors I kept misreading because some of them were tail-doors, low swinging panels at the base of the main door for tails to pass through separately, and I shoved at the wrong one twice before Mirror Mia hauled me through the right one. “It’s the BIG one, Jake! Humans use the big one! That’s the whole point of being tall!”

We cut through a museum, a museum of human curiosities, of all things, glass cases of “mortal artifacts” displayed like dinosaur bones, and the collectors came in behind us and we wove through the exhibits, and Cherry, running past a case of human kitchen implements labeled like sacred relics, yelled “THAT’S A WHISK! THEY HAVE A WHISK IN A CASE!” even mid-chase, because Cherry.

“Keep MOVING, Cherry—”

“But it’s a WHISK, Jake, they put a WHISK in a CASE with a PLAQUE—” She read the plaque at a dead sprint. “‘ARTIFACT OF MORTAL DOMESTIC RITUAL, FUNCTION UNCERTAIN.’ They don’t even know what a WHISK IS! I could TELL them! I’m a domestic GENIUS—”

“You set off three smoke alarms last week!”

“That was ART—”

A display case shattered behind us as a collector vaulted over it, and Raven, with no shadows to vanish into, did the next best human thing: she hooked a freestanding exhibit panel, a six-foot board titled “THE MYSTERY OF HUMAN SLEEP,” and toppled it into the collector’s path, and he went down in a heap of pop-science about REM cycles, and Raven shouted “THE MYSTERY OF HUMAN SLEEP IS THAT WE DON’T GET ANY” and kept running. It shouldn’t have been funny. We were being hunted. It was extremely funny, and the laughing helped, the way it always did, the way it always had with us: the worse things got, the harder we joked, every laugh a place to hide the fear for half a second.

We blew through a diorama titled “A DAY IN A HUMAN HOME,” a recreation of a human living room, lovingly wrong, a couch facing a TV that was somehow mounted upside down, a kitchen with the appliances in baffling positions, a mannequin family frozen in poses no human had ever held. Cherry, even sprinting for her life, registered the whole thing in one horrified gasp. “THE COUCH IS FACING THE WRONG WAY! THE TV IS UPSIDE DOWN! NO HUMAN LIVES LIKE THIS! Jake, they think we mount our TVs on the CEILING—” “RUN, Cherry—” “I’m RUNNING, I’m also DEEPLY OFFENDED, both things, MULTITASKING—” She vaulted the diorama’s little fence with surprising athleticism for a woman who’d spent the morning complaining about hunger, and on the way over she grabbed the upside-down mannequin’s coffee mug — a prop, glued to a prop table, which came up with the table — and hurled the whole assembly at a pursuing collector, table and mug and a fake fern, and it worked, he went down under a coffee table from a fake human home, and Cherry yelled “HUMAN HOSPITALITY!” and kept going.

Morgana, three exhibits back, called out over the chaos: “I would like it noted that we are escaping through a museum that fundamentally misunderstands us, while being the thing it misunderstands, and the irony is not lost on me even mid-sprint—” “NOBODY CARES ABOUT THE IRONY, MORGANA—” “I care about the irony—”

We came out through the museum’s loading dock into an alley, and ran straight into the next obstacle.

A street vendor blocked the alley mouth: a cart selling roasted something, a cheerful incubus who took one look at six humans sprinting toward him and, instead of getting out of the way, lit up with the delight of a man who’d never seen a human up close. “Are you the human delegation? My cousin saw you on the L! Can I — would you mind if I—” He raised what was unmistakably a phone, trying to get a picture, and Cherry, even mid-flight, even terrified, instinctively struck a pose, because some things are deeper than fear, and Morgana grabbed her by the collar and hauled her past. “We are being PURSUED, Cherry—” “He wanted a PICTURE, Morgana, it would have been RUDE—”

A scent curtain saved us and nearly killed us.

It hung across a service passage, a hanging veil of scent-muting mist, the kind used to give privacy in feeding spaces, designed to mask supernatural scent, and Mirror Jake pulled us through it because the collectors’ sensors couldn’t read through it. Except the mist was dense with some kind of muting compound, and all five human women, with their newly delicate human respiratory systems, immediately started sneezing and tearing up, eyes streaming, and we had to feel our way through a curtain of fog while sneezing our way past the people hunting us, and it was simultaneously the most tense and the most undignified moment of the whole ordeal.

“This,” Morgana said, between sneezes, “is the indignity of a lifetime. I am being saved by interior design. A scent curtain. A decorating choice. When the histories of this are written, and they will not be, this passage shall simply not appear. There are events a dignity of my vintage declines to have happened.” She sneezed again, violently. “And I have a cold. Still. On top of everything. A two-hundred-year-old sorceress brought low by a runny nose and a privacy veil—”

“You’re complaining,” Raven wheezed, “which means you’re alive, which means it’s working, so SNEEZE QUIETER.”

We had to wait out a patrol of the collectors, crammed into a maintenance alcove off the lakefront, six humans pressed into a space built for two, and there was nothing to do but hold still and hold each other and breathe.

It was the closest we’d been since the landing, not for heat, just for survival, the press of bodies in the dark, and I felt how much they needed the contact. Cherry ended up half in my lap to fit behind the cover, her weight warm against me, and for once she was completely silent, which told me how scared she was. Raven pressed against my back, and I felt her mouth at my ear, whispering threats about what she’d do to the collectors that were so anatomically specific I almost laughed and gave us away. Lyra had her forehead against my shoulder, and her hand found mine and gripped it hard, and I knew why. She couldn’t bond-check me, couldn’t feel that I was okay, so she held my hand instead, the human substitute, reassurance through skin.

“I keep reaching for the bond to make sure you’re all right,” she breathed, almost too quiet to hear. “And it’s not there. So I’m just — holding on. Is that okay?”

“That’s more than okay.”

Kira’s hand found my other one, without looking, the Wayfinder’s instinct to orient on a fixed point, and I was her fixed point now, the route gone, the compass gone, just my hand in the dark. Morgana, pressed against Cherry, took quiet command even of our breathing: “Slow. Together. In through the nose. They can’t hear what doesn’t panic.” And we breathed with her, six humans in an alcove, terrified and pressed close and holding on to each other in the smallest possible way: a rehearsal, though I didn’t know it yet, for the much larger holding-on still coming.

In the dark, with the patrol’s footsteps growing in the corridor outside, I had nothing to go on but five hands and five sets of breathing and the warmth of five bodies pressed into a space built for two. No bond-map. No heartbeat-read. Just the press of them, and the choice to stay close, and somewhere in that cramped dark I stopped being afraid of being ordinary.

The footsteps reached the alcove. Stopped. A flashlight beam swept the corridor. Cherry pressed her face into my neck to muffle her own breathing, and Raven’s hand tightened on my shoulder, and Kira went absolutely still in the way only a hunted thing learns, and we held, and held, and the beam moved on.

The patrol passed. We came out the far side of the cover into the open air, and ahead of us, down the long slope of the lakefront, was the breach: the seam over the water, Kira’s door, the way home, glowing faintly in the dusk.

And waiting between us and it was the collectors’ leader.

He’d gotten there first. Of course he had. He stood at the head of the pier with his people fanned out behind him, and he spread his hands again, that same reasonable-man gesture, and the twelve-point pendant gleamed at his throat.

“You feel it, don’t you,” he called. “The pull. The breach knows what you are. It’s waiting to make you whole. The pattern wants to remember you, and you’re standing in its way out of — what? Sentiment? Attachment to a wrong shape?” His smile was beatific and horrible. “Let it correct you. It’s the most natural thing in the world. You’ll thank me. They always thank me.”

“The theory’s right,” Mirror Jake said quietly, beside me. “He’s not wrong about the breach. It won’t open for displaced bodies. To go home, you’d have to — correct. Become what the pattern says you are. He’s right about the mechanism. That’s the trap. He’s giving you the true thing and pretending it’s the only thing.”

“No,” I said.

I stepped out onto the head of the pier, between the collector and my harem, a human man with no powers facing a creature who wanted to dissolve the people I loved into a theory.

“You’re right that we can’t go home like this,” I said. “You’re right that the breach won’t open for displaced bodies. And you’re wrong about everything that matters.” I looked back at the five of them: Lyra, Cherry, Raven, Morgana, Kira, human and bruised and cold and entirely themselves. “We don’t need to correct ourselves. We need to choose ourselves. And that’s a door you’ve never figured out how to open, which is why you collect people instead of being chosen by them.”

The collector’s smile flickered.

“You’ll see,” he said. “When the pattern takes you. You’ll see there was never any difference between correction and choice. The pattern decides. You just—”

“Hold them off,” I told Mirror Jake. “Whatever you’ve got. Just buy us the room.”

And I turned my back on the collector and walked back to my harem, to the secured space at the foot of the pier where the breach pulsed and would not open, and I gathered the five of them close, and I said the only thing left to say.

“There’s no feeding here,” I said. “No magic. No system to reward us. The breach is built for what we really are, and we can’t fake it, and we can’t force it. So we’re not going to fake it or force it.” I looked at each of them. “We’re going to choose. All of us. Out loud. Where it counts. And we’re going to find out if that’s the thing that opens the door.”


Chapter 12: Human Union

The secured space at the foot of the pier was a maintenance structure, a low concrete shelter built into the lakefront, with one wall of glass facing the water and the breach. Mirror Jake and Mirror Mia took up positions outside, holding off the collectors, buying us the room. And inside, in the dim and the cold with the breach pulsing gold beyond the glass, the six of us were alone.

“It won’t open for displaced bodies,” I said. “Feeding won’t work, because nobody can feed. Magic won’t work, because nobody has magic. There’s no blood ritual, no sacrifice, no system reward waiting. The only thing we have left is each other. So that’s what we’re going to use.”

“Use how?” Lyra asked, though I think she already knew.

“We choose,” I said. “Each of you. Plainly. No bond to translate, no aura to do the work, no power to hide behind. You choose me, and you choose each other, with nothing pushing you. And I choose all of you, with no system telling me I’m allowed to. And we find out if a choice with no magic behind it can do what magic used to.”

“That’s it?” Raven said. “That’s the plan? We… talk about our feelings and the magic door opens?”

“That’s the plan.”

“That’s a plan a greeting card would be embarrassed by.”

“You have a better one?”

Raven opened her mouth. Closed it. “…No. I hate that I don’t. Fine. Feelings. We’re doing feelings. I’m going to be terrible at it.”

“You’re going to be perfect at it,” Cherry said, taking Raven’s hand. “Because you actually mean it, and meaning it is the whole job, and you’re worse at faking than anyone I’ve ever met, so everything you say will be true.” She squeezed. “I’ll go after you so you don’t have to go first.”

“…Thanks,” Raven muttered, and the fact that she didn’t pull her hand away said more than the word did.

There was a strange grace to it, the way they arranged themselves, not for the sex yet, just for the choosing. Lyra reached for Kira, who tended to stand at the edge of group things, and drew her into the circle, you belong here, you’re one of us now, you choose too. Morgana settled a hand on Cherry’s shoulder, steadying her. They closed ranks the way a unit does without needing to be told, except this time the ranks were closing around the act of speaking the truth instead of around me, and I understood, watching them, that the harem had become a thing that could hold its own weight, with or without me at the center.

Lyra came to me first.

She put her hand over my heart, the old gesture, the one that used to carry the bond, now carrying only her palm and her pulse and her will. “I choose you,” she said. “Without hearing you inside me. Without feeling your heartbeat from across a room. I’ve loved you with the bond singing and I’m choosing you with the bond silenced, and the silence doesn’t change it. I choose you.”

“I choose you,” I said, and kissed her.

Cherry was next, and her voice shook. “I choose you,” she said. “When the aura’s gone and I can’t make you want me and there’s no magic guaranteeing anything. I choose you knowing it counts. Knowing it’s real. Knowing you could not, and you do.” She pressed her snow globe into Lyra’s hands like she was setting down the last of her armor. “I choose you with nothing helping me.”

Raven, who hated this kind of thing, who’d rather fight than say a true thing — said it anyway, looking at the floor, then forcing herself to look up. “I choose you,” she said. “Where I can’t run. Where I can’t hide in shadows or danger or sarcasm. Human and breakable and stuck. I choose you anyway. Especially anyway.” A breath. “Don’t make it weird.”

Morgana, who had spent these three days wanting to believe the theory because it offered structure, set the theory down. “I choose you,” she said. “Without knowing what we are. Without the answer. I have needed an answer for everything, every day, for two hundred years, and I’m choosing you without one, which is the most frightening thing I have ever done, and I’m doing it on purpose.”

Kira, last, who didn’t have the Path to tell her where to go, chose the direction herself. “I choose you,” she said. “With no route telling me to. No compass, no map, no pull. I’m not walking toward you because something’s making me. I’m walking toward you because I want to. Route chosen. Not found.”

And I looked at the five of them, human, cold, bruised, stripped of everything that had ever made them feel like themselves, and somehow standing there as the truest version of each of them I’d been allowed to see, and I chose them back.

“I choose all of you,” I said. “No system panel. No bond network. No destiny, no anchor status, no proof I’m allowed. Just me, choosing you, every one of you, with nothing behind it but the fact that I love you and I’d rather be human with you than a god alone.”

And I meant the god alone part more than I’d known until I said it. Three days ago I’d been the anchor of a Constellation, a thing the system called important, a man with senses that reached three floors and a bond that held five hearts. And none of it had been worth one cold night in a blanket pile with these women learning to shiver. The power had always been the loud part. This was the real part. I’d take this, five ordinary women and one ordinary man, freezing in a borrowed shelter, choosing each other out loud, over every god-state the system could offer me, and I’d take it on purpose, knowing exactly what I was trading away.

“So no destiny,” I said. “No system telling me you’re mine. I’m telling you. You’re mine because I choose you, and I’m yours because you chose me, and that’s the only authority either of us is ever going to need.” I pulled them in, all of them, into a knot of warm human bodies in the cold. “Now come here. All of you. Let’s make something the breach can recognize.”



It started slow, because we had nothing to make it fast: no feeding heat, no aura, no supernatural urgency. Just five women and a man choosing to come together, and the choice itself was the fuel.

There was a strange tenderness to undressing each other in that cold concrete shelter with danger pressing at the walls. At home, intimacy with the harem ran hot and fast and supernatural, the bonds amplifying everything, the feeding hunger driving the pace. Here there was none of that engine. We had to build the heat ourselves, by hand, from nothing, and so it came slow and deliberate and almost unbearably intimate, five women and a man who couldn’t rely on magic to do the wanting for them.

Lyra kissed me first, deep and unhurried, and Cherry pressed against my back, and I felt hands moving over me, all of them, undressing me, undressing each other, the borrowed human clothes falling away. And what struck me, what would stay with me, was how human it all was. No tails curling, no wings spreading, no seals beginning to glow. Just skin. Five different kinds of warmth, five different bodies, five women I knew better than my own name, all of them choosing this in the cold with the breach pulsing gold beyond the glass.

The cold helped, in its way. They were all shivering when the clothes came off, gooseflesh rising on bare arms, and the only warmth in that concrete shelter was the warmth they made by pressing together, so they pressed together, not for the act yet, just to be warm, Cherry burrowing into my side, Lyra’s bare front against my chest, Raven crowding in at my back with her arms crossed over herself until I pulled them open, Morgana drawing Kira into the knot of bodies with a low come here, you don’t get to stand at the edge of this one. And the warmth grew between us the way it had in the blanket pile the first night, except this time nobody was pretending it wasn’t going somewhere.

I kissed Lyra until she made the small sound she made, and then I turned my head and kissed Cherry, who’d been waiting with her whole face, and then Raven, who bit my lip on principle, and then Morgana, slow and deep, and then Kira, careful, because Kira always needed the first touch to be careful. Five different mouths. Five different ways of kissing. Lyra all heart, Cherry all enthusiasm, Raven all challenge, Morgana all command, Kira all attention. And I learned each of them again with no bond to translate, just lips and breath and the cold air and the slow build of bodies waking up.

I made myself look at each of them, one full pass, because they deserved to be seen in their human bodies the way I’d seen them one at a time across the whole detour, and now all at once. Lyra, smooth-templed and flushed, the empath who’d learned to trust without the bond. Cherry, all human curves and no aura, blooming toward something even she didn’t have a name for yet. Raven, thick-hipped and bruised and finally not hiding. Morgana, lush and powerless and choosing to be held. Kira, lean and scarred and present, her toys laid out beside her like a decision. Five women the universe had tried to call mistakes. Five women I was about to prove the universe wrong about, with nothing but my hands and my mouth and the truth.

There was no taking turns to it, no one of them waiting politely while I saw to another. It was a current, a circuit, the six of us moving and shifting and finding each other; everyone touched everyone, and the choosing built on itself.

Lyra was emotional surrender, the way she always was. I laid her back on the folded clothes and Cherry came down over her, kissing her mouth, and Lyra responded with her whole heart in her face, eyes locked on mine even as Cherry broke the kiss to slide lower.

I didn’t go down on her. Cherry’s mouth was already doing what mine usually did. She’d slid down Lyra’s body and settled between her thighs, licking into her wet and overwhelming, and Lyra was caught between us, my mouth on her breasts and Cherry’s mouth on her cunt, two sources of sensation she couldn’t pace and couldn’t predict. So I worked the rest of her instead. I sucked one tight nipple deep and rolled the other under my thumb, and I slid a hand down to join Cherry, not the solo routine, no neat practiced curl, just my fingers laced alongside Cherry’s tongue, the two of us tending Lyra together, my fingertips finding the spot only when Cherry’s mouth pulled back enough to let me. Lyra came apart between us in pieces, gasping into the air because there was no one mouth to gasp into.

“Tell me,” I said against her breast, because I still couldn’t feel her, because I’d never be able to take her for granted again. “Tell me what you want.”

“This — both of you — don’t stop, neither of you stop—”

Her hand found Cherry’s hair, then mine, gripping both, anchoring herself to the two people taking her apart, the taste of her (I could read it off Cherry’s chin when she lifted up to breathe) flooding the air sweet, the flush climbing up Lyra’s chest in its slow rising bloom, the only telegraph she had left.

“I can’t feel you through the bond,” she breathed against Cherry’s lips, “but I can feel you like this, I can feel your skin, I can feel everyone—”

Cherry was display and claiming. She pulled back from Lyra and knelt up, presenting herself, her massive breasts heavy and swaying, her flushed skin, her wide hips, and there was no aura turning the room, just Cherry, choosing to be seen.

“Look at me,” she said, to all of us, to the dark glass, to the breach. “No aura. Just me. Want me because I’m me.”

And we did. All of us, hands on her, mouths on her: Morgana cupping those heavy breasts from behind and lifting them, rolling the stiff nipples between her fingers and tugging until Cherry gasped, Raven biting down the line of her shoulder, me pulling her into a kiss while I dragged my thumb across her swollen clit and pushed two fingers up into her dripping pussy and felt her shudder and clench.

She was loud, the way she’d always been loud, no aura needed, her voice filling the concrete shelter, and she laughed and cried at once because being wanted for herself by everyone she loved was almost too much to hold.

“Everyone’s touching me,” she gasped, rocking down onto my fingers, “and it all COUNTS, none of it’s the aura, you all just — you all just WANT me—”

“We want you,” Morgana murmured against her ear, pinching a nipple, and Cherry keened.

Raven was rear-focused roughness and bratty surrender. She pushed forward into the tangle on hands and knees, presenting that magnificent ass, the thick round cheeks of it spread, demanding attention with her body the way she couldn’t with words.

I gripped those thick hips — the ones she thought were too much, the ones that were perfect — kneaded the plush cheeks and spread them wide. Morgana reached between her thighs from one side and Cherry kissed her from the other, and Raven, bratty to the last, said “took you long enough” right up until Morgana’s fingers found her clit and the brat dissolved into a moan.

I held her open with both hands and buried my face between those thick cheeks, dragging my tongue from her clit up over her slit to lap and press at her tightest, most secret place, giving every inch of that ass the kind of attention she’d spent two hundred years pretending she didn’t need. And here was the difference she couldn’t armor against: there was nowhere to hide. No shadows to slip into, no Shadow Class to drape herself in, no dark corner to take the moment private. Morgana’s fingers were still working her clit. Cherry’s mouth was on the back of her neck. Everyone was watching, everyone was touching, and Raven — who could not be vulnerable unless she was alone, who had built a whole class around being unseen — was being adored from three directions at once with the lights on. The last of the brat went out of her like a held breath. She dropped her cheek to the floor and quit fighting it entirely, no quip left to reach for, and pushed back into my mouth shameless, grinding herself against my tongue, taking it in front of all of them and letting them see her take it.

Morgana was command and surrender at once. She conducted even as she was claimed, her voice low and warm guiding the group — there, like that, let her — yes, give it to her — mothering the whole tangle of us while her own composure frayed.

She knelt up and pressed those heavy breasts together around my cock, swallowing me in the soft press of them until only the head showed, working me slow, her tongue flicking out to catch the tip each time I emerged, her amber eyes locked on mine the whole time.

And then, when I gripped her hair and she felt me getting close, she pulled me down instead, lay back and guided me between her thighs and let me sink deep into her soaked, clenching heat, surrendering the control she’d spent the whole encounter holding.

“Good boy,” she breathed, even as she gave herself up, even as she rolled her hips to take me deeper. “Even like this — even with no magic — especially like this—”

And Kira was toy-assisted sensation, choosing pleasure as herself. She’d brought the toys, ordinary toys, mundane here, and that was the point. Cherry took the wand and pressed it to Kira’s clit, working it in slow firm circles while Kira narrated in that low unguarded voice, there, yes, higher, that’s mine, that’s all mine, the words she’d learned, the body-as-hers of it, and when Cherry slid the smaller toy slow into her wet clenching pussy at the same time — easing it deep, drawing it back, fucking her with it in time to the wand — Kira’s back arched off the floor and her thighs clamped and she came loud, gushing around the toy, and Lyra reached over and laced their fingers together and held her hand through it the way Kira had never let anyone hold her hand through anything.

I moved among them and they moved around me and the circuit built, and I lost track of where one woman ended and the next began. I sank into Lyra and fucked her slow and deep while she ate Cherry, Cherry’s hands fisted in Lyra’s blonde hair, both of them crying out, Lyra’s wet heat clenching around my cock on every stroke while Cherry rode Lyra’s mouth, grinding her dripping pussy against Lyra’s tongue, Cherry’s heavy breasts swaying with every roll of her hips. I pulled out of Lyra slow, my cock slick with her, and pushed into Raven’s ass from behind, that tight ring stretching to take me, gripping me snug as I worked deep, while Raven’s mouth was busy between Morgana’s thighs, and Morgana guided Raven’s head with one hand fisted in her black hair and gripped my forearm with the other and gasped both our names at once. I dug my fingers into the plush spread of Raven’s wide hips, pressing deep enough to leave the shape of my grip in skin that bruised easy now, and fucked that ass until the bratty edge dissolved into open need, watching my cock disappear into her on every thrust, and she begged, Raven who never begged, don’t stop, please, I’m not running, I don’t want to run.

I worked Kira’s toys, the wand on her clit, the smaller toy buried in her slick heat, while Cherry rode my face, lowering that dripping pussy onto my mouth and grinding down, her heavy breasts swaying above me, her whole weight working against my tongue, loud and unselfconscious, while across the tangle Kira narrated the sensation in that low unguarded voice, there, that’s — oh — that’s mine, all of this is mine. I licked into Cherry, sucked her clit and lapped at her, and she rode my face shameless. Lyra crawled up to kiss Kira through it, two women who’d come to the harem from opposite ends of suffering meeting in the middle, mouths and hands and tangled hair, and Morgana pressed against my back and reached around to fist my cock and stroke me slow while I ate Cherry, conducting even now, give it to her, look how she takes it, my good boy, give Cherry everything she’s choosing to ask for. And then I flipped Cherry off my face and onto her back and drove into her instead, sinking deep into her tight wet clutch, and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled Lyra down to kiss her at the same time, and the four of them were a tangle of warm human limbs around me, everyone touching everyone, the choosing braided into every gasp.

It was never the same configuration twice and it was never mechanical, because the engine wasn’t position, it was choice, the escalating shared yes of six people building something with their bodies that nothing supernatural was helping them build. They touched each other as much as they touched me: Lyra’s hand finding Raven’s, Cherry kissing Morgana, Kira’s tail-less hip pressed warm against Lyra’s, a team, a family, a single shape made of separate wills, and every time one of them chose out loud, yes, him, all of us, this, the heat behind my sternum flared.

And somewhere in the middle of it, I started to feel them.

Not the bond; the bond was still occluded, still silenced. But something underneath. A warmth, behind my sternum, the same ember-flare I’d felt when Cherry came by the window, except now it was five embers, five points of heat, five women I could feel the way you feel sunlight through closed eyes: present, real, reaching up through the occlusion because we were choosing them up through it.

“Do you feel that,” Lyra gasped, and her eyes were wide, and tears were streaming, but they were the relief kind. “I feel — I feel you, all of you, faint, but it’s coming back — it’s not the bond, it’s under the bond, it’s—”

“Keep going,” Morgana said, and even mid-peak the scholar caught it, the enormity of it. “Don’t stop. It’s responding. It’s responding to the choice — keep choosing—”

So we kept choosing.

I gathered them, all of them, into a single shape: Lyra at my heart, Cherry pressed to my side, Raven against my back, Morgana’s hands on my chest, Kira’s fingers laced in mine. And I moved among them and into them and the five embers behind my sternum flared brighter with every shared yes, and the warmth built, and built, and I could feel the women starting to feel each other too, the occluded bonds straining against whatever covered them, the choice pressing up like a spring through ice.

And the women kept choosing, out loud, between gasps, because that was the fuel and they’d understood it now: every time one of them said it, the warmth flared. I choose you, from Morgana, even as she came around me. I choose all of you, from Kira, loud, unguarded, the toys forgotten on the sheet. Mine, you’re mine and I’m yours, from Raven, the words torn out of her without a shred of armor left on them. I can feel you, I can feel everyone, choose me back, from Lyra, weeping, glowing. The choosing wasn’t decoration on the sex. It was the sex: the act and the words braided into one thing, a current that ran through all six of us and back into the breach.

“I feel Cherry,” Lyra sobbed. “I can feel Cherry, she’s so close, she’s almost—”

Because Cherry was rising.

I felt it happen. Cherry, at 975 for so long, one step from Soulbound, had needed exactly this, to be wanted with no aura, chosen with nothing helping her, real where it counted, and now, in a human body in a borrowed world with the people she loved choosing her plainly, she crossed the line.

“Jake—” Cherry’s voice broke high and wondering. “Something’s — I feel something — it’s like the warm thing but bigger, it’s blooming, it’s—”

“Let it,” I said, gathering her close, driving into her, the others’ hands all over both of us. “Choose it. Choose all of us. Let it bloom.”

She came — and the bond didn’t explode outward, the way it would have with magic. It bloomed. Slow, warm, certain, rising up through the occlusion like a flower opening through frost, Cherry’s Soulbound signal unfurling petal by petal, and the moment it bloomed, it found Lyra’s.

I felt the two of them connect. Lyra’s Soulbound, reaffirmed through all this silence, reached out through the occlusion and caught Cherry’s new-bloomed one, and the two signals braided together, and the warmth behind my sternum went from embers to a single steady fire, and Kira’s absent Wayfinder trace — the inward-pointing one, route-chosen — snapped into focus, locking not onto geography but onto us, onto the living circuit of six people choosing each other.

And the breach — the breach that would not open for displaced bodies — recognized it.

I felt it recognize us. The gold seam over the water pulsed, and brightened, and the wrongness in it eased, because it wasn’t reading our bodies anymore. It was reading the choice. The Union. The thing that had no feeding in it and no magic in it and was, somehow, exactly what the breach had been waiting for.

We came together, all of us, a single living circuit cresting at once — Lyra squirting in a hot gush against my hand, her whole body wracked and shaking; Cherry blooming, her pussy clamping down around my cock in rolling waves; Raven sobbing my name, her ass gripping tight; Morgana arching, her heavy breasts heaving as she clenched; Kira loud and chosen, gushing around the toy still buried in her — and me buried deep in Cherry and spilling, my cock pulsing hard, pumping thick and hot into her clenching heat as her newly-blooming bond braided back to life around me, all five of their bonds reaching up through the occlusion at once — and the breach blazed open.

And a fragment of system text wrote itself in gold across my vision, clearer than anything since we’d landed, precious as the first water after a desert:

UNION EVENT Feeding absent Magic absent Bond occlusion active Consent confirmed Choice confirmed Soulbound expansion detected

CHERRY — BOND 1000 SOULBOUND



We lay tangled in the dim shelter, breathing hard, the breach blazing gold beyond the glass, open now, finally open, a way home.

Cherry was crying and laughing and clutching Lyra and me both, the new Soulbound signal singing faintly through her even occluded. “I can feel you,” she kept saying, to me, to Lyra, to all of them. “It’s faint, it’s so faint, but I can FEEL you, I’m — am I — Lyra, am I—”

“You’re Soulbound,” Lyra wept, holding her. “You’re Soulbound, Cherry, you did it, you did it with no magic, you chose your way there—”

“I chose my way there,” Cherry whispered, awed, like she couldn’t believe it. “I’m not the aura. I never was. I’m — me. And you all wanted me anyway. And it COUNTS.” She buried her face in Lyra’s neck and sobbed, and Raven — bruised, limping, snarling Raven — reached over and put a hand on Cherry’s back without a single sarcastic word, which was the most enormous thing she could have done.

“The breach is open,” Kira said, sitting up, staring at the gold seam. “It opened. The choice opened it.” She looked at me, and her face was full of something between triumph and dread. “We chose ourselves. We chose each other. Nothing supernatural pushing it — just the choosing — and the breach knows us now. It learned our names off the choosing.”

“It knows us now,” I agreed, and pulled Cherry’s tear-streaked face up to kiss her, my newly-Soulbound girl, and Lyra leaned in and kissed us both, and for one heartbeat the six of us just held the thing we’d made.

I started to say let’s go home — and that was when Nia’s voice came through the breach.

It arrived faint and far and torn, fragments of a sentence crossing an impossible distance, a Junction’s voice straining through a fold in reality from a living room in a Chicago that was ours. But the words came through, clear enough, urgent enough, and they stopped the breath in my chest:

“Jake — do not let it correct you. That is not what this is. Do you hear me? It is not correction. Do not let it—”

The breach flared, and Nia’s voice cut out, and Morgana sat bolt upright with the copied record clutched in her hand, and the false theory, the elegant, terrible, almost-perfect theory, began, at last, to shatter.


Chapter 13: The Hole in the Middle

For a moment after Nia’s voice cut out, nobody moved.

We were still tangled together on the shelter floor, warm and wrecked from the Union, the breach blazing gold beyond the glass, Cherry’s new Soulbound singing faintly through the occlusion. And into that warm, triumphant aftermath, Nia’s torn warning had landed like cold water. Do not let it correct you. That is not what this is.

“She heard us,” Lyra whispered, hand pressed to her sternum where the bond used to live, where it was starting, faintly, to live again. “From home. Across everything. She held a route open until she could reach us and she used it to tell us the theory’s wrong.” Her eyes filled. “She burned herself down to send us four words. That is not what this is.”

“Then what IS it?” Cherry demanded, sitting up, clutching the snow globe. “Everyone keeps saying what it’s NOT. It’s not correction, it’s not a bridge, it’s not a key, it’s not a cage — at some point somebody has to say what it IS, that’s how sentences WORK—”

“That’s the whole problem,” Kira said quietly, and her face had gone gray again, the old Wayfinder dread for a path that wouldn’t tell her the truth about where it ended. “Every answer is a ‘not.’ Every record cuts out at the same word. It’s like the truth has been carved out of the middle of everything, in every world, and all that’s left is the negative space around the hole.” She looked at me. “Listen to her, Jake. Whatever Nia’s saying — listen. She’s the only one who can see the actual shape of this from the outside.”

Nia’s voice came again, stronger this time, the Junction forcing her way through the open breach in broken pieces.

“I compared it — I compared the route to the twelve-point structure from home — Jake, it doesn’t match — Mirror Chicago is not the original — it’s not a corrected state — it’s an echo — a side-channel — a variant Earth the Constellation pulled close when it recognized itself—”

“Slow down,” I called toward the breach, though I didn’t know if she could hear me. “Nia — say it slow—”

The fragments assembled. Nia, holding the listening route open from a living room a reality away, bleeding from her nose and burning herself down to nothing, gave us the truth in pieces over the gold seam.

The Constellation had recognized itself; that had happened at the end of Kira’s journey, nine points connected, the pattern waking. And a pattern waking up reaches. It had reached for the tenth across the ocean. And it had reached sideways, too, toward the nearest variant of our own reality, a Chicago close enough to brush. Mirror Chicago. When Voss’s transfer route opened, the waking Constellation had leaned toward that variant (the leaning Nia had felt the morning we left, the route tilting toward something it wanted more than its destination), and the disturbed transit had folded us through.

And the body-state overwrite, becoming human, wasn’t purposeful. It wasn’t a correction. It was adaptive. The Constellation had changed our bodies so we could exist in Mirror Chicago at all, the way a diver gets pressurized to survive a depth. Succubi can’t exist in a human-dominant variant without fitting. So the pattern fit us. Made us human so we could land alive in a world built for humans being rare.

“It proves capability,” Morgana breathed, the realization landing on her like a stone, “not intention. The Constellation can overwrite a body to match a world-state. That’s all it proves — that it’s able to. The mirror scholars saw a thing the pattern could do and couldn’t bear that it didn’t mean anything, so they hung a purpose on it. They needed it to mean something. They decided it meant correction.” She looked at the copied record in her hand. “And the meaning was never there. We’ve been chasing a meaning that doesn’t exist, built around a missing word, by people who couldn’t stand the silence where the answer should be.”

“It’s a lying road,” Kira said. “Just like I said. It pretends it has a destination. It just has a mechanism. It can take you somewhere. It doesn’t know where. It doesn’t care where. It just can.”

The relief that went through the room was strange and incomplete, because it was the relief of a death sentence commuted to a life sentence — not good news, just less catastrophic news. The harem had spent three days as humans being told, gently and relentlessly, that being human was their true and correct form, that the women they’d been were errors. And now the truth was: no. You weren’t being corrected. You were just temporarily reshaped so you wouldn’t die in the wrong world. Which was better. Which was a thousand times better. And which still left them human, still left the breach closed against them, still left the answer missing.

“So we’re not mistakes,” Cherry said slowly, holding her snow globe to her chest like a small cold heart. “We’re not — wrong versions. The pattern wasn’t fixing us.” Her voice wobbled toward hope. “We’re real. The real us is real. The human us is just — a coat the pattern made us wear so we wouldn’t freeze.”

“That’s exactly it,” Morgana said, gently, the scholar setting down the cruelty she’d half-believed. “A coat. Not a correction. You were never wrong, Cherry. None of you. I’m sorry I ever entertained otherwise. I let the elegance of the lie matter more than the truth of you, and that was — that was a failure of love disguised as rigor. I won’t make it again.”

It cost her, and she let it cost her in front of everyone, which was the part that mattered. Two hundred years of the elegant explanation is the true one, set down on a concrete floor for Cherry’s sake, sober and clothed and witnessed.

Cherry crossed the room and hugged her, hard, snow globe and all, and Morgana — who didn’t initiate physical affection, who mothered everyone and let almost no one mother her — let herself be held. And then, because Cherry was Cherry, she said into Morgana’s shoulder, “You called me a truth. Morgana called me a truth. Did everyone hear that. I’m getting that embroidered. On the pillow. Next to the comforting thing.”

“You don’t know how to embroider,” Raven said, automatically, the way she always did.

“I’ll LEARN. The pillow is going to have SO much on it. It’s going to be the most important pillow in any dimension.” Cherry lifted her head, eyes wet, grinning. “I’m not a formatting error and I’m SOULBOUND and Morgana called me a truth. Best detour ever. Ten out of ten. Would get dimensionally kidnapped again.”

“Please do not,” Morgana said, patting her back, “get dimensionally kidnapped again.”

“No promises. I’m very kidnappable. It’s the silhouette.”

Lyra had her eyes closed, and tears were running down her smooth-templed face, but she was smiling. “I knew it wasn’t correction,” she whispered. “I couldn’t prove it. But I knew. It felt like theft, not restoration, and the grief wouldn’t let me pretend otherwise — even when every record in two worlds said I was wrong.” She opened her eyes. “I’m so glad I was right. I’ve never been so glad to be right about anything.”

Raven, characteristically, processed relief through aggression. “So the entire mirror world’s deepest spiritual belief,” she said, “the thing their scholars chant, the thing that almost convinced us all to lie down and dissolve — is just a bunch of people who found a mechanism with no instruction manual and made up a religion to feel better. That’s it. That’s the whole thing. We almost gave up because of somebody’s coping mechanism.” She made a disgusted sound. “I want to fight a theory. How do you fight a theory? There has to be a way to fight a theory.”

“You can’t fight a theory, Raven,” Kira said, for the second time that day.

“I can fight the people who believe it—”

“That’s just regular fighting.”

“Then I’ll do regular fighting. I’m GREAT at regular fighting.” She pulled her torn leggings back up over her bruised hip, wincing, and added, with the wounded dignity of a woman who’d just had the best sex of her week on a concrete floor, “Somebody write this down. We did SACRED WORK in here. There should be a plaque.”

Lyra, still half-tangled in the warmth of all of them, pressed her hand flat to her sternum and laughed wetly, because the bond was a faint ember there again and she could feel them, could feel the absurd warm tide of five people she loved being ridiculous in the aftermath of nearly dying, and she’d missed it so much that even Cherry arguing about a snow globe felt like coming home. Then her smile faltered and dropped, because under the warmth and the laughing, she felt something else, and her face changed.



And then Kira’s memory stone screamed.

It was muted here — occluded like everything else, present but mostly silent in its plug housing in the evidence bag against her hip. But the false theory had been asserted out loud one too many times, and the truth was being spoken over the open breach, and the stone — the thing she’d carried two thousand miles inside her own body — could not stay silent through that.

It echoed. Through the occlusion, into Kira’s body, up through the route that connected her to the breach, and Kira dropped to her knees with a cry, both hands going to her hip.

“It’s — it’s saying something — it HURTS—”

I caught her before she went all the way down. The others closed around her. And the memory stone gave us its contradiction, the way it had given Kira the message in the first place: not in words exactly, but in meaning that arrived as pain, a partial truth forcing itself through a wall that didn’t want to let it pass.

Not return.

Not original.

Not correction.

Remembering is—

And then it broke. The sentence shattered against the occlusion, the same missing word, the same wound, the truth amputated at exactly the place it would matter, and Kira screamed, a raw sound torn out of her, her whole body convulsing with the force of the fragment trying and failing to complete itself.

“I’ve got you—” I held her, and Lyra was there, and Cherry, and Morgana wrapped around her from the other side, all of us catching her as the stone wrenched at her insides. “Kira, I’ve got you, let it go, you don’t have to hold it—”

“It won’t finish,” she sobbed. “Remembering is — remembering is — and then nothing, the same nothing, the same missing piece, it’s always the missing piece, somebody took the END—” She convulsed again and went limp in our arms, shaking, spent. “It’s not return. It’s not original. It’s not correction. The mirror theory is wrong, it’s all wrong, the answer isn’t any of the things anyone’s said — but the stone won’t tell me what it is, it just keeps cutting out, it just keeps—”

“We don’t need the rest,” I said, holding her. “Not now. You hear me? We don’t need the whole truth tonight. We just needed to know the theory was wrong. And it’s wrong. You proved it’s wrong. That’s the only part that had to land tonight.”

“It always cuts out at the same place,” she whispered, wrecked. “Two thousand miles I carried it. Through the desert, through the cold, through — through Elko, through everything — and it always stops at the exact same word. Like it wants me to know there’s an answer and refuses to give it to me. Like the cruelest possible thing. A truth with a hole punched in the middle, and the hole is the only part that matters.” Her voice cracked. “What if I never get the end? What if I carried it across a continent and it never tells me why?”

“Then consider what you’ve actually proven,” Morgana said, crouching, the scholar gentling her certainty into something Kira could hold. “You didn’t fail to deliver an answer. You delivered a contradiction, strong enough to break a creed two worlds believed. The hole in the middle isn’t your failure, Kira. It’s evidence. Somebody worked very hard to put it there, which means the thing they hid is worth all of this. You carried proof that the lie is a lie. That is not nothing. That is the opposite of nothing.”

“That’s disgustingly beautiful,” Cherry sniffled, “and I’m choosing to believe everyone saw me NOT cry just now.”

“We saw you cry,” Raven said.

“You saw me have ALLERGIES. To the — the dimensional dust. It’s a real thing. Tell her, Morgana.”

“It is not a real thing,” Morgana said gently, smoothing Kira’s hair, “and you are crying, and it’s allowed, and so is Kira, and so, frankly, is everyone, because we have had a day.”

Kira clung to me, shaking, and didn’t argue, which told me how much it had taken out of her. And she let all of them touch her, all at once, the lean survivor who’d flinched from contact for six months now letting four women hold her through the worst of it, and the not-flinching told me how far she’d come better than any words could have.

“I keep thinking,” she said, when the shaking had eased, her voice raw, “about how I carried it. The stone. I thought I was carrying an answer. The whole way across the country, I thought — if I just get it where it’s going, if I just deliver it, I’ll find out why. Why the horns grew back wrong. Why I woke up in a desert with no memory and a compass in my body. Why it had to be me.” She swallowed. “And the answer’s still got a hole in it. After everything. The hole came with me. I carried the hole two thousand miles.”

“You carried the hole to us,” Lyra said, fierce, taking Kira’s face in both hands. “You think you failed because the message didn’t finish. You didn’t fail. The message was never going to finish. Somebody made sure of that, in every world, a long time ago. But the route finished. The route brought you here. To this. To people who’ll hold you on a floor in a dimension that isn’t even ours.” Her voice cracked. “Some things arrive even when the words don’t.”

Kira looked around at them, at Lyra and Cherry and Morgana and Raven, all of them touching her, all of them hers now, and something in her face that had been clenched for six months let go, just a little.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. The route finished. I’ll — I’ll hold onto that one.” She wiped her face with the heel of her hand, the rough efficient gesture of a woman who didn’t have time to cry properly. “We can find the rest of the answer later. After we’re home. After the tribunal. After—” She stopped, and a ghost of the old dry humor came back. “After approximately nine hundred other things, apparently. I’m putting it on a list. The list is long. The list is insulting.”



Across the shelter, Morgana made a sound.

She was staring at the copied record in her hand, the one that had bled Not original in the study, the one that had supposedly proven the humanization theory. And it was changing again. The impression was shifting, the captured moment rearranging itself, and where there had been clean documentation there were now gaps, blank places, the smooth telltale absence of tampering.

“This record was edited,” she said. “After it was made. The same way the fragment was edited, the ending removed. The same way Earth-Prime’s records were erased, the same way the demon realm’s archives have holes in exactly the places that matter.” She looked up, and there was real fear in her amber eyes. “The same hand. Or the same kind of hand. Someone has been to the mirror records too. Someone has been editing the truth out of every world this thing touches. The mirror scholars built their elegant theory on data that had been prepared for them. Curated. Trimmed to point exactly the wrong way.”

Mirror Jake had come in from the pier (there was a lull in the fighting outside, Mirror Mia holding the line) and he heard it, and he went pale.

He sat down hard on an overturned crate, his tail going still, the polished confidence draining out of his face until he looked, for a moment, exactly as lost as I’d felt in the alley three days ago. “I learned that creed as a child,” he said. “When the pattern remembers, the body corrects. They teach it in school. There are songs about it — I could sing you one right now, I had to learn it for a recital when I was eight, I cried because I forgot the second verse.” A hollow laugh. “My whole culture treats Constellation events as the universe setting things right. Putting souls into their true forms. It’s supposed to be comforting. Parents tell it to kids who are afraid of dying — don’t worry, nothing is ever lost, the pattern just remembers you somewhere else. Mia and I, when our grandmother died, our mother sat us down and told us that. The pattern remembered her. She’s in her true shape now. And it helped. It actually helped.” His jaw tightened. “And you’re telling me it’s a lie. That my mother comforted two crying kids with a sentence somebody had the ending cut out of. That the whole thing was built on a hole.”

“I’m telling you,” Morgana said, more gently than I expected, “that your world has the same suspicious gaps as ours. The same missing word. The same trimmed records. Whether your grandmother’s true shape is a lie or a truth, I can’t say. That part might be real, the comfort might be earned. But the creed was edited. The scholarly version, the one that lets collectors call my Cherry a formatting error, the one your culture built its certainty on, that one was arranged. Curated. Someone trimmed the records so they’d point exactly where a frightened civilization wanted them to point. Which means whoever has been hiding the truth has reach across variant Earths.” She stopped. “Which is a much larger problem than anything we came here to solve, and we cannot solve it tonight, and I hate saying those words more than I have ever hated saying anything.”

Mirror Jake scrubbed both hands down his face (my gesture, the exact one, the pushing-my-hair-back thing I did when the world got too big) and for a second the two of us just sat there, two versions of one man, both of us discovering that the things our families had told us to feel safe were load-bearing lies. “I keep thinking I should be angrier,” he said. “Mostly I just feel… small. You spend your whole life standing on something and then somebody shows you it’s a trapdoor with a rug over it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know that exact feeling. I’ve been standing on trapdoors for a year.”

Mirror Mia stuck her head in from outside, sweating, a cut over one eye, her tail lashing. “I love a good revelation,” she snapped, “and I love both of you having identical sad little face right now, it’s adorable, it’s like a mirror got depressed — but the part where you say you can’t solve it tonight needs to be the operative part, because there are eight cultists out here trying very hard to die on this pier and I am running out of clever, and I would HATE to be wrong about being right that I was right that we need to GO—” She ducked a thrown something. “BOTH OF YOU LOOK NOBLE ABOUT IT LATER! Preferably from a SURVIVING DISTANCE!”



The collectors were forcing the breach.

That was the new danger, and it crashed in on the heels of the revelation. Their leader, out on the pier, past Mirror Mia’s line, had realized the breach was open, and he didn’t care that the theory was wrong, because he’d never cared about the truth, only about the spectacle. He believed he could still force a correction event, still trigger the thing he wanted to sell, and he was throwing everything he had at the open seam, trying to wrench it wide, trying to shove the recognition into a shape he could profit from.

And the breach destabilized.

I felt it before I understood it: a sick lurch in the gold seam, the same wrong-way fold I’d felt the morning we left, when the clean route had tilted sideways and dropped us here. The collectors pulling at it from outside, the Union holding it open from inside, the two forces tearing at the same fragile opening.

Outside, the lull broke. I heard it through the shattered glass: Mirror Jake’s voice rising, Mirror Mia swearing, the wet impact of bodies, the leader screaming about the find of the century slipping through his fingers. The fragile peace of the revelation collapsed back into a fight, and the fight was getting closer to the door.

And our human bodies began to fail under the pressure.

Lyra felt it first, because she felt everything. She doubled over with a gasp, clutching her chest, and the others followed: Cherry swaying, Morgana’s nose bleeding now too, Kira already wrecked from the stone, Raven going gray. The overwrite that had let us survive Mirror Chicago was strained to breaking by the destabilizing breach, the human bodies the Constellation had built us caught between two pressures, and I understood with cold clarity that we were running out of time in the worst possible way.

“What’s happening to them—” I caught Lyra, held her up. “Morgana—”

“The breach—” Morgana forced the words out through the pain. “It’s tearing. The collectors are tearing it. And our bodies are — Jake, the overwrite was adaptive, it made us human so we could survive here, in stable Mirror Chicago. But the breach is unstable now, and it’s pulling us toward home, and home isn’t built for human bodies — we’re caught between two world-states and our human forms can’t take the stress. We have to cross. Now. But—”

“But we can’t cross like this,” Kira finished, gray-faced, propped against me. “The breach won’t take displaced bodies. It opened because of the Union, it recognizes us now — but it’ll tear us apart if we go through wearing the wrong shape. We have to be ourselves to survive the crossing. Our real selves. Right now. Or we die in the seam.”

I looked at the five of them, failing, bleeding, the human bodies that had carried them through this whole impossible detour now buckling, and I looked at the open, tearing breach, and I understood the last thing.

“The bodies aren’t gone,” I said, the system trace from the first night coming back to me. Not absent. Occluded. “Morgana said it. Our real forms aren’t gone. They’re occluded. Covered. The same way the bonds were covered.” I tightened my grip on Lyra, on all of them. “We uncovered the bonds by choosing. We uncovered Cherry’s Soulbound by choosing. So we uncover the bodies the same way. We don’t let it correct us. Nia said that. We don’t wait for the pattern to decide our shape. We call our own shapes back. We claim ourselves, out loud, before it can claim us.”

“You make it sound simple,” Raven gritted out.

“It’s not simple. It’s just the only door left.” I looked at the tearing breach, at home blazing gold beyond it, at the cultist trying to wrench our salvation into a spectacle. “We call our real bodies back, under pressure, by choosing them, and then we go home as ourselves, and we burn this collector’s whole operation down on the way out.” I pulled the five of them into the circle one more time. “Tails. Horns. Wings. Seals. Aura. Magic. All of it. We’re not formatting errors and we’re not a sacrament. We’re us. Let’s go get us back.”


Chapter 14: Teeth of the Real Body

We made a circle on the floor of the failing shelter, six people holding on to each other, the breach tearing gold beyond the glass, and we called ourselves back.

“Don’t wait for the pattern to choose your shape,” I said. “Choose it yourselves. You know who you are. You’ve known the whole time, even human, even silenced. So reach for it. Not because the breach demands it. Because it’s yours. Reach for the real you and pull her up through the occlusion.”

I gripped Lyra’s hands. “You first, sweetheart. Come on. Come back.”

Lyra closed her eyes. And she reached. I felt her reach, through the place where the bond lived, down into the covered thing, and she pulled.

The Soulbound signal came back first. It hit her like sunrise hits a window, and her whole body lit with it, and she gasped, and then the rest followed, blooming up out of her human skin: two delicate ivory horns curving back from her temples, soft and pale and perfect. A spaded tail unfurling at the base of her spine, curling instantly, possessively, around my wrist. Her vestigial winglets fluttering into being. And low on her back, the seal, her seal, the one I’d dreamed of before I ever saw it, blazing gold for three heartbeats before settling into invisibility.

And God, the sight of it. The horns coming back, the curve of ivory I’d missed against the smooth temples I’d kissed all week, the tail uncurling to coil around my wrist like it had been waiting three days to remember where it belonged, the winglets fluttering with feeling she could express again. It hit me how starved I’d been for it without knowing, three days of loving her human and now the monster-girl beauty rising back into her like warmth into cold hands, all of it, the supernatural loveliness I’d fallen for and the bare human woman I’d held through the silence turning out to be the same person all along, neither one a mask for the other. Both true at once. The whole of her.

She opened her eyes, and they were brightening with the empath shimmer, the sky-blue going luminous, and she sobbed, and grabbed my face, and said, “I can FEEL you — Jake, I can feel you, the bond’s back, I can feel all of you, my heart found its other half, oh thank God—” and the relief in the bond hit me like a physical wave, golden and overwhelming, three days of silence ending in a flood, and I almost lost myself in just her. Her tail squeezed my wrist. Her winglets fluttered, fast, the way they only did when she was so happy she couldn’t hold it in. The blush spread down her throat in the slow pink wash I’d memorized, the telegraph I’d had to learn to read by eye for three days and could now feel from the inside again.

“I missed this,” she wept, laughing, her thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “I missed feeling you. Three days I had to take you on faith. And the faith held — I’ll never doubt again that it would have held — but God, Jake, I missed this, I missed feeling your heart from the inside, never make me do it again, never—”

“Never,” I promised, and meant it, and felt her feel me mean it, which was its own kind of homecoming.

“Cherry,” I said. “Your turn. Reach for her.”

Cherry reached, and what came back came back bright. Her Soulbound bloomed full — new, fresh, the thing she’d earned by choice — and her aura returned with it, and for one second the whole shelter swam with it, the corruption aura flaring on instinct. But then, and this was the thing, the new thing, she reined it in. Pulled it back. Controlled it, instead of hiding behind it. Her candy-pink horns spiraled back into being above her hair, her compact pink wings spread, and her tail returned with immediate, obscene expressiveness, swishing wildly, knocking over a paint can, finding my ankle, finding Lyra’s wrist, a tail that had clearly missed having opinions.

And the full impossible fantasy of her bloomed back open all at once, her body returning to its physics-defying glory, the massive E-cups that no human bra had ever been built to hold spilling back to their proper outrageous fullness, the candy shimmer returning to her flawless skin, her hot-pink eyes flickering back to heart-shaped pupils, the whole anime-succubus impossibility of her reassembling in front of me. I’d wanted her human. I’d meant it. And the monster-girl version detonated back into the room anyway, loud, pink, gravity-defying, and my mouth went dry on reflex, because three days without it had taught me exactly what I’d been missing.

Cherry looked down at herself, the tail, the horns, the aura she now chose whether to use, and she laughed, and cried, both at once, and before anyone could comfort her too sweetly she wiped her face and said, “Okay but my TITS are back to NORMAL, the human bra was OPPRESSING them, look how they BOUNCE, this is the best day of my LIFE—” and bounced, and we all laughed, because of course. Of course that was the first thing.

“Raven.”

Raven didn’t close her eyes the way the others had. She reached with them open, glaring at the breach like she meant to fight her way back into her own body, and that was so exactly Raven that I almost laughed.

The shadows answered before anything else did. Dark wisps curled up from her feet and pooled around her like spilled night, and the violet glow flooded back into her eyes, and she let out a breath she’d been holding for three days. “There you are,” she said — not to me, to the dark itself, to the part of her that had gone away. Then the rest of her came roaring back to meet it: her tail lashed into existence and immediately cracked through the air like a whip with three centuries of attitude in it, the sheer heft of it nearly toppling her before she caught the counterbalance she’d forgotten she missed; her sharp obsidian horns swept back, dangerous and proud; the purple undertones bled back into her jet-black hair.

She straightened, shadows wreathing her, tail snapping with renewed opinions, the dark dangerous aesthetic she wore like armor and meant like a heart settling back onto her, and she grinned, fierce and bright, the grin of a woman whose danger had finally forgiven her.

“There’s my whole thing,” she said, flexing her fingers as shadow tendrils curled off them. “I missed my whole thing.” The hunted edge she’d carried for three human days dissolved out of her posture, predator’s ease flowing back in. “Three days every shadow was just a dark spot. You have no idea.” She let a tendril coil up her arm, almost petting it, reuniting. “I’m never being human again. Humans can’t do this—” and she shadow-stepped three feet left and back just to feel it, and laughed, the sound bright and wild in the wrecked shelter. “Oh, I MISSED that. I missed that so much I could cry, except I don’t cry, except at commercials, which don’t exist in dimensional shelters, so I’m SAFE.”

“Morgana.”

Morgana reached, and magic poured back into her. I saw it hit, the power flooding back into hands that had spent three days holding nothing, and her wings unfurled, full and majestic, and the gilded sigils bloomed across her hips and ribs, and her seal pulsed between her breasts. The authority came back into her bearing, the easy ancient gravity that made rooms go quiet.

Something vast came back into the room with her. The full majestic span of her wings threw shadow across the wrecked shelter; the gilded sigils bloomed up her olive skin in lines of old light; the seal pulsed between those heavy breasts; the old presence of her settled over the room like deep water closing overhead. Three days I’d held her with empty hands and meant every second of it, and now the terrible elegant power rose up out of her and I felt myself go still under it, the way you go still in front of something with its own gravity. Not a goddess painted over a woman. The same woman, who happened to be a goddess, and who had finally learned the difference between the two.

But she didn’t cast.

She had a thousand workings at her fingertips, magic she’d been starving for, and she didn’t reach for any of them. She stood with her power restored and her wings spread, and she breathed. Slow. Deliberate. One breath. Two. And I understood what she was doing. She was proving, to herself, that she existed before her power did. That she was Morgana with empty hands or full ones. That she’d learned the lesson, and that the lesson would only hold if she chose to honor it in the exact moment the power came roaring back and made forgetting it so easy.

“I exist first,” she said quietly, to me, to herself. “The magic is mine. But I am not the magic. I had to lose it to learn that, and I would not have learned it any other way, and I will resent that lesson for the rest of my very long life.” She breathed a third time, and I watched her choose it, watched two hundred years of I matter because I am powerful set itself down, on purpose, in favor of I matter because I am loved. “Kira opened a lock I couldn’t. You wanted me with my hands empty. I am going to carry both of those things into the rest of my existence, however long it turns out to be.” Then, and only then, on her own terms, she let the power move through her, and the air in the shelter changed, and the breach itself seemed to sit up and take notice. “Now. Let us go home.”

“Kira.” I held her hands last. “You. Call her up. Route chosen, not found.”

Kira reached, and it came back painfully. The Path Sense snapped into her like a bone setting, and she cried out as the wrongness of the whole world crashed back into her senses all at once after the merciful silence. Her seal-map returned to her hip, lines and routes and geography glowing across her sun-bronzed skin like a tattoo made of light. Her horn nubs — the regrowing ones, the scarred ones she’d filed bloody in a desert before she understood what she was — flushed back into being above her freckled forehead. Her tail returned and dropped low to hook around my ankle, the spaded tip curling against the inside of my calf, anchoring herself the way a hunted thing anchors, finding the fixed point first before anything else.

And it struck me, watching her face, that for Kira, restoration wasn’t pure joy the way it was for the others. The Path coming back meant the pain coming back, the constant wrongness-sense that had kept her alive and nearly broken her. She’d had three days of merciful silence inside her own skin, and now the roar was back, and she had to choose, all over again, to carry it.

And the Path roared at her — go, this way, the route home, GO — the old compulsion, the pull that had dragged her across a continent.

And Kira planted her feet, and chose not to let it drag her.

“I found the route,” she said, through gritted teeth, holding herself still against the pull. “It’s right there. It wants me to run for it. And I’m not going to run for it. I’m going to walk to it. On my terms. With all of you. Because the route doesn’t get to decide how I go home anymore. I decide.” She looked at me, amber eyes blazing, Wayfinder restored and finally in command of it. “I choose the route. The route doesn’t choose me. Not ever again.”

And then it was my turn.

I reached down into the silence where the incubus used to be, and I pulled, and it came back like the tide coming in.

My senses returned all at once: hearing that caught the breath of every person in the shelter, scent that told me Lyra by her honeysuckle and Cherry by her cotton-candy hurricane and Raven by jasmine and smoke and Morgana by wine and warmth and Kira by desert sage and heated stone. And the bond network slammed back into me, five women, then the wider nine across the dimensional gap, then the full twelve-position structure, and three sockets beyond the pattern still pulling, still empty, still reaching, and it was too much, it staggered me, I felt myself starting to dissolve into the sheer scale of it, all of it rushing back at once after the silence.

And the harem anchored me.

Lyra’s hand on my heart. Cherry’s tail on my ankle. Raven’s grip on my shoulder. Morgana’s hands on my chest. Kira’s tail around my wrist. Five points of contact, five women who’d chosen me with no system telling them to, and they held me down to myself when the system tried to sweep me away.

“Stay,” Lyra said, through the bond, the single word clear as spoken. “Stay with us. Don’t go up into it. Stay here. With us.”

I stayed.

I came back to myself, incubus, full, anchored, the Constellation a steady second heartbeat behind my own, and I looked at the five of them, restored, monstrous and beautiful and entirely themselves, and the want to get them all home safe rose up so hard it ached behind my ribs.

And then, before the world caught up to us, there was joy.

It broke over the five of them like a wave. Lyra was laughing and crying at once, her tail whipping around my wrist and her winglets fluttering and the bond singing so loud between us that I could feel her joy as my own, a golden flood that nearly buckled my knees. Cherry was bouncing, literally bouncing, her restored breasts and her swishing tail and her spiraled horns, marveling at her own reflection in the shattered glass — look at me, LOOK at me, I’m ME again and I’m also still the me I chose, I’m BOTH, I’m so much, there’s so much of me— Raven kept shadow-stepping tiny distances, two feet here, three feet there, the way you keep flexing a hand that’s woken up from sleep, grinning every single time. Morgana stood with her wings spread and her eyes closed, breathing, just breathing, a woman reunited with the power of a lifetime who’d learned she didn’t need it to be whole. And Kira — Kira had her tail wrapped around my forearm and her Path Sense roaring and her freckled face tipped up to me, and she said, quiet under all the chaos, “I missed the weight. I forgot the tail had weight. I spent six months wishing it gone and I missed the weight.” She pressed her cheek against my shoulder. “Don’t tell it I said that. The tail. It’ll get smug.”

“Your tail can’t get smug,” I said.

“You haven’t met my tail when it’s smug. It’s insufferable. It’s been gone three days and it already thinks it won.”

I pulled all five of them into me, horns and tails and wings and warmth, all of it back, all of them mine, and I held them in the wreckage of a borrowed world, every one of them back and whole and mine, the joy of it pure and unguarded and total.



The collector chose that exact moment to wrench the breach wide, and the shelter wall exploded inward.

Concrete and glass and the cold lake wind, and the cultist leader standing in the breach he’d torn open, his face transported, screaming about correction and sacrament and the find of the century, and then he stopped screaming, because the six humans he’d been hunting were not human anymore.

“Oh,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Oh.”

What followed was not a fight. It was a reckoning, and it was the most satisfying thing I’d watched in months, every second of it earned.

Lyra didn’t fight. Lyra protected. There were civilians on the lakefront, drawn by the chaos, and Lyra’s restored empathy swept out and wrapped them in calm, projecting peace into the panic, steadying everyone caught in the blast radius while the others handled the threat. “Go,” she told them, the calm aura herding them to safety. “You’re all right. Go home.”

Cherry turned attention into misdirection — her aura, controlled now, chosen, flared exactly where she wanted it, and suddenly there were a dozen Cherrys, her Mass Illusion spinning up copies that swarmed the collectors, indistinguishable, scattering them, confusing their sensors. The copies, naturally, were having the time of their lives — one did a cartwheel, one struck a pose, one walked up to a cultist and booped his nose before dissolving into pink sparkles — but they worked, and they violated no one’s consent, just turned the whole pier into a hall of pink mirrors.

Raven took down pursuers with shadows and tail and pure dirty joy. She shadow-stepped through the chaos, materializing behind cultists, dropping them with her tail and her tendrils, laughing — actually laughing, the homesick danger finally back in her hands. “I MISSED THIS,” she crowed, dropping a collector into a shadow that swallowed him to the waist. “You have NO idea how much I missed this!”

Morgana handled the geometry. The collector was still wrenching the breach, trying to force it into a correction event, and Morgana — restored, powerful, furious — stepped up and met him in the magic of it, two practitioners pulling at the same fragile seam, and she was older and angrier and right. “You tried to tell me,” she said, weaving the breach back toward stability with both hands, “that the people I love are errors to be corrected. I have been wanting to respond to that for three days. Here is my response.” And she stabilized the breach in one contemptuous gesture and wrenched it out of his control.

And Kira found the route. The breach was open but treacherous, a hundred ways through it that would tear us apart, one that wouldn’t — and Kira read it, Path Sense restored and chosen, and she pointed. “There. That thread. The others lie. That one’s true. Single file, fast, hold on to each other.”

For one second I just watched her do it — Kira at the lip of the breach, tail lashing, the seal-map glowing back on her hip, reading a fold in reality the way she’d once read black ice on a Wyoming highway, and choosing the true thread instead of being dragged down it. Three days ago she’d been a woman who thought her only worth was the pain that gave her direction. Now she was directing all of us home, and she was doing it on her terms, and she looked, for the first time since I’d known her, completely sure of where she stood in the world.

“You’re glowing,” Cherry told her, dodging a cultist.

“That’s the seal.”

“No, the OTHER glowing. The smug one.”

“…Shut up and get in line, Cherry.”

It wasn’t clean. The collectors weren’t all down; the leader had brought more than we’d counted, and they came in a second wave from the shattered shelter, desperate now, because their spectacle was collapsing and they could see six restored seal-bearers about to walk home and leave them with nothing to sell. One of them got past Raven’s shadows and got a hand on Cherry, and Cherry, who three days ago couldn’t make a single creep back off, didn’t need to anymore. She flared her aura at him full-force, controlled, a wall of pure overwhelming presence, and the collector reeled back blinking, suddenly unable to remember why he’d wanted anything, and Cherry decked him with the snow globe.

“THAT’S for the human boutique PRICES,” she said.

A second one rushed me, and I let the incubus presence roll off me, the weight and the magnetism, and I watched him hesitate (that instinctive human urge to placate that even half-supernatural creatures felt around a generative anchor) and in the half-second of hesitation I put him down. It wasn’t graceful. After three days of fighting with nothing, I’d learned that graceful didn’t matter. Landing the hit mattered.

Lyra cried out — not hurt, warning, her empathy catching it before any of us — “Behind Morgana!” and Raven shadow-stepped across the whole pier in an instant, faster than I could track, and took the collector down before he reached Morgana’s exposed back. Morgana didn’t even turn. “Thank you, dear,” she said, holding the breach stable. “Continue.”

“You’re welcome,” Raven said, and kicked the downed collector for good measure. “Continue what? There’s nothing left to — oh.” She looked around at the scattered, groaning cult. “Oh, we won. Already. Huh. That was fast.” She sounded almost disappointed.

The collector leader made a last lunge — for Cherry, for the find he wouldn’t release — and I stepped between them, incubus now, presence and power both, and I put him down with one strike, and stood over him, and said, “She’s not a sacrament. She’s not a correction. She’s a person, and she chose me, and you’ll never understand a single thing about why that matters.” Then I left him in the wreckage of his spectacle.

Mirror Jake and Mirror Mia held the rest of the line from their side, and as we gathered at the true thread of the breach, they came to see us off.

Mirror Jake looked at me, really looked, the way he had in the alley, my own face studying my own face, and for the first time since we’d met, the polished confidence dropped clean away.

“I keep thinking about it,” he said. “You. Human. With nothing. Walking in front of an elbow for a woman who could’ve handled it herself, with no powers and no reason to think you’d win. I’ve had powers my whole life. I’ve never once had to find out what I’d do without them.” He shook his head slowly. “I think I’d have folded. I think the polished version of me would have made a deal and called it pragmatism. You didn’t. So — whatever I look like to you, whatever this whole identity-bending nightmare has been, I want you to know I think the human one of us is the better one.” He let that stand, no joke chasing it off — and watching my own face refuse to armor a raw thing in a punchline, I understood it was the bravest he’d been all night. “There. Said it out loud and everything. I’m choosing to find that growth-affirming instead of humiliating.”

“Your secret’s safe,” I said. “Mostly because nobody at home will believe I met you.”

“That’s fair.” He almost smiled. Then the confidence came back, because he needed it for the fight at his back. He pressed the twelve-point pendant into my hand. “That symbol. Take it. Show it to whoever you trust at home. If the same hand edited my world’s records and yours — somebody’s been doing this across variant Earths for a very long time, and that’s bigger than any of us.” He glanced back at the chaos on the pier, then at me, urgent. “And listen — if the Constellation can pull a variant Earth this close, can fold living people through to it — then the other Earths are already close enough to touch. All of them. The barriers aren’t as solid as anyone thinks. Whatever’s coming for you, it’s coming for more than one world.”

Mirror Mia shoved past him and grabbed me by the front of my shirt (the same gesture my Mia made, the exact same sibling violence) and looked at me with her brother’s face reflected in her eyes.

“Okay, listen, snack,” she said. “You go home. You find your Mia. And you tell her—” her voice caught, just for a second, the sibling armor cracking “—you tell her she’s lucky. To have a brother who’d become human and walk through fire to get back to her. Some of us have to settle for the polished version.” She jerked her thumb at Mirror Jake. “Now get through the door before I cry, because succubi crying is dignified and tasteful and I refuse to ruin my reputation.”

And she shoved me through the breach.



The crossing was a single second that lasted forever.

We went through holding on to each other, single file on Kira’s true thread, and for that one exact second I was nowhere — suspended in the fold, and I saw it again, the thing I’d seen at the start: twelve positions hanging in the dark. Nine nearly full. Three empty. And the tenth, across the ocean, blazing now, awake, reaching —

And behind the tenth, just for a fraction of that endless second, another pressure.

Something standing between me and that tenth light. A shape I couldn’t resolve, a presence that was not the woman and not the Constellation, a — watcher, positioned exactly in the line of sight, as if someone had stepped between me and the thing I was trying to see. Not by accident. The precise, deliberate positioning of a thing that knew exactly where I’d be looking and had placed itself in the way. For one impossible fraction of a second I felt it notice me noticing it — felt the cold attention of something that did not want to be seen turn, fractionally, toward the man who’d seen it — and then it was gone, folded away, leaving nothing but the certainty that it had been real and the dread of not knowing what it was.

I didn’t understand it. I had no time to understand it. The thread pulled, and the harem’s hands gripped mine — five hands, horns and tails and wings and warmth, all of them restored, all of them choosing to cross with me — and we crossed —

— and the breach spat us out, not into the basement, not into the apartment, not anywhere we’d planned —

— but directly onto the cold stone threshold of the tribunal chamber.

We landed in a heap, restored and whole and exhausted, bruised and badly dressed and reeking of a battle nobody in this reality had witnessed, in front of an enormous set of doors carved from dark red crystal with gold veining that pulsed in slow rhythm.

And we were late.


Chapter 15: Seventeen Minutes

We crashed into the tribunal’s outer staging chamber in a tangle of restored limbs and torn clothing, and for one disoriented second nobody recognized us, because we did not look like six people who’d been gone for hours. We looked like six people who’d been to war.

Then Mia screamed.

She was across the chamber (they’d let the home-front contingent into the staging area, Voss’s doing) and she crossed the distance at a dead sprint, and she did the thing she’d warned me about: she pulled back her fist to hit me, full force, and then changed her mind mid-swing and crashed into me instead, both arms locked around my neck, sobbing into my torn shirt.

“You absolute — you complete — I was going to do your eulogy — I almost had to WING it—” She pulled back, gripped my face, checked it for damage, found plenty, and her tears doubled. “Where WERE you. Where did you GO. Nobody could tell me if you were dead, they kept saying sideways, you went SIDEWAYS, Jake, do you know what it’s like to be told your brother went sideways—”

“I’m here,” I said, holding her. “I’m here. I came back. I promised.”

“You’re never doing that again. EVER. I’m putting it in writing. Voss has a form, I’m sure Voss has a form—”

“I have a form,” Voss confirmed, approaching with controlled urgency, and despite everything I almost laughed.

Sera reached me next, and Sera did the thing Sera always did with overwhelming emotion: she covered it by being useful. She gripped my forearm hard, the only physical acknowledgment she’d allow herself, and then immediately turned to Voss. “Status. How far has it gone. What have they introduced without him present.” Behind her composure, though, I saw it: the relief so vast it had to be channeled into tactics or it would have drowned her. “He’s back. Good. Now: damage assessment.”

“Sera,” I said.

“What.”

“It’s good to see you too.”

Her composure flickered. For one second the courtly mask dropped, and there was just a woman who’d treated my lateness as danger because she knew what it meant when someone didn’t come back. “You promised to come back,” she said quietly. “You had to be alive to break that promise. I am — very glad you did not break it.” Then the mask came back up. “Now. Tactics.”

Nia was slumped in a chair, pale, gray-faced, a streak of dried blood under her nose, and she lifted her head when she felt me, felt the Constellation roar back into full connection now that I was home and whole, and her exhausted face split into a smile.

“You came back,” she whispered. “I held the wall open. I listened so long. I heard Cherry touch the other side, and I heard all of you reaching back through the dark for each other, and I sent the warning, did you — did you hear the warning—”

“We heard it,” I said, crouching beside her, taking her cold hand. “You saved us, Nia. Don’t let it correct you. That was the whole thing. You held a route open across a fold in reality until your nose bled, and you told us the truth that broke the lie. We’re home because of you.”

She squeezed my hand and let her eyes close, finally, finally allowed to rest.

“She held that route open for four hours,” Priya said, hovering over Nia with a fresh cloth, having appointed herself nurse the moment the math stopped being useful. “Do you understand what that costs? A Junction listening across a fold in reality is like — it’s like holding your hand in a fire so you can feel which way the smoke blows. She has not stopped bleeding. I have made her drink water six times. She keeps saying she’s fine. She is not fine. She is magnificent, and she is not fine, and the moment this tribunal is over I am putting her to bed and sitting on her until she sleeps for a day.” She pressed the cloth to Nia’s nose with surprising tenderness for a woman who’d spent the morning making survival-probability charts. “She heard you, Jake. Before any of us would believe it. She heard Cherry touch the wall and she would not let go of the route until she could send the warning back through. She nearly burned out her own perception doing it. So whatever happens in that chamber — she bought it for you. Remember that when it gets ugly.”

“I’ll remember,” I said, and Nia, eyes still closed, smiled faintly, and that was all the response she had left to give.

Aldric was there too, at the edge of the staging area, and he caught my eye and crossed to me with a strange expression, relief and something heavier under it. “You should know,” he said, low, away from Mia. “While you were gone, I received messages from the demon realm. Velvet. Zara. Both reporting — symptoms. Changes. Neither will confirm anything, both are being characteristically impossible about it, and Zara’s most recent message contained a threat involving a load-bearing court official that I will not repeat in mixed company.” He paused. “No outcome is confirmed. I tell you only because you have a right to know that the question exists, and because if you are about to walk into a tribunal that may decide your fate, you should at least carry the possibility of new life with you into that room. It is a thing worth surviving for.”

I let that land. Somewhere across a dimensional gap, maybe, just maybe, there was a possibility shaped like a future I hadn’t let myself picture, and I tucked it away to feel properly later, when there wasn’t a tribunal about to swallow me. Velvet, who refused to confirm anything out of pure obstinacy. Zara, who’d apparently turned the whole question into a competition with threats of bruised court officials. Both of them impossible, both of them mine, both of them maybe, just maybe, carrying something that didn’t know yet what kind of world it was being born into. “Thank you, Aldric.”

“Do not thank me. Survive the next hour. Then thank me.” He almost smiled. “And do not, under any circumstances, tell your sister about the messages until this is over. She is one provocation from violence as it is. I have watched her clean this apartment three times in four hours. The apartment did not need cleaning. The apartment is now afraid of her.” He paused. “I tell you this with affection. She fought for you the only way she could, which was by attacking dust. It was, frankly, heroic. Do not waste it by getting yourself contained in the next hour.”

Priya was so relieved she became immediately, deeply inappropriate. “Oh thank the archives,” she said, “you’re alive, all of you, and you’ve clearly had intercourse recently, multiple instances, I can read the residual bond activity from here, it’s practically glowing, and normally I would document that with great interest but right now I’m simply relieved you’re not dead, though I do have follow-up questions about the mechanics of bond-occluded intimacy because that is unprecedented and I have so much to ask—”

“Priya,” Mia said. “Read the room.”

“I AM reading the room! The room is thrilled he’s alive and also crackling with post-coital bond energy, both things are true, I’m a scholar, I report what I observe—”

“Maybe report it quieter.”

“…Noted.” Priya beamed at me anyway. “Welcome home. You smell extremely married.”

Kevin lost his entire mind.

He’d been brought to the staging area (Voss had pulled strings, for morale, the forms would be extensive) and he’d been lying in a miserable heap on the floor refusing to engage with reality, and then I came through the breach and he exploded. Fifty-three pounds of golden retriever, red sweater askew, launching across the chamber, full-body wiggle, the happy bark at maximum volume, and he hit Kira first, Kira, who he’d missed, who’d missed him, who dropped to her knees and let him lick her face while her composure dissolved completely, and then made the rounds of all six of us, frantic, joyful, confirming with his whole body that we were real and home and his.

“I missed you too,” Kira said, into his fur, not caring who heard. “I kept reaching for you. There’s no Kevin in the mirror world. I hated it. I’m never going anywhere without you again.” Kevin’s tail blurred. He licked her ear. She held on.

Raven knelt down too, and Kevin abandoned Kira to climb into Raven’s lap, and Raven, who pretended to hate the dog, who had reached for him a dozen times across three days and snapped at anyone who noticed, wrapped both arms around him and pressed her face into his red sweater and said, in a muffled voice nobody was supposed to hear, “I kept reaching for you, you stupid beast. There was no you. I hated it more than I hated being human.” She lifted her head, found everyone studiously not looking at her, and held the silence for a beat, daring it. Then she just let it stand. No threat. No takeback. She pressed one more kiss to the top of Kevin’s head and said, rough, “Yeah. I said it. Out loud, with witnesses. That’s how much I missed the dog. Make of it what you want.”

“Nothing,” Cherry said gently, wiping her own eyes. “We’ll make nothing of it. It’s allowed.”

“…Good,” Raven muttered, and held onto Kevin a little tighter.

Cherry got her turn with Kevin next, and Lyra after that, and Morgana, who claimed not to be a dog person and had been the one Kevin imprinted on hardest, let him put his front paws on her chest and lick her chin and said, “Yes, hello, yes, I am also pleased, that is sufficient, Kevin,” while patting him with a dignity that fooled absolutely no one. Even Morgana had missed the dog. The whole world had been wrong without him in it.

“There was a Chicago with no Kevin in it,” Cherry told the room, with the gravity of a woman reporting from a war zone. “A whole CITY. No Kevin anywhere. Do you understand. We checked.” She buried her face in his fur. “It was the worst part. Worse than being human. Worse than the bras.”

“It was not worse than the bras,” Raven said.

“It was COMPARABLE to the bras.”

“…Okay, that I’ll allow.”

Sera, watching the reunion from the edge with Kevin’s abandoned leash still in her hand, said quietly, “He didn’t eat. The whole time. He lay on the transfer spot and refused to move and growled at anyone who tried.” She looked at Kira. “He knew you were coming back before any of us would let ourselves believe it. He waited the way I wait. Stubbornly. Against the evidence.” She handed Kira the leash, and there was something passing between them in it, two beings who knew what it was to keep faith on a cold floor. “He’s yours, I think. He decided that while you were gone. He just hadn’t told you yet.”

Kira took the leash and didn’t say anything, because she couldn’t, and Kevin leaned his whole weight against her shins as if to confirm it, and that was the conversation.



Kith and Lane were there, of course.

Kith stood apart, the way she always did, and her expression as she took in our restored, battered state was unreadable. “I initiated preliminary containment measures four hours ago,” she said. “I did not seal them. I want that understood. The grounds existed the moment six bonded entities went sideways and exceeded threshold. I chose to wait.” Her colorless gaze moved over me. “You returned. With a new Soulbound event, fresh variant-state residue clinging to your route, and an ambient reading that has now climbed to eight point eight. The grounds have not weakened. They have strengthened. I am still not sealing them. But you should understand exactly how thin the margin is.”

“Understood,” I said.

Lane was already at my side, scanner out, fascinated past the point of social function. “The residue on your route,” he breathed, taking readings, “it’s a variant-Earth signature. Do you understand what that means? This isn’t demon realm transit. This isn’t anything in the catalog. You’ve come back coated in the fingerprint of a parallel Earth. I’ve never seen — there’s never been — this is going to redefine the entire—”

“Lane,” Mia said. “My brother almost died and you’re taking his temperature.”

“I’m taking readings,” Lane said, wounded. “It’s the most important data I’ve ever collected. He should be flattered.”

“He’s not flattered.”

“I’m a little flattered,” I admitted, because honestly, after everything, Lane’s pure scientific joy was almost charming.

Voss cut through all of it. “We are late,” he said. And the controlled strain in his too-perfect face told me exactly how much that mattered. “I delayed the convening three times. I exhausted every procedural mechanism before the doors opened. But the doors opened — the tribunal convened on schedule, formally, at the appointed hour, with the accused absent. It has been in session for seventeen minutes.” His gray eyes held mine. “Seventeen minutes is not long. But it is long enough for the opening positions to be staked. For hostile parties to characterize your absence. For evidence to be introduced without your response. The damage is not fatal. But it is real, and it is growing every minute, and I will not pretend otherwise.”

“Seventeen minutes,” I repeated. “We were gone for — it felt like days. Three, four days.”

“It was hours here,” Nia murmured, eyes still closed. “The mirror place runs faster. Several of their days, a handful of our hours. The fold did that. You lived four days and we waited four hours and the tribunal sat for seventeen minutes.” She almost laughed, exhausted. “Time is a route too. It also lies sometimes.”



I gave them the shortest possible summary, because there were doors about to open and a tribunal already turning hostile, and Morgana said we’d have time to be thorough if we survived.

“Parallel Chicago,” I said. “A variant Earth where succubi and incubi are the dominant species and humans are rare. The Constellation folded us through during the transfer — it leaned toward the variant, like Nia warned. It overwrote our bodies. Made us human. All of us. To survive there.” I held up a hand against the wave of questions. “There was a theory there that the Constellation corrects bodies to their true form — that we were always supposed to be human, that the women were errors getting fixed. It was wrong. It’s not correction. The overwrite is adaptive — the pattern can change a body to match a world-state, that’s all. Capability, not purpose. We proved it wrong. And we got home through the Union — no feeding, no power doing the work, just the six of us deciding to be ourselves out loud. Which means—” I looked at Cherry “—Cherry’s Soulbound now. She crossed at one thousand. In a human body. On nothing but want and nerve.”

The reactions cascaded.

Mia: “You are banned from ever using the phrase ‘short version’ again, that was not short, that contained the word ‘overwrite’ and a parallel dimension and a new — wait, Cherry’s what now?”

“Soulbound!” Cherry said, glowing, literally glowing, her tail swishing in delight. “I did it with NO MAGIC, Mia, I chose my way there, my body COUNTS now—”

“I genuinely cannot keep up with this family,” Mia said, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I spent four hours thinking my brother was dead. Four hours. And he comes back from a — a MIRROR DIMENSION — and the headline is that one of his girlfriends got promoted in the relationship rankings while they were all temporarily human and being hunted by — what did you say? Collectors? Cult collectors?” She dropped her hands. “I’m going to need this written down. With diagrams. Priya. Make me a diagram. A NICE one this time, not a survival-probability one, I will set it on fire.”

“I can make a relationship-progression flowchart,” Priya offered, brightening. “With color coding.”

“…Actually yes. Do that one. That one I want.” Mia turned back to me and her bravado cracked, just for a second, and she hugged me again, fierce and brief. “You came back,” she said into my shoulder. “You said you would and you did. Okay. Okay. Go survive your trial. We’ll deal with the mirror-dimension girlfriend promotions after.”

Sera, grimly: “The tribunal will not hear ‘we proved a parallel-world theory wrong.’ They will hear ‘six bonded entities disappeared into an uncatalogued variant Earth and returned with a new bond event and exotic dimensional residue.’ To them, the detour is not a story of love surviving. It is proof of escalating danger. Proof the Constellation is more powerful and less controllable than anyone admitted.” She met my eyes. “You came back stronger. To them, that is the most damning thing you could possibly have done.”

Nia, faintly: “The Constellation is louder now. Much louder. Cherry’s new Soulbound, the variant-state crossing, all of it — the pattern fed on it. Eight point eight, and rising. The tenth is reaching harder. And there’s—” she frowned, eyes still closed “—there’s something else. Something on the route you came in on. A scar. The same shape as the one that threw you sideways. I’ll find it. Later. When I can stand.”

Kith: “Containment grounds: strengthened. Noted.”

Voss: “Which makes your testimony more important and more dangerous than it was this morning. You will need to be precise. You will need to be controlled. And you will need to walk into a room that has spent seventeen minutes deciding you are a threat, and convince it otherwise, while exhausted, bruised, and reeking of a parallel dimension.” He almost smiled. “I have every confidence. I also have eleven contingency forms. We will need most of them.”

Priya, recovered enough from her relief to become useful, leaned in with the bright urgency of a scholar who’d just been handed the discovery of her career. “Bond-occluded intimacy that produces a Soulbound expansion,” she said. “Do you understand what you’ve documented? A bond reaching a new threshold while the entire bond network was suppressed. That’s — that contradicts everything in the literature. The literature says bonds can’t progress while occluded. You progressed a bond to its maximum while occluded. By choice. With no feeding.” She was practically vibrating. “I need every detail. Sensory, temporal, positional—”

“Priya,” Sera said. “Tribunal.”

“The tribunal would also find this relevant—”

“Later, Priya.” But Sera’s head had come up sharp, the soldier’s eyes narrowing on something useful. “No — wait. She’s right, and it’s the one thing we can actually use.” She turned to me. “The hostile parties walked in believing the bonds were your weak point — a thing they could cut, occlude, take away from you. You just proved that’s a lie. The bonds survived being switched off and came back stronger. Make the tribunal understand that, and you’ve taken their best weapon out of their hands before they’ve finished raising it. That might be the only thing that gets you through the next hour.”



A panel resolved itself in my vision — full, golden, clear, the first complete system message since we’d landed in that alley, and it landed like a brand beat, precious for how long the system had been silent:

RETURN CONFIRMED Local overwrite removed Bond occlusion ended Union event logged

Cherry: Soulbound (Bond 1000) Kira: Bond increased; Wayfinder integration deepened

Constellation capability updated: variant body-state overwrite Purpose: unknown Ambient pressure: 8.8 Containment threshold: exceeded Tenth dormant point: active

I let it fade, and I felt the bond network thrumming back at full strength — all five women restored, all of them touching me constantly now, unable to stop, because the bond being back after the silence was overwhelming for all of us.

It was almost too much, honestly: five hearts slamming back into channels that had been dammed for three days, Lyra’s relief and Cherry’s wonder and Raven’s fierce settling and Morgana’s careful joy and Kira’s wary watchfulness all pouring in at once. I had to stand still in the staging chamber and just breathe through it, and none of them could stop touching me, and I understood why. You don’t let go of someone you thought you’d lost just because the hug got long.

Lyra had not let go of my hand since I’d crossed. Cherry kept pressing against my side, her new Soulbound signal singing against Lyra’s in a way I’d never felt before: two Soulbound bonds, harmonizing, a chord where there’d been a single note. Lyra noticed it too, her breath catching. “Do you feel that,” she whispered. “Cherry and me. Our bonds are — they’re talking to each other. Like they recognize each other now. It’s beautiful. I don’t have words for it.” She pressed her free hand to her sternum, eyes wet. “A whole new note in the chord. I didn’t even know the chord could grow.” She laughed, wet and disbelieving. “Cherry’s a Soulbound. I can feel her where I used to feel nothing at all.”

Raven made a comment about courtrooms that I’m not going to repeat, partly because it was filthy and partly because Mia was standing right there and I shut it down with a look. “Mia is present, Raven.”

“I’m just saying these chambers have GREAT acoustics—”

“Raven.”

“Fine. Saving it. For LATER.”

Morgana surveyed all of us (the touching, the relief, the bone-deep exhaustion under the joy) and pulled us back to the moment with two centuries of perspective. “There will be time to celebrate,” she said, “if we survive the next hour. Right now we have a hostile tribunal, seventeen minutes of damage to repair, and a single chance to convince a room older than any institution that the man who vanished into a parallel Earth and came back stronger is an anchor, not a threat.” She straightened her torn blouse with as much dignity as the situation allowed, and I noticed she was still wearing the gray sweater under it, the mirror-world fleece she’d never admit she’d grown attached to, dragged through a battle and a dimensional crossing and now into the oldest court in any reality. She caught me looking. “Not a word,” she said. “It is comfortable. I have earned comfort. I went two centuries without ever once being warm in a borrowed sweater and I am not giving it up to look impressive for a hostile tribunal. They can take me as I am.”

“You sighed about that sweater for three days,” Cherry said.

“I have made peace with the sweater. We are partners now. It came through fire with me.” Morgana smoothed it, almost tender, then snapped back to the moment. “So. Heads up. Backs straight. We go in as ourselves — every horn, every tail, every seal, and Cherry’s brand-new Soulbound, and a sweater I will defend with magic if anyone comments further.” She fixed each of us with the look that had made demon courts go quiet. “They will try to make us small. They will arrange true things into a shape that kills us. We do not get small. We walk in there exactly as large as we are. Understood?”

“Understood,” Lyra said.

“I was BORN large,” Cherry said, bouncing.

“That’s the spirit. Inadvisable, but the spirit.”

Kira kept one hand on my arm, and didn’t let go, and when I looked at her she said, quietly, only for me: “The route still feels like it could steal you. Even here. Even home. It’s got a taste of you now. I’m keeping a hand on you for a while.” Her tail wrapped my wrist, the claiming grip, possessive and certain. “Just so it knows you’re mine and it has to go through me.”

“Deal,” I said.

The great crystal doors began to open.

The gold veining in them pulsed faster, and the seam between them widened, and warm light and the murmur of an assembled court spilled out, and a voice from inside — formal, cold, carrying — said:

“The accused has arrived. Late.” A pause that was its own verdict. “We have already begun.”


Chapter 16: Late Arrival

We walked in as ourselves.

The tribunal chamber was the kind of room that didn’t try to intimidate you, which made it worse, because it didn’t have to try. It was a vast circular hall carved into living crystal, the ceiling vaulting up into a darkness no light reached, pillars of red and gold rising like the trunks of enormous trees. Tiered seating ringed the walls, full of watchers: robed, horned, ancient, some of them so old their presence pressed on my skin like deep water. A raised dais at the center held the presiding voices. Five long witness tables radiated out. And the whole space hummed with a power that had nothing to do with any institution.

It felt older than the tribunal. Older than the Crimson Court. Older, maybe, than the demon realm’s whole civilization.

And the Constellation, the second heartbeat behind my own, reacted to it. The moment I crossed the threshold, the pattern stirred, the twelve positions flexing in my awareness, and I understood something I’d have no time to explain: this room had been built near, or on, or over, a place that could hear anchors. The tribunal didn’t just judge Constellation events. It sat on top of one. The chamber was listening to me the way I was listening to it.

I tucked the thought away for later. There was too much else demanding attention, starting with a room full of people who’d spent seventeen minutes deciding I was dangerous.

We came in battered and badly dressed and reeking of a battle nobody here had seen, and I felt the assembled court take us in: the late man, the woman who was suddenly newly Soulbound, the residue of a parallel Earth that some of them could clearly sense, the sheer wrongness of our arrival. The murmur rose. It was not a friendly murmur.

It would have been easy, in that room, to feel small. The whole architecture was designed to make a person feel like an error standing before a correctness older than memory. And three days ago, maybe, it would have worked. Three days ago I’d been a man with everything, an anchor with a system that confirmed my worth in gold panels. But I’d spent the last three days as a man with nothing, walking into hostile rooms in a city that read me as prey, leading five women through a dimension that wanted to dissolve them, and I’d learned the one thing this chamber couldn’t account for: how to stand up straight with no power behind you and refuse to flinch. I had all the power back now. But I didn’t need it anymore to do the part that mattered. That was the gift the detour had given me, the thing it had cost me everything to learn, and I carried it through those crystal doors like armor the tribunal couldn’t see.

Voss positioned himself at the head of our table with the smooth economy of a man who’d done this for four hundred years. Kith took a place along the wall, present, watching, containment authority worn openly as a warning. Lane settled into an observer’s seat with his scanner, already reading the room’s energies, fascinated. Sera, Nia, Priya, Mia, and Aldric were directed to the limited witness positions, behind a low crystal rail — close enough to see, far enough that they could only watch.

Mia caught my eye as I passed. She didn’t say anything. She just held up one fist, knuckles out (I’m here, fight) and I nodded back, and something in my chest set hard and steady.

The walk to the witness table was the longest forty feet of my life. I felt the watchers in the high tiers tracking me, ancient and patient, and I felt the Constellation responding to the room with every step, the pattern flexing, the cut routes beneath the floor humming faintly against the soles of my feet like a current under ice. A demon-realm court, a Banisher ritual, a parallel Chicago full of creatures who wanted to own me: I’d survived all of them, but every one had been something I could put my back to and fight. This was worse, and worse in the specific way that mattered most: there was no fighting my way out of it. No fist would help here. Only words, and the truth, and the five women at my back who’d already proven they couldn’t be silenced.

I reached the table. I set the evidence bag down. I straightened my torn, badly-dressed self to my full height and met the dais head-on, the way you meet anything that’s counting on you to flinch first.



The hostile party had used the seventeen minutes well.

I could see the shape of it before anyone said a word: the evidence already laid out on the central dais, the positioning already done. The brownstone raid, framed not as the Wardens’ overreach but as proof the Morrison household was a magnet for dimensional violence. Kira’s memory stone and her uncatalogued arrival, framed not as discovery but as evidence the Constellation’s reach was uncontrolled and growing. The ambient threshold, exceeded, framed as a clock counting down to catastrophe.

And then, the thing they’d built it all toward, spoken aloud by a presiding voice from the dais as the doors finished opening behind us:

“The accused vanished,” the voice said, cold and carrying, “during the pre-hearing transfer. For hours. Beyond the reach of every monitoring authority in this reality. And he has now returned, unannounced, uncontrolled, bearing the signature of an uncatalogued variant dimension, accompanied by a new bond event of a magnitude this tribunal has never recorded.” The voice paused, letting it land on the assembled court. “Some among us have suggested the accused fled. That he is not an anchor stabilizing the Constellation, but an agent of its expansion. That every time we attempt to constrain this phenomenon, it grows more powerful, and that the man at its center grows more powerful with it.”

The murmur swelled.

“He looks,” the voice continued, “like a danger that cannot be contained. And he has chosen, by his lateness, to look like one who knows it.”

It was a good frame. It was a very good frame, and seventeen minutes had set it like concrete, and I understood that I could spend an hour explaining the truth — parallel Chicago, the false theory, the adaptive overwrite, the Union — and every word would only make me sound more dangerous, because everything true about what had happened to us was dangerous, from the outside, to people whose whole job was fear.

So I didn’t explain. Not yet. I refused to play the game on their terms.

Through the bond, Lyra sent me one word — wait — the empath reading the room, telling me the silence was working for me, that the assembly was braced for groveling and the longer I made them wait the more the frame slipped. Voss had taught me the same thing in the apartment a lifetime ago: silence is a weapon there. If you stay quiet, they fill the silence. So I let the quiet build. I let the great chamber hold its breath. I let the hostile voice’s frame hang in the air until it started to feel less like an accusation and more like a question nobody had answered.

And then, when the murmur had begun to curdle into something restless, I spoke. Not to defend, but to take the floor, because the one thing a hostile room can’t survive is the accused refusing to act like the accused.

“I’m not going to apologize for surviving,” I said.

The chamber went quiet. Voss’s hand twitched, a warning, careful, but I held the floor anyway.

“You convened on schedule,” I said, to the dais, to the tiers, to the watching ancient room. “You knew I’d vanished. You knew it wasn’t by choice — your own monitors logged the transfer folding sideways. And you opened the doors anyway and spent seventeen minutes deciding I’d run. So let me be clear about where I was.” I let the Constellation rise in my awareness, let the room feel it, since the room could hear anchors. “I was in a parallel Earth, stripped of everything I am, made fully human — every power taken, the bond gone dark, and not a shred of proof that I belonged anywhere. And these five women—” I gestured to the harem, who flanked me, restored and magnificent and unbowed “—were stripped of everything too. No horns. No tails. No wings. No seals. No magic. The exact features this tribunal would call dangerous, all of it gone. They were just five human women, cold and afraid in a city that wasn’t theirs.”

I looked around the chamber.

“And do you know what I learned? I learned that I didn’t love them one ounce less. I learned that their bonds to me survived being silenced. I learned that when you take away the feeding, and the magic, and the power, and the system — what’s left is choice. They chose me with nothing pushing them. I chose them with nothing rewarding me. And that choice was strong enough to open a door that was built to reject us.” I let that sit. “You want to call the women I love contamination. You want to call our bonds a threat. You’re looking at the single most powerful thing in any world I’ve been to, and you’re calling it a disease, because it doesn’t fit your forms.”

The chamber stirred, the assembled court shifting, the ancient watchers in the high tiers leaning in. I could feel the Constellation pulsing under it all, the room and the pattern listening to each other, and I pressed on, because Voss had taught me that the only thing worse than speaking in a hostile room was letting the hostile room fill the silence for you.

“And this is the part you can’t contain,” I said, “the part that’s going to keep you up at night. When the Constellation stripped us of everything, every power, every feature, every advantage, and made us as fragile and ordinary as anything in any world, the bonds didn’t break. They got covered, and then we uncovered them. With nothing but choice. While you’re sitting here trying to figure out how to contain a thing you think is dangerous because it’s powerful — I’m telling you the power was never the point. You could take all the power away tomorrow. You could strip every succubus in this chamber down to plain mortal flesh.” I let my gaze travel the tiers. “And the ones who’d been chosen would still be bonded. Because the bond isn’t the magic. The magic just made it loud. You can’t contain a choice. You’ve never figured out how. That’s why you’re afraid.”

A presiding voice from the dais: “He admits the bonds survive even the removal of the seals. He confirms the phenomenon is more robust than we feared, not less.”

“I confirm,” I said, “that love is harder to kill than you’d like. That’s not a confession. That’s a warning. To whoever’s actually running this room.”

The murmur in the high tiers shifted at that, at to whoever’s actually running this room, and I felt Lyra’s quick warning down the bond, careful, you rattled something, and good. I’d meant to rattle it. Voss had taught me to watch who moves when no one’s asked them to. I’d just thrown a stone into still water to see what surfaced.

And something did. Up in the high tiers, set apart, the hooded observer went very still, the particular stillness of a thing that does not want to be looked at. I let my eyes drift up to it, just for a second, just long enough to clock the seal-cuff at the wrist and the faint wrongness clinging to it, before I pulled my gaze back to the dais, because I’d seen something there I wasn’t ready to name out loud. But I’d seen it. And whatever it was, it knew I’d seen it.

I planted my feet and held the floor, one ordinary man against a roomful of things older than the realm, and refused to give it back.



“He admits the bonds are powerful,” the presiding voice said. “He admits the event was unprecedented. He admits he returned stronger. By his own testimony, he confirms our concern.”

“He confirms,” Voss interjected smoothly, rising, “that love is not a containable phenomenon, which this tribunal already knew, and which is not, under any article, a crime. I have eleven points of procedure to raise regarding the irregularity of convening in the accused’s documented involuntary absence, and I intend to raise all of them, slowly.” He produced a stack of forms. The room’s collective groan was almost audible. “Shall I begin with the first?”

While Voss bought time the only way Voss knew how, I looked at my harem, and they looked back, and they had not bent an inch.

They’d arranged themselves around me without a word, not behind me, not in front, but flanking, a wall of women that the whole chamber could see, and I understood the choice. You couldn’t look at me without looking at them. That was the point. We come as a set. You judge one, you judge six.

On my right, Lyra had gone calm, the dangerous kind of calm, the empath’s stillness when she’s reading a room instead of reacting to it. Her restored sense spread out across the hostile chamber, and she fed me a quiet steady stream through the bond. The dais is afraid, not certain. The third tier is sympathetic. The cold one on the left has already decided. The old woman in the gold robe pities you, which is more useful than it sounds. She squeezed my hand. “I’ve got you,” she murmured. “Let me be your eyes in it. You speak, I’ll tell you where it lands.” It was the thing she’d promised in the apartment a lifetime and four days ago, let me carry some of it, and now she could again, the steadiness flowing into me through the bond, the thing I’d had to take on faith for three days handed back as a living current.

Beside her, Cherry was doing the opposite of calm and making it work. She didn’t flare her aura, she’d learned to choose it in the mirror world, but she stood at full brightness anyway, the single most vivid thing in a room of ancient gray power, daring the tiers to look away.

“I’m not a costume,” she said, loud enough to carry to the whole assembly. “I’m not a wrong format. I chose this. Every part of me. And it COUNTS.” Her tail swished, defiant. The gesture rippled through the high tiers, ancient watchers leaning to murmur to one another, because a brand-new Soulbound standing unbowed in a judgment chamber was not a thing they saw, and Cherry knew it, and let them look.

Behind my shoulder, Raven had gone the other way entirely. No defiance, no brightness. Just shadows pooling at her feet and violet eyes ticking around the room, counting exits, counting threats, the survivor’s geometry she’d run in a mirror-world alley now running in the oldest court in any reality. She caught me noticing and leaned in, just enough.

“I’ve got the room,” she breathed. “Four guards, two doors, the dais is the choke point. If this goes bad, you grab Lyra, I grab the rest, we go out the witness entrance. I already mapped it.” She’d made a list. Of course she’d made a list. I believed every item on it.

While Raven counted bodies, Morgana was counting something subtler. I caught the moment her amber eyes narrowed behind her glasses, the scholar finding a thread. She’d told me on the way in to watch for the editing hand, the one that had trimmed the records across worlds, and now two centuries of pattern-recognition swept the chamber like a lighthouse.

“There’s a shape to how this evidence was arranged,” she murmured. “It’s too clean. Real cases are messy. This one was curated. Somebody helped them build it. I want to know who handed them the thread to pull.” Her gaze drifted up toward the high tiers, and stopped.

And Kira hadn’t said a word. She stood rooted, weight low and even, her Path Sense restored, reading the room the way she read a road, and her face had gone grim.

“Jake,” she said, very quiet, only for me. “This chamber. There are routes under it. Old ones. And they’ve been—” she searched for the word “—cut. Hidden. Some of them have been taught to lie. There are paths beneath this floor that should connect to the Constellation and don’t, because someone severed them, a long time ago, and dressed the cuts to look like they were never there.” Her amber eyes came up to mine. “This whole place is built on a lie about where it sits. The tribunal doesn’t know it. But the floor does.”



The seventeen minutes had cost us, and now I saw exactly how.

Voss leaned in close while he stalled, his murmur fast and low. “In your absence, I could only object procedurally. I could not put a face to the defense, and a defense with no defendant is a paper shield. They have spent seventeen minutes making you into a monster, and the great difficulty, Mr. Morrison, is that everything they said is technically accurate. You did vanish. You did return stronger. You are surrounded by an unprecedented bond network.” His jaw tightened. “The art of this room is not lying. It is arranging true things into a shape that kills you. They have arranged every fact we own into that shape, unanswered, for seventeen minutes.”

I’d heard the shape from the dais already, and hearing Voss confirm it from the inside only made it heavier. The worst piece wasn’t the brownstone or Kira or the threshold. It was the thing none of them had quite said out loud: that a man who vanishes during his own hearing is a man who runs. That my return, dramatic and reeking of an uncatalogued dimension, looked like something uncontrollable rather than someone who’d fought his way home.

“So we arrange them into a different shape,” Voss finished, squaring a stack of forms. “And we do it fast, because the shape they built has a seventeen-minute head start.”

Patience wasn’t going to save me here. There was no waiting this out, no procedural daylight to run for. A room older than any institution, watchers who could end my freedom with a show of hands, and my own dramatic return with a new Soulbound event and fresh mirror residue making me look more dangerous by the minute. Every true thing about what had happened to us was a brick in the wall they were building.

And then I saw it.

It was small. It was the kind of thing I’d never have noticed before three days as a human taught me to read the world with ordinary attention, and before the crossing gave me a taste for the variant-state residue clinging to my own route. But I saw it, and the bottom dropped out of the moment.

There was an observer in the high tiers. Robed, hooded, set apart from the rest, not a presiding voice, not a witness, but a watcher, marked with the quiet insignia I’d learned to recognize from Raven’s surveillance reports: Directorate-linked. The same shadow authority the Stability Division answered to. A position, not a name. Lane had spent two books trying to learn who the Directorate Liaison was, and had never gotten further than a redaction.

And on the observer’s marker, the seal-cuff at the wrist, the thing that designated their authority, there was a faint shimmer.

Variant-state residue.

The exact signature Lane had been so excited to find on my route. The fingerprint of a parallel Earth. The same residue that clung to me from crossing the breach, clinging, too, to a Directorate observer who had not, supposedly, gone anywhere.

I felt the blood leave my face.

I didn’t say anything. I made myself not say anything, because I had no proof, and because saying it in this room would be the end of everything Voss was buying us. But I caught Morgana’s eye, and I flicked my gaze up to the observer, and I watched her find it, watched her see the shimmer, watched two centuries of pattern-recognition snap into place, and watched her go very, very still.

The implication hung between us, unspoken and enormous.

Someone with Directorate authority carried the residue of the same kind of crossing that had thrown us into Mirror Chicago. Maybe they’d caused the transfer to fold. Maybe they’d only known it would. Maybe they’d merely used it, the way the collectors had tried to use us. I had no way to know which. The detour might have been an accident. It might have been engineered. The one thing I now knew for certain was that it might not have been random, and that someone in this room, sitting in judgment, had been somewhere they shouldn’t have been.

The cuff, I sent down the bond to Lyra, the first deliberate thing I’d transmitted since the crossing, the channel still raw and overwhelming. The hooded one. High tier. Read them.

Lyra’s attention turned, subtle, her empathy reaching across the chamber toward the observer — and a beat later she sent back something that turned my stomach colder than the residue had.

Nothing, she sent. There’s nothing there, Jake. No emotional signature. A void with edges. Tight, controlled, holding its breath. A pause. Like Kith. Like Lane. Exactly like them. Whatever that is, it reads the way the Stability Division reads. The way the people who answer to the Directorate read.

And Kira, who’d been reading the floor, the cut routes, the lying paths beneath the chamber, drew in a sharp breath beside me.

“One of the cut routes,” she breathed, only for me. “The severed ones under this floor. It doesn’t run to the Constellation like it should. It runs up. To the high tiers. To that seat. Someone hid a path here, a long time ago, and the only thing it still connects to is — them. Whoever that is, they’re standing on the one route in this room that was kept secret on purpose.”

The detour. The edited records across worlds. The missing word in every copy. The cut routes under a tribunal built to judge Constellation events. The scentless, signature-less watcher with a parallel Earth’s fingerprint on their cuff, sitting on the one hidden path that connected to nothing but themselves.

The frame is pulling toward something it wants more than its destination, Nia had said the morning we left, and a clean, well-built route had leaned us sideways into a parallel Earth, at the exact moment a Directorate observer with mirror-residue on their cuff sat watching from a hidden seat.

I didn’t have proof. I had a shape, and it fit too well. But whether the lean had been an accident or someone’s hand on the table, I wasn’t going to learn it tonight, in this chamber, with a hooded thing on a secret route watching me work it out.

I didn’t get to think about it further.

Because the presiding voice on the dais cut through Voss’s procedural objections, and silenced the chamber, and spoke the question the whole tribunal had been built around — the most dangerous question, saved for the moment of my arrival.

“Then this tribunal will consider,” the voice said, and the words rang off the ancient crystal, off the cut and lying routes beneath the floor, off the residue on a hidden observer’s cuff, “the only question that matters. Setting aside the bonds, the variant dimension, the unprecedented event. One question, on which everything else depends.”

The chamber held its breath. My harem closed in around me. Kira’s tail tightened on my wrist.

“Whether Jacob Andrew Morrison,” the voice said, “is the anchor holding the Constellation together —”

And across the world, across an ocean of dark, I felt the tenth light pulse — awake, reaching, answering some call I couldn’t hear, at the exact moment the question hung in the air —

“— or the fracture waking it up.”


Thank you for reading!
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